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PROLOGUE

FORT WORTH, TEXAS
1984

His lunch pail was empty.

Again.

Roger Starrett quickly closed it and latched it back up, looking around the middle school cafeteria, praying no one had seen.

He’d thought his mother was okay this morning. He’d heard her moving around in her bedroom while he was getting dressed. And there were definite signs of life in the kitchen—a cigarette still smoldering in the ashtray, his beat-up lunch pail standing out on the counter, looking ready to go.

He’d grabbed it on his way out the door, late for school, not noticing—again—that it was unusually light.

His stomach rumbled as he got up from the table, joining the line of kids who’d wolfed down their pb and j and were now shuffling past Mrs. Hollings—King’s Gate Middle School’s own personal Checkpoint Charlie.

She narrowed her eyes at Roger from her perch atop her stool. No doubt she’d noticed him coming into the cafeteria just a few moments ago. She always noticed him. “You finished your entire lunch?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He opened his lunchbox, exhibit A. Not a crumb in sight. You mean old bitch.

“Go on, then. But I’m watching you.”

No kidding. Roger walked outside, purposely keeping his pace slow and steady until he went around the corner of the building and out of her line of sight.

And then he was free. He broke into a dead run as he hit the cracked asphalt, heading past it and onto the football field, toward the creek and the woods back behind the school.

If he hauled ass, he could make it all the way home, check on his mother, grab himself a quick bowl of cornflakes—he knew there were some in the cabinet because he’d had ’em for dinner last night—and then race back to school before Mrs. Hellbitch even knew he was gone.

Noah Gaines had barely sat down on a log and opened his book when he heard the sound of voices. But he didn’t look up. He just kept on reading.

Bobby Kemp and Luke Duchamps and several other eighth-grade boys Noah didn’t know very well came splashing across the creek.

They were loud, they were stupid, and they would be gone in a matter of minutes.

They were playing George of the Jungle, climbing up into the trees as high as they could go without the slender branches bending—which wasn’t very high—and whooping like crazy.

Luke ran past and kicked the book out of his hands. “Whatcha reading, Einstein?”

“Nothing you’d like,” Noah picked it up and brushed it off and sat back down. “It doesn’t have pictures.”

Oh, man. He was so screwed. He’d actually said that loud enough for Luke to hear.

“What did you say?” Luke circled back around, coming to a stop in front of Noah, catching his breath as he gave him his best Clint Eastwood glare. Which wasn’t particularly good. The only thing Luke had in common with Clint was that they were both white. After that, there was no comparison.

“Nothing,” Noah muttered, hating that now Luke would think he was a coward. He wasn’t. He just wanted the bigger boy to leave him alone. There were only twenty-three minutes left in the lunch period, and he wanted to spend as many of them as possible with this book.

But Luke pushed him, and Noah sprawled back on his butt, in the dirt.

One of these days, he was going to get his growing on, as his grandmother always said. And then Luke was going to slink across to the other side of the street whenever he saw Noah coming—all six foot four of him, just like his grandfather.

“Come on, Luke,” Bobby called from the creek, moving on, ready to disrupt someone else’s peace and quiet.

Luke, however, wasn’t done. “What you looking at?”

Noah turned to see that Luke’s attention was on the trail, where a skinny white boy stood. He was watching them, his blue eyes wary.

Great. It was that stupid kid from Mrs. H’s class. It could have been one of the high school kids who lived at the end of Noah’s block, but no, it was just Roger, who was barely taller than Noah, whose mother drank too much, who’d brought an empty lunchbox with him to school again today.

Noah had seen his face in the cafeteria, right when Noah was slipping out the door himself, his own sandwich safely stashed in his pocket.

“I’m looking at you, asshole,” Roger drawled with a twang that was actually real, gazing at Luke with the kind of expression on his face more suitable for someone at least twelve inches taller and much broader, too. “I’m wondering why you don’t pick on someone your own size.”

Yeah, it was Roger, all right. Roger, who was always getting into trouble with Mrs. Hollings—who’d actually called her dick breath to her face, in front of the entire class.

“Someone like you, maybe?” Luke scoffed. He had to have had at least thirty pounds on the younger boy.

Yes, it was good old Roger, who just didn’t know when to keep his big mouth shut. He didn’t know that if he’d just shrugged and turned away, Luke would have made a little more noise, maybe knocked the log Noah had been sitting on into the creek, and then disappeared, no real harm done.

“I’m bigger’n him.” Roger motioned to Noah with his chin.

“There’re kindergartners who could pound his ass.” Luke laughed.

“I resent that.” Noah started to climb to his feet, but Luke gave him another shove—one that actually hurt this time as he landed on his tailbone in the dust.

“I resent that,” Luke mocked him. “No one really talks like that.”

Noah’s grandfather did.

“Leave him alone,” Roger tersely ordered Luke. It was much better than Luke’s imitation of Clint Eastwood, although Noah would bet that Roger wasn’t trying to imitate anyone.

“Why don’t you make me?”

“Why don’t you come over here so that I can make you, dickhead?” Roger countered.

Oh, no, this was not the way to end this quickly and bloodlessly.

“Look,” Noah started to say.

“Come on, Luke,” Bobby whined from down beyond the bend in the trail.

Roger looked directly at Noah. Get ready to run, he mouthed silently, while Luke called, “Hold up!” back to Bobby.

“What are you doing?” Bobby complained.

And wasn’t that what they needed? For Bobby to come and see what was keeping Luke and decide to join in the fun, pulverizing a couple of seventh graders.

“Lukey’s trying to talk Einstein here into sucking his dick,” Roger called loudly to Bobby and whoever else was in shouting distance.

Luke turned white and then red, and then lunged at Roger.

Leaving Noah finally free to scramble to his feet.

“Go,” Roger shouted at Noah as he took to the trees to escape Luke’s wrath.

Luke was going to kill Roger. There was no doubt about it. He was going to catch him, and then he was going to tear him into pieces. Noah hesitated. How could he run away and leave Roger to that fate?

As he watched, the kid climbed higher and higher into the trees. He was light, he was fast, and Luke didn’t have a prayer of catching him up there. Those branches wouldn’t hold the bigger boy’s weight.

There was a crack, and Luke lunged for the trunk of the tree, clinging to it with all of his might.

Noah started backing away. This was where Luke would realize Roger was out of reach and decide to take his anger out on him.

“What are you waiting for, shit brains?” Roger shouted at Noah. “You’re supposed to be back on the school field by now!”

This kid had what Grandpa would call “a colorful way with the English language.”

“What if he catches you?” Noah called back. If? There was no if involved. It was inevitable. Roger couldn’t stay in that tree forever. And when he came down, Luke was going to kill him.

He hadn’t planned this out very well.

Roger was silent, apparently realizing the very same thing.

Bobby made the scene. “What are you doing, Duchamps?”

“Get down from there now, and I’ll only beat you within an inch of your life,” Luke growled up at Roger.

“Yeah, I bet you want to beat me,” Roger taunted, with an accompanying gesture that meant … Oh, man, this kid wasn’t just asking for death, but a painful and horrific death.

Luke climbed higher, disregarding the danger. As Noah watched, he lunged for Roger and caught his sneaker. He grabbed and pulled and …

Crack!

The branch Luke was standing on gave way.

It happened so fast. One minute both boys were in the tree, and the next Luke was crumpled on the ground.

Roger had fallen, too, but he’d managed to catch himself on one of the lower branches. He hung there now, swinging slightly, one sneaker on, one skinny foot bare.

“Luke!” Bobby started toward his friend but stopped short. “Oh, shit.” He backed away.

Luke moaned and stirred and caught sight of his leg and started to scream.

His leg was broken. It was really broken, with a jagged piece of bone sticking out, right through a hole in his pants.

Roger dropped lightly out of the tree, landing beside him. “Holy fuck!”

Bobby hit the ground with his backside, clearly unable to stand. Noah could relate. He was feeling a little light-headed himself.

“He’s bleeding bad,” Roger said, kneeling beside Luke. “Jesus, oh, Jesus! You must have cut a vein.”

“I’m going to die,” Luke wailed. “I’m going to die!”

“Artery,” Noah said faintly. “Veins take blood into the heart, arteries take it out.”

“Gee, that’s important to know right now,” Roger said. “Bobby! Run back to school and get help!”

Bobby didn’t move.

“I don’t want to die,” Luke howled.

“You—shut the fuck up,” Roger snapped, “and you—Bobby! Get off your fat ass and run back to school! Now!”

Bobby staggered off.

Roger looked at Noah. “Do you know how to make a tourniquet, Einstein?”

“Yes,” Noah said.

Roger nodded curtly. “That’s the answer I was hoping for. I didn’t pay much attention when we did that chapter on first aid in health class.”

“I did,” Noah said. He took off his T-shirt. There was a tear under the arm, and he put his fingers in the hole and pulled so that it would rip. He needed a strip long enough to tie around the top of Luke’s leg.

Except his leg was broken right there, right at his thigh. How on earth were they going to do this without hurting him worse?

“You hear that?” Roger was saying to Luke, who was crying, tears running down his face. “You got lucky and fucked yourself up in the presence of the one person in King’s Gate who actually paid attention during health class. I think you can erase dying from the list of things you’re going to do today, Duchamps.”

Noah couldn’t tear his T-shirt past the side seam. “Help me with this,” he said.

Roger took the shirt from him and stood up.

“Don’t leave me here!” Luke sobbed.

But Roger was just digging into the pocket of his jeans. “No one’s leaving you anywhere,” he said as he came up with a Swiss army knife and quickly cut Noah’s shirt.

Noah must’ve looked green at the idea of tying that around Luke’s thigh, with all that blood, so close to the jagged edge of that hideous bone, because Roger didn’t even try to hand the shirt back to him. “Okay,” he said to Noah, kneeling down next to Luke. “Tell me what to do.”

“You’ve got to tie it around his leg,” Noah said. “As close to his, you know, groin area as you can. There’s a pressure point there, right at the inside of his leg.”

Roger nodded, his face pale. He glanced up at Noah. “Hold his hands,” he said, then waited while Noah came around to Luke’s other side and knelt down beside the older boy.

Luke flailed at both of them. “Don’t touch me! What are you doing with that thing?”

“We have to stop the bleeding,” Roger said to Luke, speaking slowly and clearly. “I know this might hurt you, Duchamps, and I’m deeply sorry if it does, but—”

“I want my mama!” Luke wept. “Where’s my mama?”

“She’ll be here soon,” Roger reassured him, his voice surprisingly gentle. “I just know it. Bobby went to get help and they’re going to call your mama and she’ll rush right over. She’s probably already on her way. But right now I know she wants me to tie Einstein’s shirt around your leg so that you don’t die.”

“I don’t want to die!”

“I know you don’t,” Roger said, still using that soothing voice. “So you just hold on to Einstein’s hands. Both of his in both of yours, and close your eyes and breathe.”

He looked over, nodding as Noah got a firm grip on Luke’s hands.

Roger took a deep breath and Noah closed his own eyes.

Luke screamed and Roger said a whole bunch of words that Noah had never heard before. At least not all in a row like that. Then, “How tight do I tie it?”

“It’s got to be pretty tight,” Noah said. Man, Luke was nearly breaking his fingers.

“Open your eyes and check this,” Roger ordered. “It’s not squirting so much anymore.”

Noah did. He had to look across that terrible wound, but … He nodded, swallowing hard. “That looks right.”

Roger put his hand on Luke’s shoulder. “You’re going to be okay,” he told him. “You are one tough son of a bitch, Duchamps.”

“Yeah,” Luke sobbed. “Yeah.”

Noah could hear sirens approaching the school.

“This is almost over,” Roger crooned to Luke. “Just hang on a little bit longer. Help is coming. Any minute now. They’re going to give you something for the pain, and your mama’s gonna be there, and you’re going to float on home. Any minute now. You’re just going to float. Here they come.…”

And there they were. Paramedics with a stretcher, pushing Roger and Noah aside.

The medics got Luke ready to transport, calling on their radios ahead to the ambulance driver and to the hospital, giving Luke some kind of medication that made him stop crying—just like Roger had promised.

And then they were moving Luke out of there.

It was only then, as they were hustling the injured boy down the trail, that Roger dropped to his knees and threw up in the dirt.

*  *  *

Roger sat outside the principal’s office, waiting to find out if he was going to be suspended from school.

Again.

Waiting to find out if his father was going to beat the shit out of him.

Again.

He almost didn’t care anymore.

No one was watching him, and he took the opportunity to examine the palms of his hands. He’d torn the hell out of them catching himself on that tree branch. Some parts were already blistered, and others were scraped and still oozing blood. It hurt like a bitch, but it was nothing compared to Luke’s broken leg.

The principal’s door opened, and Roger quickly hid his hands beside him as the black kid, the scrawny one everybody called Einstein, came out, followed by Mr. York. The kid was wearing one of those dorky purple-and-gold King’s Gate Middle School T-shirts—his own shirt had been trashed.

York cleared his throat. “I’m afraid I haven’t been able to reach your mother,” he said to Roger.

“She, uh, wasn’t feeling well this morning, sir. And my father … he’s out of town. You know, on business?” His father sold farm equipment and spent more time on the road than he did at home. Praise be to Jesus.

York nodded. “Mr. Gaines here told me how your quick thinking and fast action saved Luke Duchamps’s life today.”

Roger didn’t dare look at Einstein. Was it possible …? He was lightheaded from hunger. He’d puked his brains out back on the trail, emptying what little had been in his stomach, and he still felt dizzy.

Not to mention that his mouth tasted like the contents of his gym locker.

Einstein nudged him, and Roger looked up to see that the kid had gotten him a cup of water from the bubbler in the corner of the principal’s outer office.

“Thanks,” Roger whispered. Aside from the puking and the pain from his hands, he’d been fine up to now. So why were his eyes suddenly filling with tears?

“Don’t chug it,” Einstein told him.

Roger nodded, taking little sips of water and gritting his teeth until the worst of the urge to throw himself onto the office floor and cry had passed.

“Mr. Gaines’s grandfather is coming to pick him up,” York told Roger. “He’s offered to drive you home, too. I think you boys have had enough school for one day.”

Roger looked up at that. Holy shit. Enough school …?

“Or you could come over to my house and have something to eat,” Einstein said quietly, as if he somehow knew the only thing in the cabinet at Roger’s house was that last box of stale cornflakes.

Roger nodded. “Thanks,” he said again.

“We’ll wait for my grandfather out front,” Einstein told Mr. York. Told him. Not asked.

It was amazing. They were going home early, but they weren’t in trouble.

Roger followed Einstein to the bench out in front of the school’s lobby. “Whatever you told him … thanks,” he said.

Einstein’s eyes were a light shade of brown behind his glasses. “I told him the truth. I’m Noah, by the way.”

“Sorry about, you know, puking like that. I hope I didn’t spray your shoes. I was just, you know …”

“It was really gross,” Noah told him. “Luke’s leg, I mean.”

Roger laughed. “No shit.”

They sat in silence for a moment, then Noah said, “I couldn’t have done what you did.”

What could he say to that? “Sure you could’ve.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, I do.” When it came down to it, Noah hadn’t run away. Roger was still surprised about that. He was either stupid or brave. And with a nickname like Einstein, chances were he wasn’t stupid.

“You like Italian food?” Noah asked, kicking at a crack in the sidewalk with the toe of his sneakers.

“You mean, like spaghetti and meatballs?” Roger countered.

Noah laughed. “Sort of, but much better. My grandfather spent some time in Italy during World War Two and he learned to cook while he was there. He’ll make us something good to eat.”

Something good to eat. It sounded too miraculous to be true. “You don’t have to invite me over, you know,” Roger said. “You don’t even need to drive me home. I can walk.”

Noah nodded. “I know.” He stood up as a station wagon—a shiny new one in a really nice shade of blue—approached.

The black man behind the wheel was huge. It seemed impossible that scrawny little Noah was related to him. He had a broad, handsome face and a full head of thick black hair despite the fact that he was old. And he had the warmest, friendliest smile Roger had ever seen.

“Hail, the conquering heroes,” the man said in greeting, his voice a booming bass, his accent one that Roger couldn’t place. He wasn’t from Texas, that was for damn sure. “You must be Roger. Climb in, young man. I’m Walter Gaines and I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Noah got into the front. Roger hesitated only a fraction of a second before he climbed into the backseat of that car.

After all the blood and shouting that had gone down just a short time earlier, it seemed like a very quiet choice. An unremarkable, nothing-much kind of decision.

But getting into that car was, without a doubt, the pivotal moment of Roger Starrett’s young life.


CHAPTER
ONE

SARASOTA, FLORIDA
MONDAY, JUNE 16, 2003

Roger “Sam” Starrett’s cell phone vibrated, but he was wedged into the rental car so tightly that there was no way he could get the damn thing out of the front pocket of his jeans.

At least not without causing a twelve-car pileup on Route 75.

He had the air-conditioning cranked—welcome to summer in Florida—and the gas pedal floored, but the subcompact piece of shit that had been one of the last cars in the rental company’s lot was neither cool nor fast.

It was barely a car.

Feeling trapped in an uncomfortable place had been pretty much SOP for Sam ever since he rushed into marriage with Mary Lou nearly two years ago, and he waited for the familiar waves of irritation and anger to wash over him.

Instead, he felt something strangely similar to relief.

Because Sarasota was only another few minutes down the road. And the end was finally in sight.

Sam knew the town well enough—he’d hitched down here from his parents’ house in Fort Worth, Texas, four summers in a row, starting when he turned fifteen. It had changed a lot since then, but he had to believe that the circus school was still over by Ringling Boulevard.

Which wasn’t too far from Mary Lou’s street address.

Maybe he should make a quick stop, pick up a few more Bozos, turn this thing into a bona fide clown car.

On the other hand, one was probably enough to qualify for clown car status.

His phone finally stopped shaking.

What were the chances that it had been Mary Lou, finally calling him back?

Nah, that would be too damn easy.

Although, in theory, this should have been an easy trip. Pop over to Sarasota. Pick up the divorce papers that Mary Lou was supposed to have sent back to him three weeks ago. Put an end to the giant-ass mistake that was their marriage, and maybe even try to start something new. Like a real relationship with his baby daughter, Haley, who after six months probably wouldn’t even recognize him. Then pop back home to San Diego.

Fucking easy as pie.

Except this was Mary Lou he was dealing with. Yes, she was the one who’d filed for this divorce. Yes, she’d been compliant right up to this point. But Sam wouldn’t put it past her to change her mind at the zero hour.

And it was, indeed, the zero hour.

And, true to form, Mary Lou was surely messing with him.

Had to be.

Why else would she not have sent the papers back to the attorney after receiving them four weeks ago? Why else would she not return Sam’s phone calls? Why else would she not pick up the phone even when he called at oh dark hundred, when he knew she had to be there because the baby was surely sleeping?

Sam reached for the stick to downshift as he took the exit ramp for Bee Ridge Road, and came into contact with the stupidass automatic transmission.

Six months ago, this entire suckfest scenario would have made him bullshit. Everything sucked. This car sucked, the fact that he had to come all this way for something that should have cost the price of a first-class postage stamp sucked, and knowing that Haley was going to look at him as if he were some stranger really sucked.

But along with his weird feeling of relief came a sense of readiness. Maybe this wasn’t going to be easy, but that was okay. He was ready for it. He was ready for anything.

Like, Haley was probably going to cry when he tried to hold her. So he wouldn’t hold her at first. He’d take it slow.

And Mary Lou, well, she was probably going to ask him to get back together. He was ready for that, too.

“Honey, you know as well as I do that it just wasn’t working.” He tried the words aloud, glancing at himself in the rearview mirror, checking to see if he looked apologetic enough.

But, shit, he looked like roadkill. His eyes were bloodshot behind his sunglasses, and the flight out of Atlanta had been weather delayed for so damn long that he desperately needed a shower.

And he definitely shouldn’t start out by calling her honey. She had a name, and it was Mary Lou. Honey—and every other term of endearment he’d ever used, like sugar, darling, sweetheart, sweet thing—was demeaning.

He could practically hear Alyssa Locke’s voice telling him so. And God knows Alyssa Locke was the Queen of Right.

She’d hated it something fierce when he’d called her sweet thing. So he’d called her Alyssa, drawing the S’s out as he whispered her name in her perfect ear as they’d had sex that should’ve been listed in the world record books. Best Sex of All Time—Sam Starrett and Alyssa Locke, Champions of the Simultaneous Orgasm.

Ah, God.

What was Alyssa going to think when she heard about his divorce?

Sooner or later the news was going to get out. Up to this point, his commanding officer, Lieutenant Commander Tom Paoletti, and the SEAL team’s XO, Lieutenant Jazz Jacquette, were the only ones who knew that Sam and Mary Lou were finally calling it quits. He hadn’t told Nils and WildCard yet—his best friends in Team Sixteen. Shit, he hadn’t told his sister, Elaine. Or even Noah and Claire.

And he sure as hell hadn’t told Alyssa Locke.

Who was probably going to think, Thank God I’m in a committed relationship with Max so Roger Starrett doesn’t come sniffing around my door, looking for some play. Max. The fucker. Even after all this time, Sam was still insanely jealous of Max Bhagat. Despite his new sense of relief and hope, he was feeling neither when it came to thoughts of Alyssa and Max.

“How could you fuck your boss?” Sam asked.

Alyssa, because she wasn’t in the car, didn’t answer him, of course.

It wasn’t too tough of a question. Sam could come up with plenty of answers without Alyssa’s help. Because Max was handsome, powerful, brilliant, and, yes, probably great in bed.

Yeah, and who was he kidding with that probably? Max was no doubt definitely great in bed. Sam knew Alyssa, and she wasn’t about to spend more than a year of her life with someone who couldn’t keep up with her sexually.

And as far as the fact that the man was her boss …

She and Max were incredibly discreet. In fact, they were so discreet, there were some people in the Spec Ops community who refused to believe that they actually had an intimate relationship.

But Sam knew better. He’d gone knocking on Alyssa’s hotel room door about six months ago. And, yeah, it was a stupidass thing to do. He and Mary Lou hadn’t even separated back then. He had no business knocking on anyone’s door.

But an FBI agent matching Alyssa’s description—a woman of color, in her late twenties—had been killed that day, and until the news came down that Alyssa wasn’t on the casualty list, Sam kind of lost it.

Except who had opened that hotel room door that he’d knocked on? Well, gee, hiya, Max. Sorry I woke you, man.

And that was it. Game over. It was looking into Max’s eyes that did it. The fucker cared deeply about Alyssa—that was more than clear.

And every day since then, Sam tried—he really honestly tried—to be happy for her.

And as for his own elusive happiness …

Well, he was done feeling sorry for himself. And he was done letting this divorce take place on Mary Lou’s timetable, with Mary Lou running this freak show.

Sam and his expensive new lawyer had worked out a schedule of visits—dates and times that he could see Haley. He wasn’t looking for joint custody—that would be crazy. As a SEAL he went out of the country at the drop of a hat, sometimes for weeks or even months at a time.

He just wanted to be able to see his kid a couple of times a week whenever he was Stateside. Surely Mary Lou would agree to that.

To make it a no-brainer for her, Sam was prepared to give her the deed to their house back in San Diego, free and clear. He’d take care of the mortgage and continue to pay the taxes. Now that Mary Lou’s sister, Janine, had split up with her husband, Sam’s plan was to talk all three of them—Mary Lou, Janine, and Haley—into moving back to California.

Where he would be able to see Haley every other weekend and once a week on Wednesday nights—instead of some pathetic twice a year bullshit.

Surely the idea of a free place to live would appeal to Mary Lou, who, in one of the bigger surprises of a marriage filled with complete surprises, was a total miser when it came to saving money.

So, yeah, Sam was hopeful that he and Mary Lou were going to be able to work this out.

And who knows? Once he did that, the rest of his life could start to turn around, too. Maybe perfect Max had a perfect sister who was beautiful, brilliant and great in bed, too. And maybe Sam and the sister and Max and Alyssa could all double-date.

Yeah, right. Just as Max wasn’t his favorite person, Sam wasn’t Max’s. The chances of them ever socializing—by choice—were in negative numbers.

Traffic in the city was light at this time of the morning. He was literally four minutes from Mary Lou’s door.

Please be home.

Sam had tried calling his soon-to-be ex-wife from a pay phone at the airport, right after his flight had gotten in. It had occurred to him that she was screening her calls and that maybe she’d pick up if her caller ID gave her a number other than that of his cell phone.

Not a chance.

He didn’t leave a message on her machine. He was just going to head over to the house and wait. Sooner or later Mary Lou or Janine would scoop up Haley from day care and come home.

And then he’d do whatever he had to do to get Mary Lou to sign those papers and move back to San Diego.

Hell, if she didn’t want to live in that same house they’d once shared, they could sell it and she could buy another. It didn’t matter to him as long as she lived in the San Diego area. He was going to move into the BOQ on base either way.

Sure, the bachelor officers quarters were tiny, and there was no privacy to speak of. But since it was highly unlikely that he was ever going to have sex again, privacy wasn’t something that he needed.

Sam laughed at himself. That sounded really pathetic—never having sex again—like he was such a loser that no woman would want him.

Truth was, women went for him in a major way. In fact, the girl at the car rental counter couldn’t have been more obvious about her interest if she’d used semaphore flags.

“Where are you staying?”

“Are you in town alone?”

“If you’re looking for a good hangout, you might want to try Barnaby’s, down by the dock. I go there all the time after work.”

Hint, hint.

She was hot, too. A strawberry blonde with a lithe, athletic body and a cute little ass. But hot wasn’t enough for him anymore. No, thank you.

Sam was finished with casual sex. He was keeping his pants zipped, which actually wasn’t as hard as it seemed, even after he’d gone for well over nine months without getting laid.

It sounded like a really pansy thing to say, but he wanted more from life than a fast fuck with an empty-headed stranger.

Because, shit, he’d been there and done that—and ended up married to an empty-headed stranger who was pregnant with his child. And hadn’t that been a fun two and a half years of his life?

He wanted sex to mean something. He wanted to be fucked for more than his blue eyes and his muscles and the fact that he was a lieutenant with the U.S. Navy SEALs.

Unless, of course, Alyssa Locke called him up and begged him to come over, get naked, and light her world on fire.

If that ever happened, all bets were off.

Alyssa was neither empty-headed nor a stranger, but during the few nights they’d spent together, way back before Sam married Mary Lou, she’d definitely thought of him as only a temporary plaything, which still stung.

Sam leaned over to look at the numbers on the houses as he turned on to Mary Lou’s street: 458, 460, 462.

Bingo.

Number 462 Camilia Street was a tiny little single-story Florida-style house with a carport that sat empty. There wasn’t a car in the driveway either, nor one parked out in front.

Sam pulled up and sat, air-conditioning blasting, just looking at the house. With flaking paint and shutters that hung in crooked disrepair, it was about half the size of their place in San Diego. The yard was dry, the grass and plants brown, courtesy of the drought that was turning Florida into a desert.

A tired-looking palm tree provided the only shade out front. The door was shut behind the torn screen, and the dark shades on the windows were pulled all the way down and—

What the fuck …?

Sam turned off the engine and got out into the sweltering heat, staring across the roof of the rental car.

Were his eyes playing tricks on him, making those window shades seem to shift and move, or …?

He moved closer to the house.

Holy Lord Jesus Christ Almighty, those weren’t dark shades, those were flies. There were so many of them, they seemed almost to cover the windows.

Oh, fuck! That many flies inside a house could mean only one thing.

Whoever was in there was dead.



At a little after 1000, feeling unsettled, frustrated, and antsy as all hell, Tom Paoletti came in from the garden.

Kelly, still in her nightgown, was at the kitchen counter, cutting up a small mountain of fresh fruit. She smiled, but he could see her concern for him in her eyes. “Is the hibiscus going to make it?”

“Yeah,” he said as he washed his hands in the kitchen sink. “It’s going to be fine.” He glanced at her. “And I’m going to be fine, too.”

She nodded. “I know. It’s just …”

“Hard,” he finished for her as he dried his hands on the towel hanging over the handle on the oven. “Yes, it is.”

He glanced at the kitchen clock: 1006. U.S. Navy SEAL Team Sixteen was now officially wheels up and heading out on a training op.

This wasn’t the first time in the six months since Tom had been relieved of his command that they’d left town without him, but it was the first time he hadn’t been told precisely where they were going.

Which sounded the death knell for his hope of ever returning as Team Sixteen’s commanding officer.

Kelly chopped quarters of an apple into even smaller pieces. “Maybe it’s time to make some … alternative plans for the future.”

“Okay,” Tom said. “Let’s start by setting a wedding date.”

She didn’t stop chopping, the blade flashing in the bright morning sunlight. “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”

“Yeah, but as long as we’re making plans …”



“Tom …” She sighed and put down the knife. “Maybe this isn’t a good time to talk about this.”

And here it came. Tom couldn’t help but smile. Whenever he tried to talk about getting married, she would distract him with creative sex.

One of these days he’d finally wear her down and she’d say yes and set a date. But until then, it was pretty much a no-lose situation.

Because despite being a girl-next-door look-alike with her cheerleader-style blond ponytail and her sweet face with those freckles and wide blue eyes, Kelly could be pretty damn creative when it came to sex.

Tom knew that she loved him. There was never a doubt of that in his mind. She just had cold feet when it came to tying the knot. After a failed marriage that had been filled with complacency and a serious lack of excitement, she had every right to be leery.

She rinsed her hands in the sink before coming over to kiss him. “Maybe we should save the heavy conversations for later and just … enjoy our day off.”

Oh, baby. Right on schedule. She tasted like strawberries and cantaloupe. And she was definitely naked under that gown.

“Don’t you think?” She reached down into his shorts, her fingers cool and still a little wet.

He answered her with a kiss. Oh, yeah, this was one way to cure that antsy, frustrated feeling—at least temporarily. Except he had quite a few things that needed to be said first.

But then her nightgown went over her head and onto the floor, and she pulled out her ponytail holder and shook her hair free. She was growing it out and the ends curled slightly around her shoulders. It wasn’t quite long enough yet to conceal her breasts—which was fine with him.

It had definitely been awhile since they’d made love here in the kitchen. He loved making love with the sun streaming in from the skylights, with all those counters at exactly the perfect height. It was bright and sunny, even after she crossed the room to close the vertical blinds so that the Hodges, whose backyard abutted theirs, wouldn’t get an eyeful from their deck.

Hello, gorgeous naked woman in his kitchen.

Kelly smiled, too, as she walked toward him, and Tom was well aware that he wouldn’t be here right now if he’d gone out with the team this morning. And while he appreciated this opportunity given to him by staying behind, it didn’t really make his recent realization any easier to deal with.

“Maybe we should both just retire. We can sleep late and then make love all day, every day,” he said.

“Okay.” She levered herself up so she sat on the counter, right next to the cutting board and the piles of fruit.

Oh-ho, this was going to be wonderfully, deliciously messy. She was laughing now, and he was, too. God, he loved her.

And he was wrong—his entire life was easier with Kelly beside him.

There was a knife on the counter that was very sharp. Tom moved it into the sink.

She waited until he was watching to crush a piece of peach, dribbling it into her belly button and smearing it down, even lower, before leaning back on her elbows, right in the pile of melon.

Oh, baby. Talk about delicious.

But Tom didn’t move toward her. There was something he had to tell her first. “I think I might be serious about that,” he said. “About retiring—about me retiring, you know, from the Navy. And if I did, we could have kids, Kel. I could stay at home with them.”

She sat up, an expression of incredulity on her face. It would have been pretty funny if this wasn’t something he desperately needed to talk about right now.

Even more than he wanted to have fruit-flavored sex.

“You want to go from being the CO of a SEAL team—no, not a SEAL team, the SEAL team. The best SEAL team in the world—to being the primary caregiver of an infant?”

“I was actually thinking three,” he said. “Babies. One at a time, of course, but … yeah.”

She was looking at him as if she were ready to whip out her doctor’s bag and start taking his vital signs.

“I really want us to have kids, Kel,” he told her. “I love you, and I’m ready to take our relationship to the next level. I’ve been ready for a long time. And suddenly it seems as if I’m going to have lots of time on my hands, so …”

“But your career—”

“What career?” Ever since six months ago, when he’d ordered his men to take down three terrorist assassins who had infiltrated an open-to-the-public SEAL demonstration at the Coronado naval base, Tom had been pulled off his career track as CO of SEAL Team Sixteen and into the limbo of a Navy desk job.

It would be one thing if he’d been transferred to a position that would allow him active participation in the smooth management of the teams, but as far as he could tell, his new job was meaningless. He did nothing but ridiculous paper busywork that helped no one. Lately he’d started coming in an hour late and going home an hour early, but no one noticed. Or cared.

As long as he didn’t draw any attention to himself. As long as he didn’t make more waves.

He’d been patient at first, as the Navy and the U.S. Government tried to figure out if he was a hero for saving the President’s life—and the lives of thousands of people in that crowd—or a dangerous criminal for violating U.S. law.

The U.S. Military was not allowed to take up arms against civilians. Tom knew that as well as any American. It was written very clearly in a little piece of paper called the U.S. Constitution.

And Tom had, indeed, crossed that line. The Secret Service was responsible for the protection of the President, and the head of the Service hadn’t given Tom permission to act in his behalf. There was a tape of their radio communications that day that spelled it all out quite clearly.

“You need to let us take care of this,” Tom had been told, even though the Secret Service men in the sniper towers still hadn’t located the suspected shooter in the crowd, and the SEALs in the helos overhead had.

But Lt. Sam Starrett, one of Tom’s most trusted officers, had been in one of the circling helicopters. He’d spotted a weapon on the man in question and shouted, “Gun!”

Tom hadn’t thought twice about giving the order to take down that terrorist shooter, or the two others who had started firing into the crowd. Kelly had been there that day, along with countless other wives and girlfriends and children and mothers and …

And his commander in chief, the United States President.

Tom’s quick order had saved lives—there was no doubt about it. He’d do it all over again, without hesitation. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t known that his career was over even as the command to fire was leaving his lips.

Some things were worth more than a man’s career.

He was relieved of his command within the week, and Lt. Jazz Jacquette, his executive officer and a man he’d trust with his life, was given temporary command of SEAL Team Sixteen.

“My career in the Navy’s over and done.” It was the first time Tom said the words aloud, the first time he’d voiced what he’d known to be true for a while now.

The first time he’d told Kelly.

Her eyes filled with tears. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I’ve known for months.” He looked at her sitting there, still naked among all that fruit. “I guess I kind of killed the mood. Sorry about that.”

She shook her head. “I had no idea it was … Oh, Tom. Why didn’t you tell me before this? You’re supposed to talk to me about things like that. About … God.”

“I just kept hoping I was wrong,” he said. “I’m sorry. I just …” He shrugged.

She reached for him, and he went into her arms.

“I’m sorry, Kel,” he said again. “I guess I thought maybe if I didn’t say it aloud …” He kissed her and tasted salt.

Kelly pulled back slightly to look at him and to wipe her eyes. “They’re fools for letting you go.”

“Yeah, well, thanks, but—”

“You know, Max Bhagat would hire you in a heartbeat,” she said.

Tom smiled at her ferocity. “You want me to join the FBI?”

“Yeah,” Kelly said. “Yeah, Tom, I do. There are a lot of very bad people out there and you’re very good at catching them. If the Navy won’t let you do it as a SEAL, well, you’ll just have to do it some other way.”

“I still want to have kids. Let me rephrase—I want to get married and have kids.”

“Will you give me some time to think about that?”

Like he hadn’t already given her a few years? “Yeah,” Tom said. “I’ll give you twenty minutes.”

She laughed.

“Come on, we could go to Vegas,” he said. “This afternoon. Or we could schedule something small here on base. Betcha I can find someone to marry us tonight. That license upstairs is still good to go.”

On his birthday, Kelly had wanted to get him a new truck with some of the money she’d inherited from her father. Their financial situation continued to be a prickly spot for Tom, who had drawn the line at comingling their funds until after they were married. They were living together, sure, but this was his house and he was paying the bills. Which pissed Kelly off because not only had she received a huge amount of money on her father’s death, but she also pulled in a significantly higher salary as a pediatrician.

But Tom had a stubborn streak, too, and until she became his wife, there would be no ours as far as finances went. And even then, he was going to make her sign a prenup to protect her inheritance.

As part of his birthday negotiation, he’d told her he’d accept her gift of that truck if she went down to city hall with him and applied for a marriage license. They didn’t have to use it, they just had to have it.

So now it was in a file on the desk in his den, ready for Kelly to give in and make this thing between them legal.

“You know, you could give me more than twenty minutes to think about it, and we could spend the day doing something else.” She leaned back into the fruit, eating a piece of melon and licking her finger clean.

O-kay. Tom laughed, both at her amazing lack of subtlety and his own undeniable response. “Believe it or not, I’d really rather go to Vegas.”

She ate a piece of apple. “Really?”

“Really.”

She licked the juice from a chunk of orange. “Right now?”

Tom kissed her. He was, after all, human. “Yes.” Funny how he didn’t sound so convincing anymore.

“Not in five minutes?” She reached for him, unfastening his shorts.

He pulled back. A little. “Five minutes. And then we go to Vegas?”

“Five minutes,” she said, “and then we talk about this some more.”

Talking some more was a step in the right direction. Tom kissed her again, this time not on the mouth, and Kelly’s laughter quickly turned to a moan.

Oh, man, he loved peaches. And he loved knowing just where to touch and kiss her to drive her wild.

After living together for years, with their ridiculous schedules—as a pediatrician, Kelly had to go dashing out of the house at crazy hours even more often than Tom—they’d perfected the art of the quickie.

“Please!” Kelly shifted on the counter, then, oh baby, he was inside her.

And the doorbell rang.

“Shit!” Tom said.

“Ignore it,” she gasped. “They’ll go away.”

But the bell rang again. And again.

And again.

Double shit. Whoever was out there no doubt had seen both of their cars in the driveway.

Kelly, of course, liked it. Devil woman that she was, she got off on the possibility of discovery. She actually enjoyed the idea of people standing on the front steps, wondering where they were, checking their watches, while Tom was buried deeply inside of her.

“We should probably make sure the phone’s working,” he managed to say as the doorbell rang yet again and again. She didn’t argue, so he picked her up, her legs around his waist, and carried her over to the telephone. She lifted the handset.

There was a definite dial tone.

She dropped it back into the receiver so she could use both of her hands to brace herself along that part of the counter.

She was moments from climaxing. She was making all those sexy little noises that he loved—those gasps and moans of sheer pleasure that made him teeter on the edge of his own release.

Whoever had been outside had finally stopped leaning on the doorbell, thank God.

If it had been important, they’d come back.

In fact, he’d nearly dismissed them completely from his mind as he focused on the beautiful, brilliant, gorgeous, sexy-as-hell woman he was making love to—this woman he was going to talk into marrying him right after he made her come.

Wham! Wham! Wham!

Whoever had been ringing the bell in the front had come around to the back and was knocking right on the sliding door.

It startled the hell out of Tom, and Kelly’s eyes opened as he started to pull back from her. “Did I even lock that door?”

“I did.” She locked her legs around him, pushing him even more deeply inside of her.

Wham! Wham! Wham!

And she was coming. She was laughing, but there was no doubt about it—she’d gone over the edge in a major way.

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Damn it, now someone else was pounding on the front door, too, and ringing the bell.

Kelly knew him as well as he knew her. She knew just how to touch him to make him come crashing into her—in spite of the crazy soundtrack that was completely freaking him out.

Bang! Wham! Ding-dong! “Jesus, Kelly!”

The rush of pleasure, so fiercely, privately intense, was such a wild contrast to the kitchen’s current Grand Central Station atmosphere.

But then whoever was out front started shouting. “Lieutenant Commander Thomas Paoletti, please open the door!”

Tom started to laugh, and this time as he pulled back, Kelly let him go. She was still laughing, too. As he used the kitchen hand towel to clean himself up, she wiped a piece of fruit from his chin.

“Don’t go anywhere,” he told her as he fastened his shorts. “I’ve got plans for you today.” He smoothed down his hair as he headed for the front door. A quick glimpse of himself in the mirror in the hall revealed that there was no question about it. He looked as if he’d just been having sex with his incredibly hot wife-to-be in his kitchen.

Wife. Man, he loved that word. Today was the day he was going to talk her into getting this thing done.

He opened the door. “What seems to be the problem, gentlemen?”

Damn, it was the shore patrol, the Navy’s version of military police. The two ensigns who stood there were impossibly young and incredibly grim-looking.

“Lieutenant Commander Thomas Paoletti?”

“Yes. Who’s in trouble?” Tom asked. Most of Team Sixteen had gone out of the country. But Sam Starrett had taken a few days of leave in order to finalize his divorce and visit his daughter in Florida. Petty Officer Danny Gillman had stayed behind after spraining his ankle yesterday during a routine jump. And Petty Officer Cosmo Richter was also in town, studying for his chief’s exam.

Out of those three, Tom would bet his money that Gillman was in trouble. Nicknamed Gilligan, he was even younger than these ensigns and still prone to moments of complete boneheaded idiocy.

“Sir, we’ve been ordered to escort you to the naval base,” the ensign on the left informed him. “Please come with us.”

Ordered to …? “What’s this about?”

“We’re not at liberty to say, sir,” the ensign on the right said.

“Well, see, here’s the thing, Ensigns.” Tom stressed their significantly lower rank, but still kept his voice even and easygoing. “I’ve got something very important planned for this afternoon, so unless you can be specific about why I’m needed on base today—where I haven’t exactly been needed in the past six months—I’m going to have to decline your invitation.”

“It’s not an invitation, Paoletti. It’s an order.”

Tom looked up to see none other than Rear Admiral Larry Tucker, the base commander and the bane of his existence, coming around the side of his house. No doubt Tucker had been the door banger in the back. And it had taken him long enough to return to the front. Tom would bet big money that the sleezebag had found a crack in the vertical blinds and had hung back in order to watch Kelly get dressed. Son of a bitch.

She was standing now, in her nightgown, her hair back up in a ponytail, at the end of the hall, where only Tom could see her.

“What’s going on?” she whispered.

He met her eyes briefly, slightly shaking his head before turning to Tucker, forcing his mouth into a smile. “What’s the problem, Admiral?”

“You’re needed on base,” Tucker told him.

“I understand that, sir,” Tom said easily. “My question is why now? As I was telling the ensigns here, I’m a little busy today and—”

“You’re in trouble, Commander. Isn’t that obvious enough?”

Kelly moved closer.

Tom laughed, but on the inside, his stomach had gone into an instant knot. No. This couldn’t be happening. Not today …

But why not today? And, of course, Admiral Tucker would choose to be present at this humiliation. From the moment Tom had been assigned to command SEAL Team Sixteen, Tucker had had it in for him.

Hauling the shore patrol out here to escort Tom onto the base … It was so unnecessary. A phone call would have brought him in.

“Actually, no, Admiral, it’s not obvious,” Tom said, with more of an edge to his voice than he intended. “Since I haven’t done anything wrong, it never crossed my mind that I might be in any kind of trouble. If I’m being arrested, sir, I deserve to know the charges being brought against me. What is it that I’ve allegedly done?”

“You’re not being arrested, Commander,” Tucker said. “At least not yet. You’re being brought in for questioning.”

Not yet. “If this is about the assassination attempt in Coronado six months ago, I’ve said everything I can say about that.”

“Well, goodness me,” Tucker said. “Look at that. Apparently you remember at least one incident in which you did something wrong. I wonder, Commander, if there could be others.”

Tom turned to Kelly. “I have to go in. I’m sorry.”

She nodded. “I’m going with you.”

“No,” he said. “I’ll be home in a few hours.” He turned to Tucker. “If you’ll excuse me, Admiral, Ensigns, I’m going to take a quick shower and put on my uniform.”

Tucker shook his head. “You’ll have to skip the shower, Commander. You’ve already kept us waiting long enough.”

“I’ll be out shortly,” Tom said curtly, purposely leaving off the sir, but when he went to shut the door, one of the ensigns put his shoulder against it.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to accompany you inside, sir.”

God damn. There was questioning and then there was questioning. What did they think? That he was going to run away?

“Do I need to call a lawyer?” he asked the kid, half in jest, as he led the way back to the bedroom, where his uniform was hanging in the closet.

“Well,” the ensign answered seriously, “you just might want to do that, sir.”

Mother of God. What exactly did they think he’d done?

Sam went around the back of the house, looking for the kitchen door and praying that he was wrong, praying that Janine, Mary Lou, and Haley had gone to visit Mary Lou’s mother in northern Florida, and that an animal—a raccoon or a skunk—had gotten into the house and, trapped there, had died.

But, Jesus, there were flies covering every window, even in the back of the house. Especially in the back. Whatever was dead in there was bigger than a skunk.

Sam knew he shouldn’t touch the doorknob in case there were fingerprints on it. He had to call the authorities.

Except he didn’t know for sure that anyone was dead.

Yet the fact that Mary Lou hadn’t returned his call for three weeks—three long weeks—suddenly seemed telling. He’d assumed that she wasn’t calling him back—not that she couldn’t.

Please, God, don’t let her be dead.

He lifted the clay flowerpot that sat on the back steps—Mary Lou’s favorite hiding place—and sure enough, there was a key beneath it.

The lock on the kitchen door was right on the knob, and he knew he could unlatch the door by inserting and then carefully turning the key. He didn’t need to touch the knob and therefore wouldn’t add to or subtract from any fingerprints that might be there.

The lock clicked as it unlatched, and he gagged. Jesus. Even just the inch or two that he’d opened the door was enough to make his eyes water from the unmistakable stench of death. Sam quickly pulled the collar of his T-shirt up and over his nose and mouth and swung the door open.

Oh, God, no.

Mary Lou lay facedown on the linoleum floor—although, Christ, she’d been lying there so long in this heat, she probably didn’t have much of a face left.

Sam couldn’t bring himself to look more closely.

He saw all he needed to see. She was undeniably dead, her brown hair matted with blood and brains and, shit, maggots. She’d taken what looked like a shotgun slug to the back of her head, probably while she was running away from whoever had come to the kitchen door.

Sam stumbled outside and puked up his lunch into the dusty grass.

FBI agent Alyssa Locke answered the phone in her partner’s office. “Jules Cassidy’s desk.”

There was a pause before a voice that sounded remarkably like Sam Starrett’s asked, “Where’s Jules?”

No, it didn’t sound remarkably like Sam. It sounded pathetically like him.

Because she was decidedly pathetic.

What in God’s name did she have to do to get that man out from under her skin for once and for all? She saw and heard him everywhere. She couldn’t so much as see a blue jeans ad in a magazine without thinking about his long legs and his—

“Who’s calling, please?” she said, scrambling to find a piece of paper and a pen on Jules’s black hole of a desk. Her fault for coming in here in search of a file, her fault for picking up the phone instead of letting Jules’s voice mail take the message.

There was the sound of air being exhaled hard, then, “Alyssa, it’s Sam. Starrett. Can you please put Jules on the phone? Right now?”

Holy God, this time it really was Sam.

“Oh,” she said, temporarily startled into silence. Why on earth was Sam calling Jules?

“Look,” he said in that Texas drawl that she’d always found either infuriating or sexy as hell, depending on her state of mind. “I’m sorry if this sounds rude, but I’ve got a fucking bad situation here and I need to talk to Jules right fucking now. So put him on the fucking phone. Please.”

Whoa. A triple fucking. Even in the best of situations, Sam had a sewer mouth, but something definitely had him rattled to make him that profane.

“He’s not here,” Alyssa told him. “He’s out of the office and he won’t be back until Friday.”

“Fuck!”

“What’s happening?” she asked, sitting down behind Jules’s desk. Aha, there was a brand-new legal pad buried among his junk. She pulled it free. “Is this call business or …?”

She uncapped a pen as Sam laughed. It was the laughter of a man who didn’t find anything particularly funny right now. “God damn it. Yes, it’s business.”

“Where are you?” And no, she refused to let her heart beat harder at the thought that he was here in D.C. That was just indigestion from drinking too much coffee on an empty stomach.

“Sarasota,” he said.

“Florida.”

“Yeah. I’m at Mary Lou’s sister’s house. Alyssa, I’m really sorry, but I need your help. I need you to call someone in the Sarasota Bureau office and have them get over here as quickly as possible.”

“What’s going on?”

Another loud exhale. “Mary Lou’s dead.”

It was a good thing she was sitting down. As it was, she had to hang on to the desk. “Oh, my God. Sam! How?”

“A shotgun slug to the head.”

Oh, dear Lord. Oh, Sam, no. Alyssa had suspected that things weren’t particularly good between Sam and his wife, but … “Was anyone else hurt?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I came outside to … Well, shit, you know me well enough. I got sick. Big surprise. But I … I have to go back in there to look for Haley and …” His voice broke. “Jesus, Lys. I’m pretty sure Haley’s in there.”

“Whoa,” Alyssa said. She leapt to her feet, pulling the phone as far as it would go as she went to the office door. “Wait. Just wait a second, okay, Sam? Don’t move.”

Laronda was in the hall. Alyssa covered the mouthpiece of the telephone. “Has Max left for lunch?”

“About an hour ago. He should be back in about fifteen minutes.”

“Shit.” Fifteen minutes wasn’t good enough. “Is Peggy in her office?”

“She’s gone, too.” Laronda was eyeing her with curiosity. “Everyone’s out but George. You want George Faulkner?”

George was still new to the team and had even less experience in this type of situation than Alyssa did. She shook her head. It was up to her to talk Sam down from whatever emotional ledge he was on. “Get me the head of the Florida office in Sarasota.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Alyssa went back to Jules’s desk, speaking into the phone. “Sam, are you still with me?”

“Yeah.”

“Good,” she said. “Don’t go anywhere. Don’t go back inside. Just … just sit down, okay? Are you sitting down?”

“Yeah,” he said.

“Where’s the shotgun?” she asked.

“I don’t know. It was so bad in there, I didn’t think to look—”

“Sam, I’m going to call and get you help, all right? But you cannot go back into that house. Do you hear what I’m saying?”

“Yeah, I do, but—”

“No buts. You sit still and you talk to me. I need you to make sure that you are nowhere near that weapon when the authorities arrive. Is that clear?”

On the other end of the phone, Sam was silent.

“Sam?”

Nothing. Oh, God, please don’t let him have put down the phone.

The intercom buzzed. “Manuel Conseco from Sarasota on line two,” Laronda’s voice said.

“Sam, you’re going to need to give me the street address.”

Sam laughed. “You think I killed her,” he said. “That’s really nice, Alyssa. Jesus.”

“Are you saying you didn’t …?”

“Fuck, no. What kind of asshole do you take me for?” He laughed again in disgust. “Apparently the kind who would shoot his soon-to-be ex-wife and leave her dead in the kitchen. Thank you so very much.”

Soon-to-be ex-wife …? “I thought it was an accident.”

“With a fucking shotgun?”

“Well, I’m sorry, but you said—”

“It’s 462 Camilia Street,” Sam said flatly. “Sara-fucking-sota. Mary Lou didn’t return my phone calls for three weeks so I finally came out to see her—to finalize our divorce. I’m pretty sure she’s been dead all that time, and I haven’t searched the rest of the house, so I haven’t found Haley’s body yet. Call whoever you need to call so that the feds get here first. I don’t want the local police fucking up the investigation.”

“Sam,” Alyssa said, but he’d already cut the connection.


CHAPTER
TWO

Claire knocked on Noah’s office door as she came into the room. “Ready?”

“Hey,” he said. “Can you give me fifteen more minutes, baby?” He looked up into his wife’s face. “Five,” he amended. “Five more minutes?”

“You sure you have time for this?” She sat down on the couch across from his desk and crossed a pair of legs that were still just as fine as they’d been when she’d caught his attention back in tenth grade.

She’d gotten dressed up. Skirt, silk blouse, heels. Heels. She was wearing makeup, too. She always wore a little, but today she had more than gloss on her lips. She was actually wearing mascara.

And high heels.

Noah was a little crunched today, timewise. But he was crunched every day. And with two jobs, two kids—one a teenager, God help them—they hadn’t managed to schedule a date night for four months. Claire had suggested lunch and he’d actually put it onto his schedule.

But now he realized that this wasn’t just lunch. This was lunch. As in, he was gonna get lunched.

“Yes,” he said absolutely. “I have time for this.”

His intercom buzzed, but Noah hit the Talk button. “Maddy, hold my calls. Claire and I are taking a long, long lunch today and we’re leaving in approximately four and one-half minutes.”

Claire started smiling when he said that second long, and he knew he wouldn’t be back in the office until three thirty, when she had to go pick up Dora and Devin from day camp.

“This one sounds important,” Maddy’s voice came back. “It’s someone named Sam or Roger or Ringo—he wasn’t too clear on which one it was—and he says to tell you it’s an emergency, that Mary Lou’s dead?”

“Oh, dear God!” Claire sat forward, her hand on her heart. She gestured toward the phone. “Speaker phone! Speaker phone!”

Noah pushed the button. “Hey—”

“Ringo, it’s Claire.” She spoke right over him. “I’m here, too. What on earth happened?”

“I’m not sure.” Roger Starrett’s—he’d been calling himself Sam since he’d joined the SEALs—voice was clipped and tight. “Mary Lou and Haley came here to Sarasota about six months ago, to stay with her sister. We’ve been, um, separated. We were waiting on a divorce.”

Divorce? Noah met Claire’s eyes.

Did you know about this? she mouthed.

He shook his head. Noah hadn’t had more than a “Hi, I can’t talk right now” conversation with Sam in far more than six months.

“I lost touch with her about three weeks ago,” Sam continued, “and came out to see what was up and …” He cleared his throat. “I found her body in the kitchen of her sister’s house. I’m pretty sure she’s been there for just about the full three weeks.”

“Where’s Haley?” Noah asked.

Sam cleared his throat again. “I’m, uh, getting ready to go back in there to look for her.”

“Oh, dear sweet baby Jesus,” Claire breathed, tears in her eyes. “Do you really think …?”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Look, I’ve called the feds—the FBI—and they’re on their way, but I was wondering … well …”

Ah, Ringo, Ringo, Ringo. Apparently it was still harder than hell for him to ask for help. Even with a dead wife on the kitchen floor. “Where are you?” Noah asked, hoping he could make it easier.

Sam rattled off an address not too far from Noah’s office.

“Hang on,” Noah said. “We’ll be there in five minutes.”

*  *  *

“Max.” Alyssa Locke came out of her office in obvious intercept mode.

“Not now,” he said, even though he took a deep breath as she came close to him. She always smelled impossibly good. “I’ve got fifteen calls that need to be returned two minutes ago.”

Lieut. Comdr. Tom Paoletti, the former CO of SEAL Team Sixteen, who was a colleague—no, a friend—had just been brought in for some serious questioning related to last year’s Coronado presidential assassination attempt/terrorism case—a case that was extremely high priority for Max’s superiors.

They wanted it solved. No kidding. Max wanted it solved, too. But not badly enough to start tossing around some ridiculous conspiracy theory that would implicate a fine, upstanding, and completely patriotic naval officer with an otherwise impeccable record.

With the breaking news about the al-Qaeda tapes—the confirmed knowledge that there were still terrorist cells with the ability to do a crapload of damage all around the world—this was definitely not the right time to start pointing fingers and pulling one of the best Spec War commanders in the Navy out of the game.

But no. Why be smart when you can make newspaper headlines and maybe gain some public recognition points? Election day, after all, was coming.

And so the word had come down to Max that Tom Paoletti had been brought in for questioning regarding those weapons the terrorists had used, the ones everyone assumed had been smuggled onto the Navy base at least several days in advance of the assassination attempt. Because of the seriousness of the potential charges against him, Tom was going to be held under guard for an undetermined amount of time.

If the theory proved true and Tom did have terrorist connections, they didn’t want him out and about. Of course, when the theory was proven to be just more senseless crap, they would have taken away the freedom of an innocent man for weeks, maybe even months, and completely destroyed his career.

The thought of it made Max’s teeth hurt. This was America, for God’s sake, not Nazi Germany. Still, terrorism created fear. And fear could bring out the collaborator in even the most liberal politicians.

“I heard about Tom,” Alyssa said.

“Then you know why I can’t talk to you right now.” Max put his briefcase down beside his desk and bumped his mouse so that his computer’s screensaver would disappear. “I have to make those phone calls.”

Seven new emails. Six of them marked “Urgent.” He glanced up at Alyssa. “Close the door behind you on your way out.”

She closed the door, but when he glanced up again, she was still in his office. If this were a porno flick, she’d lock it, too, flash that smile that always gave him a cardiovascular workout, and start taking off that designer suit she was wearing in a slow striptease. They’d have sex, right on his desk.

Yeah, right. Real life was never as good as the movies.

Instead, she folded her arms across her chest and announced, “Sam Starrett called about ten minutes ago.”

Fuck.

Funny how U.S. Navy SEAL Lt. Sam Starrett’s favorite word was the first thing to pop into Max’s head whenever the man was so much as mentioned.

First things first. “Are you okay?” he asked Alyssa.

He managed to keep his voice even and matter-of-fact. And not sounding at all as if his blood pressure had just gotten high enough to make it possible for him to orbit the moon should he so much as pass gas.

“Yes.” She looked okay. She seemed as calm, cool, and collected as she always did. Which of course meant nothing because she was as good a liar as he was. “He called because—”

But that yes was all Max needed to hear. “Nine o’clock,” he said, then amended it as he looked at the pile of files Laronda had put on his desk. “Make it ten. Your place. I’ll bring the pizza and beer. We’ll talk about it then, okay?”

“Someone killed his wife.”

Oh, fuck indeed. “Someone,” Max repeated.

She knew where he was going. “Not Starrett.”

He had to laugh even though none of this was even remotely funny. “Yeah, you’re impartial.”

“I thought the same thing at first. But it wasn’t Starrett.” She was convinced.

Whatever Sam Starrett had said to her had been effective. God damn it. Max didn’t need this right now. Tom Paoletti didn’t need this right now.

“Mary Lou—his wife—has been living in Florida,” Alyssa continued. “In Sarasota. He went to see her and found the body. He said she was shot, right in her kitchen.”

In her kitchen, in Sarasota. Which was right down the Gulf coast of Florida from Tampa. Which was the last place on earth Max should go and the one place he was dying to be.

He was being good and had been staying far from Tampa. Crap, going on eight months now he’d been goddamn perfect when it came to Gina Vitagliano, and now this. Somewhere, God was laughing His ass off at him.

“Sam and Mary Lou had separated,” Alyssa told him. “Did you know about that?”

Holy fuck, as Starrett would say. “No,” Max said. “I didn’t.” How come he didn’t know? This was something he should have been told.

She was looking at him hard. “Are you lying?”

He laughed. “Alyssa. Please. Why would I lie?”

“I don’t know, Max,” she said. “Why would you lie?”

No, thanks. He was not going there. “So why did he call you?” he countered. As if he didn’t know.

“He didn’t. He called Jules.”

Which was virtually the same as calling Alyssa. She and her partner were extremely close, and Starrett knew it.

“He’s going to be looked at as a suspect,” Max said, telling her something that she already knew. Husbands and ex-husbands were always high on the list in murder cases.

This was terrible timing. This was all Tom Paoletti needed—one of the top officers in SEAL Team Sixteen under suspicion of murder. It made the entire team look bad, like they were all killers and criminals.

If one member of a SEAL team could kill his wife, then another could sell weapons to terrorists. Damn it, it was even worse considering that Starrett had been the first to spot the weapon in the crowd on the day the President had nearly been shot. The conspiracy theorists would have a field day with this—saying that of course Starrett saw the weapon because he knew where to look.

Forget about the logic as to why, if he were involved, Starrett would ID the shooter, thus preventing the man from taking out his presidential target.

Logic and people who subscribed to conspiracy theories were often strangers to each other.

But okay. Here they were. There was a dead wife on the kitchen floor and a good man—Paoletti—already under suspicion of wrongdoing. Max had to go down to Sarasota and make sure that Starrett had a strong alibi and was no longer a suspect before the news about this murder leaked to the media. And if it turned out that the SEAL really had killed his wife …

Tom was royally screwed.

Max flipped through his date book, checking his schedule on his computer, too.

Alyssa knew what he was doing. “You can’t go,” she said. “You have that meeting tomorrow morning with the President.”

“Where’s Jules, again?” he asked. Alyssa’s partner, Jules Cassidy, had taken several days off. But that was before all hell had broken loose.

“His mother’s getting married today,” Alyssa said.

Shit. “Call him in.”

“He’s in Hawaii,” she informed him. “Even if you could be that cruel, it’ll take him a full day to get to Sarasota.”

“I want someone down there who knows Starrett,” Max said shortly, “and I’m not sending you.”

The moment the words left his lips, he recognized how stupid and petty and childish he was being. This wasn’t about him wanting to protect Alyssa from the emotional pain of seeing a former lover. This was about jealousy. It was fear that if she got anywhere within twenty-five miles of Sam Starrett, she’d never come back.

Alyssa was just standing there, watching him with those eyes that could see through all his layers of crap.

Max stood looking back at her, wishing that he could snap his fingers and make everything go away. Mary Lou Starrett would spring instantly back to life. Tom Paoletti would still be CO of Team Sixteen. The World Trade Center towers would still be standing. Terrorists everywhere would be thwarted at every turn.

And Gina …

In his perfect, finger-snap-generated world, Max had never so much as met Gina Vitagliano. If he hadn’t, he and Alyssa Locke probably would’ve been married for a year by now, and his life would be tidy and serene and blissfully satisfying, his meager hours away from the office spent with a woman who was a perfect match for him in every way. His life would be orderly—instead of this current train wreck of near-howling frustration and chaotic anxiety.

He picked up his telephone. “Laronda, Locke needs to get to Sarasota ASAP. And schedule a flight for me for late tomorrow morning, after eleven, okay?”

“Yes, sir.”

Max hung up the phone. “I’m sorry if I was—”

Alyssa touched him. She never touched him in the office, but now she touched his arm—just a brief squeeze. “I’ll be okay.”

She thought he didn’t want her to go because he was worried about her.

He was a total shithead.

Max broke his own rule for what was or was not appropriate for the office between himself and a subordinate, and as usual, when he broke a rule, he completely detonated it. He pulled her hard into his arms and held her tightly.

She was soft and warm and, yes, she smelled too good. Somehow, over the past year, this woman had become outrageously important to him—she’d become his confidante, his best friend. It would hurt like hell to lose her.

In fact, he might very well never stop bleeding.

“Be careful.” It was such an inadequate thing to say, but it was all he could manage.

“I will.” Alyssa kissed him, her lips soft against his cheek before she slipped out of his grasp. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She gave him one last smile and this time she shut the door firmly behind her.

Max gave himself a little time—at least ten or fifteen seconds—to regain his equilibrium before he got on the phone and started making those calls.


December 1, 1943

Dear Mae,

I wanted to write this letter on Thanksgiving, to wish you and little Jolee a Happy Day, but I was high over the Rockies, transporting a plane to California.

It was a brand-spanking-new North American P-51D Mustang. (I know, I know, this means nothing to you! Suppose instead that I say that a Mustang moves at 435 miles per hour—what a thrill to fly that fast!) This plane had been used for training out in Iowa, and, boy, this baby could fly. I had some fun, all right. I was sorry to land at my final destination in (CENSORED).

I was sorrier still when I caught sight of a newspaper and saw the casualty lists from Tarawa.

That news from the war in the Pacific has made us all somber, I’m afraid, and it didn’t seem as if there was much this year to be thankful for. I know you miss Walt very much, and I’m sure he must be missing you and the baby dreadfully.

Still, I wanted to let you know that regardless of this wretched war, I myself have much to be thankful for this year, and high on my list is my friendship with you and Walter. It’s occurred to me as I’m sitting here that I never told you the details of how it was that your husband came to bring me to your house that night more than a solid year ago.

So here goes. I hope it will make you laugh, or at least lighten your heart.

I was flying a clunker of an old P-40 from Memphis to the airfield in Tuskegee. That’s always the scariest job—taking up an aircraft that has just been pulled out of mothballs. Forget the normal checklist—I nearly overhauled the engine, checking to make sure that thing wasn’t going to fall out of the sky with me inside.

But despite my makeshift tune-up, this P-40 developed a bad case of the hiccups when I was about 130 miles outside of Tuskegee. I pushed on, hoping I’d make it those last few miles. I knew that if it got worse, I could always look for a place, a field or even a flat stretch of road, to set that puppy down.

But I didn’t want to do that. After landing somewhere other than an airstrip, taking off again would be a pain in the you-know-what.

I turned on the radio to let Tuskegee know that I was having some problems and—I swear to you—the switch came off in my hand. There wasn’t much I could do to fix it. I could only sit back and fly.

But then there it was—the airfield. Right in front of me. I said a quick prayer of thanks. (That “God is my copilot” thing is no joke!)

I flew by the tower, signaling that my radio was out and that I needed to land immediately.

They gave me the go-ahead, using flags to signal me back, and I turned to come around and land the plane.

Only that P-40 stalled on me. It coughed, and it choked, and then I was in this large piece of metal that was falling fast—too fast—toward that landing strip.

I swear to you, my life—all twenty-eight pathetic years of it—flashed before my eyes. I remember thinking about that too-handsome captain I’d met two weeks earlier in Albuquerque. I remember thinking that I should have danced with him. (And yes, dearest friend, I am being euphemistic when I use the word dance. Oh, how I love to shock you!)

But I wasn’t ready to go to my heavenly reward, and I used every trick in the book, and made up a few brand-new ones, to get that engine turning over again. I still don’t know exactly how I did it, but I did. I came within thirty feet of the ground, and by now I was going way too fast to land, so I pulled up, hard, and went around again. This time, though, I didn’t stall. This time, I brought that POS-40 in and landed it, neat as a pin.

So there I was, climbing out of that plane, shaken to h*ll and white as a sheet, thinking that I’ve got to go change my drawers. I was ready to kiss that dusty ground and spend about a week in church.

Only this man, this tall Negro man, comes running over to me, spitting fire.

“What in Sam H*ll kind of flying is that?” he shouted at me in his clipped Yankee northern accent. “How dare you fly so recklessly here! Not only did you endanger the lives of everyone on this airfield and yourself, but you came d*mned close to destroying this plane! We don’t have half as many P-40s as we need, and you nearly turned this one into a crumpled piece of metal, ready to be dragged to the scrap pile!”

You know me, Mae my dear, and it didn’t take long for my terror to turn into anger. And so I lit back into him, shouting over him as I pulled off my leather flight helmet. “I nearly died flying this piece of sh*t! That engine stalled on me when I went into that first turn, and let me tell you, Jack, landing that plane in one piece was a miracle similar to turning water to wine, and now I’m getting chewed out by a mechanic? I demand to see your commanding officer, and I demand to see him now!”

Well.

He’d stopped shouting and now this tall Negro man was staring at me, at my messy, blond, and very female hair. And as I stared back at him, I realized he outranked me by about a mile. This was no enlisted mechanic. No, this man had lieutenant colonel clusters on his uniform, and it said “Gaines” above the pocket of his shirt.

I looked down at the paper I was holding, and indeed, the name of the CO to whom I was to deliver this plane was Lt. Col. Walter Gaines.

He was clearly as stunned to see a pilot who was a woman as I was to see a lieutenant colonel and commanding officer who was not white.

I did the only thing I could think of to do in this situation. I snapped into a sharp salute and said, “Lieutenant Colonel Gaines, I beg your pardon, sir.”

I’d been trying to be a part of this man’s Army Air Corps since 8 December, 1941, and I can tell you that although I was a first lieutenant, I was only a WASP, and men weren’t allowed to salute me because I’m a woman. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t salute higher ranking officers if I wanted to. And I wanted to make it clear to your husband that my mistake had been from ignorance, not insolence.

Lieutenant Colonel Gaines gave me an answering salute and a smile.

“I’m glad you managed to land safely, Lieutenant Smith,” he told me. “You say you stalled when you turned?”

“Yes, sir. She was temperamental the entire flight, but she completely quit on me a little earlier than I wanted her to.” I took him over to the plane, and we messed around with engine for quite some time.

While we did that, I told him about the Women’s Auxiliary Ferry Squadron (that’s what it was called back then; it wasn’t until last summer they started calling us Women Airforce Service Pilots, or WASPs), and that due to the shortage of male pilots, the Army Air Corps was making use of female flyers for such home front assignments as equipment transport and delivery. In turn, he told me about the Tuskegee experiment—that due to the shortage of white male pilots, the Army Air Corps had begun pilot training for exemplary Negro men. He was the commander of a squadron made up entirely of colored pilots. What an opportunity! I was envious because there was a chance they’d see action, while it was clear that I never would.

As we checked that engine, it was also clear to me that Walter Gaines knew as much about airplanes as I did. And I knew that I’d impressed him as much as he’d impressed me.

Walter shook my hand as I climbed onto the bus that would take me to the white part of the air base, and he said, “That was some good flying today, Lieutenant.”

That made me feel proud, because clearly he was a well-educated man and a skillful pilot himself, and that should have been that. End of story.

Except later that day, in the early evening, I was sitting on a bench outside of the officers’ mess on the white part of the base, and who should come walking along the dusty road from the colored airfield but Lt. Col. Gaines.

He was taking his time because it was a hot summer evening. He lifted his hand to me in greeting, but he didn’t walk any faster.

“Waiting for the bus into town?” he said when he moved into calling distance.

I stood up. “Yes, sir.” I was supposed to catch a flight back to Chicago, but I’d come in a little late, and the next plane wasn’t leaving for three days.

I’m sure he noticed my flight bag, because he said, “You might have difficulty finding a room in town. It’s college graduation tomorrow.” He smiled at me. “On the other hand, there’ll be parties and celebrations going on. You should probably plan to stay back here on base tonight, though.”

“Well, now,” I said. “That creates something of a problem, sir, seeing as how I’ve just been informed that there’s nowhere here on base for a female pilot to be billeted.” I laughed, making light of it. “I’ll just have to throw myself on God’s mercy—find a church in town that has cushions on the pews.” This was not the first time this had happened to me, and I knew for a fact that Walter must have had similar experiences.

D*mn, standing there talking to me, he—a lieutenant colonel—couldn’t even sit down to wait for the bus because the bench was marked “Whites Only.”

I took my flight bag and moved over to the other bench, the one with peeling paint, so we could both take a load off.

“You know,” Walter said, as he looked at me, “you’re welcome to come home with me.”

And oh, Mae, you know me! My brain always finds the nastiest explanation for anything. Or maybe I was still thinking too much about that missed dance with that captain back in New Mexico, because I remember sitting there, staring at Walter in total shock, thinking he’d just invited me to …

Well. You know Walt, too. He’s a very smart man, and it didn’t take him long to figure out where my thoughts had flown, just from looking at the expression on my face. I’m sure my cake hole was hanging open!

Walter quickly apologized. I swear, the man began backpedaling so hard, it’s a wonder he didn’t end up three counties away.

After he was done clearing his throat, he said, “I can say with complete certainty that my wife, Mae, wouldn’t be adverse to your occupying the bed in our guest room.”

Me, I’m sitting there, relieved as all h*ll that I haven’t just been propositioned by a lieutenant colonel.

But I hadn’t yet answered, and the bus was approaching, and Walt said, “Unless, of course, you’d prefer to stay in the church.”

And I knew what he was really saying was “Unless like some of the ignorant folk around these parts you have some kind of problem staying in the home of good, honest, and upright colored people.”

I looked him in the eye, and I said, “I would not be adverse—in fact, I would be most delighted, sir—to sleep in a real bed in your guest room. Are you sure your wife won’t mind?”

He gave me a smile. And he said, “I’m positive she’ll enjoy the company, Lieutenant.”

And that, dearest friend, is how I came to meet you.

I’m out of space and must rush to get this letter in the post.

You and Walt and precious Jolee are always in my thoughts and my prayers. I hope your health is improving—you must think strong thoughts! I’ll try to stop in and see you soon.

Happy Thanksgiving!

Love,
Dot




CHAPTER
THREE

Sam Starrett lay on his back in the grass as the FBI swarmed over every inch of Janine’s little house.

It had been hours, but Noah still sat cross-legged beside him, his jacket off, his tie loosened, and his sleeves rolled up. Claire had gone home to pick up the kids from day camp, but Noah had remained. He didn’t talk, he just sat there, a solid, large, warm presence.

Manuel Conseco, the head honcho of the Bureau’s Sarasota office, had come down to this crime scene himself. His team was taking fingerprints off every surface of that little house. They hadn’t yet removed the body, and they probably wouldn’t for a while. In fact, Sam had overheard a discussion about doing the autopsy right there in the kitchen.

Because, Jesus, Mary Lou had been there so long that, in order to move her, they were going to have to shovel her off the floor.

The forensics team had arrived, and they’d determined where the shooter had been standing just from the splatter marks of blood on the wall.

They also estimated how tall he was. And, assuming he’d held the shotgun at his shoulder, they figured he was just about the same height as Sam.

And wasn’t that convenient?

Sam had told his story about forty-eight times, to forty-eight different people, pointing out in forty-eight different ways that he’d been thousands of miles away when the murder had occurred. And yet Conseco had implied that they would want him to come downtown for additional questioning after his people were finished up here.

Sam wasn’t sure what else he could possibly say. He didn’t know anything about Mary Lou’s life here in Sarasota. Was she still attending AA meetings? Did she have any friends? Was she seeing anyone? He didn’t know, didn’t know, didn’t know.

He heard Noah shift his weight slightly, and he knew another FBI agent was approaching them. Time to answer those freaking questions all over again.

“Is he asleep?” a voice asked softly. It was a voice he’d recognize anywhere.

“I don’t think so,” Noah told Alyssa Locke.

What the hell was she doing here?

Sam opened his eyes and pushed back the bill of his baseball cap as she sat down beside him. Right in the grass. He’d expected Noah and Claire to risk getting their clothes dirty, but Alyssa?

She certainly got to Florida fast enough.

“Hey, Sam,” she said, as if they’d run into each other on some city street instead of her coming nearly a thousand miles to see him. She took in his beard and his shoulder-length hair—he looked remarkably like Jesus with a hangover these days—without a single comment or so much as a blink.

“I figured you could use a little moral support,” she told him. She was wearing her dark hair short, and with her pretty face, perfect cafe-au-lait skin, and big green eyes, it made her look almost fragile. Delicate.

He knew better. Alyssa Locke was tougher and stronger than most men he knew.

God damn she looked good, like she might’ve actually put on a pound or two in the months since he’d seen her last. She’d been too skinny back then, but now she looked … healthy again. Strong and healthy and female. More like the way she’d looked the last time he’d seen her naked.

Which had been too, too long ago.

“Have they estimated a date and time of death yet?” she continued. “Because as soon as they do, we need to get on the phone with Coronado and establish the fact that you were in California when it happened.”

“So I am a suspect.” Sam exhaled in disgust. “That’s just great.”

“It’s standard procedure, so suck it up,” she told him briskly. “Don’t take it personally.”

He laughed. “Yeah, right. Go into the kitchen and look at Mary Lou and then come back here and tell me not to take it personally when it’s implied that I did that.”

She glanced over her shoulder at the house. Glanced at Noah, who was listening to every word they said. “I’m sorry,” she said to him. “Are you with the Sarasota office?”

“I’m with Ringo—Sam,” he said. “I live here in town, and when he called, I came. I’m not a lawyer, but I know quite a few, and I’ve been encouraging Sam to wait before answering any more questions—”

“I’m on Sam’s side,” Alyssa interrupted. “We’ve—” She glanced at Sam. “—known each other for some years now. We’re friends. Mister …?”

Sam laughed. Yeah, right. They were friends and he was having lunch tomorrow with the pope.

She gave him another look.

“Noah Gaines,” Noah said, clearly noticing all of it. Sam’s laughter, Alyssa’s sharp look.

She held out her hand to Noah. “Alyssa Locke.”

Now she was the one who was watching for any kind of reaction, which, of course, Noah didn’t give her because there was none to give.

When she glanced at Sam again, he shook his head very slightly. Noah didn’t know. As he’d promised her, Sam hadn’t told anyone about those nights—on two separate occasions—when Alyssa had come to his room and completely rocked his world.

Back before Mary Lou had told him she was pregnant. Back before Alyssa had hooked up with Max. The fucker.

“How’s Max?” he asked her now.

“Worried about you,” she answered.

Yeah, right.

“Do you have any idea who might’ve done this?” she asked.

“No.”

Something flared in her eyes at his uncooperative response. “Look, I know how hard this must be for you—”

“Yeah, and it’s so much easier now that you’re here.” Truth was, he had absolutely no idea who would want to kill Mary Lou. He had no clue at all. One of the aliens from outer space that his mentally ill neighbor Donny DaCosta saw lurking behind every bush would have been just as accurate a guess as anything else Sam might’ve been able to come up with.

Alyssa was silent for a moment. Then she said, quietly now, “I’m sorry you feel that way. Max wanted to send someone who knew you, and—”

“So he could ask you whether or not you think I’m lying when I say—again—that I didn’t kill her?”

“I know you didn’t kill her.” She usually looked around him, above him, past him, or even through him. But now she looked directly into his eyes and even held his gaze. It was the longest amount of time she’d ever allowed herself to do that—aside from those couple of nights that they both were naked, and he was making love to her. Just remembering the way she’d looked at him back then made his chest hurt. “I heard you when you said it the first time, Starrett, and I don’t need to ask again. Has there been any information on Haley’s whereabouts?”

“No,” he told her. She actually believed he didn’t kill Mary Lou. Man, now his throat ached, too. “All I know is she’s not in there. Haley’s not …”

His daughter wasn’t decomposing in one of the other rooms of the house.

“Thank God for that at least,” Alyssa said softly.

“Yeah,” he said. “Thank God for that.” Thank God. His daughter’s mother was dead—maybe killed in front of Haley’s eyes. And Haley—helpless and completely defenseless—was God knows where. To his complete and total horror Sam started to cry.

He’d thought he was succeeding at being stalwart, but really, maybe all he’d been was numb.

Before the FBI had arrived, before Noah and Claire had rushed over, Sam had gone inside and searched the house, every room, every closet, his stomach in a knot. Behind every single door, he’d expected to find Haley, her face as unrecognizable as Mary Lou’s.

Instead, he’d found the kitchen table set for three—with two adult chairs and one booster seat—and toys scattered across the living room floor. There was clothing in laundry baskets, clothing on bedroom floors, clothing hanging in closets and in dresser drawers. Shampoo and soap on the edge of the tub, and makeup and hair gels out on the sink counter.

It was a house that looked lived in and comfortable. Apparently, after she’d left him, Mary Lou had stopped spending every spare minute cleaning.

Sam had found a stack of papers and envelopes on the kitchen counter. Bills and the like. On the top were the papers for the divorce lawyer, signed and dated from more than three weeks ago.

Mary Lou hadn’t been messing with his head.

She’d just been dead.

He’d found lots of signs of life in that house as well as potential clues as to the time of day the murder had taken place—shortly before dinner—but he hadn’t found his baby daughter’s dead body.

The relief he’d felt was short-lived—replaced by fear. Where in hell was she?

“Give me a minute,” he said to Alyssa now as he struggled to get back in control.

Her eyes were wide in her face. “Sam, my God, it’s all right if you—”

“Give me. A fucking. Minute.”

She knew him well enough to stand up and walk away.

But Noah knew him even better. He put his arms around Sam, just like he’d done when they were kids back in Texas.

Just like Walt—Noah’s grandfather—had done for both of them more times than Sam could count.

“It’s okay,” Noah murmured. “You don’t have to be Superman. Don’t freak out just because you’re human, Ringo.”

Ringo.

Sam could remember the first time Walter Gaines had called him that. It was the day after Luke Duchamps broke his leg falling out of that tree. Noah had approached Sam—he was Roger back then—after the final bell at school and asked him if he wanted to come over again, this time to check out his grandfather’s new personal computer.

Roger was more interested in Walt’s cooking after having sampled it the day before. And sure enough, when they came in the kitchen door, Walt was stirring something in a big pot that smelled heavenly. The old man had a bad leg, bad enough to make him limp when he walked, and when he cooked, he often perched on a stool in front of the stove.

“Nostradamus!” he greeted Noah from his seat, with a broad smile. It was weeks before Roger found out that Nostradamus was some kind of fortune-teller and that Walt had started calling Noah that back when he was five for his propensity for saying “But Grandpa, what if …?” Walt gave the pot another stir. “And his trusty sidekick, Ringo! Who’s hungry?”

Roger was. He was starved—and for far more than Walt’s cooking.

That was the day he’d met Dot, Noah’s grandmother and Walter’s wife. The day before, she’d been visiting her stepdaughter Jolee, Noah’s aunt, whose own daughter, Maya, had just given birth to Walter’s first greatgrandchild.

Roger had been shocked when he met Dot Gaines. Shocked but also enormously curious. Enough to ask Noah about her.

“She’s white,” Roger whispered, as if it were a secret, even though Dot had gone upstairs.

Noah had nodded. “Yeah. So what?”

“So … you’re black.”

“Actually,” Noah said, “I’m at least a quarter white. My father was half white. And my mother, well, she looked black, but she was probably at least part white, too. Many African Americans are. Have you read much about what it was like to be black in America before the Civil War?”

Roger shook his head.

And Noah had proceeded to give Roger both a lesson in the harsh realities of slavery in America, in which a shameful number of babies born to female slaves were the offspring of their white owners, and a lesson in genetics, in dominant and recessive genes.

“The way I figure it, sooner or later everyone in the world will be the same shade of brown,” Noah told him.

Roger had wandered around Noah’s living room, looking at the pictures on the walls.

There was a wedding photo of Walt and Dot with a little black girl standing beside them. And there was a picture of an African-American woman holding a tiny baby. She was very pretty and smiling at the camera as if the person taking the picture had just told a good joke.

“Who’s that?” Roger asked.

“That’s Mae,” Noah said. “She was my aunt Jolee’s mother. She was married to Grandpa before he married my grandmother. She died during the war.”

“The Civil War?” Roger asked.

Noah didn’t laugh at his stupidity. He never laughed at stupid questions. He just gently corrected. “The Civil War was in the 1860s. Mae died during World War Two—you know, the one against Hitler and the Nazis. That happened back about forty years ago, in the 1940s. Look at this.” Over on the end table next to the sofa was a picture of Walt in a fancy uniform. “My grandfather was a colonel in the Air Force. It was called the Army Air Corps back then. He commanded a squadron of the Tuskegee Airmen—black fighter pilots. You ever hear of them?”

Roger shook his head.

“Soup’s on, gentlemen!” Walt called from the kitchen in his big, booming voice.

Noah smiled at Roger. “You will.”

Sam Starrett was full of surprises, not the least of them being that his best friend from his childhood was black.

Alyssa sat in the observation room at the Sarasota FBI office, watching Starrett be interviewed by Manuel Conseco and his assistant, a young woman named Emily Withers.

“Mary Lou left San Diego six months ago,” Sam said with remarkable patience, considering he was answering the same question for what had to be the seventeenth time that hour. “She served me with divorce papers the next morning. It was an amicable parting. We both agreed that our marriage wasn’t working and we were taking steps to end it.”

He looked exhausted. His clothes were rumpled and looked slept in, and, with his hat off, she could see that his hair really was as long and shaggy as she’d thought. Thick and brown, it was sun streaked and wavy as it touched his shoulders. It was faintly reminiscent of the style so beloved by teeny-boppers in the early 1970s. He looked like he might’ve been trying to pass as David Cassidy’s bigger, meaner, Navy SEAL brother.

His face—the part that showed above his beard—was tanned.

Whatever he’d been up to in the months since she’d seen him last, he’d been spending quite a bit of time outdoors. And that beard was another clue as to where he’d been—he was sporting a full one instead of the neatly trimmed goatee and cowboy-style mustache that he usually favored. The beard, along with his non-Navy regs length hair, told Alyssa that he’d probably been spending a great deal of time in a country that started with the letter A and ended in “stan.”

The fact that he hadn’t shaved upon his return was another hint that he—and probably the rest of Team Sixteen—were intending to go back there in the very near future.

And yet, despite all that excess hair, he was still striking looking. Tall and muscular, with blue eyes and a killer smile, he was loaded with pure alpha male charisma. It was quite remarkable, actually. Just during his walk from the parking lot into this building, female heads had turned.

Alyssa had stopped counting at seven.

And that was without his smile up and operating.

Alyssa had always thought that Sam Starrett’s built-in drool factor was something of an embarrassment to the human race, in particular to the females of the species. She’d hoped that most women were smarter than that—that most women had learned to avoid men like Starrett, who obviously could kick all of the other men’s butts and look good doing it, but who had little to redeem him when it came to sensitivity or responsibility.

And then she’d gotten to know Sam.

No, actually, first she’d slept with him. Which proved that she at least wasn’t smart enough or strong enough to be able to avoid the biologically preprogrammed Darwinian allure of the alpha male, aka Homo jerkus.

The really stupid thing was, she’d hated Sam Starrett’s guts for years. He was crude, he was rude, and he was so completely full of himself. She’d needed a bottle of ibuprofen and a day off after spending just five minutes in the same room with the man.

But he was gorgeous.

And in his own special redneck, Texas cowboy, foulmouthed way, he was quite funny. And unbelievably smart.

And had she mentioned gorgeous?

Alyssa had been doing okay keeping her distance from him, though. Until she’d had a family crisis.

Because her littlest sister had died due to complications surrounding a late-stage miscarriage, Alyssa had been beyond frightened when her other sister, Tyra, had gotten pregnant. Alyssa spent nine nerve-wracking months anticipating another tragedy before Tyra finally went into labor.

And upon hearing the news that the baby had been born and both mother and daughter were healthy, Alyssa had had something of an emotional meltdown.

And Sam Starrett had been there.

He’d been both sweet and kind.

He’d gotten her drunk, too, the son of a bitch.

And sleeping with him had suddenly seemed like a really great idea.

Alyssa still dreamed in vivid detail about that first night they spent together. She’d never had sex like that before in her entire life. The night was a blur and some parts of it she still couldn’t quite remember, but some of it she would never forget if she lived to be two hundred. The intensity of what they’d shared had scared her to death, and in the sane light of morning, she’d made it clear to Sam that their encounter had been a one-time thing. There would be no repeats.

But then she ran into him again, six months later, in a hellhole of a country where the passengers of a commercial airliner had been taken hostage by terrorists.

And again, he was gorgeous. And funny. And smart.

And rude and horrible. And sweet and kind.

And again, she’d been drinking, and going up to his room had seemed like a brilliant idea.

That second time, they’d been on the verge of something more. A real relationship. Alyssa had just started to get to know Sam—and actually found herself liking the arrogant prick—when he’d received the news that a former girlfriend, Mary Lou Morrison, was pregnant.

He’d rushed off to “do the right thing” and marry Mary Lou, and that was the end of that.

Except Alyssa had never completely been able to forget about him.

And now Mary Lou was dead.

Or was she?

Alyssa had taken a quick look around the inside of Janine’s house before following Manuel and Sam downtown.

Two things stood out.

The first was that, though the house was occupied by three people—two women and a nineteen-month-old girl—there was only one body in the kitchen. Which meant that the other woman, presumably Janine, and Haley were still alive and out there somewhere.

But they’d taken nothing with them when they’d left. There were empty suitcases in one of the bedrooms, and no telltale spaces in the closets or drawers where clothes had once been kept.

Toothbrushes were out in the bathroom. A fairly battered and probably much beloved Pooh Bear was in Haley’s crib, staring unblinkingly at the ceiling. An opened bag of Pampers sat on the nursery floor.

Wherever Janine and Haley had gone, they’d left in a hurry, taking absolutely nothing with them.

Which made Alyssa wonder if whoever had shot and killed Mary Lou hadn’t simply taken Janine and Haley and killed them in another location.

Although why do that? Why not just kill them all at once in one giant bloodbath?

But if they weren’t dead, or if they weren’t being held against their will, why hadn’t they surfaced? Where had they gone? Why hadn’t they told someone that Mary Lou was dead?

The second thing Alyssa had noticed was Mary Lou.

Kind of hard to miss her.

Alyssa had met Sam’s wife only two or three times over the past few years. The woman she remembered had brown hair and was voluptuous, not particularly tall, and definitely prone to carrying some excess weight.

She remembered a very young, very tired-looking woman with a pretty face, a slightly upturned nose, and gracefully shaped lips.

The shotgun blast, plus the heat and maggots, had altered the details of her appearance in a very major way. She had brown hair, yes. And was relatively short of stature.

But other than that, the woman on the kitchen floor could have been practically anyone who’d been dead for three weeks’ time.

Three long weeks’ time.

Alyssa now pushed the intercom buzzer, and in the interview room, Manuel Conseco picked up the telephone.

“Yes,” he said.

“I have a question for Lieutenant Starrett,” Alyssa said. “And several for you, as well. Will you put me on the speaker?”

“Of course,” Manuel said. He made an adjustment to the telephone. “Go ahead, Ms. Locke.”

“Lieutenant, how positive are you that the woman in the kitchen is your wife?” she asked.

Sam glanced over at the mirrored window that allowed her to see him without his seeing her. Her anonymity was completely unnecessary in this situation, and she hoped he knew that she wasn’t in the observation booth by choice. She was there because Manny Conseco had put her there.

“I’m pretty positive, ma’am.”

Ma’am.

There had been a time where Alyssa had been dying to hear him call her that, for him to show her a little respect. But now, after the intimacies they’d once shared, it felt odd.

When they were just having a conversation or standing in the same room together, it was possible for her to pretend that Sam Starrett hadn’t licked chocolate syrup from her naked body. But for some reason, when he called her ma’am, she was instantly reminded that he had.

And, worst of all, it was hard to believe that he wasn’t reminded of it, too.

Oh, God.

“Well, I don’t know how you could be so sure,” she said, dragging her attention back to the situation at hand. “I went in there, Lieutenant, and saw her. Was she wearing some kind of jewelry or …?”

“No,” Sam said. He was emotionally wiped, and it sounded in his voice. “But she had on this pair of boots I bought for her last year. It’s Mary Lou.”

“I have a sister,” Alyssa reminded him. “She’s about my height and weight. Back when we lived together, she borrowed my clothing all the time. What does Mary Lou’s sister Janine look like, Lieutenant?”

Sam looked at the mirror again, and his gaze was suddenly sharp. “A lot like Mary Lou,” he said, and he didn’t sound quite so tired anymore. “Holy Jesus. Where’s my brain been?”

“We don’t know that it’s not Mary Lou who’s been killed,” Alyssa warned him. “There are two women missing. There’s a fifty percent chance that it is your wife who’s dead.”

“Ex-wife,” Sam said. “She signed those papers I was coming here to pick up—they were right on the kitchen counter.” He turned to Manuel Conseco. “Are we doing some kind of positive ID thing with Mary Lou’s dental records?”

“It’s standard procedure, yes.”

“And have we established yet when the death took place?” Alyssa asked.

“We’re working on that, as well,” Conseco told her.

“I want a call with that information, as soon as possible,” Alyssa ordered. “And I want absolutely nothing about this case leaked to the media—is that understood?”

“I believe I am familiar with how to do my job, ma’am,” Conseco said dryly.

Guilty as charged. “My apologies, Mr. Conseco,” Alyssa said. “This one’s particularly important. Max Bhagat will be coming down himself tomorrow.”

Sam glanced at the mirror again at that, but then quickly turned his attention back to Conseco. “Am I done here?”

“Yes,” Alyssa answered for him. “Thank you very much, Lieutenant. You’ve been very patient. If there are any other questions, we’ll be in touch.”

Sam looked over at the mirror again as he swept his hat off the table, and she knew there were plenty of questions unasked—but they were questions he wanted to ask her.

“Can I give you a lift somewhere?” she added. She might as well get this over with, otherwise he’d simply show up later tonight at her hotel. And Lord knows, she wanted to keep this man far from her hotel room.

“Yes,” he said. “Thank you.”

She stood up, and one of Conseco’s assistants led her out of the observation room and back to the lobby.

Where Sam’s friend Noah Gaines was still waiting.

He rose to his feet when he saw her.

“Well, I’m impressed,” Alyssa said.

He was a good-looking man, almost as tall as Sam and nearly as muscular, with broad shoulders that filled out his business suit very nicely. He had light brown eyes behind glasses, that, at first glance, made him look as if he might be playing at being a scholar, like a football linebacker who was attempting to prove to the world that he had a brain.

At second glance, and after exchanging a few sentences with the man, it was obvious that he was a scholar who simply took very good care of one very nice body.

It was a very nice body that had a wedding ring on the left hand.

“We were in there a long time,” Alyssa continued. “I’m surprised you’re still here.”

“Is he all right?”

“He’s not being held,” she told him. “But until we can establish that he was miles away from here at the time of Mary Lou’s death, he’ll be considered a suspect, which doesn’t make him very happy. I’m doing what I can to make sure that doesn’t take any longer than it has to.”

“He’s lucky to have you as a friend,” Noah said. It was obvious that he was curious about her.

“How long have you known Sam?” Alyssa asked. He wasn’t the only one who was curious.

“We’ve been tight since seventh grade,” he replied. “Although to be honest, we haven’t been in touch much since my grandfather died a few years ago. I haven’t spoken to him in months. Maybe that’s why he never told me about you.”

There was an awful lot loaded in that statement. “There’s nothing to tell,” Alyssa said coolly.

Noah just smiled, and it was clear he’d learned a lot from his childhood friendship with Sam Starrett. He had the same kind of killer smile. “If you say so.” He turned, because there came Sam, escorted out to the lobby by Manuel Conseco.

“We’ll be in touch,” Conseco said.

“I’m sure you will,” Sam drawled, as he put his baseball cap back on, adjusting it until it fit just right.

Noah took out his cell phone. “I’ll call us a cab.”

Sam stopped him with one hand, but waited until Conseco was gone before he spoke to Alyssa. “Would you mind dropping Noah off on the way to … wherever it is we’re going?”

“Of course not,” she said. It would give her a chance to check out where this guy lived—this childhood friend of a man she couldn’t quite believe had actually had a childhood.

“Thanks.”

“You know you’re welcome to stay at our place,” Noah told Sam. “Claire’s probably already got the bed made in the spare room.”

“I know,” Sam said. “And I appreciate it. I might take you up on it. Just … not tonight.”

Noah looked from Sam to Alyssa and back. “Oh,” he said. “Sure, uh … okay.”

“No,” Sam said, shaking his head and laughing. It was the laughter of a man who was told during a five-mile tightrope walk that hurricane-force winds were approaching. It wasn’t about humor, just faintly amused desperation. “I know what you’re thinking, Nos, and believe me, you’re wrong. I need to talk to Alyssa.” He turned to her, all laughter gone from his voice and face. “I need to find out why my dead ex-wife is so important that Max Son-of-God-Almighty Bhagat is coming all the way to Florida tomorrow. I’d like to know what the fuck is going on that I haven’t yet been told.”

Noah shot Alyssa an apologetic look. “Excuse his language,” he said. “He’s still acting out against his father.”

“That’s not funny, fuckhead.” Sam’s patience had obviously all been used up. “And you goddamn well know it.”

Alyssa stood silently by as Noah was contrite. “Sorry, Ringo. It’s late and … I didn’t mean to make light of you or any of this. You know that.”

Sam nodded, his anger instantly evaporated. “Yeah. I’m sorry, too.”

Noah took out his cell phone again. “I’ll catch a cab home,” he said. “The sooner you guys talk, the sooner Sam here can try to get some sleep.”

“That’s not necessary,” Sam said, but Noah was already walking away.

“Call me tomorrow, brother. Hey, call me tonight if you want to talk. Or just come on over. You know the way. I’m here if you need me, man. Day or night.”

“I know. Thanks, Nos. Thank Claire again, too.”

“Will do.”

Alyssa could have sworn she saw a glint of tears in Sam’s eyes. But then he turned toward her, and beneath the bill of his baseball cap, his expression was grim.

“What haven’t you told me?” he asked.

It was after 2100 before the door to the spartan bachelor officers quarters opened to reveal Kelly standing in the corridor with the guards.

“Hi,” she said.

Tom stood up from the desk where he’d been making notes on a legal pad that the lieutenant from the JAG office had left behind. “Hey. I am so sorry. They wouldn’t let me call you.”

“I figured,” she said. She was wearing that dress that he loved—the one with the sweeping long skirt and the print with the tiny blue flowers that matched the color of her eyes. With her hair down around her shoulders, she looked sweetly feminine and barely old enough to drink.

She looked completely harmless. Which was obviously her intention.

“Five minutes,” one of the guards told her now. “Sorry it’s so short, ma’am, but I’m not supposed to let you in here at all.”

“I know, and thank you so much.” She was holding Tom’s dress uniform—his choker whites—still under the plastic from the dry cleaners. She brought it inside the room and hung it in the closet as the guard left the door just slightly ajar. She had the box that held his medals, too, and she set that down on the bed. “I thought you might need these.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I don’t know if it’ll help, but it sure as hell can’t hurt.”

She stood there then, just looking at him, a flash of color in the otherwise antiseptic room. Worry for him radiated from her.

“Nobody’s told me anything,” Kelly said. “Just that they were holding you here. I couldn’t even get them to tell me how long they intended to keep you. And they wouldn’t let me in to see you, wouldn’t even let me call. Admiral Tucker’s been particularly nasty. He says I have no rights—that technically I’m not even allowed onto the base because we’re not married.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Tom, what is going on?”

“I don’t exactly know,” he said. “I haven’t been able to get many answers from anyone, either. But it’s, uh, bad, I think. I haven’t been charged with anything, but the implications …”

“What do they think you’ve done?”

Tom shook his head, hating to have to tell her. It would almost be easier to list the things they thought he hadn’t done. “I don’t know for sure, but from the questions I’ve been asked, I think they want to try to charge me with providing assistance to known terrorists, theft and sale of weapons and/or government property, conspiracy to assassinate the United States President, and oh, yeah, the big T. Treason.”

Kelly was gaping at him. He’d managed to shock her completely, twice in one day. “That’s absurd!”

“Yeah, well, they don’t think so,” he told her. “There’s this senate investigation thing going on and, I don’t know, some kind of bullshit-squad fingerpointing antiterrorism subcommittee from hell that’s really doing little more than providing some nasty politicians with a whole lot of airtime on CNN.”

“They honestly think you’ve been providing assistance to terrorists?”

He motioned for her to keep her voice down, and she glanced back at the open door.

“They can’t be serious,” she said more quietly but no less intensely. “Tom, anyone who knows you—”

“Yeah, that’s the thing,” Tom said. “They kind of waited to do this until Team Sixteen was out of town. And Admiral Crowley’s still in the Middle East. He won’t be back until the end of the month.”

Admiral Chip Crowley was a SEAL himself. He was the commander of Naval Special Warfare Command, and in the past he’d been one of Tom’s staunchest supporters.

“They’ve been asking a lot of questions about an incident that happened about a year and a half ago,” Tom continued. “An Army helo went down in a lake in …” He didn’t know how much of this he was at liberty to tell her. Up until a few hours ago, he’d believed it was still classified information. But if everyone and their uncle in the U.S. Senate knew about it … Still, until the word came down his chain of command, he was going to keep it cryptic. Kelly was smart enough—she’d figure out what he was saying without his saying it. “A country that Team Sixteen visited recently.

“It was carrying certain essential equipment when it crash landed,” he told Kelly. “The flight crew was rescued by Air Force PJs, but the helo sank. The lake was pretty deep, so Team Sixteen came in to try to salvage both it and that equipment, but it turned out to be too much of an al-Qaeda hot spot. It’s hard to run a salvage op in the middle of a firefight, so we ended up scuttling the helo and everything on board. I signed off on it—that all that equipment was properly destroyed.

“No one’s told me directly,” he continued, “but I’ve been getting a pretty strong hint that some of that equipment has since surfaced.” He could tell from her eyes that Kelly knew damn well that the equipment he was referring to was weapons. “And I know I’m prone to coming up with the worst-case scenario, but I’m starting to believe that that equipment surfaced in Coronado last year, when the President was attacked.”

“What?” Kelly breathed.

“Maybe I’m wrong—no one’s telling me anything. But the questions they’re asking make me think that’s what happened.”

“Could it be coincidence?” she asked. “Or—”

“A setup,” he grimly finished for her.

“But who?”

“I don’t know.”

Kelly started to pace. “Were you part of the team that did the dive and set the explosives?”

She was going to hate hearing this. “No, but I was part of the team that went down after to make sure the explosives did the trick.”

And he’d gotten shot on his way back out of the water. It wasn’t serious, little more than a nasty nick on his left forearm. Kelly had looked at him hard when he came home, and he’d skillfully avoided all of her questions, letting her believe without flat-out lying that he’d cut himself while climbing into a helo.

Which was pretty much the truth. He’d just happened to cut himself on a ricocheting bullet.

But right now she was distracted by the time—they had very little of those five minutes left—and she didn’t connect that op to his injury.

“Who went down to rig the explosives?” she asked him.

Tom was already shaking his head. “No,” he said. “No way, Kel. It was Sam Starrett and Cosmo Richter and I’m pretty sure Ken Karmody. And a bunch of the tadpoles. Gilligan, Muldoon, Lopez, and maybe Silverman. Oh, and Mark Jenkins, too. I’ve been sitting here trying to remember the details of that op. One thing I do know for sure is that those men—any of my men in Team Sixteen—would rather die before letting terrorists get their hands on that kind of … essential equipment.”

She nodded. “I know you believe that, but—”

“What I’ve been trying to remember is the timeline of the events. When did the Black Hawk go down? How long was the flight crew in the water before the PJs got them out? How long before Starrett and his squad made the scene?”

Tom rubbed the back of his neck. “One thing I didn’t do was order an inventory of the equipment that was submerged in that lake. The cargo area of the helo was intact—I do remember Starrett including that information in his report. His team didn’t have to search for stray crates scattered at the bottom of that lake. But we didn’t have the time or resources to open boxes or even count them. I had an inventory list that had been made when the helo was loaded. I signed off on that equipment, saying that it had been destroyed, but there were quite a few opportunities for some of that stuff to walk away pretty much anywhere down the line. All I know for sure is that I didn’t take it, and my men didn’t take it.” He sighed. “I’ve told this to the investigators about fifteen thousand times. But it’s not getting through. It’s like some kind of witch-hunt, Kel. They only hear what they want to hear.”

“What can I do to help?” Kelly asked.

“I don’t know,” Tom said. He reached for her, and she went into his arms, holding him as tightly as he held her. “I honest to God don’t know.”


CHAPTER
FOUR

“What kind of freaking idiots would think for even half a second that Lieutenant Commander Paoletti could be part of a terrorist plot to assassinate the President?” Sam Starrett was incredulous.

Alyssa knew exactly what he was feeling. To anyone who’d worked with Tom Paoletti, the idea was inconceivable. “The kind of idiot whose job depends on him successfully blaming someone. There are a lot of frightened people out there who only know that three terrorists managed to get three very deadly weapons past the high-level security of a United States naval base and discharge those weapons at the U.S. President,” she told him as they headed downtown in her rental car.

The streetlight filtered in through the windshield, casting shadows on Sam’s face. This was surreal. That she was sitting in a car in Sarasota, Florida, with Lt. Roger “Sam” Starrett and discussing the fact that Tom Paoletti had been brought in for questioning in connection to a terrorist attack on U.S. soil was completely surreal.

“We’re the most powerful nation in the world, and those men came into our country, onto one of our military bases, and nearly managed to kill our leader,” she continued. “And here we sit, looking foolish, because we still don’t know much more about who was behind this attack than we did just a few days after it happened.”

“Don’t you think it’s possible that those three shooters planned it themselves, without any outside help?”

“Only one of them wore a radio,” Alyssa told him. “The others didn’t. As far as we can tell, the radioman signaled the two other men to let them know that the shooting was going to start by putting on a white baseball cap.”

“Yeah, I know that.”

That’s right. Sam had been there.

“Maybe that radio was just a mindfuck,” he said. “Maybe there was no one else involved. Maybe the real terrorist act wasn’t the shooting. Maybe the real terrorism is in the way this investigation has tied up the FBI for all these months.”

Alyssa shook her head. “No,” she said. “There’s more. We know all three of the shooters entered the base as part of a group tour four days before the President’s visit. Someone helped them join that tour. We also found information on their computer hard drive that provides evidence to the fact they had help both obtaining those weapons and transporting them onto the base.”

“But nothing that IDs exactly who it was who helped, right?” Sam laughed. “If I were a terrorist, I’d leave shit like that behind, too, to confuse the hell out of the infidels.”

“We have an extra set of fingerprints on one of the weapons, belonging to a still unidentified person known as Lady X, believed to be female from the size of the prints.”

“Big deal. All that means is Abdul duk Fukkar got himself laid before he went to his heavenly reward. Just in case there really weren’t seventy-two virgins waiting there for him. ‘Hey, baby, want to touch my gun?’ It’s amazing how often that line gets results.”

“Okay, work this into your mindfuck theory, Starrett,” Alyssa challenged him. “We have a 911 call that warns of the attack. It came in right as the first shots were fired. It was made from a public phone on the base, also by an unidentified female. By the time we located that pay phone, we were unable to get any readable fingerprints—although there are some who theorize the voice on the tape belongs to that same Lady X.”

She glanced at him.

But Sam just shrugged. “If I were duk Fukkar, I’d leave the gun-toucher a little note telling her what’s going to go down. Just to add to the confusion. So maybe that tape is your Lady X.”

“So where is she?” Alyssa asked. “Why would she make that call and then drop off the face of the earth if she weren’t somehow involved?”

“Maybe she didn’t want to go down in history as the woman who laid some terrorist loser who then tried to kill the President.”

She braked as the traffic light in front of them turned yellow and then red. “Maybe she loved him. Maybe he conned her into believing that they had a future. Or maybe he loved her, too. Maybe he fell in love with her and left a note to try to explain.”

Sam laughed. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s what happened. No, thanks, I’ll stick to my mindfuck theory.”

“It’s just that we’ve traced the shooters’ trails back over the past two years of their lives, and we still have no clue as to how they got those weapons onto the base. We don’t know much, but we do know that none of the three terrorists was a rocket scientist. It’s hard to believe they’d be able to mastermind an assassination attempt on this scale. I mean, how did they even know that the President was coming to the base in Coronado?”

“Maybe it was just dumb luck,” Sam suggested. “Maybe their original target was Admiral Crowley.”

“Or maybe someone else was involved. There’s a theory out there that the weapons were placed on the base—hidden there, waiting for them. All they had to do was pick them up.”

“I can tell you who wasn’t involved,” Sam countered. “Lieutenant Commander Paoletti. He saved hundreds of lives that day. He should get a medal instead of being locked up and treated like some kind of criminal.”

“I’m with you on that,” Alyssa said. And when he looked over at her and into her eyes, she had another flash of unreality. She and Sam were in complete and total agreement about something.

Something that had absolutely nothing to do with sex.

They’d agreed quite passionately, and in rather loud unison, in the past when it came to having sex, but to little else.

The traffic light turned green, and she pulled her gaze back to the road.

“So how can I help him?” Sam said simply.

“You can start by providing a written and verified account of where you spent your time over the past few weeks,” she told him, “so we can officially cross you off Conseco’s list of suspected murderers.”

He understood why, and he nodded. “I’ll do that tonight.”

Alyssa glanced at him again. “Will you be able to account for all your time?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Yeah. I think so. I mean, I haven’t been doing much of anything. I was either out of the country with the team, or … shoot, I don’t know. Watching TV.” He glanced at her. “Either alone or with my neighbor Don DaCosta. Who’s mentally ill. The aluminum-foil-on-his-head-to-keep-aliens-from-reading-his-mind kind of mentally ill. He’s not the best alibi, but that’s what I did. Football, basketball, and hockey with crazy Donny DaCosta. Once or twice I went to Nils and Meg’s, or Savannah and Ken’s for dinner. They always wondered where Mary Lou was. It was … weird.”

She knew what he was telling her, and she found it very hard to believe. Sam Starrett without female companionship for six solid months? She purposely kept the conversation directly on topic. “Then we’ll have to provide an alibi from your work schedule.”

“That I can do. I went into the base early and stayed late. And I did some, you know, volunteer shit, too. Believe me, I was never home from the base long enough to get out to Florida and back. I’m pretty sure I can prove that.”

Volunteer shit. Wasn’t that interesting? Alyssa had heard through the Spec Op grapevine that Team Sixteen had done some kind of program at an inner city high school in Los Angeles. She tried to picture Sam with high school students and had to fight to keep herself from smiling.

“You know, I’ve been thinking about this,” Sam mused, “and it makes sense that it’s Janine, not Mary Lou, who’s dead. Janine just split up from her husband—a guy named Clyde Wrigley. Although, Jesus, I met him a few times and he’s like some kind of throwback to 1972. A real pothead hippie type. Soft-spoken, you know? I’m not sure I ever saw him get up off the couch. I can’t picture him getting closer than ten feet to a shotgun.” He laughed with disgust. “As far as shotgun-wielding types go, I’m the one who fits that bill, huh?”

Alyssa sensed more than saw him turn toward her in the dim light from the dashboard. His voice was soft in the darkness. “Thanks for believing me, Lys.”

“You’re not a killer.”

He laughed quietly. “You left off the first part of that—‘You might be an asshole, Roger, but you’re not a killer.’ ” He did a very decent imitation of her voice.

She had to laugh. “You said it, I didn’t.”

“I made a shitload of mistakes in the past few years,” he told her. “But none of them involved a shotgun.”

What could she say to that? Alyssa just drove, wishing she knew where she was going. Her hotel was around here somewhere, but she was not taking him there. Maybe there was an all-night restaurant they could go to. Have a cup of coffee. Then go their separate ways for the night—and hopefully for the rest of their lives.

Sam cleared his throat. “This is where you’re supposed to tell me you’re not seeing Max anymore.”

It was too dark in the car for her to see his eyes. Was he actually serious?

“If Mary Lou’s alive, you’re still married.” Oh damn, why in hell had she said that? It sounded as if she were interested in—

“No, I’m not,” Sam said, still in that same quiet voice. “She signed those papers. As soon as the lawyer gets them, they’ll be filed, and our divorce will be official. I spoke to Manny Conseco about it—those papers are evidence, but they’ll get copies notarized and sent to San Diego.”

“Don’t you have better things to think about—like the whereabouts of your daughter?” Well, that came out a little more sharply than she’d intended. But maybe that was just as well.

Sam was single again, and, now that it was convenient for him, he wanted to get back into her pants. Like that was a big surprise.

But she only had to keep him at a distance for a while. Max would be in town tomorrow, thank goodness. And if she was lucky, he’d send her back to D.C.

Alyssa wasn’t one to run away, but this was so much harder than she’d anticipated. And she’d anticipated that seeing Sam again was going to be very, very hard.

“Sorry. I’m …” He rubbed his forehead. “Yeah. I’m just … a loser.” He looked at her with eyes that were clearly haunted. “Do you think there’s hope that Haley’s still alive?”

“I don’t know,” Alyssa had to tell him.

“I haven’t seen her in six months,” Sam said wearily. “I don’t even know if I’ll recognize her.”

“How could you have let six months pass without even having gone to see your daughter?” Alyssa shook her head both at him and at the disbelief that rang in her voice. “Don’t answer that. That has nothing to do with this investigation. I’m sorry for—”

“Getting personal?” he finished for her. “Like you said to Noah—we’re friends. And you were right. We are friends, Alyssa. I value your friendship very much, and what you asked was a very valid question for one friend to ask another.” He sighed. “I guess I have to tell you honestly that I didn’t try very hard to visit. I made plans a few times to come out here for the weekend, but every time I did that, the team either went OUTCONUS or Mary Lou canceled on me.

“I might be a lousy father,” he continued, “but just for the record, it doesn’t mean that I didn’t miss Haley.”

Alyssa was silent, afraid that he was going to tell her more, and afraid that he wasn’t.

“You know, Mary Lou used to go out to meetings. AA meetings,” Sam said. “She had one mapped out for nearly every night of the week. I spent a lot of those nights with Haley. And yeah, I know, it was only a few hours compared to the time Mary Lou spent with her during the day, but still.… We had this agreement, me and Hale. I wouldn’t put her in the playpen unless I was in there, too—I mean, who could put their kid in a cage like that?—and she wouldn’t crap in her diaper.” He laughed. “I kept my end of the bargain, but she didn’t. You should have seen me the first time I changed one of those diapers, you know the kind filled with that really special type of baby poo? It’s amazing how after the fortieth or forty-first time you pretty much get used to it.” He laughed again. “God, you know you’re pathetic when you even miss your kid’s dirty diapers.”

He was silent for a minute, and then he said, “She used to fall asleep just, like, lying on my chest. You know, watching a football game or something. It was …” He stopped and cleared his throat. “It was something I missed very much when she was gone.”

“I’m sorry,” Alyssa said softly.

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Me, too.” He took a deep breath and blew it out hard. “I figure I’ll take a ride north tomorrow. Mary Lou’s mother lives somewhere up near Jacksonville, I think. I’m not sure where it is—I need to look at a map to jog my memory. I doubt that Mary Lou or Janine would’ve brought Haley there, but she might know something.”

“You should let the FBI handle this investigation.”

“Yeah, right.” He laughed his disgust. “You’ve done so well with the whole Coronado terrorist case. I’ll just sit back and wait for you to deliver Haley to me. Sometime before her eighteenth birthday.”

Her cell phone rang, and she flipped it open. “Locke.”

“Conseco,” the head of the Sarasota office said. “We’ve IDed the victim as Janine Morrison Wrigley. We’ve got APBs out on both her ex-husband and the missing sister and kid. I’ll keep you posted as we get more information.”

“Thank you,” Alyssa said. She hung up the phone and turned to Sam, who was watching her intently. “It wasn’t Mary Lou.”

“Oh, God, oh, Jesus, thank you,” he said, then covered his face with his hands.

He just sat there, head bowed, completely silent. Alyssa wasn’t even sure if he was breathing.

But then he drew in a deep breath, and let it out in a hard exhale as he ran his hands down his face. “I’m okay,” he said. “I’m just … a little …”

“It’s all right,” she said quietly. “You don’t have to say anything.”

It was several long moments before he spoke.

“It was Janine?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she told him. “They’re looking for her ex-husband, Clyde.”

“You up for a drive?” Sam asked, finally looking over at her. “Because I know where to find him.”

Haley was gone.

Mary Lou Morrison Starrett’s mood went from euphoric to terrified as she searched the small au pair apartment that she shared with her daughter, and then ran down the hall to Amanda’s bedroom and then to Whitney’s suite.

The good news was that Whitney wasn’t lying dead on the floor, her hair soaked with blood.

In all likelihood, the girl had taken Haley and Amanda, her own daughter—born when Whitney was barely fifteen—to the beach.

Still, Mary Lou’s hands shook as she picked up the phone and dialed Whitney’s cell phone number.

The girl answered it on the third ring. “ ’Lo?” Amanda was wailing in the background.

“Whitney!” Praise God. The cell phone signal out here in Nowheresville was spotty at best. “It’s Ma—Constance.” Connie, not Mary Lou. Connie, Connie, Connie. She was Connie Grant, who had a son, Chris. Haley had balked at a name change until Mary Lou had suggested she pick one herself. Her first choice was Daddy, which had made Mary Lou pause. Her second was Pooh, which also didn’t work. The third time was a charm, thank the Lord, with Christopher Robin, which fit right in with Mary Lou’s plan to pass her off as a little boy. “Where are you?”

She never raised her voice to Whitney, and right now it took everything she had in her to keep from shrieking at the teenager.

“Almost home. We’re nearly at the gate. We’ll be in the garage in about three minutes,” Whitney reported. “Are you and Daddy through? Meet us down there and take the screaming monster out of her car seat. You know, I don’t get it. Chris doesn’t have shitfits in the middle of Starbucks.”

“Please watch your language in front of the children,” Mary Lou said, working hard to keep her voice calm and in control, closing her eyes and silently invoking Ihbraham Rahman’s gentle spirit. Lord, she missed him so much there were times she doubled over from the pain.

If she lost her temper and let on that foul words in front of Haley and Amanda were a serious problem, Whitney would use them more frequently, instead of less.

The truth was, Amanda’s misbehaving had more to do with the fact that she had been unlucky enough to be born to a rich spoiled brat who was little more than a petulant infant herself.

Whitney Turlington was the bane of Mary Lou’s existence—yet she was also her savior. In the past two years of Amanda’s life, more than two dozen au pairs had run screaming from the palatial Florida mansion where Amanda and Whitney lived with Whitney’s very wealthy father, Frank. They hadn’t run from Amanda, who wasn’t the terror everyone made her out to be, but rather from Whitney, who was.

Barely seventeen and constantly at war with King Frank, Whitney Turlington was a bitch on wheels.

But because of that, King Frank hadn’t called a single one of Connie Grant’s faked references when Mary Lou had applied for the position. He’d just been downright grateful someone had showed up for the job interview at all.

Which meant that, at least for now, Mary Lou and Haley had found a safe place to hide in the Turlington’s private little compound just southwest of Sarasota—not twenty miles from the house where Janine lay dead in the kitchen.

No one had found her yet.

Mary Lou watched the local news every night, praying that someone would find her sister and give her a proper, decent Christian burial.

She also prayed that the men who killed Janine wouldn’t find her and Haley.

Her ex-husband, Sam, the Navy SEAL, had once told her that the smartest place to hide was back where everyone had already searched. So she’d maxed out her credit card in Jacksonville, making it look as if she were heading north, while at the same time buying everything she hadn’t been able to take from Janine’s house when she’d left town on that awful evening.

One of her first stops had been at a beauty parlor where Haley’s golden curls had been cut boyishly short. Mary Lou had her own hair cut, too, and went blond, telling the beautician to match the shade with Haley’s.

The next stop had been Sears, where, while Haley wasn’t looking, Mary Lou had bought a brand-new Pooh Bear. She’d given it to her daughter, pretending she’d found it at the bottom of her big purse. Haley had looked suspiciously at the new stuffed animal’s gleaming golden fur and clean red shirt, but Mary Lou had chattered on about how she’d taken Pooh to the beauty parlor, too, and had his fur “done” while they were there, same as Mama’s hair.

She’d bought them clothes—Haley’s from the little boy’s section of the store—and luggage on little rollers. They’d headed to Gainesville, ditched the car, and boarded a bus back to Sarasota, where Mary Lou had seen Frank Turlington’s desperate ad for an au pair hanging on the community message board in the grocery store where she used to work. It had been there close to six months ago, when she’d first started as a cashier, and a month later, when she’d been about to take it down, her assistant manager had stopped her. Even though the store managers had a rule against signs hanging on the board for longer than a few weeks, the woman gave her the scoop on the Turlingtons, telling her that King Frank—as he was called by the locals—might as well put in a revolving door at the front of his house. Because a few days after a new au pair went in, she’d come shooting out again.

Mary Lou had been here now for almost three weeks, which was breaking the official Turlington au pair stamina record by thirteen days.

And then word had come down from Mrs. Downs, the housekeeper, that King Frank had requested Mary Lou’s—Connie’s—presence at breakfast today. At 7:00 A.M. He’d even given the royal order for Whitney to wake up early and keep an eye on Amanda and Haley while Connie was meeting with him.

Before she’d made the marathon run to the wing with the dining room, Mary Lou had taken Haley to the bathroom at least two dozen times, cursing the fact that her daughter had been potty trained—early—for a full month now. She tried to put a Pull-Ups on Haley, tried to tell her daughter not to drink, tried to caution her not to ask Whitney for help in the bathroom, told her to wait to pee until Mommy came back.

Haley had blinked at her and then returned to staring at Sesame Street.

Whitney had staggered in at 6:57, and Mary Lou had sprinted to the dining room, risking one of Mrs. Downs’s “the hired help moves silently throughout the house” lectures.

She’d arrived at 6:59, dressed in Connie’s most conservative beige slacks and a pastel blue blouse. And then she’d sat off to the side and waited for more than ninety minutes while King Frank talked on the phone to someone in San Francisco named Steve about acquiring one of Wyatt Earp’s six-shooters for his vast gun collection.

Finally, King Frank got off the phone, ate half a corn muffin, and then turned his attention to Mary Lou.

At first she thought she was being let go, because he told her that he’d decided to send Whitney into a special rehab-type program. Starting in two weeks, she would be gone for three months. And she’d be taking Amanda with her.

But then he gave Mary Lou a contract that, if she signed, would give her five thousand dollars a month—including the months Whitney would be away—provided she stayed a full year. If she didn’t stay the year, she’d receive only five hundred dollars a month.

The catch was that King Frank was going to Europe this afternoon. Something important had come up, and he wouldn’t be back until August. And Mrs. Downs’s niece was getting married in Atlanta on Friday. She was leaving tonight, and would be gone most of the two weeks before Whitney and Amanda were scheduled to leave, too.

Starting in just a few hours, Mary Lou would be alone in the house with the devil child and her offspring. The security guards would remain on duty down by the gate, and although they did a daily check of the compound to make sure the two empty guest houses were secure, they rarely did more than walk in a circle around the main house.

Of course, she’d signed. She’d had her pen out and ready the moment King Frank had uttered the words five thousand. These next few weeks might actually be easier with no one around for Whitney to piss off. She’d try plenty, but Mary Lou had learned early on to let it bounce right off.

But now Whitney had taken Haley to Starbucks.

Mary Lou ran into the garage just as the convertible pulled inside.

And the reality of the situation hit Mary Lou. That girl had taken Haley all the long way to town. In a convertible with the top down.

Where anyone might have seen her.

You did not have my permission to take Chris into town. Mary Lou clenched her teeth over the words. If she uttered them, then Whitney would know that she’d found Mary Lou’s weakness. And then the girl would have the upper hand.

Lord help her, she needed a drink.

“Please ask me next time you decide to take Chris to town,” Mary Lou said instead.

“You were busy and I needed a cup of coffee.”

“There’s coffee in the kitchen.” Mary Lou worked to make her voice calm. Unaffected. She lifted howling Amanda out of her car seat and held her close. “Shhh, honey, it’s all right.”

“Yeah, well, I needed a Starbucks.”

What Whitney had needed was to see Peter Young, the loser of the moment, the boy who was currently using her for sex.

Had she left Haley and Amanda alone in the car, in the parking lot, while she and Peter had gone into the bathroom and …?

Mary Lou wanted to break Whitney’s nose.

But there was a gleam in her blue eyes that Mary Lou didn’t like. And Whitney’s smile was just a little too satisfied.

“You know,” Whitney said, “Chris had to pee on the way home, so we pulled off the road and—”

Damn it!

“—wasn’t that a surprise.”

Mary Lou made shushing noises as she hugged Amanda, crossing around to the other side of the car to get Haley out of the car, too.

“I’m going to tell my father that you’re a liar,” Whitney singsonged.

Mary Lou had both children in her arms now, one on either hip. She went to the far end of the five-bay garage and put them down near an open area dedicated to Amanda’s Big Wheel. Amanda, five months older, would ride, and Haley would watch, all big eyes.

Now what? The thought of murdering Whitney and hiding the body actually crossed her mind. Amanda wouldn’t miss her, and Frank would probably be relieved.

No, she and Haley would have to leave. They’d have to pack up and move on. Damn it. Five thousand dollars a month. She’d been so close.

Unless …

Lord, it was worth a try. She marched all the way across the garage, back to Whitney. “I need your help.”

Whitney blinked. Probably because no one had ever said those words to her before.

“My ex-husband wants me dead,” Mary Lou lied, saying a silent apology to Sam, who had never hit her and would probably die before laying a hand on a woman. “I left him before he could beat the life out of me, and now he’s hunting me down.”

She hoped that Whitney wouldn’t recognize the plot from that J. Lo movie she’d rented last week. The truth of Mary Lou’s situation was too complicated. But spouse abuse—now, that was something Whitney could relate to. Apparently Amanda’s father had had quite a right hook. “He’s crazy,” she continued, “and he says if he can’t have me, no one will, so I changed my name and got this job here with you so I could hide from him.

“He doesn’t know I’m in Sarasota,” she told the girl, who was definitely listening. “I left a false trail to make him think I was up north. But I used to live in Sarasota, so he might have people watching for me here. Or watching for Chris, who, yes, is a girl. Our lives depend on our being able to stay here, in this compound, where as few people as possible can see us. So I need you to promise that you will never take Chris anywhere again without asking me first.”

Whitney was silent for a moment. “What’s your real name?” she asked.

“Wendy,” Mary Lou lied, praying she was doing the right thing by telling Whitney this. “I’m not going to tell you my last name.”

Whitney thought about that a little bit longer. “I should still tell Daddy.”

“If you do,” Mary Lou pointed out, “you’ll find yourself with a new au pair. One who spies on you and tells your father when you sneak out at night to see Peter.”

On the other side of the garage, Amanda was driving in circles around Haley, who was laughing. Lord, she didn’t want to leave. Where would they go?

Early on, she’d found that the key to communicating with Whitney was to always be the one to end the conversation. Always be first to walk away.

“Who wants a snack?” Mary Lou asked Amanda and Haley as she crossed the garage toward them.

Please Lord, don’t let Whitney tell.

“So.” Elliot glanced over his shoulder toward the other members of Dennis Mattson’s yacht crew waiting for him farther down the dock.

“So,” Gina Vitagliano said, pulling a strand of sea-wind-whipped hair from the corner of her mouth and tucking it back into her ponytail. She was determined not to make this easier for him, the jerk.

Although to be fair, Elliot was the sweetest, kindest jerk she’d ever met.

“I’m sorry things didn’t work out between us,” he said, and actually managed to sound like he meant it. Because he probably did mean it.

“Yeah,” she said. “Me, too. I was …” Come on, Gina, just be honest. It wasn’t like she was ever going to see him again in her entire life. “I was disappointed that we didn’t get together.”

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “I just … I couldn’t. Not after you told me …”

“Yeah, right,” Gina said. “Dead horse. I’m glad we were friends, Elliot. Good luck in St. Thomas, okay?”

“Thanks.” His eyes were such a warm shade of dark brown, it was impossible to tell where the iris ended and the pupil began. It was his eyes that had attracted her to him in the first place.

They’d reminded her of Max.

“So what’s your plan?” Elliot asked her.

It was funny, because other than his dark hair and eyes, Elliot looked nothing like Max Bhagat.

Max wasn’t as tall, and he wasn’t the same kind of handsome. He was swarthier—his father had been a native of India. And he was older. He had at least fifteen years on Elliot, twenty years on Gina. And Max was the head of an FBI counterterrorist unit. He was an experienced FBI negotiator who spent his days saving lives.

Elliot was the cook aboard a rich man’s racing yacht.

But, like Max, he’d listened when Gina talked. Or at least he’d listened to a point. But then Elliot had stopped listening, because he didn’t like what she was telling him. He didn’t really want to hear what she had to say.

“I’m going to do it,” she told him now, because this topic was relatively safe and he was listening again. “I’m going overseas. I’ve got a few more things to do for Dennis here in Tampa, and I’m doing that gig at the jazz club down in Sarasota, you know, filling in for a friend. But then I’m flying back to New York to spend a few days with my family, and after that … I’m going to Africa. I actually bought the airline ticket this morning.”

Gina still had enough money from the World Airlines settlement. She could kick around for two, three more years at least without having to make any decisions as to what she wanted to do with the rest of her life.

“That’s great,” Elliot told her, his voice warm with sincerity. “I think that’s really great, Gina.”

Across the marina, his friends were getting restless. She smiled at him. “You better go.”

“I’ll miss you,” he said, giving her an awkward hug. “I think you’re the bravest person I’ve ever met.”

“Yeah,” she said with a laugh, trying to turn it into a joke. “Brave. That’s me. Wonder Woman. Right.”

“I’m serious.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Well, don’t be. Too many people are too serious. Life’s too short. Didn’t I teach you anything these past six weeks?”

Life was indeed too short. And the next time she was thinking about getting naked with a guy she liked enough to get naked with, she wasn’t going to blurt out the fact that she’d spent four days as a hostage of Kazbekistani terrorists on a hijacked airliner. And she certainly wasn’t going to mention being violently attacked and …

“Still, when I think about what you went through …”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Gina lied. “Go.”

He went, taking his Max Bhagat knockoff eyes with him.

Gina climbed into the rental car and headed back to the hotel, hoping that sooner or later she’d find whatever it was that she was so desperately looking for.

Or that Max would call her again.


CHAPTER
FIVE

“You sure there’s nothing I can do?” Noah asked, speaking quietly so that he wouldn’t wake Claire.

“Yeah, I’m sure.” Sam sounded exhausted. “Look, I gotta run.”

“Run where? Come on, Ringo. Call it a day and get some sleep.”

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” Sam said.

“Thanks again for letting me know that it wasn’t Mary Lou,” Noah said.

He hung up the phone and slipped out of bed, heading in his bare feet for the kitchen. The light was on under Dora’s door and he could hear music playing softly. How had he become old enough to have a kid who stayed up later than her parents?

Truth was, it wasn’t old age or fatigue that had put him in bed at such an early hour. It was Claire, making all of those “Gee, I’m tired, I’m going to turn in early” comments out in the living room.

Noah had grabbed Devin, scrubbed his face and brushed his teeth and read him a quick chapter of the latest Lemony Snicket, all in record time, only to join Claire in bed and find out that she really was tired.

She’d rolled over and fallen asleep almost immediately, leaving him wide awake and wondering if maybe they couldn’t reschedule that “lunch” for tomorrow.

Now he opened the refrigerator and stared inside for so long, he could almost hear his grandfather’s voice chastising him for attempting to refrigerate the entire kitchen. “If whatever culinary delight you’re looking for isn’t there inside that first minute, Nostradamus my boy, it’s still not going to be there five minutes later.”

Noah grabbed a bottle of beer, twisting off the top as he shut the refrigerator door.

He sat on the mismatched stool at the breakfast counter—the creaky one that he’d taken from the kitchen in the assisted living condo after his grandfather had passed—and drank his beer.

He was such a whiny baby. So his wife didn’t want to have sex with him tonight. So she really was tired. As Sam/Roger/Ringo would have said, “Big deal, fuckhead.”

At least he knew where his wife and children were tonight. And no one had recently gunned down any of his in-laws in the kitchen of their house.

Ever since seventh grade, Noah had compared his life to Sam’s and found solid reasons to count his blessings.

It had started early on in their friendship, about three weeks after Roger had started coming over to Noah’s house every day after school. And he was Roger back then. He didn’t start calling himself Ringo until eighth grade.

It was a Saturday, and he and Roger had made plans to ride their bikes down to the mall. Noah needed a present for his grandparents’ wedding anniversary, and Roger was going to help him pick something out.

Only he didn’t show.

Noah finally rode his bike over to Roger’s house. He’d never been there before, but he knew where it was.

The lawn was freshly cut, and a gray-haired man with a crew cut and a stern face who must’ve been Roger’s father was up on a ladder, repairing the gutter that hung on the edge of the porch roof.

Noah rode into the driveway and braked to a stop. “Good morning, sir. Is Roger home?”

Roger’s father did a double take, then looked at him a good long time. “No,” he finally said, giving Noah the back of his head.

It was funny. Kids were required to be polite to grown-ups at all times, but grown-ups could be flat-out rude to kids whenever they felt like it.

Fuming and indignant, Noah got back on his bike and headed for home.

He didn’t see Roger until Monday, at school.

And that was a shock, because Roger looked like he’d gone head to head with a Greyhound bus. He had a black eye and a swollen mouth and cut lip, and he was walking like his rear end was on fire.

“What happened to you?” Becky Jurgens asked.

“Nothin’,” Roger said.

But Noah knew it wasn’t nothing. He stood there, staring at Roger, thinking of something he’d said, early in their friendship. It was about Walt, about the size of his enormous hands.

“Jesus,” Roger had said, “it must hurt like a bitch when he hits you.”

At the time, Noah had laughed at the absurdity of that. He’d never seen his grandfather hit anyone.

He hadn’t thought twice about it, but now it made too much sense.

Roger’s father had happened to Roger. There was no doubt about it.

But Roger avoided him all day. It wasn’t until after the last bell that Noah intercepted him.

“Why did he hit you?” Noah asked, getting right to the point, sick to his stomach with fear that the reason was one he already knew.

Roger didn’t play dumb. He didn’t deny that his father had beaten the crap out of him. But he did try to shrug it off. “He always hits me when he gets home from a long trip. There’s always something I’ve done that pisses him off.”

Noah went even more point-blank. “Was it because he doesn’t want you to be friends with me? Because I’m black?”

“Fuck him.” Roger spat on the ground. “I’ll be friends with whoever the fuck I want.”

Noah had wanted to cry. But Roger obviously wanted to pretend everything was fine.

Still, they took a short cut through the woods and through neighbors’ yards to get to Noah’s house, instead of walking home on the sidewalk, where they might’ve been seen.

His own father had died in Vietnam when Noah was just a baby. His mother had died about a year later. Of grief, Grandpa said whenever Noah asked, but he knew she’d died in a car accident, after she’d had too much alcohol to drink. Maybe it was grief, or maybe it was just plain carelessness.

Noah could work himself into a “poor little orphaned me” funk when he wanted to, but he knew that, compared to Roger, he had very little to complain about. He had Walt and Dot, both of whom loved him dearly, both of whom would die before they took a leather belt to his backside.

The walk home had Roger gritting his teeth. Noah made excuses so they could stop and rest a few times, and when they finally reached his house, he made Roger settle back on the sofa.

“Wait here. There’s something I want to show you,” Noah told him, and ran to get the top drawer from the built-ins in the formal dining room.

He carried the entire thing back and set it on the coffee table. There was enough stuff in there that Roger wouldn’t have to get up off the couch until dinnertime.

“What’s in there?” Roger asked. “Can I see that?”

Noah knew he was hurting pretty badly because he didn’t even lean forward to reach for the photo that was right on top. It was a grainy black-and-white picture of Walt—miraculously young—standing with a group of men next to a WWII fighter plane. Noah handed it over, pulling the entire table closer to Roger.

“It’s papers and pictures and stuff,” Noah said. “My grandparents saved all their letters from the war. Some of them are pretty funny, and they’re all really cool to read. Grandma was really good friends with Grandpa’s first wife, Mae, and they saved all the letters they wrote to each other, too. Here, check this out. This one’s from Grandpa: Dear Dot, Whoo-whee!”

“It doesn’t say that,” Roger scoffed.

“Does too. Look.” Noah sat next to him on the couch, close enough so that Roger could see the letter, but not close enough to accidentally bump him and hurt him more.

Roger read aloud, slowly, trying to decipher Walt’s cursive. “We’ve gone up against the Germans and sent them running, weeping for their mothers! Hah! Finally, at last, we are part of this giant effort, this huge Allied machine, created to fight the Nazis’ evil.” He looked up at Noah. “Cool. He writes just like he talks. Oh, I know how jealous you must be, but it’s such a thrill, one I can’t begin to describe! (One I dare not describe in such detail to Mae.) So that’s kind of weird. He’s still married to Mae, but he’s writing to Dot?”

“They were all friends,” Noah told him. “Grandma was a pilot—a WASP, they called ’em. It stood for Women Airforce Service Pilots. Before World War Two, women didn’t do much of anything besides stay at home and take care of the house and kids. Then suddenly we were at war, and all the men joined the Army or Navy, and there were all these jobs that someone needed to do. So women stepped forward and said ‘I can do that.’ Grandma knew how to fly. Her first husband was a flier during World War One, and after he died, instead of selling his plane, she taught herself to fly it. Pilots were needed—even just to transport planes from one place to another in the United States—and she was one of the women who could do that. That’s how she and Grandpa met. She was delivering a plane to his air base. She told me she and Grandpa didn’t fall in love until a few years after Mae died.”

“Yeah, what’s she going to tell you? That she was messing around with a married man?”

“No,” Noah said. “That’s not what happened.”

“Okay,” Roger said.

“It’s not.”

“I said okay.”

“You said okay like you didn’t mean it. There’s letters and diaries and all kinds of stuff in here—there’s three whole drawersful—that prove—”

“I believe you,” Roger said. “Read the rest of that thing. I want to hear about how he killed all the Nazis.”

“Well, he doesn’t go into detail about—

“Just read it, Nos.”

Noah cleared his throat. “You should have seen the faces of the crews of the bombers when we landed and they found out that the pilots of their fighter escort—who had fought like the devil and not lost a single plane to the Nazis on that trip into Italy and back—were Negro men.

“We’re damn good, Dot. That isn’t false bragging but the truth—our record is remarkable. True, we’ve flown only three missions, but each time all of the bombers have returned untouched. The bomber squadron COs have started to ask for us by name—a true double victory.

“I’m beyond proud to be part of this. It’s true there is still much to overcome. My men—all officers—are billeted in places not fit for animals, while the white officers live in fancy hotels. Segregation is SOP, and disrespect is rampant.”

“What’s SOP?” Roger asked.

“It’s a military acronym. It’s stands for standard operating procedure. And segregation is when white people and black people are kept apart. Like, here’s a bathroom for white people only, and here’s another bathroom—usually smaller and dirtier—for colored folk.”

“That sucks,” Roger said.

“Yeah. And it’s weird reading these letters, too. All of them—Mae and Grandma and Grandpa—call black people Negroes or colored. At the time that was what African Americans were called—it wasn’t meant to be derogatory. It was pretty shocking the first time I read it, like, ‘Whoa, Grandma, were you a racist, calling Grandpa colored?’ But she’s probably the least racist person I’ve ever known. The words are just words. She once told me if when you grow up, everyone points to the sky and says ‘Blue,’ then you call the sky blue. But if the sky turns around and tells you that it prefers to be called azure and that being called blue is derogatory, then you make sure you stop calling the sky blue. Even if you’ve been doing it all your life.”

“My father uses a word that’s worse than those,” Roger said. “I get the shit kicked out of me if I use any four-letter words in the house, and then he uses that word, like that one’s okay with God.” He shook his head, like a baseball pitcher shaking off a catcher’s signal. “I don’t want to talk about him. Read the rest.”

“But when we’re in the sky, and those dastardly Germans are trying to shoot down both us and the bombers we’re protecting … Oh, don’t those bomber pilots think of us as equals then! That’s it. He says, you know, Write back soon, God bless and stay safe, write and tell me how Mae is feeling—she was sick a lot—sincerely, Walt.”

“You know, your grandfather told me to call him Uncle Walt,” Roger said. “You think that’s okay? I mean, instead of Mr. Gaines?”

“I’m sure it’s okay,” Noah said, “if that’s what he told you.”

“He was a real hero in the war, wasn’t he?” Roger asked, shifting on the sofa and wincing despite his attempts to hide how much his backside hurt.

“Yeah,” Noah said.

Roger was silent then, just looking at the picture of Walt and his squadron. “I’m proud to know him,” he finally said. “And I’m proud to know you, too.”

Noah wanted to cry. He knew that Roger didn’t want to talk about his father, but he had to ask, “Is he going to hit you again, just for coming over here?”

“I don’t know,” Roger said, but it was obvious he was lying.

“Maybe, you know, you shouldn’t come here when he’s home,” Noah said. “You said he wasn’t home that often—”

“I like coming here.” Roger was trying hard not to cry now, too. “I hate him.”

“I do, too,” Noah said. “You know, when I turn eighteen, I’m going to join the Navy. I’m going to become a Navy SEAL, and then I’m going to come back to Fort Worth and scare the hell out of your father. I’m not going to kick his butt—that would be lowering myself to his level.” That was something Grandpa was always saying. Don’t lower yourself to their level. “But I’m going to scare him so much he messes his pants!”

Roger started to laugh at that, but almost immediately he was crying. Oh, he was pretending that he wasn’t. He kind of turned away and curled up into himself and tried to cover his face.

Noah didn’t know what to do.

So he did what he always did when he didn’t know what to do. He ran to get his grandfather.

Walt came into the living room as fast as he could with his bad leg, but when he saw Roger’s battered face, he stopped short and made a sound like someone had punched him in the stomach.

He scooped the little boy up—and at that moment, with tears running down his face, Roger looked every inch a little lost boy. Walt held him on his lap, his big arms around him. He just held him and rocked him and murmured that it was all right, that Roger had found a place to come where he’d be safe.

It wasn’t until Walt pulled Noah down onto the sofa and wrapped one of his big arms around him that he realized he was crying, too.

They sat there together for a long time.

“What do I do?” Roger finally asked, in a very small voice. “I don’t want to pretend you’re not my friends until he goes back out on the road. But … I’m scared of him. I’m such a coward.”

Noah held his breath, hoping that his grandfather understood how terribly hard it must have been for tough-as-nails Roger to admit that.

“We could call the police—”

“No.” Roger was adamant. “I won’t do that. He’s my father.”

“Then you should stay close to your home for a week or so—until he leaves town again,” Walt advised.

“Let him win?” Roger scoffed. “No way. I’m coming over here whether he likes it or not. He can just beat the shit out of me every night. I don’t care.”

“But I care,” Walter told him. “And Noah does, too.” He sighed. “Has Noah told you why I have this limp?”

Roger shook his head.

“Young Ringo, I’m stunned,” Walt teased. “Am I supposed to believe that you never so much as asked?”

That got a small smile. “Well, sure, I asked, sir. But Noah said I had to ask you. And I didn’t because I didn’t want you to think I was rude. I thought you might not want to be reminded about being wounded in the war—”

“This limp isn’t from a war wound, young man,” Walt corrected him. He rubbed his knee almost absentmindedly. “No, I made it through World War Two with nary a scratch. It wasn’t until I returned to the States, in 1945, that I nearly lost my leg.”

“In a crash?” Roger asked.

Walt chuckled. “Not the kind you mean. But it was certainly a crash—of free-thinking people head on with ignorant ones. You see, I came back from Germany in late 1945 to find that my life—as I knew it—was completely gone. Now that the war was over, there was no longer a place for a black pilot in the new Air Force. After serving for so many years, I was a civilian again. An unemployed civilian. My wife had died shortly after I’d been sent overseas, and my daughter—whom I hadn’t seen since she was an infant—was living here in Fort Worth, Texas, with Dot, my wife’s best friend, who had opened her own crop dusting enterprise, along with a flight school.

“Seeing Dot again was …” Walt chuckled. “Well, we’d exchanged hundreds of letters during the war, but let’s just say she gave me quite a welcome home—the kind that warranted an immediate marriage. When that news got out, her family was less than pleased. A white woman marrying a black man—not a very popular concept, not in this part of the country at that time. We talked about going to California or New York City, but Dot’s business was already doing quite well, and my daughter, Jolee, had settled in, so … But then Dot’s brothers came a-callin’. She had three brothers, two older and one much younger.

“They came and told their sister that she would no longer be part of their family if she married ‘that nigger.’ Forget about the fact that ‘that nigger’ was more educated than the three of them combined. Forget that ‘that nigger’ was a former colonel in the Air Force, who had spent years fighting for this country, for freedom, for them. By marrying ‘that nigger,’ Dot would bring terrible, awful shame upon her family.

“Well. As I’m sure you can imagine, Dot told them in no uncertain terms where they could go and what they could do with themselves when they got there.” He laughed softly. “Back then she had a mouth that rivaled yours, Ringo dear. She sent them running for their very lives. Or so we thought.

“It turned out that Dot’s youngest brother—he couldn’t have been more than seventeen—stayed behind. When I came out of the house to see what vegetables the garden might yield for our evening meal, he was there, waiting for me. He was holding a shovel, but I didn’t think of it as a weapon. I didn’t think to be on guard. He was just a boy. It never occurred to me that out of all Dot’s brothers, this one might be the most dangerous.

“He came at me, swinging that shovel like a battle-ax, and it hit me in the leg, right beneath my knee. The blade had been sharpened, and the damage done was severe. There was so much blood—you boys know what that’s like. He was shouting to Dot about how maybe she had no qualms about marrying a black man, about the kind of life she’d have with everyone in town shunning her—shunning them—but maybe the idea of being married to a crippled black man would make her change her mind and save their family from this awful embarrassment.”

Walt rubbed his knee again. “I was in and out of the hospital for quite a few months. Those doctors had to work hard to save my leg, but save it they did. And I should have known better, but after I came out of my first surgery, I asked Dot if she was sure that she still wanted this, wanted me. She just looked at me. Then she walked out of the room and came back about thirty minutes later with the preacher from the Baptist church, who married us right then and there.

“Some months later, I was walking again. With a cane, but I was finally up and about. And I realized some things Dot had been withholding from me for a while—that whenever she drove into town and parked on the street, her car windshield would be smeared with cow manure. That our postbox had been mangled, that a dead cat had been hung from a tree out back, that small fires in the shape of a cross had been started on our lawn, that she’d received obscene phone calls and hate mail calling her a nigger lover and worse.

“It was obvious that her brothers were behind it, but when I called the police I was told ‘Boys will be boys.’

“Well, when I heard that, I put on my Air Corps uniform with my chestful of medals, and Dot and Jolee put on their best dresses—and boys, I’ll tell you, Dot’s an eye-catching woman in a pair of coveralls, but in a yellow dress with high heels … We climbed into the truck and we went into town.

“We parked on Main Street, and together we did a little shopping, making a point to patronize every store in town. Dot introduced me—even to those who knew me—as her ‘new husband, Colonel Gaines the war hero.’ We told everyone of our plans to expand our little airstrip, to acquire more planes, to hire more pilots and mechanics, to expand our flight school—all of which would pump life and money into this part of town. Nearly every shopkeeper jumped at the chance to shake my hand, especially when I opened a business account with them.

“Our last stop was at the hardware store, and by then we looked like a parade. After having spent two thousand dollars on various supplies and lumber—which back then was a substantial amount of money—we had folks tagging along to see what we might purchase next.

“I also think there was some anticipation, because all three of Dot’s brothers worked at the hardware store.

“We sent Jolee across the street with some girls from her school, to the soda fountain, and went into the store. The owner was very happy to see me. He had no clue of the trouble between Dot’s brothers and me. All he knew was that I was there to spend a pile of money.

“Other people from town did know of the tension, and the crowd grew—hoping, I think, that a brawl would break out.

“There was, of course, no chance of that. One does not brawl when one’s beautiful wife, dressed in her best yellow dress, is by one’s side. Instead, I purchased bullets—both for the side arms I’d picked up in Italy and Germany, and for the double-barreled shotgun Dot kept down at the airfield.

“I bought enough ammunition to supply a small army. Or to fight a small war. Boxes and boxes—and they were heavy, too. I told the store owner I couldn’t manage it with my bad leg and my cane. He was more than happy to call his hired help out of the back room to carry our purchases out to our truck.

“The chief of police came in at that point, no doubt to make sure I didn’t have murder in mind. ‘Going hunting?’ he asked me.

“ ‘No, sir,’ I said. ‘Boys may be boys, but here in America a man has the right to be a man—to protect his property and keep his family safe from harm. We’ve had a bit of trouble out our way and my intention is to see that it stops.’

“Now, all three of Dot’s brothers were there, and I knew I hadn’t made them happy—they were going to fetch and carry for me, a black man.

“But I had their attention—as well as that of most of the rest of the town. So I told them that when I was first attacked, I hadn’t expected that kind of violence. But from now on, I would be ready. And the next time—if there was a next time, and I fervently prayed there would not be—I wouldn’t be the one lying bleeding in the dirt. ‘I killed plenty of Nazis during the war,’ I announced, ‘and I am not at all adverse to killing a few more.’

“And then I turned back to the storekeeper and I did something that made Dot a little angry.” Walter chuckled softly. “She didn’t say anything at the time, but, believe me, Ringo, I heard quite a lot about it later.

“I bought a shovel,” he told them. “The same kind that Dot’s youngest brother had used against me. I paid for it, and I handed it to him. ‘This is to replace the one you lost,’ I told him. I thought he was going to soil his pants. That’s one thing I’ve learned about bullies, boys. They scare easily.

“Well, we walked out of that store,” Walt said, “loaded all of that ammunition into the truck, and went on home. Dot held her tongue until Jolee was in bed, and then … Me oh my oh, she was furious. She felt I’d put myself in terrible danger by putting that shovel back into her brother’s hands.

“But I told her that I’d made sure I was in a position of power before I did that. I made it impossible for her brother to take a swing at me there and then with the sheriff standing by, and I made it difficult for him to come after me later. Although there was always the possibility that he would. But that was what those bullets were for. We were both going to be armed for the next few weeks—months, if necessary—and keep Jolee nearby.

“You see, my handing him that shovel was a message—as clear as the message that came from our purchase of that ammunition. I was letting him know that if he and his brothers wanted this war to continue, it was no longer going to be fought with shovels. I was telling them that I was not afraid.”

Walt looked at Roger. “I know you disagree with your father. I know you recognize that his opinions about who should or should not be your friends are obsolete—that they’re sorely outdated and just plain foolish and ignorant. But you must be careful. Think before you act, Ringo. Knee-jerk reactions are well and good if you’re six feet tall and built like an oak tree. But he is big and you are small, and he can hurt you. Don’t put the shovel back into your father’s hands until you are certain he won’t use it against you again.”

“Let him win,” Roger said, bitterness making his voice thick.

“Ah, there’s the magic of it, my young friend. You’re the one who wins. You know what’s wrong and you know what’s right. And you carry that knowledge in your heart. He can’t touch that, he can’t take that. That’s yours, forever,” Walter said. “And the other thing that’s yours forever is our love for you. Noah and Dot and I will still be here in a week when your father leaves town again. You will always be welcome here—you know that. But I hope you will be wise and not compromise your personal safety to visit us until it’s safe for you to do so without repercussion.”

“Someday me and Noah, we’re going to join the Navy,” Roger said, wiping his nose on his sleeve.

“We’re going to be SEALs,” Noah said.

“Yeah,” Roger said. “And that’s going to really piss my father off because he was in the Army.”

Walter laughed. “Ringo, I really like you. Nostradamus here has excellent taste when it comes to choosing his friends.”

Roger got very quiet. “I really like you, too, Uncle Walt.”

Walt hugged him, hugged Noah, too. It was funny, but this time it was Walter who had tears in his eyes. “You better head home, son.”

“Yes, sir,” Roger said. He climbed painfully to his feet. “Maybe he’ll go back on the road real soon,” he told Noah.

“When he does, we’ll be here,” Noah said, echoing his grandfather’s words.


CHAPTER
SIX

Clyde Wrigley was a freaking crybaby.

But he didn’t cry at the news that his ex-wife, Janine, was dead.

No, he didn’t start wailing until he realized that the FBI thought he might somehow be involved in her death.

Forget about Janine. The son of a bitch was crying because he was scared he might have to go back to jail.

He was right where Sam had expected him to be—parked in front of the TV at the house Clyde and Janine had shared back when they’d first moved to Sarasota. It was the same address Mary Lou had given Sam when he’d called to find out where to send money, after he’d been served with those divorce papers.

Manuel Conseco had made the scene, and he and his assistant—the young blonde who’d helped interview Sam—were questioning Clyde.

Sam itched to grab the son of a bitch by the T-shirt, slam him against the wall, order him to stop sniveling, and tell where Mary Lou and Haley were.

Alyssa surely knew that, too. She was standing close—close enough to grab Sam and keep him from getting himself into trouble.

Of course, he could use a little grabbing from Alyssa Locke right about now.

He experimented, shifting his weight, just a little, toward Clyde. Sure enough, Alyssa shifted just a little bit closer to Sam.

What would he have to do to get a full body block? Although, chances were, if he did that, she’d hustle him out of there and he wouldn’t get to hear whatever lame information Clyde did spit out.

“Three weeks,” Clyde was sobbing. “I haven’t seen Janine in at least three weeks. At least. And before that, it was months. Not since she moved out.”

“And when was the last time you went to her home on Camilia Street?” Conseco asked.

“That was it. It was the first time and the last time.” Clyde couldn’t seem to speak without a fresh flood of tears and snot.

Someone give the asshole a Kleenex. Crying was bad enough, but crying in public was freaking humiliating. Sam’s face heated as he remembered the way he’d broken down himself just a few hours earlier. Alyssa, thank you God, had quickly given him some privacy—unlike the time she’d barged into his hotel room and come across him weeping like a baby. She’d just stood there and stared. That had been embarrassing—doubly so since he’d been crying over her. He’d actually had to chase her out.

“It was the only time I went to her house,” Clyde was saying. “I didn’t even know where she lived until I ran into Carol.”

“Carol who?”

“I don’t know her last name. She was just some friend of Jan’s—she worked with her at the dry cleaners.”

Conseco made notes on his pad. “Which dry cleaners was that?”

“Quickie-Clean over on Clark,” Clyde said. “But Janine stopped working there—same time she moved out, months ago. I think she quit because she didn’t want to see me.”

“Because she was afraid of you?”

“No, man! She just … I don’t know, she said she was tired of lending me money. I’m on disability—half pay. You can’t live on that. It’s been rough these past few years and—”

“So Carol told you where Janine lived?” the blonde asked.

And Sam couldn’t keep it in anymore. Who cared what Carol told him? “Where’s Haley?”

Clyde aimed his teary gaze at Sam. “Jeez, I don’t know, man. I didn’t see her when I went over there. I haven’t seen Mary Lou or the baby since they all moved out.”

“Let us ask the questions, Lieutenant,” Alyssa murmured, as Conseco glared at them both. She was now standing so close that Sam couldn’t help but get a noseful of her every time he so much as inhaled.

She smelled so good. She wasn’t wearing perfume from a bottle, at least not the way Mary Lou had, in overpowering amounts guaranteed to overdose his sense of smell. No, Alyssa’s scent was far more subtle. It came from her shampoo or soap or maybe some kind of lotion she used or, who knows, maybe it was the perfume from her laundry dryer sheets, used to avoid static cling. Whatever it was, on Alyssa it smelled incredible.

It was enough to distract the shit out of him—to make at least part of his brain start working on the best way to get her naked and wrapped around him, as soon as possible, preferably tonight.

And—he was a freaking genius—now she knew it, too. The past few hours had put him way off-balance and he was far from on top of his game. Not only was he thinking about sex—again—when he should have been thinking only about his missing daughter, but he was enough of an asshole to fail to hide the nature of his thoughts from Alyssa.

Yes, indeed, she knew him well enough to know exactly what he was thinking, just from looking into his eyes.

For several long seconds, she just held his gaze, the expression on her face unreadable.

God, making love to her had been exquisite. How could she not want to do that, to feel that, again?

Because Sam had dumped her for Mary Lou, for one thing. Not that that had mattered so very much in the long term. Because Alyssa had told him in very clear English that she’d never intended to have more than a hot, brief affair with him—just a few months, tops, of that brain-searing sex—with no real emotional attachment involved.

At least not from her.

Now she was in a real relationship with someone she actually loved.

Max. The fucker.

Max wouldn’t have gone six months without seeing his daughter. Of course Max was too perfect to have had a daughter with some stranger he’d picked up in a bar in the first place. But if he did have a daughter, he’d no doubt have found her and brought her home by now, instead of standing around with his thumb up his ass, wistfully hoping that the kid was still alive.

Please God let Haley be alive.

“Sorry.” Sam was the one who broke eye contact.

“Keep it zipped,” Alyssa warned him sharply, “or you’re out of here.”

Interesting choice of words and definitely not unintentional.

“Carol didn’t know where Janine lived,” Clyde was saying. “I asked her because … because Jan took my Phish CDs when she moved out, and I wanted them back.”

Yeah, right.

“All Carol knew was that Janine just got a new job working as a receptionist at the vet’s over in Siesta Village,” Clyde continued, wiping his nose on his T-shirt sleeve. “She told me that Janine was doing really well, that she was working hard to stay clean. She said they were letting her help take care of the dogs on the weekends, and that she really liked doing that.”

“And you figured she was probably getting paid overtime, so you went to see her?” Conseco knew the truth. Clyde had gone to see Janine to try to borrow some money. And when she’d refused to lend it to him …

“He wouldn’t have killed her over that,” Sam murmured to Alyssa. “Not this guy. It’s not in him.”

She glanced at him, glanced at Conseco, and then back.

“I’m not interrupting them,” he said softly to her. “As for the rest of me—I’m zipped.”

Alyssa Locke wasn’t the type to blush easily, but she definitely avoided eye contact at that. However, after a moment, she did lean slightly closer to whisper back to him, “What if he found her with another man—a new boyfriend?”

“No. Maybe he’d go home and smoke an extra doobie or two to deal with the pain, but …” Sam shook his head. “Nah. Besides, where’s the boyfriend? Wouldn’t he have shown up before this, saying, ‘I think something’s wrong—my girlfriend hasn’t answered her phone or her doorbell for nearly three weeks’? I mean, come on. Even assuming he’s an asshole and doesn’t come see her unless he wants some, three weeks is way too long for a guy to go without sex.”

Alyssa gave him a disgusted look, but then exhaled a short laugh and shook her head. “Men suck.”

“Some women suck, too.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I know.”

“No. I wanted those CDs back,” Clyde was sticking to his lame excuse. “That’s why I went over there and waited until she left work. I couldn’t find a parking space, so I ended up just following her home.”

“Where you killed her?”

Clyde started crying again. “No way, man. I didn’t kill her. I just, you know, rang the bell and we talked and—”

“Front door or back?”

“Front.” He perked up. “You know, her neighbor was out in the yard, washing his car. He saw me go in and he saw me come out, too. And Jan was with me when I left. She came out to get one of my CDs from the car.”

“Which neighbor?” Conseco asked.

“The fat guy who lives in the house on the left,” Clyde told him, “if you’re facing Jan’s house. I swear to you, I didn’t kill her.”

Conseco was silent, just looking through his notes.

“Can you please ask him if he knows where Mary Lou worked?” Sam said to Alyssa, loudly enough for Conseco and Clyde to hear. “Or where Haley went for day care?”

Clyde didn’t wait for the FBI agents to play telephone. “I don’t know,” he answered. “Honest. The only way I knew Haley was still living with Jan was from the toys on the living room floor.”

“Can you tell me your whereabouts the rest of that evening?” Conseco asked.

“I came here,” Clyde said. “And, you know, listened to my Phish CDs.”

“You were alone?”

“Yeah, but I swear, I didn’t kill her.” He pointed to Sam. “Why aren’t you questioning him? Maybe he killed her. The SEAL. You know, before Jan moved out, she and Mary Lou were always whispering about him. Stuff like, ‘What if Sam finds out?’ Like, ‘He won’t find out, how could he find out?’ I heard Jan say—more than once—‘What’s he going to do if he does find out? Kill me?’ I finally asked her what was going on—I was a little worried he was going to kick down the door in the middle of the night. I thought maybe Mary Lou had stolen something from him when she left. Something more valuable than a couple of CDs, you know? But Janine told me it was nothing—that back a few years ago, she gave Mary Lou a special box of condoms that wouldn’t do what they were supposed to do, if you get my drift. It was so that she’d get pregnant and the SEAL would have to marry her. Only now they were getting a divorce, so what did it matter? That’s what Jan said.

“But I remember thinking, Man, if I’m the SEAL and I find out about that …”

“Jesus,” Sam said. He’d heard the words Clyde was saying, but they’d stopped making sense. And then they made too much sense. Mary Lou had gotten pregnant on purpose. He’d always known that, but he hadn’t actually known it.

But apparently the condoms they’d used had been tampered with. God damn it, he’d always been so careful, so Mary Lou’s pregnancy had caught him by surprise. He’d spent hours trying to figure out exactly where he’d failed. It made so much more sense now.

And—perfect—now Conseco was looking at him with renewed interest. As if Sam really did have a motive for killing Janine.

It was so ridiculous, Sam didn’t say a word. He just held Conseco’s gaze. It was far better than looking at Alyssa, who had to be thinking that he was a total fool. Mary Lou had come to him, pregnant and alone and seemingly frightened to death, and he’d walked away from a budding relationship with Alyssa—a woman that he was crazy about—so he could do what he’d thought was the right thing. He’d taken responsibility for this woman he’d accidentally knocked up.

Only it hadn’t been accidental.

Jesus.

Alyssa pulled Conseco aside. She spoke quietly, but Sam still managed to overhear. “Look, he’s exhausted. Tomorrow, he’ll be giving you a complete record accounting for his time over the past weeks. If you still want to question Lieutenant Starrett after that, you’re welcome to do so, of course. But for right now, I’m taking him out of here.”

Conseco said something too quietly for Sam to hear.

“Absolutely,” Alyssa responded.

Conseco turned back to Clyde, and Alyssa headed for Sam. “Let’s go.”

He followed her out the front door, down the steps, and toward her rental car.

“You okay?” Alyssa asked.

Sam glanced at her. He laughed—a short burst of disparaging air. “Yeah, you know, that’s the best part about being a fucking idiot. You’re too stupid to know when you’re not okay.”

Alyssa opened her mouth and was about to say something, when her phone rang.

*  *  *

Alyssa answered after only one ring. “Locke.”

“Hey, it’s me,” Max said, opening the refrigerator and taking out the half gallon of milk. “How’s it going?”

“As well as can be expected, sir,” she answered, “considering that Manuel Conseco doesn’t play happily with us other children.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard that about him. Other than that, he’s very good at what he does.”

“Yes, sir. And his entire team thinks he’s God, which makes me the Antichrist.”

“Cut it out with the sir,” Max ordered. “It’s after hours.”

“Maybe for you. But not for us angels of Satan. Or for poor overworked Manny Conseco. You know, actually, I feel like I’m one of those commodores on Star Trek—the ones who come in and make it hard for Captain Kirk to do his job.”

Max laughed, some of the fatigue of the day falling away. Talking to Alyssa always made him feel better. “Wow. How come I didn’t know you were a Trekkie?”

Crap. The milk was dated over three weeks ago. How did that happen? He didn’t bother to take a sniff, he just opened it up and poured it directly down the sink.

“When I was growing up, Lieutenant Uhura was a major role model for me,” Alyssa told him. “A strong black woman on the bridge of a starship …?”

“In a miniskirt, answering the interplanetary telephone?” Max looked at the bowl of Rice Krispies he’d already poured. Now what? He’d taken off his suit first thing upon arriving home, and walking down to the convenience store on the corner in his boxer shorts might not go over too well with his neighbors.

“Yeah, well, there were definitely some kinks that needed to be worked out.” She paused. “Is there a purpose to this phone call?”

“I was hoping for a status report. I figured you’d still be up.” Max took the bowl to the sink, adding water. It was pathetic, but it seemed less so than eating it dry.

“Up and running,” she told him. “I’m about to drive Lieutenant Starrett to the home of one of his friends.”

Max set the bowl down on the counter, his appetite gone. Alyssa was still with Sam Starrett. At nearly midnight. There were a million questions he wanted to ask, none of them appropriate. He settled for “Is he okay?”

“Yes,” Alyssa said. “It’s been a very difficult day, but … yes. I assume you heard that the victim wasn’t Lieutenant Starrett’s wife after all. It was her sister.”

“Janine Wrigley.” Max had heard. He also heard the way Alyssa kept saying “Lieutenant Starrett.” She called Sam that whenever she tried to pretend she didn’t give a damn about him. And the key word there was pretend. Apparently she didn’t realize that Max had picked up on that a long time ago.

“Since it’s not Lieutenant Starrett’s wife who’s dead, the entire situation’s a little less volatile,” Alyssa said, “so you probably don’t need to—”

“Yeah,” Max interrupted her. “I’m not sure yet whether I’m still coming to Tampa tomorrow. Sarasota,” he quickly corrected himself. Crap. He was beyond tired, and he was losing it. The only thing he knew for goddamn sure was that whether or not he went to Sarasota tomorrow, he wasn’t going anywhere near Tampa. Or Gina Vitagliano.

He cleared his throat and changed the subject. “What’s Starrett’s take on the potential Gainesville connection?”

“Gainesville?” Alyssa asked.

Typical of Manny Conseco. Not only didn’t he play happily with others, he didn’t share his toys. Or information. “I got a call about two hours ago,” Max told her. “Apparently three weeks ago Janine Wrigley—or someone claiming to be her, because according to forensics she was already dead—sold a black 1989 Honda Civic hatchback to a used-car dealer in Gainesville, Florida.”

“Who does Mary Lou know in Gainesville?” Alyssa asked—presumably of Sam.

“No one that I know of.” Max could hear Starrett’s lazy Texas drawl through Alyssa’s cell phone. He had to be sitting really close. No doubt because the rental car Alyssa was driving was small. It didn’t mean anything.

And pigs could fly. Max knew Starrett was sitting as close to Alyssa as he possibly could.

“Why?” Starrett asked.

“We think she sold her car in Gainesville,” Alyssa told the SEAL.

“When?” Starrett sounded as if he’d woken up, all laziness gone from his voice.

“Three weeks ago.”

“Ah, man, that trail’s got to be stone cold.”

“A cold trail’s better than no trail,” Max heard Alyssa say tartly. “Don’t complain. We’re closer to finding Mary Lou and Haley than we were just a few minutes ago.”

“All we know is that—maybe—Mary Lou was in Gainesville three weeks ago. Three weeks.” Sam wasn’t happy about that.

“Locke,” Max interrupted them, hating the way both Alyssa and Sam had said we. Like they were already a team. Or a couple. “Will you call me back after you drop off Starrett?”

“Is there something more?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “I just … I wanted to touch base with you at a time when you could, I don’t know, speak more freely, I guess.”

“Max, I’m fine,” she said, her rich voice warm in appreciation of his concern.

“Please don’t—” Max stopped himself. Let him get within six feet of you. What was she going to do? Make him sit in the backseat? “Good,” he said instead. “Good.”

“Wait a sec,” he heard Sam say. “You have a map of Florida?” he asked Alyssa.

“Hang on,” Alyssa told Max. “In the pocket of the … Yeah, in there.”

“I just remembered—Mary Lou’s mother. She called me about two months ago,” Max heard Sam say over the crinkling of paper being unfolded. “Because she didn’t have Mary Lou’s new phone number, and she wanted to tell her she was moving out of Georgia, down to northern Florida, to … shit, where was it? I remember the address, number two Happy Lane in, Jesus, Wallace or Wanker or Wacker or—”

“Max, we might have a connection to—”

“Waldo!” Sam said. “Fuck me! Look at this!”

Max had to laugh. Most people said “Eureka.” Sam Starrett, however, said “Fuck me.” Interesting use of the phrase as an expression of jubilation. Sometimes he really had to work to hate the guy.

“Mary Lou’s mother lives just northeast of Gainesville in a town called Waldo,” Alyssa told Max, excitement making her voice ring. “I’d call that a major connection.”

“Can you drive me back to Camilia Street?” Sam was saying to Alyssa. “My rental car’s still there.”

“Whoa,” she said. “Sam, what are you thinking?”

Max knew exactly what Starrett was thinking. Midnight road trip to Gainesville, ETA ASAP. “Alyssa, for the love of God, talk him out it.”

“I’m not going to sleep at all tonight,” Sam said. “I might as well head up to—”

“You’re exhausted,” Alyssa said. “Let’s wait until the morning—”

“I can’t wait. I’m sorry, Lys.” The SEAL actually sounded sincere. “I know it’s unlikely, but if there’s even just a chance that Mary Lou and Haley are in Waldo—”

“Okay,” Alyssa said. “But it doesn’t make sense for you to go by yourself. I promised Manny Conseco that I’d keep tabs on you, so—”

“No,” Max said. “No, no, no. What are you doing? Damn it, Locke, you suck when it comes to negotiating. You’re already caving. Let me talk to him.”

“Max wants to talk to you,” he heard Alyssa say.

Then Starrett’s voice directly in his ear. “Yeah.”

“If you insist on going tonight, she’s going to go with you,” Max said. “You know that. And she’ll never admit it, but she’s tired, Starrett. Give her a break.”

“I’ll drive,” Sam said. “She can sleep in the car.”

“First thing in the morning, I’ll arrange for a chopper to take you up to—”

“Look, I’m really sorry,” Sam said. “You want to keep me from going?”

Max sighed and said it with him. “Find your daughter. Yeah, I know.” He sighed again. “I didn’t want to have to say this, but … You mess with Alyssa, and you’re dead.”

Most people who knew Max crapped their pants when he put that cold edge into his voice. But Starrett just laughed. “I hear you, and I know exactly where you’re coming from.”

Max Bhagat was one of the FBI’s top negotiators. He was a professional communicator. He could read a person’s intentions clear as day by what that person didn’t say. And since Sam hadn’t said, “Okay, Max, I promise I’ll keep my distance from Alyssa,” he was essentially broadcasting his intention to do the exact opposite.

“Listen to what I’m about to say, Starrett,” Max emphasized. “I can fuck you up but good. One word from me, just one word, and you’re working a desk job in a windowless office until the day you retire. Don’t you forget that for one single second.”

“I can’t believe it.” It was Alyssa’s voice on the phone now. “Were you actually threatening him?”

Shit. When busted, go with the truth.

“Yeah,” Max said. “Actually, I was. It didn’t seem to be working too well, though. Do me a favor and make sure he heard that part about the windowless office, because I don’t think he—”

“Good-bye, Max.”

“Alyssa, wait. Don’t hang up—”

But she was gone.

Damn it.

He was definitely going to Tampa tomorrow.

Sarasota.

Sarasota.

Jesus H. Christ.

Max dumped his Rice Krispies into the garbage disposal by throwing the bowl into the sink and breaking it in half. Rubbing the back of his neck, he went into his study and tried to make himself stop thinking about all of them—Alyssa and Sam and Tom Paoletti.

And Gina.

He turned on his laptop and started reviewing his notes for tomorrow morning’s meeting with the President, hoping that would do the trick.

It didn’t.

“He really loves you,” Sam said.

Alyssa glanced over at him, but she couldn’t see his face well in the dim light from the dashboard, especially since he had his hat pulled down over his eyes. She’d thought he was asleep. She should have known better.

“Yeah,” she said, hoping that he wouldn’t push the topic. He was talking about Max, and the truth was, Max didn’t love her. Not the way Sam thought.

She and Max were friends. True, theirs was an odd friendship. And yes, at one point over the years they’d worked together, they’d begun a different kind of relationship. They’d shared lots of dinners. They’d had lots of long conversations late into the night. They’d even kissed more than once. But right before they’d stepped across the line into a sexual relationship, Max shut them down.

Alyssa would have gone there. In fact, she’d wanted to rather badly.

And that was a polite way of summarizing that awful night nearly a year ago when Max had come to her apartment for dinner. Dinner had led to a second and then a third glass of wine, which had led to some of those kisses and some more of those kisses and …

The hard truth was, she’d had him half undressed on her sofa, she hadn’t thought of Sam Starrett once all evening, and she was so, so ready to get busy with a man who honestly liked her, a man who listened when she talked, a man who wanted to know what she was thinking and feeling—and whammo.

Max threw on the brakes.

Because he couldn’t get past the fact that she worked for him.

The man had actually had the nerve to ask her if she’d be willing to transfer out of his elite FBI team. If she transferred—and he couldn’t have anything to do with getting her placed elsewhere in the Bureau, he’d made that more than clear—then and only then could they become sexually involved.

Oh, he’d apologized left and right. Effusively. At one point, Alyssa had been close to certain that he was even going to start to cry. It was one of the weirdest rejections of her life. It was clear that he wanted to spend the night with her as badly as she’d wanted him to stay, but when push came to shove, he simply could not do it.

She had been half-naked herself, and in the process of unfastening the man’s pants. The fact that he’d had the strength to say no, to refuse to let his beliefs get overrun by physical desire, still impressed her. It would have been nicer if he’d figured out that it wasn’t going to work between them before they wound up on the sofa, but still …

The entire incident had made her fall a little bit in love with Max Bhagat.

Which was just her style. She apparently only loved men she couldn’t have. Men she shouldn’t want.

Max had refused to let the weirdness of that night of almost-sex screw up their growing friendship. The kissing and the romantic dinners stopped, but the long conversations continued. He’d been relentless about it, continuing to call her and bring over pizza until she almost forgot that she’d been ready and willing to sleep with him.

Almost.

Alyssa was certain that Max hadn’t forgotten it, either. But that had nothing to do whatsoever with whether or not he truly loved her.

“So are you going to, you know, marry him?” Sam asked now.

“He hasn’t exactly asked me,” she replied with a twinge of guilt. It wasn’t a lie, not like the lies she’d told about her relationship with Max in the past, but it was close, because it perpetuated Sam’s misinformation. Still, she couldn’t afford to let him know the truth.

“If he asks you, are you going to marry him?”

She glanced at him again. “I’m really not interested in talking about this.”

“What do you want to talk about?” he asked. A car approached from behind them, its headlights hitting the rearview mirror and lighting Sam’s face. His mouth was tight and his eyes were shadowed. “The fact that Mary Lou intentionally set out to get pregnant? The fact that I’m never going to use a condom again unless it’s one I’ve bought and taken out of the box myself? The fact that I was played—completely? Jesus, could I be more of a fool?”

Alyssa forced herself to watch the road. “Not all women are like Mary Lou.”

“Not all women are like you, Alyssa. In fact no other woman in the entire world—”

“Stop,” she said sharply.

He was silent for only a few heartbeats. “I’m sorry, but I have something I need to say—”

“Don’t waste the effort,” she told him. “Because we are not going to have sex. Not tonight, not tomorrow, not next week, not ever. Never again. Listen closely, Roger, and I’ll repeat it—”

“That’s not what I—”

“Nev. Ver. A. Gain. We played that game, and it was terrible—”

“It was incredible and you know it,” he countered hotly.

“Yeah, right up to the point where it was incredibly terrible,” she insisted.

“There were some bad moments, yeah, but the rest of it—it was worth it,” he said.

“Speak for yourself!”

“I am. Alyssa, look, I know you were unhappy when I—”

“Unhappy?” She was shouting now. “Sam, for God’s sake, you eviscerated me!”

The thick emotion in her voice seemed to echo in the car. Her words seemed to shock Sam as much as they’d shocked her. She hadn’t meant to tell him that. Shit.

Thank goodness the car behind them on the highway had sped up and gone past and it was once again too dark for her to see his face. She hoped he also couldn’t see hers.

What was she doing here? It was insane and absurd. She was helping this man who had once been her lover, whom she’d done shockingly intimate things with, who’d gotten under her skin, and whom, even now, all these years later, she still hadn’t managed to shake loose.…

And she was helping him find his wife.

Ex-wife, sure, but he was pretty freaking eager to find her, wasn’t he?

Okay, that was just petty jealousy talking. Sam was eager to find his daughter. To be fair, his concern was mostly for Haley.

But still …

“You have no idea how sorry I am,” he said quietly.

“Yeah,” she said, angry at him, angry at herself. “Thanks. Gee, that makes it all better.”

“I want to try to make it up to you.”

“What do you want me to do, assign you a stack of Herculean feats? And after you do them, I’m supposed to say, ‘Oh, Sam, all is forgiven. Come and fuck me’? Let’s be honest here about what it is you really want, shall we?”

He laughed in disbelief. “You obviously have no idea what I really want.”

She laughed, too, with disgust. “Said the man who ended up married to some bar bunny because he couldn’t keep his pants zipped for half a minute.”

She’d pushed him too far with that one.

“You’re right. You’re abso-fucking-lutely right, you know that? You’re always right, Alyssa, and this time you’re mega-right. Except, you ever wonder why I went home with Mary Lou in the first place? You ever stop to think that maybe it had something—just a little bit—to do with the fact that you wouldn’t have any-fucking-thing to do with me?”

She laughed her anger. “Oh, that’s perfect. So now it’s my fault? You are so fucking immature!” And now he’d gone and done it again. He’d managed to bring her completely down to his super-crude level.

“I’m not saying that it’s your—”

“Forget it. It’s fine,” she said. “Blame me.” She gripped the steering wheel, her eyes on the road, gas pedal to the floor. The sooner they got to Waldo and out of the confines of this car, the better.

“You know, I do blame you to some degree,” he countered. “You used me for sex—”

“Yeah, at the time, you were really complaining—”

“—and I was such a fool, I didn’t realize it was just sex. I fucking fell in love with you.”

Alyssa’s heart stopped. But then, as it started beating again, she shook her head. “You have absolutely no idea what those words mean. You’re like, like … ABBA, singing phonetically in a language you don’t understand. You fell in love with me. No, excuse me. You fucking fell in love with me. Of course. The same way you fucking fell in love with Mary Lou the first time she took off her clothes for you.”

“You are so wrong—”

“What did you fucking fall in love with first, Roger? My breasts or my ass?”

“Your eyes.”

Alyssa laughed. “That’s only marginally better—not that I believe you.”

He laughed, too, in pure disgust. “Why should you believe anything I say? Since you obviously know better than I do exactly how and what I feel—”

“Do you know how many conversations we had before we had sex?”

“No, but I’m sure you do.”

“Only a few. And most of the time we didn’t talk, we argued. We fought—”

“I can tell you, though,” he interrupted, “exactly how many times and how many different ways I made you come—”

“Who am I, Sam? If you fell in love with me, you should know. But I don’t think you have a clue.”

“I do so—”

“Bullshit. Even if you did somehow think you knew me back then, well, guess what? I’m not the same person I was two years ago. And neither are you.”

Sam didn’t speak, but he was far from silent. Alyssa was aware of him sitting there, breathing. If she didn’t know better, she would have sworn he was trying to rein in his temper, to keep himself from saying something stupid or hurtful, trying to bring this crazy argument back to a more civilized conversation.

“You’re right,” he said, and his voice was actually quiet. “I am different. I’m very different. I think … I think you might even like me now.”

God help her when he said things like that.

Alyssa made herself laugh, tried to make light of what he’d just said, to turn it into a joke. “I doubt it.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah, maybe that was a little too optimistic. How about, I think you might not hate me so much now?”

Now she had to fight hard not to laugh. As it was, a snort escaped. “Please just go to sleep.” Despite her efforts, desperation tinged her voice and she took a deep breath before she said, “It’ll be your turn to drive in an hour.”

He sighed, taking off his hat and throwing it on the dashboard, rubbing his forehead as if he had a bad headache. “I’m sorry if I freaked you out,” he apologized. “You know, by saying what I said. It’s just … I didn’t say it soon enough before. I should have told you I loved you before we first—”

“Just go to sleep,” she said again.

He was silent, then, for several minutes. She was on the verge of relaxing, when he said, “I should have written it on you in chocolate syrup. You know, that very first night.”

When she’d gotten completely shit-faced drunk and handcuffed herself to him so she could be sure he wouldn’t sneak out of his hotel room and try to help his friend John Nilsson. She’d lost her mind and spent the night having sex with Sam. And somewhere down the line, they’d unearthed a bottle of Hershey’s chocolate syrup, and …

The sight of chocolate still made her feel light-headed.

Alyssa kept her mouth closed. If she didn’t respond at all, surely he’d consider the conversation over and go to sleep.

The Sam Starrett she used to know sure would have.

But the man sitting next to her sighed. “No comment, huh? You know, to this day, I can’t eat chocolate without thinking about you, Lys.” He shifted in the darkness, and she knew he was looking at her. “I can’t taste it without tasting you.”

Oh, God. “Go to sleep,” she said, marveling at her own ability to keep her voice sounding relatively cool and reserved. “Or change the subject. Or I’m turning this car around.”

Sam sighed again. “All right, you win. I’ll be good.”

He was quiet again, then, this time for only about thirty seconds.

“What are the odds we’ll actually find Mary Lou and Haley in Waldo?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” Alyssa replied. “It depends on a lot of things.” She was relieved to be talking again. This topic was a relatively safe one, and it kept his words from echoing in her head. I can’t taste it without tasting you.…

“I keep trying to figure out why Mary Lou would run.” Sam sounded tired, his Texas drawl more pronounced. “I keep trying to imagine that day. She comes home after picking up Haley from day care and goes inside, and there’s Janine with her head blown open, on the kitchen floor. It makes sense she would get out of the house right away—in case the shooter was still in there. But why not hop in the car and drive to the police station?”

“Maybe she knew the shooter,” Alyssa suggested, “and wanted to protect him or her.” She took a sip of her coffee, aware that Sam wasn’t the only one who was tired.

“Or maybe she came home and the shooter was still there,” Sam said grimly. “Maybe she got back into her car with Haley and the shooter. Maybe wherever she went, it was at gunpoint.” He paused. “In which case, by now, she and Haley are probably both dead.”

“We don’t know that,” Alyssa said.

“Yeah,” he said. “I know. I don’t believe that they are. I don’t think …”

He fell silent then, for several minutes this time.

But he spoke again. “You know, when I opened that kitchen door and saw Janine on the floor—and thought it was Mary Lou …” He cleared his throat. “I was sure Haley was in there, too.”

“I know,” she said quietly.

He was silent again, and she couldn’t help but remembering the way he’d covered his eyes and desperately fought any kind of an emotional reaction when they’d gotten the news that it wasn’t Mary Lou’s body that he’d found.

She remembered seeing him cry.

On more than one occasion.

“I was sure she was dead,” he said now, “and all I could think about was how horrible that must have been for Haley. I mean, it would have been bad enough if she’d been shot and killed, but I kept thinking how really fucking awful it would have been if she hadn’t been. Can you imagine? A nineteen-month-old, locked in a house with her dead mother? Starving to death? Completely traumatized and terrified? Screaming her throat raw?” His voice shook. “Jesus.”

This time Alyssa held tightly to the steering wheel, not because she wanted to hit him, but because she wanted to reach for his hand. “That’s why you didn’t want to wait for Manny Conseco before you went back inside,” she realized.

“Yeah,” he said, his voice tight. “I had to know if she was in there or not.”

“Hiding in the closet,” Alyssa whispered.

“No, I was pretty sure that if she was there, she had to be dead.”

“I know,” Alyssa said. “I was talking about …”

She heard him shift in his seat, felt him watching her.

“Maybe Mary Lou dropped Haley in Waldo,” she said. “You know, with her mother.”

“Her mother’s a drunk,” Sam said. “Mary Lou would never leave Haley there. I mean, unless Darlene cleaned herself up. Which is possible, I guess. God, I hope …”

“If they’re not in Waldo, then tomorrow morning we can go over and talk to that car dealer in Gainesville, see if Mary Lou was with anyone when she sold her car, get a description of him or her.…”

And then what? Sam didn’t say the words aloud, but she knew he had to be wondering. If Mary Lou had continued on north from Gainesville—assuming that it was Mary Lou who’d gone to the car dealer—after three weeks she could be anywhere in the United States. By now she could even be in Canada or Mexico.

“We’ll get a sense of how far she could have gotten by how much cash she was paid for her car,” Alyssa told him. Of course, if Mary Lou had been with someone else, someone who was threatening her, all bets were off.

This stretch of the highway was lit with streetlights, and she glanced over to find Sam still watching her.

“Talk to me,” he said softly.

She’d had this very dream, this exact fantasy, too many nights to count. Sam Starrett, sitting there, looking at her, oozing sexuality from every gorgeous pore. And wanting to crawl around inside of her head, to explore who she really was, to listen when she spoke.

“I thought I was.”

He shook his head. “Who was in the closet, Lys?”


CHAPTER
SEVEN

“Was it you?” Sam asked.

Come on, he wanted them to talk. Alyssa had said he didn’t know who she was. Well, hey, she wasn’t the easiest person in the world to get to know, considering every time they exchanged more than a few sentences, she started fighting with him, tooth and claw.

Although, okay, it was true that she wasn’t always the one who started it.

She glanced over at him now, and he couldn’t for the life of him read the expression on her face.

He wondered if she knew how hard he was trying, how determined he was not to let this opportunity—all these hours spent in this car together tonight—pass him by.

Alyssa opened her mouth as if to speak, but then closed it. She glanced at him again, and then, with her eyes firmly affixed to the road, she said, “My mother died when I was pretty young.”

“When you were thirteen,” he said.

She looked at him in surprise. “I told you that?”

“Yeah. It was, uh, in that bar, actually. Back in D.C. Shortly before you, um, came back to my hotel room and, you know, handcuffed yourself to me. You didn’t go into details, but you did say you were thirteen when she died.”

She’d told him, and he’d remembered. It had been years since D.C. He watched her face as she came to that realization.

“I don’t remember telling you.” Alyssa glanced at him again. Her eyes were enormous, making her look fragile and vulnerable and even a little frightened. It was just an illusion—Sam knew she wasn’t afraid of anything.

“I don’t remember much about that night,” she admitted. “Much of what we said,” she quickly corrected herself. “That whole evening is kind of fragmented. I have, like, these shards of memory that are really sharp and clear but—Do you mind if we don’t talk about this?”

“No,” he said. “Sorry. I honestly wasn’t trying … The last thing I want to do is make you uncomfortable.”

She shot him another look. “And why don’t I believe that?”

“Because you don’t believe anything I say. I think we’ve already successfully established that.”

Alyssa laughed. Good. Laughter was good.

It was way better than gut-wrenching heartache.

Sam, for God’s sake, you eviscerated me!

He could still remember Alyssa’s face when he told her he was going to marry Mary Lou.

But then she’d told him, later, after he was married, when they ran into each other during a time-out for coffee while battling terrorists in Indonesia, that she’d never intended their relationship to be anything more than a good time. A short-term good time, as a matter of fact. A hot, brief fling. Hello, hello, hello, hello, good-bye.

That, she’d said over a cup of mediocre mocha matari, was all she’d ever wanted from him.

It was not a scenario that included any kind of evisceration.

“Were you lying?” he found himself asking. “In that hotel coffee shop, in Jakarta?”

She didn’t look at him as she signaled to get off at the next exit. “What does it matter?” she countered. “If I’m going to marry Max?”

Ouch. Evisceration usually started with a sharp stab like that. If she married Max …

“I think you should dump him,” he said point-blank, because, damn it, he’d spent too much time over the past few years not telling Alyssa what he thought, what he wanted, what he felt. “And we should start over. Start fresh.” He held out his hand. “Hi, I’m Roger Starrett. Most of my friends call me Sam. It’s a nickname I got back when I first became a SEAL. See, people started calling me Houston, because of ‘Roger, Houston’—that’s what the folks in the space shuttle said over the radio while talking to the command center. But Houston’s still too much of a mouthful as a nickname, so someone started calling me Sam, because of Sam Houston.

“I also answer to Bob and you probably noticed that Noah calls me Ringo. Bob because there’s a character in some book named Bob Starrett, and Ringo because my uncle Walt—Noah’s grandpa—started calling me that back in seventh grade when we first met. It was because he liked the Beatles.

“I’ve seen you shoot,” Sam continued, purposely not letting her get in a word edgewise. “You’re an amazing sharpshooter, I’m impressed as hell. I’ve been impressed by your work in the Bureau, too, these past years. You’re solid, Locke. I’d trust you to guard my six any time. And I’d like very much to get to know you better.”

Alyssa didn’t take his hand. She didn’t even turn her head in his direction. To his dismay, she just stayed silent as she pulled off the highway into the brightly lit lot of a twenty-four-hour gas station.

She pulled the car up to a pump and cut the engine. “Do you honestly think,” she finally said, only then turning to look at him, “that I’m going to be eager to jump back into whatever it was we had going while we’re in the process of searching for your wife and daughter?” The look in her eyes was glacial.

“Ex-wife,” he pointed out. As soon as the word left his lips, he knew it was a mistake. Alyssa had her sense of humor shut down to zero.

“I should have said no,” she told him. “No, I can’t take you to Waldo tonight, and no, you can’t leave Sarasota until we verify that you aren’t the chief suspect in a murder investigation.”

“But you know I didn’t—”

“Hush,” she ordered him sharply. “It’s my turn to talk. Hit on me again, Starrett, just one more time, and I will deliver you into the custody of the local police, who will transport you back to Sarasota.”

She was serious. He followed her out of the car and over to the gas pump, where she was running a credit card through the computer, her movements jerky with anger.

She accused him of … And now she was mad at him?

“I wasn’t hitting on you,” he protested. He knew the last thing he should do was let her piss him off—and let her know that she’d pissed him off—but he was too freaking tired to care. “If you thought that was me hitting on you … Shit. This is me hitting on you.”

He grabbed her and pulled her in, hard, so that her body was pressed against his. And it was heart attack time. Alyssa Locke, in his arms again. He faltered then, because she froze, too.

If she’d slugged him, he would have known what to say, what to do.

Instead, time stood still under the brightly lit overhang of the Sunoco as he stared down into her eyes.

“I’ve dreamed about you every single night, Lys,” he whispered. “I would sell my soul to the devil to win you back.”

He leaned down to kiss her, and for a moment he’d thought he’d won, because she moved closer to him, stepping between his legs. If he didn’t know her so well, he might’ve misinterpreted it as a surrender. But he did know her, and he twisted away in just enough time to hip check her little gift of a knee to his balls.

She pulled free from his arms. “You are such an asshole. You always have to prove that you’re right, don’t you? So that’s you hitting on me—thank you so much for the demonstration. Forgive me for my earlier confusion. God forbid you should ever be so subtle as to hit on a woman by only using words. As long as we’re clearing things up: Touch me again, and you’ll be wearing my shoe print on your ass.”

She thought … “That wasn’t …” Sam shook his head. “I mean, yeah, it started out—”

“If you want to go to Waldo, you’ll shut up right now!” Alyssa slammed open the gas tank door and yanked the hose over to the car to fill it up. “From here on in, you’re not even going to talk to me. In fact, you’re so wide awake, you’re driving. I’ll be in the backseat. Asleep.”

Aw, shit.

He’d gone too far.

Again.

“Jesus,” Sam said.

Alyssa rubbed her eyes and sat up in the back of the car. Jesus, indeed.

There were some lovely motor home parks in Florida, with well tended landscaping and flowering shrubbery and gleamingly clean double-wides in neat rows.

The trailer park they had just pulled in to was not one of them.

It was like something out of a horror movie, where people with bad teeth who changed their clothes once every six years lived with their twenty-seven vicious pit bulls, most of which weren’t house trained.

Sam rolled to a stop, the headlights of the car illuminating a former recreational vehicle, a once white metal container vaguely shaped like a rust-streaked can of ham, with deflated tires. A light was visible through the ragged shades that covered its windows.

“Is this …?”

“Number two, Happy Lane,” Sam told her grimly. “Mary Lou’s not here. Believe me. She wouldn’t let Haley spend twenty seconds in this shit-hole, let alone three weeks.”

“People do unusual things when they’re desperate.” Alyssa tried to get a glimpse of herself in the rearview as she smoothed down her hair.

He met her eyes in the mirror. “I thought you weren’t talking to me ever again.”

“I’m not,” she said. Being semiconscious for the past ninety minutes hadn’t really helped her feel any less exhausted. It had, however, kept the conversation at a minimum. “I’m talking to myself while you eavesdrop. I think I’ll go see who’s home.”

She reached for the handle on the car door, but Sam didn’t move.

“Fuck,” he swore. “I know it’s stupid, and I know I said I didn’t think Haley would be here, but I was hoping … no, I was counting on her being here.” He hit the steering wheel. “Fuck.”

What could she possibly say? Don’t worry, we’ll find her? But Alyssa wasn’t convinced they would. If Mary Lou and Haley had been held at gunpoint and taken to some out-of-the-way swamp or bog where they were murdered, their bodies might never be recovered.

Although there was a solid part of her that couldn’t believe that they could be dead. Life just wasn’t that easy.

And wasn’t that a terrible thought? Shame on her.

“We may not find out anything helpful tonight,” Alyssa told him. “But we will tomorrow, when we talk to the car dealer in Gainesville.”

He nodded. “Yeah. I know. It’s just … tomorrow. Shit. Patience isn’t one of my strengths.”

No kidding.

He met her eyes in the mirror again, forcing a smile that faded quickly. “I’m sorry. I’m just … scared to death for her, you know?”

The last thing in the world she should do was touch him. Alyssa knew Sam Starrett far too well, knew that he would get the absolute wrong idea. Still, she reached out and touched his shoulder, trying her best to make it a brief, fairly impersonal squeeze.

He was warm and solid beneath the cotton of his T-shirt, and he reached up to cover her hand with his. But he didn’t try to hold on to her. He let her fingers slip out from beneath his as she pulled her hand away.

“I’m sorry, too,” she told him. She was sorry about so many things.

Sam took his hat from the dashboard. “Okay, let’s do this.”

“Let’s,” she said. “Maybe Mrs. Morrison—What’s her first name?”

“Darlene,” he told her.

“Maybe she knows where Mary Lou and Haley are.”

“Yeah.”

She knew he didn’t believe it for a second. As she watched, he took a deep breath and blew it out hard. He turned off the car, and together they climbed out.

“Jesus.” The place smelled like raw sewage—as if the septic system had broken down a long time ago.

There was a collection of trash in the front yard—if you could call it a yard. A twisted bicycle, the remains of what looked like an old swing set in a haphazard pile of candy-striped metal bars, a battered shopping cart, part of a rusting car.

Alyssa tested the rickety steps leading to the troll-sized entrance before she stepped onto them. She knocked, three loud raps on the door. Something mean-sounding started barking inside, quickly joined by something equally nasty, and Sam grabbed her by the elbow and pushed her back, stepping in front of her as the door opened.

“Last call was two A.M.,” a woman said before she even saw who was standing there. “I keep bar hours.” Her speech was slurred, her voice a strange mix of the sugar of the deep south and the hacksaw baritone roughness of a three-pack-a-day smoker.

She was backlit by the bare bulb that hung from the ceiling of her trailer, her face and form in shadows. She looked to be wearing some kind of robe that hung open in the front.

“Darlene Morrison?” Sam asked.

“That’s one of my names, darlin’. And goodness, look at you. For you, hon, I’ll make an exception and open up shop,” she said to Sam. “Fifty bucks for the works, twenty or a bottle of scotch for the best hand job in the county—up front, and you provide the rubber.”

Oh, this was charming. Apparently Darlene had never met her daughter’s husband before. And apparently Sam hadn’t known his mother-in-law turned tricks for a living. He seemed something at a loss for words.

Alyssa stepped out from behind him. “Mrs. Morrison, I’m afraid you’ve misunderstood. We have some questions—”

“You cops need a warrant to come on my land!” Darlene shouted, as she slammed the door shut.

Alyssa looked at Sam in dismay. “I purposely didn’t say I was—”

“You have three seconds to get back into your car before I set these dogs loose!” Darlene’s harsh voice came from the trailer. “One!”

“Mrs. Morrison, we’re looking for your daughter,” Alyssa shouted back, but it was clear from the noise the woman was making that talking this out wasn’t an option.

“Two!”

Sam had gathered that, too. He was already grabbing for the metal bars of the former swing set. “Lys, catch!”

“Three!”

He tossed one of the pieces of metal to her as the door opened again and two snarling balls of fur and teeth burst out.

Sam threw himself at both of the dogs, batting one of them back with the metal bar he’d grabbed for himself, kicking at the other with his boot, never letting either of them come even remotely close to Alyssa. His hat fell off and his long hair flew as he spun around, seeming to know just where the dogs would go before they moved.

Alyssa hefted the blue-and-white candy-cane-striped bar of metal he’d tossed her, convinced that the best way to help was to stay out of his way. She’d been in his shoes before and the last thing she’d needed at the time was someone tripping her up.

One of the dogs was bigger and uglier than the other, but they both had lots of sharp little teeth. Neither of them took well to being smacked, although the smaller one was meaner and kept coming back for more.

As Sam kept the smaller dog at bar’s length, he grabbed hold of the broken bicycle with his left hand and threw it at the larger dog.

Who turned tail and ran.

The smaller dog was growling low in its throat, ears back against its head, eyes glued to the bar Sam wielded menacingly.

“I don’t want to hurt your dog,” Sam called to Darlene Morrison, who was still inside the tin can. “Call him off!”

The shade at the window moved slightly, and Alyssa knew that the woman was watching.

Alyssa made a show of tossing down the metal bar Sam had given her and taking out her side arm, holding it in a two-handed Hollywood Movie Cop stance—unnecessary but visually effective—drawing a bead directly between the dog’s eyes.

“I don’t give a damn about the dog, but the last thing I want to do tonight is paperwork,” Alyssa called to Darlene. “All we want to do is talk to you. You’re not in trouble. Not yet. But if your dog attacks my, uh, partner again, I’ll shoot him dead.”

“The dog, not the partner, right?” Sam said in a low voice, his eyes fixed on the dog.

Alyssa ignored him. “Once I discharge my weapon, paperwork is going to have to be filed. And as long as I’m stuck filling out reports, you better believe that I’ll charge you with aggravated assault, which, by the way, is a felony in this state.”

“I was just protecting my property!” came from inside. “There’s no law against that.”

“But there is against solicitation,” Alyssa pointed out.

The trailer door squealed open. “Trapper,” Darlene barked. “Inside.”

The dog backed its way to the stairs, and then, with one last look and snarl in Sam’s direction, he slunk into the trailer.

“Step down the stairs, ma’am,” Alyssa ordered the woman. She lowered her gun, but she kept it out and visible.

“You said you just want to talk.”

“We do. But away from the trailer, please.” With that dog securely on the other side of the door. She looked at Sam. “You okay?”

“Yeah. You?”

“I’m fine.” Like she’d done anything more than stand here and watch. How many dogs would have had to come out of that trailer before he’d needed her help?

“What’d you do to Hawk?” Darlene complained as she came down the steps. “Hawkeye!” she bellowed. “Hawk! You get your ass back here, you little coward!”

“He was moving pretty fast when he lit out of here.” Sam reached down and picked up his baseball cap, slapping it on his thigh to shake the dust off of it. “I’d be surprised if he’s back before morning.”

Out in the yard, with the streetlight shining on Darlene, Alyssa could see the family resemblance. And for the first time, she honestly felt sorry for Mary Lou Morrison Starrett, even knowing what she now knew from Clyde—that Mary Lou had gotten herself pregnant on purpose in an attempt to make Sam marry her.

Imagine having a mother who would … for scotch. As Sam would say, Jesus.

“I’m Lt. Sam Starrett, ma’am,” he said now to Darlene. “Your daughter Mary Lou’s ex-husband?”

Darlene Morrison made a sound that might’ve been a bark of laughter. “Well, shoot, honey,” she said. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?”
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Tom Paoletti was awake and already pulling on his pants when the door to his room opened.

He’d woken up at the commotion in the hallway. Whoever was out there hadn’t made any effort to be quiet as they entered the building. There were a hell of a lot of them, too.

His first thought was lynch mob.

His second was that his team was back and had come to break him free.

Both were equally absurd.

But it was probably best to have pants on, whatever the situation really was.

Tom checked his watch as he zipped his fly—it was 0612. That wasn’t early at all by Navy standards, but most of the mob that came through his door were wearing suits. He recognized some of them as FBI and searched for Max Bhagat’s familiar face.

And came up empty.

The lawyer from the JAG office was there, though. Which was not good news. Well, compared to a potential lynching it probably was.

But it meant this gang was here to question him. And at 0612 in the morning, that meant sometime in the night they’d received some kind of tip or lead that had them foaming at the mouth.

“What’s going on?” he asked the JAG lieutenant, but the lawyer just shook his head. It wasn’t clear if he wasn’t telling or if he didn’t know, but Tom would’ve put good money on didn’t know.

He made them wait while he took a leak and shaved and put on the rest of his choker whites. It felt like he was dressing for his own funeral. He was picking up all kinds of tension and bad vibes from the various guards and players. The mood in the room was positively spooky.

Then he went downstairs, surrounded by guards who watched him as closely as they might have watched Osama bin Laden. He was escorted into a car, which drove all the way over to the nearby base administration building, where he was escorted inside, into one of the larger conference rooms.

There were more FBI in there, but still no sign of Max.

Tom sat down and put his legal pad in front of him on the table. Took his pen out of his pocket and lined it up neatly next to the pad. He’d remembered most of the details of that op where they’d scuttled the downed helo, the op he’d been questioned about extensively just yesterday. He’d recreated his schedule to the best of his ability, accounting for his time from the moment the team had gone wheels up in Coronado to the moment they’d returned. He was ready for this.

But the first question completely threw him.

“What is your relationship with Mary Lou Starrett?”

He actually laughed aloud in surprise. Who? “Excuse me?”

“What is your relationship with Mary Lou Starrett?”

Tom shook his head. “I don’t have a relationship with—Are you talking about Lieutenant Roger Starrett’s wife?” Ex-wife by now, wasn’t she? Her name was Mary Lou, wasn’t it?

“How long have you known Mary Lou Starrett?”

Mother of God. What was this about? These weren’t just casual questions.

“I don’t know,” Tom admitted. “I have to think about it. I can’t say for certain, but I’m pretty sure I met her shortly after she married my lieutenant.”

“Do you know the current whereabouts of Mary Lou Starrett?”

That one he answered without any hesitation. “No. I do know she left the San Diego area about six months ago. I believe she went to Florida. Lieutenant Starrett informed me at the time that they were separating and that she’d filed for a divorce. To be honest, I was relieved. It was clear both to me and to my XO that their marriage wasn’t working out and that that was impacting Starrett’s performance as an officer and a SEAL.”

“When was the last time you spoke to Mary Lou Starrett?”

“I’m not sure I ever spoke to her,” Tom said. “I mean, not to say more than ‘Hi, how are you?’ What does this have to do with—”

“We’re asking the questions. When was the last time you saw Mary Lou Starrett?”

“I don’t know,” Tom said. “I repeat, I didn’t know her. She wasn’t friends with—” Kelly, he’d been about to say, but no way was he bringing her into this. “We didn’t run in the same social circles,” he amended. “I occasionally saw her on base when she came to visit Sam—Lieutenant Starrett.”

“Did you ever exchange written or electronic correspondence with Mary Lou Starrett?”

Jesus Christ. Tom reached down deep for his patience. He was going to need every ounce that he had. Because this was going to be one goddamn long morning.

Alyssa’s cell phone rang at 0845.

“Locke,” she managed to say, sinking back with it into the motel bed, praying it was a wrong number.

“Are you actually still asleep at quarter to nine in the morning? Or did I totally blow the math?”

It was her partner, Jules Cassidy.

“I’m not asleep anymore,” she mumbled. Jules hadn’t been her first partner straight out of Quantico. But by her third week on the job, after she’d gotten a sampling of potential partners—including two James Bond wanna-bes, four self-important MIBs without Will Smith’s sense of humor, a Gunsmoke revivalist who said, “Let me help you with that, little lady,” at least twice a day, and seven men of the “Partners should be close. Real close. So why don’t we go out and get a drink after work?” variety—she’d found herself requesting, no, begging to be paired up with Jules Cassidy.

Almost unbearably cute, with a pretty face, boy-band hair that he dyed or bleached depending on his mood, and a trim, perfect body that was slight of stature, Jules had spent the first few years of his career with the FBI passing himself off as a teenager, investigating everything from gang-related crimes to drug trafficking. Street smart, intelligent, and loaded with experience and a solid sense of humor, he was everything Alyssa was looking for in a partner.

As a bonus, he was gay.

Flamboyantly, out of the closet, shock-your-grandmother gay.

He was the perfect partner, and he’d become a close friend. “Are you calling from Hawaii?” she asked. It had to be, what, close to 0400 there.

“I’m on a red-eye somewhere over the Gulf of Mexico,” Jules reported. “Cruising at thirty thousand feet. And spending forty dollars a minute to talk to you on one of these ridiculous phones that are attached to the back of the seat in front of me.”

Alyssa opened her eyes. “You’re not supposed to be back until … Friday?”

“Yeah, well, I got a call yesterday from Laronda, saying the boss wanted me back in ASAP—first flight out after Mom’s wedding, that is. Isn’t Max a romantic fool? But people in my family don’t do things like get married without the largest possible dose of high drama. Mom skipped out two days ago, Phil went chasing after her, and they ended up tying the knot in Tokyo. Why Tokyo? Don’t ask. Was I at the ceremony after traveling thousands of miles to be with them? Not even close. They weren’t coming back, so I hopped the next flight out. Which is why I’m calling you. Can you pick me up at the airport, pretty please, schnookums, at ten-fifteen?”

“Jules, I’m not in D.C.”

“No shit, Sherlock. I’m flying into Sarasota. I understand our little mutual friend Sam Starrett’s been causing some trouble in the Sunshine State.”

Alyssa sat up. “You’re coming to Sarasota?”

“Me and George and Deb and Yashi and Frannie and the new guy, what’s his name,” Jules told her. “Even Laronda’s on her way down.”

She turned on the light. “Why on earth … Everyone’s coming to Sarasota? What’s going on?”

“Hmmm. The mystery thickens. I thought you’d be able to tell me.”

“I’m not in Sarasota,” Alyssa told him. “I’m in Gainesville. Sam and I drove up here last night.”

“To talk to the car dealer.”

“Yeah. That’s on the morning’s agenda. How much do you know about what’s gone down?” she asked.

“Dead ex-wife baking in the kitchen for three weeks … whoops, it’s not the ex—it’s a dead sister-in-law,” Jules recited. “BOLO sent for both Mary Lou Starrett and Clyde Wrigley, Wrigley found. Mary Lou apparently pretended she was her sister and sold her car lock, stock, and barrel to some ‘We Pay Cash for Your Wreck’ establishment in Gainesville three weeks ago and maxed out her credit card at the Orange Park Mall, outside of Jacksonville. Unless you know more, I think I’m completely up to speed on that funfest. So let’s get personal now, Alyssa, my pumpkin. You and Sammy drove to Gainesville and stayed where last night? You know I love Roger Starrett like a brother, but … are you out of your fucking mind?”

“Separate motel rooms,” Alyssa said.

“Thank God,” Jules said. “Because if you’re going to break Max’s heart, I at least want to be in the same state when he gets the news. You know, so I can provide comfort.”

“You know, the only thing funny about that was that I know it’s costing you forty dollars a minute,” Alyssa said.

Jules knew damn well that Alyssa and Max were not—and never had been—involved. He’d believed the rumors for a while, but then he’d started to notice little things. Like Max never touched her. Ever. Even the times they’d all three gone out for Chinese food after hours. Even the times Jules had dropped by Alyssa’s apartment to find Max over, watching the baseball game.

And when Jules had asked her outright, Alyssa hadn’t been able to lie to him. She’d never been able to lie to him.

And yet, even knowing all that, Jules was still rooting for Alyssa and Max to get together.

“Seriously, sweetie,” Jules said now. “Was it smart to spend four hours in a car with Sam Starrett, who I’m going to kill for not telling me about the divorce? Did you know I spoke to him on the phone just two weeks ago? He said nothing. So, okay, news flash—he’s single again. Red alert! Run away! Don’t get into a car with him again! Didn’t your father and I teach you anything? I mean, great sex is great sex, and I’m the last person who should be shaking my finger at you for wanting to get some, but there must be a list of eligible bachelors a mile long—including Max—who’d be more than willing to do the horizontal cha-cha with you, without shredding your heart in the process.”

“I’m not going to sleep with Sam Starrett,” Alyssa said. But how many years had it been since she’d uttered those very words to Jules, and then gone ahead and done just that? She could hear his skepticism now, in his silence. “I really mean it this time. I didn’t mean it the last time I said it. But now … It’s not going to happen. There are too many bad feelings between us.”

“Uh-huh,” Jules said in his best noncommittal therapist voice.

“I mean, yes, sure, he’s been dogging me—in fact, he’s been pretty up-front about it—but I’m not going there again. You know, if the idea of a relationship with a white redneck macho he-man Navy SEAL asshole wasn’t already completely crazy, now the man comes with an ex-wife and a daughter vying for his time. I don’t need that. I don’t need Mary Lou calling up at all hours of the night because her tire’s flat. I don’t need to go scouring the countryside, looking for her every time she turns up AWOL. And I don’t need Haley hanging around every other weekend—because you know sure as hell Sam will get called out, and he’d be like, ‘Hey, Lys, you don’t mind watching the baby for a day or two until Mary Lou can pick her up, do you?’ No. No, no, no. This is not the life I want.”

“Well,” Jules said. “That’s good. I guess. But if that’s the case, I can’t figure out what you’re doing with him in Gainesville.”

“He’s freaking out about Haley. Oh, Jules, I can’t even think about the possibility of Sam’s daughter being dead. He keeps asking me if I think she’s still alive, and I don’t know what to say. How do you ever recover from something like that?”

“The same way you recovered when your sister died. With the help of your friends,” he said.

“But losing a child …”

“Hey,” he said. “We don’t know that Mary Lou hasn’t taken Haley and gone on vacation. She may not even know that Janine was killed.”

“Oh, she knows,” Alyssa told him. “The reason we drove up last night was to go to Waldo, just north of here, to talk to Mary Lou’s mother, Darlene. Who, in her spare time, when she’s not working her job selling frozen yogurt at the Gainesville rest stop—southbound—is the town whore. I kid you not. Talk about freak show. FYI, the going rate for a hand job in Waldo is a bottle of scotch.”

“Oh,” Jules said. “I don’t want to know how you know that.”

“When we asked if she knew where Mary Lou and Haley were, Darlene told us that Janine called her, just about three weeks ago, to tell her that Mary Lou was dead.”

“Hello!” Jules said.

“Yup,” Alyssa said. “Darlene admitted that she was skunked when she got the call—she’s pretty much always skunked—so she couldn’t say for absolute certain that it wasn’t Mary Lou pretending to be Janine. Apparently, the two sisters sounded alike, especially over the phone. And maternal contact wasn’t high on Darlene’s daily to-do list, so it wasn’t like she spoke to them often enough to know the difference. Whoever called Darlene said that she was Janine, and that Mary Lou was dead, and that she was going to Alaska. She didn’t mention Haley at all.”

“Alaska,” Jules repeated.

“To make a fresh start.”

“My bullshit meter is clicking wildly.”

“No kidding,” Alyssa said. “But wait, there’s more. We’re not the only ones who’ve come calling, asking about Mary Lou. Darlene told us that two men stopped in about a week ago. She told them exactly what she told us.”

“Zounds,” Jules said. “Mary Lou knows that someone’s looking for her, possibly to do to her what they did to her sister, and she’s using her mother to spread disinformation.”

Zounds? “Yeah, that was our take on it, too.” Alyssa’s cell phone beeped. “Shoot, that’s my call waiting. I’ve got to get this.”

“It’s probably Ma-ax, checking up on you-oo.”

Alyssa hung up on Jules, clicking over to the other call. “Locke.”

“Missy, where have you been?” It was Laronda, Max’s administrative assistant.

Everyone thought Max’s elite counterterrorist group ran super efficiently because of his brilliant leadership skills, and maybe that wasn’t so far from the truth. Because Max had found Laronda—a single mother of two teenage boys—in the typing pool, back when he was fresh out of Quantico, and whenever he’d moved upward, he’d made sure she’d moved with him.

“Gainesville,” Alyssa said. “Max was aware that I—”

“Where are you right now?”

“The Motel Six off Route 75—”

“And you didn’t call in and give your location and a phone number when you landed last night,” Laronda scolded. “Cell phone satellites were out from five-thirty this morning until about ten minutes ago. We couldn’t reach you, Locke. Max is not happy. I am not happy. No one is happy—”

“I tried, but it was oh-five-hundred when I got here,” Alyssa protested. “Which wasn’t that long ago. I was getting one of those system-wide busy signals, and I figured since I was only going to have about four hours before I got back on the road, I might as well use that time to actually sleep instead of trying to call in.”

“Where’s Lieutenant Starrett?”

“Next door,” Alyssa said. “Probably still sleeping.”

“Get him,” Laronda ordered. “Stay with him. Bring him back to Sarasota.”

“What’s going on?” Alyssa asked. “I just spoke to Jules and he said everyone’s heading down there.”

“Does anyone ever tell me anything?” Laronda complained. “I’m Max’s message service today. Eighteen years and I’m walking voice mail. Let me read you Max’s complete message: ‘Tell her to bring the son of a bitch—’ that would be Lieutenant Starrett ‘—back to Sarasota ASAP. Tell her not to let him out of her sight. Tell her I’ll call her as soon as I’m out of this expletive deleted meeting.’ An expletive deleted meeting with the United States President, I might add. So do what the boss says, Locke, and get yours and the son of a bitch’s butts to Sarasota. Now.”

Mary Lou had just cleaned up Haley and Amanda after their breakfast and set them up with The Little Mermaid video, when she heard the sound of crying.

She followed it to Whitney’s room—with all of its pink and white frothy froufrous that had been hand selected by some famous interior decorator.

The door was ajar, and Mary Lou knocked on it as she pushed it open.

“Go away,” Whitney sobbed. “Just leave me alone!”

And Mary Lou might have—had she not caught a glimpse of the girl’s face.

Someone had given her one hell of a bloody lip.

Someone? Someone named Peter Young, the little prick.

Mary Lou went into Whitney’s bathroom and wet a washcloth with cool water. She carried it back out into the bedroom, where she sat on the edge of that candy-colored bed and rubbed Whitney’s back.

“Come on, honey,” Mary Lou said, with the same gentleness that she used with Haley and Amanda. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

Whereupon Whitney launched herself at Mary Lou and hugged her with a ferocity that was not unlike her two-year-old daughter’s.

Mary Lou rocked her and let her cry, murmuring that it would be okay, it was going to be okay—knowing what it was like to be so desperate for affection that any attention from any man was interpreted as potential love. If true love made you blind, then lonely, self-loathing desperation made you blind and deaf and unable to think clearly—so much so that the seemingly appropriate response to a leering look from a stranger was to sleep with the man.

When the girl’s tears finally let up, Mary Lou asked, “You want to tell me what happened?”

“What do you care? You’re just being nice to me so that I won’t tell my father that your name isn’t really Connie Grant.”

Mary Lou had to laugh. “Go on and think that if you want. Besides, I already know what happened. Peter broke up with you, you got in his face about it, and he backhanded you.” She pressed the cold cloth gently against Whitney’s swollen lip.

The girl’s eyes welled with fresh tears as she pushed the cloth away, but this time they were tears of anger. “I caught him with his dick in Sarah Astrid’s mouth.”

And this actually came as a surprise?

Whitney wiped her nose with the back of her hand, wincing as she got a little too close to her cut lip. “He was in his car, and he and Sarah just looked up and laughed when they saw me standing there.”

“Oh, honey …”

“So I called him up later and pretended I wanted to see him and, you know, get it on, like I didn’t care about what he did with Sarah the slut.”

Whitney wasn’t a particularly pretty girl, but she did have a certain something in her eyes that, when lit, gave her charisma. It was on fire now.

“See, his parents were going out of town, so we made plans for me to come over—this was last night. So I bought, like, twenty-five bags of ice and got there before he got home. I climbed in through the kitchen window and I put the ice in his bathtub and filled it up the rest of the way with cold water. And then I lit all these candles in the bathroom and turned off the lights, like we were going to have some kind of big romantic moment, like something out of a movie, you know? And when he got home and saw that, he took off his clothes so fast, he didn’t even notice the ice in the bathtub, so I pushed him in and pulled out one of Daddy’s guns—”

“Whitney!”

She wiped her nose again. “It wasn’t loaded,” she said scornfully. “I’m not stupid. Of course, Peter the shithead didn’t know that. So I held it on him and made him sit there in that ice water for about five minutes, till his lips started to turn blue. Then I made him get out and stand there, and I took some digital pictures of him with his little, teeny shriveled dick. And I put them on the Internet.”

Mary Lou couldn’t help it. She started to laugh. “Oh, my Lord, girl!”

Whitney was laughing, too, but it faded quickly. “But then this morning, he told me if I hadn’t of done that, he was going to ask me to marry him, but now he wasn’t going to. And then he backhanded me.”

The tears were back in her eyes, and Mary Lou gave her a gentle shake. “What are you doing crying over a boy who can’t keep his johnson out of Sarah Whatsis’s ugly mouth? You think he was serious about marrying you—for any reason other than he wanted to get his hands on your father’s money? Here’s a hot tip, hon. If a man loves you, truly loves you, he’s not going to be fooling around with anyone else. And he’s sure as hell not going to backhand you and make you bleed. Not ever.”

Whitney moved slightly away from her, taking the washcloth and pressing it to her lip, pulling it back to look at the blood. But then she made a face. “Yeah, what do you know about true love, Connie-Wendy-whatever? Your loving husband wants to kill you.”

Sam may not have been loving, but he certainly hadn’t wanted to see her dead. Mary Lou got a twinge of remorse every time Whitney referred to her fictional murderous spouse. And over the past day or so, the girl had managed to bring the subject up an awful lot.

“Actually,” Mary Lou said, “toward the end of my marriage, I did meet a man who loved me the way true love should be. With grace and kindness and sweet devotion.”

“You cheated on your husband?” Whitney asked incredulously. “No wonder he wants to kill you.”

“I didn’t cheat,” Mary Lou said, then corrected herself. “Ihbraham didn’t allow me to cheat. I would have if he’d have let me. I was that desperate.”

Whitney nodded. For once she had no smartass response.

“I didn’t realize I loved him at first,” Mary Lou told the girl. “He was a gardener and, Lord, he wasn’t even white.…”

“Oh, my God!”

“Yeah. And my husband was this officer in the … the—” Air Force, she was going to lie, but really, what did it matter? “The Navy.” She went with the truth. It was easier to remember. “That seemed so much, I don’t know, flashier, I guess. More important. I mean, who wants to say, ‘My husband is a gardener’? But you know what? It really, honestly, doesn’t matter. What you really want to be able to say is ‘My husband loves me, and I love him, too.’ That’s what matters.” Unfortunately, it was a lesson she herself had learned too late.

“So where is he?” Whitney asked. “If he loves you so much? What’s his name—Abraham?”

“EE-braham Rahman, spelled with an I,” Mary Lou said. “He was from Saudi Arabia.”

“He’s, like, an Arab?” Whitney’s mouth dropped open. “Weren’t you afraid he was a terrorist?”

“No,” Mary Lou said.

Whitney could smell a lie a mile away. Took a liar to know another liar. The girl just lifted an eyebrow and waited.

“Yeah, okay,” Mary Lou admitted. “So there was this bad … thing that happened, and I thought he was involved, and I left town with … with Chris because I was all freaked out, and I thought not only was he a terrorist, but that he was a dead terrorist.” It had broken her heart.

“Wait a minute,” Whitney said. “You thought what?”

“I thought he broke the law,” Mary Lou simplified. Yeah, simplified was an understatement. What she’d thought was that Ihbraham had been part of a plot to assassinate the U.S. President. She’d thought he’d used her to smuggle guns onto the Coronado Navy base in the trunk of her car. She’d actually seen one of those guns, touched it even. She’d first thought it was Sam’s and had been royally pissed that her Navy SEAL husband had left it in the trunk of her car, where she might’ve gotten into trouble for carrying it around.

But it turned out that Ihbraham had nothing to do with the terrorist plot. He hadn’t put that gun there, either. He was just a gardener. Just an American who happened to be born in Saudi Arabia.

Who’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Someone else had used her to smuggle those guns onto the Navy base. Someone who had traced her to Sarasota all these months later and killed Janine. Someone who was surely still searching for Mary Lou.

“There was an … incident some months ago,” Mary Lou told Whitney now, trying to explain why she’d thought Ihbraham was dead. “Terrorists started shooting into a crowd, and yeah, they were definitely al-Qaeda—and they definitely looked it. Some of the folks in that crowd started beating the hell out of anyone who looked like they came from the Middle East. Ihbraham was there and he was attacked.”

“You can’t blame people for trying to protect themselves!”

“No,” Mary Lou agreed. “You can’t. But there’s a huge difference between knocking a guy to the ground and searching him for a weapon or restraining him until the police can come—and kicking a hole in his skull.”

Whitney winced. “Oh, shit.”

“Yeah. After it was over, he was taken to the hospital, unconscious. No one expected him to survive.

“I filed for divorce from my husband and left town.” She continued with her story, because for the first time ever, Whitney was really, really paying attention. “After I’d gotten to know Ihbraham, it seemed kind of obvious that my husband didn’t love me. Not even a little. And I … I’d finally found out what real love felt like. There was no point in sticking around in a marriage that had nothing to do with anything real.”

She’d also feared arrest. Sooner or later someone would find out that she’d smuggled those guns onto the base. It had been inadvertent on her part, sure, but her past experiences with the police didn’t give her much faith in their ability to see subtle differences in the facts.

“I spent five months thinking Ihbraham was probably dead, and then my sister got sick of me crying myself to sleep every night, and called his business number.” It was the same day they’d moved out of the house they’d shared with Janine’s ex-husband Clyde.

Jan had been feeling extremely proactive in affairs of the heart, so she’d called the phone number on the landscaping business card that Ihbraham had given Mary Lou a lifetime ago.

Being Janine, she’d been direct and to the point. She was Mary Lou Starrett’s sister and she wanted to know if an Ihbraham Rahman who’d used to work from this phone number was still alive.

“I was at work when she called him,” Mary Lou told Whitney. “But when I got home she told me that Ihbraham was alive.” Her voice still shook when she said the words.

At the time, Mary Lou had handed Haley to her sister, locked herself in the bathroom, and cried and cried. Ihbraham was alive!

“She actually spoke to him,” she continued. “He’d been in the hospital for three months, but he was almost completely recovered now and even working again. No, he was not a terrorist. He and his brothers had been questioned by the authorities, but they weren’t involved in the shootings. My sister also told me that after Ihbraham left the hospital he spent some time searching for me. But since I was keeping myself pretty well hidden … He asked my sister to tell me that he hoped I would give him a call. But, Lord, as much as I loved him—because I loved him—I couldn’t do that.”

“Why not?” Then Whitney answered her own incredulous outburst. “Because your husband would kill him, too.”

Mary Lou nodded even though it wasn’t Sam who would kill Ihbraham. Sam would probably welcome Ihbraham with a handshake or even a hug. Take my ex-wife, please.…

No, it was the terrorists—the real terrorists—whom Mary Lou was scared to death of.

One of them was a man, a very American-looking man with blond hair and blue eyes, who Mary Lou had only known as Bob Schwegel—obviously that had to be an assumed name. She’d met him in the library, of all places. He’d told her he was an insurance salesman, he’d flirted with her, and they’d become friends.

Sort of.

He’d certainly had access to her car during the time she’d found that weapon in her trunk.

And, months later, she’d seen him leaving her house in Sarasota with another man.

Her heart had gone into terrified palpitations at the sight of him, and she’d kept on driving, ducking down so that he wouldn’t see her, grateful as hell that she and Janine had switched cars several months earlier.

Janine’s car—the old light blue and maroon wreck that Mary Lou used to drive—had been in the driveway when she drove past. She’d been scared to death for her sister’s safety, but with Haley strapped into her car seat in the back, there was no way Mary Lou was going to stop.

Besides, it was possible the two men had rung the bell and simply asked Janine if Mary Lou was at home.

Wasn’t it?

In hindsight, Mary Lou knew that couldn’t have been the way it had gone down. Bob wanted Mary Lou dead—she had no doubt of that. And there was no way Bob would’ve gone to the door, talked to Janine, and walked away. Because Mary Lou might’ve called before she came home, and Janine might’ve said, “Some guy came looking for you, girl. Blond, killer cheekbones, movie star face …? If you’ve been telling this man no, quick, call him back so I can say yes.”

At which point, Mary Lou would know that Bob had tracked her—somehow—to Sarasota, and would’ve been heading north on the interstate to Jacksonville and beyond, faster than she could say presidential assassination attempt.

On that awful day, Mary Lou had waited until dark, until Haley was fast asleep in the car. She’d parked on the next side street down from Camilia and had crept up to the house from the back, moving as silently as she could. All the windows were dark, even though Janine’s car was still in the drive. The kitchen door was locked, so she’d opened it with her key and …

Found Janine, dead on the floor.

Lord God help them all.

As much as she ached to be with Ihbraham, she was not going to call him. He was one of the three people in this world who Mary Lou loved, one of the three who loved her, too.

Janine was already dead because of her. Haley was in danger just by being her child. There was no way Mary Lou was going to put Ihbraham at risk, too.

No freaking way.

She couldn’t stop herself. She had been strong for so long, but now as she sat on Whitney’s bed, in that horrible pink and white bedroom, she started to cry.

And this time it was Whitney—little messed-up demon child Whitney—who put her arms around her and murmured that it was going to be okay, that she wouldn’t tell her father anything, that Mary Lou’s secret was safe.


CHAPTER
EIGHT

“I’ve been ordered to head back to Sarasota immediately,” Alyssa said when Sam picked up the hotel phone. No Good morning. No Did you sleep well? No Sorry to wake you, but … “And to bring you with me.”

Sam stretched experimentally. Yep. Every inch of him felt exactly as if he’d spent way too many hours cramped in a car made for people half his size, then fought off a couple of canine attackers without properly stretching out first, then slept in a bed with a gully in the middle of it for far too short a time.

He should have slept on the floor. He would have been more comfortable.

“I’m not going anywhere until I talk to the guy at the car dealer,” he told her, his voice gravelly with sleep.

“Yeah, I know,” Alyssa said. “That’s why you have exactly five minutes to shower and get your ass out to the parking lot. You might want to say a quick prayer that the place opens at nine and that our man works Tuesday mornings. Max’s orders didn’t include side trips, but I figure the way you drive, we can make it up on the road.”

“Thank you,” he said.

“That wasn’t necessarily a compliment.”

“No,” Sam said. “I meant thank you for—”

“You now have four minutes and forty-eight seconds,” Alyssa cut him off, and cut the connection, too. Sam hauled ass for the shower.

Alyssa glanced up as Sam got into her car still damp, with his hair wet and slicked back from his face. Thank goodness he still had the full beard. One of these days he was going to shave it off and then he’d look less like a mountain man and more like Sam.

Sam, the irresistible …

“Whoa,” he said. “You showered and got coffee and doughnuts, too?”

“I didn’t shower,” Alyssa informed him. “I figured we needed directions to Harrison Motors more than we needed me to smell sweet.” She put the car into drive. “Don’t touch that coffee until you open that map and verify that the intersection of Routes 20 and 24 really is south of here.”

Sam wrestled with the road map. “It is.” He looked up at the motel’s proximity to the highway in front of them and said, “Take a left out of the lot.” He glanced over at her. “I happen to think you smell very sweet. I’ve always thought you—”

“Please don’t be a jerk this early in the day,” Alyssa interrupted him. “I’m doing you an enormous favor here, Starrett. Don’t pay me back this way.”

“Sorry. I was just trying to be honest.”

“Can’t you just say sorry?” Alyssa asked. “And leave out all the noisy bullshit for a change?”

He sighed. “Sorry.”

They drove in silence, but it lasted for only about twenty seconds before he asked, “Sleep well?”

“No,” she said tersely. “I woke up to the news that Max is moving the entire office down to Sarasota, and I don’t know why. I didn’t speak to him directly, but he ordered me to bring you there. I’m not supposed to let you out of my sight.”

“Shit,” he said. But then he laughed. “Maybe he found out my birthday’s coming and he wants to throw me a surprise party.”

Alyssa laughed, too, despite herself. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s it.” She glanced at him. “Aren’t you at all worried?”

“Worried is my new middle name.” He fished through the bag of doughnuts until he found the chocolate-covered one. “But first things first. First we find out if there’s even a prayer that Mary Lou and Haley are still alive. Then we can go to Sarasota and find out how badly I’m about to get reamed. Depending on the news from Harrison Motors, I might even be willing to speculate how bad it’s going to hurt, as we drive back south.”

Alyssa glanced at him again. “Is your birthday really coming?”

The smile he gave her was slightly strained around the edges, but it was still pure Sam. “There are so many creative ways I could answer that, but they’d only piss you off. So, yeah. My birthday’s next week.” He paused. “You want to give me a present?” He didn’t wait for her to answer because obviously he knew she’d jump to sexual conclusions. “Help me find Haley. I don’t care if the whole freaking FBI is in Sarasota ready to help find her. I trust you. I want you working on this case.”

He’d surprised her with that one. But she shook her head. “I can’t pick and choose assignments—”

“Maybe you can’t, but Max sure as hell can. I know this isn’t your normal counterterrorist assignment, but—”

“I really don’t have the power to tell Max what to—”

“Then take time off,” Sam implored her. “Lys, I wouldn’t ask you to do this if it wasn’t important. Please. The thought of never seeing her again is … I’m dying, here.”

Silence. What could she say?

“Jules is on his way back from Hawaii,” Alyssa finally told him. “I’m sure he’ll be willing to—”

“Yeah,” Sam said, correctly reading her words as a great big no. He couldn’t keep at least a little sarcasm from escaping. “Thanks a lot.”

She was dying here, too. But she didn’t dare tell him that. She bit her tongue and clenched her teeth and didn’t let the words escape.

He was clearly reining himself in, too. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound so … You’ve been really great, and I appreciate your efforts. I honestly do.”

“It’s all right,” she said. “I’ll do what I can, Sam, but …” She cleared her throat. “This isn’t exactly my dream case.”

He laughed. “Yeah, no kidding.”

“How long do I stay on this road?” she asked.

Sam made a big show of checking the map. “Another two miles, it looks like. At least.”

More silence.

Then, when she picked up her coffee, he said, “Careful, it’s really hot.”

God. Alyssa didn’t want Sam to be kind or considerate or thoughtful. She didn’t want him to apologize or to be sincere or to care whether or not she burned her tongue. She wanted …

She didn’t know what she wanted.

“Thank you,” she said, not daring to look in his direction as she took a big sip anyway.

It burned all the way down.


April 3, 1943
From the journal of Dorothy S. Smith

I was deep in an argument with Nurse Maria the masochist about whether or not I should be allowed up to walk to the bathroom, when there was a knock on the door to the hospital ward. “Flowers for Lieutenant Smith.”

“Oh, how pretty,” Maria said to me. “The delivery boy brought you flowers.” She bustled to the door. “I’ll take those.”

I was taking advantage of the opportunity and starting to swing my legs, cast and all, to the side of the bed, when I heard Walter’s voice. “No, I’ve been ordered to deliver them personally to Lieutenant Smith.”

A lieutenant colonel in the Army Air Corps had actually been mistaken for a delivery boy. I opened my mouth to set Maria straight when I realized that Walt was dressed in civvies—including the gosh-darn silliest cap I’ve ever seen in my life. He met my eyes and gave me the smallest shake of his head—no.

So I shut my mouth and tucked my legs back under the covers. What on earth was he doing here in Savannah, Georgia?

“I have a private message for Miss Smith,” he told Maria, in the absolute worst cornpone deep south faked accent I’d ever heard, “from Lieutenant Colonel Gaines. I’ll be in some real, real hot water if I can’t deliver it to her and get me a reply to take on back.”

“It’s all right, Maria,” I said. “I know Walt quite well.”

I think it was the sight of me sitting up in bed, looking as if I was going to be obedient about her order to keep using those ass-freezing metal bedpans, that made Maria the torturer relent.

“Don’t let her get out of bed,” she ordered Walt before rushing off to the other end of the ward to torment the poor girl who’d had the appendectomy.

Walt glanced at the girl in the bed next to mine as he approached, and I did, too, but she was fast asleep. For the first time, I was glad I was at the end of the row of hospital beds, as drafty as it was, closest to the door. Across the center aisle, two beds down, Lily Foster was sitting up, doing her nails, waiting to be discharged.

She could see us, but she was too far away to hear our conversation if we spoke quietly.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. I pointed to the chair for visitors that was next to the bed. In all the weeks I’d been here, no one had used it. Until now.

“We heard about the accident,” Walter told me in his regular voice. He set the flowers on the little table beside my bed and pulled the chair closer. “I came as quickly as I could. I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner.”

“I’m okay,” I told him.

He looked at the bandage on my head. “You didn’t write. Mae and I were worried.”

“I was, um, unconscious for a while.”

“They said you broke a rib which in turn punctured your lung.”

“It wasn’t as bad as it sounds.”

Walt nodded, clearly not believing me.

It was ironic—me getting into a traffic accident not a week after I’d brought a plane down in a controlled crash. I’d walked away from that only to end up in this hospital just a few days later. But bad weather and poor driving had caused the Army transport I was riding in to skid off the road.

It sure as hell wouldn’t have happened if I’d have been driving.

“Why aren’t you wearing your uniform?” I asked Walt.

He was silent for a moment, and I could tell that he was wondering whether or not to tell me the truth. I knew right then that the truth was going to make me steaming mad.

“I tried to get in to see you earlier in the day,” he finally admitted. “In my uniform. But …” He cleared his throat. “Apparently visitors as well as patients need to be a certain correct color to get through these doors. However, it didn’t take me long to note that delivery boys could be any color they wanted to be.” He smiled at me, so utterly not a boy, but rather a very full-grown man. “What do you think of the cap? Nice touch, huh?”

“Almost as good as the accent,” I told him. “I’m so sorry.”

“Think of it as my last chance to wear civilian clothes for a while,” he said. “For a long while. Until the end of the war.”

I sat up even straighter. “Are you telling me …?”

“Yes, I am.” He was smiling. “The squad leaves for North Africa in a few weeks.”

He’d come all this way not just to make sure I was okay, but also to say good-bye.

This was the last time I was going to see him—maybe forever.

I was glad I was sitting down because I suddenly felt light-headed.

Walt had wanted to go and do his part for his country for so long. I tried to be happy for him, tried to smile back at him, but all I felt was terrified.

I felt stripped bare.

I’d hidden the truth for so long—not just from Mae and Walter, but from myself as well.

But here it was. No longer something that I could ignore.

I loved him. He was a black man and he was married to my dearest friend, but damn it, I loved Walter Gaines with all my heart.

And this was it. It was possibly—probably—the last few moments I’d spend with him.

Ever.

I knew far too many good men who went to fight the Germans and the Japanese and never came home again.

Walter glanced up, and I knew he was monitoring Nurse Maria. I looked, too, but she was still terrorizing the appendixless girl.

There was a whirlwind going on inside my head. Should I tell him? I wanted to tell him. I couldn’t tell him. He was married to Mae. How could I tell him? How could I betray her that way? But did he love me, too? Yes, I knew he loved me, too. I could see it in his eyes, in his beautiful, beautiful brown eyes.

I opened my mouth, and “Fight hard, fly harder, and fuck the Germans first” came out.

Walter laughed. “Yes, ma’am.”

I wanted to kiss him. Was that really too much to ask—just one kiss for an entire lifetime? Because even if he did come back home, he’d be coming back to Mae and little Jolee.

I knew he loved Mae. How could anyone not love Mae? I loved Mae.

I wanted to kiss him, but I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. I didn’t want to do that to Mae, and I didn’t want him to do that to Mae, either.

“I’ll take care of Mae and Jolee,” I told him. Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. “First thing we’ll do is start planning your welcome home party.”

“You stay safe yourself,” he told me.

“I wish I was going with you.” That much I could say with all the emotion in my heart.

He was looking at the bandages on my head again. “Are you really all right under there?”

I was self-conscious of all that gauze. Although I would have been even more self-conscious if my head hadn’t been wrapped up. Thanks to the tailgate of the truck, I had a nasty gash a few inches above my hairline. “They shaved off a chunk of my hair in order to stitch me up.”

“Hair grows back.”

“I hope so.” I had a scrape on my cheek, too, that hadn’t completely healed, and I knew it made me look battered. It was hard to meet Walt’s eyes—a throwback to the days when I was young and stupid and married to Percy Smith, who’d dinged me up on a regular basis. I hadn’t looked anyone in the eye back then. “I must look awful.”

Walter took my hand. “You look beautiful, Dorothy—just as you always do.”

I don’t know what shocked me more—that he called me beautiful or that he touched me. I do know that the moment his hand touched mine, I clung to him as if my life depended on my never letting go.

And—horrors!—I started to cry.

His hand was so dark and mine was so pale, it was shocking and hypnotizing and heartbreakingly wonderful. And I knew that this was it—even if he came back from this war, he was never going to touch me like this again unless I damn near killed myself again.

“Hey, now,” he said softly, leaning in real close. “Hush, baby, it’s all right.”

He pretended I was crying about the accident, asking me all kinds of questions about how scary it must’ve been trying to breathe with only half a lung after that truck rolled over and over, and about Betsy Wells, a nurse assigned to the Fifty-fifth, whom I’d just met that night, who died in my arms, and about how I’d climbed back up that incline with a broken ankle to flag down a passing car to go get help.

But he was a smart man, Walter was, and he knew what I was really crying about. He had tears in his own eyes as well.

“I’m sorry,” I told him, as I still clung to his hand, this time with both of mine.

He looked down at those hands of ours and he looked back at me and he opened his mouth to speak, and I stopped him.

“Don’t,” I said.

He looked back at our hands and laughed softly before he met my eyes again. “I wasn’t going to,” he said quietly. “I was just going to say that in a different lifetime …”

I nodded as I held his gaze for a long time. It wasn’t a kiss, but it was all we could give each other—all we would give each other.

Lily Foster was staring now, aghast at the sight of me holding hands with the delivery “boy.”

Maria, too, was starting toward us.

Walter slipped his hand free from mine and got to his feet. “I’ll give your message to Massah Gaines,” he said in that ridiculous accent.

“Be sure to bring his wife my love,” I told him as I wiped the tears from my face.

“Sho’ nuff, Missy Dorothy.”

That one made me laugh, even as I started to cry again. “Tell him to fly like I’m right on his tail. He flies better when I’m up there with him.”

“You’re always with him,” Walter said in his regular voice, meeting my eyes for one last time, for all we knew for the last time, as Nurse Maria escorted him out the door.

As if his plaid sports jacket wasn’t bad enough, Jon Hopper of Harrison Motors had a comb-over that was distracting as hell.

Sam followed Hopper and Alyssa to the back of the car lot, unable to think of anything except, what the Jesus God did this guy look like in the morning, fresh out of bed? His hair above his left ear probably hung down to his shoulder.

“This is the car,” Hopper said, pointing.



What the …? It was Janine’s black Honda, not the maroon and light blue POS that Mary Lou had gotten as a permanent loaner when their minivan had been rear-ended and totaled back when they were first married.

Oh, man, that minivan … The thought of it still made Sam shudder.

And despite what WildCard and Nils thought, Sam really hadn’t gotten into that accident on purpose.

The fact that it was the Honda and not the POS was noteworthy. If Mary Lou had been driving her sister’s car, that probably meant Janine had been driving Mary Lou’s. And lookie who had ended up dead.

And lookie who had called up Mommy dearest, pretending to be Janine and trying to spread a little disinformation about which sister was in truth still alive—namely Mary Lou.

Which made Sam think a couple of things. One, that someone had been trying to kill Mary Lou in the first place and had goofed. Two, that there was probably more than one player on the killer’s team.

Killer A had probably delegated the job to Killer B: Go ice Mary Lou Morrison Starrett. She lives at 462 Camilia Street. She drives a maroon and light blue POS with California plates. Brown hair, kind of short, stacked.

Killer B toddles off to Camilia Street. Janine—brown hair, short of stature, stacked—comes home in the maroon and light blue POS with California plates …

It was easy to see how Killer B could’ve made a mistake that Killer A probably wouldn’t have made.

The million-dollar question was, Had Killer A realized Killer B’s mistake?

Yes. Why else would Darlene Morrison have been visited by those goons looking for Mary Lou? If they thought Mary Lou was safely dead, their search would’ve already been over.

The sign on the Honda’s windshield said $2000. Hah. Mary Lou would have been lucky to get even an eighth of that from Mr. Comb-over.

Sam pulled on the pair of latex gloves that Alyssa had handed him when they arrived at the car lot, and opened the car door.

“Touch as little as you can,” she’d advised him. “We’ll be sending someone out to get fingerprints. Don’t mess that up or I’ll get yelled at.”

He opened the glove box with a pen and checked under the seats for anything his ex-wife might’ve left behind.

There was, of course, nothing there.

Alyssa was speaking to Hopper. “—really appreciate it if you could look up the paperwork for this car and tell us who handled this transaction.”

“We got a call on this yesterday,” Hopper said. “I don’t need to look it up again. I wrote up this deal.”

That was a stroke of luck in their favor.

“I know it’s been a few weeks,” Alyssa said, “but can you describe the person who sold it to you?”

“Shoot. It was a woman, I remember that much, but …”

“Do the best you can, Mr. Hopper.”

“Well, she had her kid with her. I remember that. Kids usually make deals like these more of a hassle—everything takes longer, you know, because the parent is being pulled two ways. But this kid was quiet. Cute, too. A little boy with blond hair and big blue eyes.”

A boy? That made Sam look up, and Alyssa met his gaze. Still, the hair and eyes were all Haley.

Alyssa looked back at Hopper. “And the mother?”

He squinted in concentration. “I remember she was crying, so I didn’t really look at her too closely. She was pretending she wasn’t—I figured the last thing she’d want was me staring at her red eyes and runny makeup. I think she might’ve had light hair, too, but I could be wrong. She was, uh, well endowed. I do remember that.”

“Was anyone else with her?”

“Just the little boy.” He said it with such conviction for someone remembering something that had happened three weeks ago.

Sam pulled himself out of the backseat, and Alyssa glanced at him again.

“You’re sure of that?” she asked Hopper.

“Like I said, I wasn’t really watching her all that closely, but, yeah, I’m sure about it. There was no one else on the lot then or any other time that day. Some days are a ghost town, you know?”

“You have records that confirm that? You know, that there were no other deals made that day?” Sam asked, pulling off the gloves. They left behind a powdery residue on his hands that he wiped on his jeans. “Just so we’re sure you’re thinking of the right day.”

“The computer has a record of the day’s receipts. That should confirm it.”

“Mind pulling that information up on the screen?”

“Not at all.” Hopper headed toward his office, a single-story former service station dating from the architecturally challenged 1950s.

Alyssa glanced at Sam again as he let her go first. Apparently he looked as freaked out as he was feeling. “I’m figuring Mary Lou cut Haley’s hair, dressed her like a boy. She knew someone was after her and she’s trying to hide. This is good news we’re getting, Sam.”

“Yeah, I guess.” He shook his head. “I don’t know. Is it really? Can this guy really tell us anything? I keep trying to remember, I don’t know, like, the woman who was in front of me in line at the grocery store three weeks ago. I mean, I know I went to the grocery store three weeks ago. And I know there was a woman in front of me with a kid in her shopping cart, but I don’t remember what color her hair was or what she bought. Or if her husband was waiting for her over by the ATM.”

“Did you talk to her?” Alyssa asked as she opened the door to the office. “Because unless you talk to someone, it’s harder to remember—”

“Yeah, actually I did. I asked her how old her kid was. I don’t remember what she said.”

“This is different.” She was trying to reassure him. “This was a business transaction. A deal was negotiated. That’s easier to remember. Even after three weeks.”

“Still …”

As they went inside, Alyssa pointed up at the surveillance camera that was mounted in the corner of the room, up by the ceiling. “Does that work?” she asked Hopper.

Yeah, like this guy would be able to afford a wireless system in a shit-hole like this.

Hopper glanced up from the computer. “No, it’s just a dummy, to discourage anyone who might be thinking about pulling an armed robbery.”

“You might want to think about putting some kind of dummy power cord up there, then, too,” Sam suggested. “Make it look more realistic.”

“As long as you’re checking records—exactly how much money did you give Mary Lou Starrett for her car?” Alyssa asked.

Hopper actually looked embarrassed. “It wasn’t worth very much. I’m probably going to have to send it out to auction—”

Alyssa cut him off. “I understand. You’re a businessman, not a charity. How much?”

He cleared his throat. “A hundred and seventy-five dollars.”

Shit. It would have been smarter just to keep the car.

Unless, of course, someone who wanted to kill her was looking for her.

“And that was the only transaction of the day,” Hopper added, swiveling the computer screen so they could see the account file. “Saturday, May twenty-fourth.”

“Do you know where Mary Lou went after she signed the papers and received payment?” Sam asked.

“Actually, yes,” Hopper said. “I remember that quite clearly. I drove her to the bus station.”

“You drove her?”

“I had a dentist appointment not far from there,” Hopper explained. “She’d asked me for directions to the terminal, and at first I offered to call her a cab, but she said her bus wasn’t till noon, so they’d walk. I think she was probably short on cash.”

You think? After getting only a hundred and seventy-five bucks for her car …?

“So I told her if she could wait until ten-thirty, I’d give her a lift over there myself,” Hopper continued. “I don’t usually do that, but I was going that way and I felt bad for her, having to walk with the little boy and those suitcases, so …”

Suitcases.

“How long did she wait here?” Alyssa asked. Her cell phone rang, and she reached for it but didn’t answer it.

“About an hour,” Hopper said.

Alyssa looked at Sam. She didn’t say the words aloud, but he knew what she was thinking. Mary Lou and Haley hadn’t been there, held at gunpoint.

And Haley was definitely still alive.

At least as of three weeks ago.

“Excuse me,” she said, and stepped outside to take the call.

“Thank you,” Sam told Hopper.

“So who is she?” the car salesman asked after they’d stood there a moment in uncomfortable silence. “This Mary Lou Starrett? She didn’t look like public enemy number one.”

Alyssa pushed open the door. “Sam.”

He turned toward her and … Whoa.

Whoever had been on the other end of the phone had ratcheted up Alyssa’s stress level to about a million. Didn’t it figure that just when Sam was relaxing into the relief of knowing that Mary Lou and Haley were still alive, Alyssa would start freaking out?

“Thanks for your cooperation, Mr. Hopper,” Alyssa called. “The folks from the crime lab will be arriving probably within the hour to take fingerprints from the vehicle.” She took Sam’s arm and practically dragged him out of there and over to her car. “Get in.”

He did. And he waited until she was behind the wheel and starting the engine to ask, “Who called?”

“Max.” She put the car into gear and pulled out of the parking lot, raising a cloud of dust behind them as she got back onto Route 20, heading toward the highway.

“What’s going on?” he asked when it became clear that she wasn’t going to volunteer more information.

“The fingerprint report from Janine’s house came in early this morning.” The glance she gave him was pretty freaking grim. Whatever this was about, it was not good.

“And?”

“The lab analyzed the prints of everyone who’d been in that house,” Alyssa told him. “And Manny Conseco’s team went back to verify it.”

For Christ’s sake … “Verify what?”

“That Mary Lou’s fingerprints are on one of the weapons used in the Coronado attack. Sam, Mary Lou is our missing Lady X.”


CHAPTER
NINE

When the door opened, it actually took several seconds for Tom Paoletti to recognize the two enlisted men standing outside his room. It was the combination of dress uniforms and fresh haircuts that made Petty Officers Dan Gillman and Cosmo Richter look nothing like their usual froggish selves. The fact that Cosmo wasn’t wearing his sunglasses didn’t help, either.

“You better get dressed, sir,” Gillman said, maneuvering his way into the room on crutches.

Tom shook his head. “No. The leader of the Spanish Inquisition was just here. I’m not needed again for at least a few hours.” And since taking his dress uniform to the dry cleaner didn’t seem to be an option while under “house” arrest, the less time he spent sitting around in it, wrinkling it and making it stink, the better. “How’s the ankle, Danny?”

“It’s a pain in the ass, sir.”

“I bet. Look, could you guys do me a favor and give Kelly a call?”

“Excuse me, but you really do need to get dressed, sir,” Cosmo interrupted, shutting the door tightly behind him.

Cosmo Richter’s eyes were an unusual shade of pale gray. It definitely had been a while since Tom had seen him without his sunglasses. Or maybe it was the haircut that made him look so different. It actually met military regs.

Or maybe it was just because it had been six months since Tom had been Richter’s commanding officer that made the man look like a stranger.

“And you can tell her whatever you need to yourself, Commander. I’m sure you’d prefer that anyway. Kelly’ll be up here in—” Cosmo consulted his watch as if he were part of some synchronized plan. “—three and a half minutes.” He handed Tom his pants. “So shake it a little faster, sir.”

Tom pulled them on. Kelly was on her way up, thank God. “I hate to shock you, Cos, but she has seen me in my shorts a time or two.”

Gilligan was already there, holding out Tom’s jacket, crutches balanced under his arms. “Yes sir, but Father Stevenson hasn’t.”

Father …? “Who?” Tom asked.

Cosmo and Gilligan exchanged a look.

“Father Stevenson, sir,” Gillian repeated. “He’s like, you know, a Father with a capital F.”

“A priest?”

Cosmo cleared his throat. “Kelly ran into a glitch today, sir. Since she’s not legally your wife, they’re not letting her visit you. She wasn’t too happy about that.”

Son of a bitch. He’d been afraid of that. “But you said she’s on her way up,” Tom pointed out.

Cosmo looked at Gilligan again, who was now straightening Tom’s shoulderboards. “Well, sir, she is, but she isn’t,” he said. “See, the guards aren’t going to let her into your room. So we’re going to have to do this with her out in the hall and you in here.”

“Do what?” Tom asked.

Cos cleared his throat again. It was probably sore. He’d already spoken more in these past few minutes than he had in all of the years Tom had known him. “You know that time about a year ago, when we were hanging at the Ladybug Lounge—you, me and the senior chief? Do you remember what you said?”

Tom laughed. “Try the Sam Adams Summer Ale …?”

Cosmo Richter actually gave him a chiding look. Tom hadn’t realized that chiding was in the usually impassive petty officer’s arsenal of facial expressions. “Tommy, this is serious shit.”

“I’m being held under guard in the BOQ,” Tom told him. “I think I know how serious this shit is.”

Chiding turned to something that was almost eager. “Say the word, sir, and we’ll get you out of here.”

Tom suspected that Cosmo wasn’t kidding. He shook his head. “Just tell me where you’re going with this. It sounds like a bad joke. A CO, a senior chief, and a petty officer walk into a bar. And …?”

“You told us that one of these days Kelly would be ready to get married, but until then, you were just going to play it cool,” Cosmo reported, and then dropped a bomb. “Well, Kelly’s ready. Today. In fact—” another glance at his watch “—in about thirty seconds, she’s going to marry you, Commander.”

“What?”

“You need to fix your hair, sir,” Gilligan said as a murmur of voices sounded outside the door.

“You still do want to marry her, don’t you, sir?” Cosmo asked, his hand on the doorknob.

Tom smoothed down his hair. “Yeah, but—”

“You look great, sir,” Gilligan told him.

Not like this.

The door swung open. And there she was. Kelly.

In a freaking wedding gown.

Arguing with the guards.

There was a wide-eyed young man in a priest’s collar standing next to her.

“I realize that I’m not allowed in to see him,” she was saying to the two ensigns who stood in front of his door, “but is there really a problem with my standing here in the hall?”

She was so beautiful, something in Tom’s chest snapped. It just broke.

The guards looked very unhappy. One of them said, “Yes, ma’am. I have to ask you to keep moving.”

She was holding a small bouquet of flowers. “And I have to ask you to call your commanding officer and verify that I’m not allowed to rest here for a moment after climbing all those stairs. It wasn’t easy in this dress, you know.”

It was an amazing dress—a long, sweeping length of some rich-looking shiny fabric that Tom knew would slip coolly beneath his fingers if he touched her. It fell behind her in a glistening, shimmering pool of ivory. But it was the impossibly low-cut neckline that killed him. The entire gown set off the gorgeous smoothness of Kelly’s shoulders and the pale voluptuousness of her breasts. And all that creamy skin was a perfect frame for her beautiful face, her incredible eyes.

She caught sight of him and just looked at him, her heart in those eyes. Her heart, and a hint of uncertainty.

“Kelly,” Tom whispered. “This is insane.”

The other guard glared at him. “Move back into the room, sir. You must keep this door closed.”

Tom ignored him.

“Isn’t it?” Kelly said. “But I didn’t know what else to do.” She turned to the priest. “Forgive me for rushing things along, but, Father, if you don’t mind?”

“Sir,” the guard insisted, “if you don’t move back—”

Tom took a very small step backward. “Kel, I’m not going to marry you. I’m looking at spending the next thirty years in jail—”

“For something that you didn’t do!”

“To hell with that!” Tom winced. “Excuse me, Father, but would you please tell her that thirty years is thirty years and the fact that it’s unjust and unfair isn’t going to make it pass more quickly.”

“Sir, this door must stay closed.”

Cosmo leaned forward, closer to the guards. “We need a little air in here, Ensigns,” he said quietly. “No one’s going anywhere. If we were trying to break Tommy out of here, we’d already be gone.” And you’d be dead. He didn’t say it aloud, but he didn’t have to. That message gleamed clearly in his odd-colored eyes. “This’ll be over and done much sooner, sirs, if you put a sock in it.”

“Go ahead, Father,” Kelly said.

Tom shook his head. “Kelly, I’m sorry, you look incredible. The dress is … It’s perfect. You take my breath away, but … I can’t do this.”

“You’re not going to jail,” she told him rather fiercely.

“You don’t know that.”

“Oh, yes, I do.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

“We’ll get an annulment,” she said. “Tom, this is the only way I’ll be allowed in to see you. How can I help you if I can’t even talk to you?”

He shook his head.

“Tom!” She glared at him. “Are you giving up?”

“No!”

“Then marry me, so I can actually stand next to you when I stand by you!”

Tom laughed. It was either that or cry. “God, I love you.”

“For richer or poorer, for better or worse, in sickness or in health, and even in jail,” Kelly told him. She looked at Stevenson. “Is that close enough?”

The priest nodded. “It is. All you really have to do is sign the license.”

“I do,” Kelly said as she gazed at Tom. “I take you, Tom. For all those things. Forever.”

He nodded, wanting to hold her so badly that his chest ached. “I do, too.” But forever was going to be god-awful long if he had to spend it in prison. And, damn it, he didn’t have a ring for her. This was so not the way he wanted to do this.

She already had the paper and a pen out and was affixing her name to the document. No doubt she’d torn his den apart searching for the license, God love her.

Cosmo reached out of the doorway and, with a glance at both of the guards, took the paper from Kelly.

Tom couldn’t believe he was doing this as he signed his name, as Cosmo and Gillman signed, too, as witnesses.

It was a dream come true—in the middle of a nightmare.

“By the power vested in me … I pronounce you husband and wife,” Father Stevenson said.

No rings. No kiss.

No real future.

Except Kelly didn’t believe that. And as Tom stood there, looking at her, he didn’t believe it, either.

Kelly looked at the guards. “Thank you,” she said with quiet dignity. “Now. Please call your CO and tell him that I demand to see my husband.”

“What the …?” Sam stared at Alyssa.

When she glanced over at him, she saw that his gaze was out of focus. He wasn’t really looking at her. He was merely looking in her direction, thinking hard, no doubt trying to make sense of the stunning news she’d just given him.

Mary Lou Morrison Starrett was Lady X, connected to the terrorists who’d tried to kill the U.S. President at the Coronado naval base six months ago.

Alyssa was having some trouble making sense of it herself.

“Pull over,” Sam said, and when she looked up from the road and over at him again, he was back. Alert, focused, and grim. Very grim.

She could relate. This was beyond bad. But she shook her head. “Sam, we’re already late enough as it—”

“Pull over!” he roared. Loudly enough for her hair to move from the force of his voice. “Jesus Christ, Alyssa. You didn’t honestly expect to drop that news flash on me and just keep driving, did you? Pull this car over and at least have the decency to look me in the eye when you tell me the details of—”

“Don’t you shout at me!” She gripped the steering wheel and kept driving as she yelled over him. “I don’t know the details. Other than the fact that Mary Lou’s fingerprints apparently show up quite clearly on one of the terrorists’ weapons recovered in Coronado last year. Congratulations. You now know everything I know.”

“Alyssa, I swear to God, if you don’t pull this car over, I’m going to grab the steering wheel and—”

He was serious and just crazy enough to try it. Alyssa pulled over, tires squealing as they bounced into the empty parking lot of an abandoned restaurant.

As soon as she hit the brakes, Sam opened the door and got out of the car.

“Whoa,” she yelled. “Starrett, get your ass back here!”

But he just kept on walking away.

Her tires squealed again as she moved the car into an intercept path. If she could have, she would have slapped him on the rear with the open car door. Instead, she put the vehicle into park and climbed out to face him. “What are you doing?”

He gazed at her, and when he spoke, his voice was soft. Gentle. “You know what I’m doing, Lys. You know I can’t go back to Sarasota with you.”

What? “You have to. There are a lot of people with a lot of questions—”

“That I can’t answer,” he cut her off. “I have no idea what’s going on. Is this a setup? It sure as hell smells like one to me. But why would someone frame Mary Lou? It’s absurd—almost as absurd as Mary Lou actually being involved with terrorists. Unless what they’re really trying to do is frame me.”

Alyssa moved around the car toward him. If he ran, she was in trouble. She was fast, but he was faster. She knew that from experience. “If she’s not involved, then who killed Janine?”

Sam rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know. If she is involved with something … Still, there’s nothing I can tell anyone. I didn’t know any of her friends. I didn’t even know she had any friends. I mean, not outside of AA—and she told me the people she met there were mostly acquaintances. When you’re just a few months sober, it’s not a good thing to get too close to people who could fall off the wagon any minute—and drag you with them. When she went into rehab, she pretty much dumped all of her drinking buddies—except her sister, who was dabbling in sobriety herself.”

“What about on base?” Alyssa said, wanting to keep him talking as she moved closer. Closer. “There must’ve been women she at least associated with?”

He scratched his beard as he thought about that. “There was a wives group on the base, but it was for everyone on base, not just the SEALs, and I guess that wasn’t good enough for Mary Lou. But Team Sixteen doesn’t have anything official. We’re still a relatively new team, most of the guys aren’t married, and the ones who are … Mike’s and Kenny’s wives always go out of town when the team goes wheels up. And these are people who are dealing with a bicoastal relationship. I didn’t feel like I could call them up and ask them to form a support group for my wife. Although, shit, Mike and Joan didn’t even get married until after Mary Lou left for Florida, so really it was just Ken’s wife, but—”

He shook his head. “I don’t know, Lys. Out of the guys in the team who are married, most are enlisted, and, well, I hate to say this, but Mary Lou didn’t exactly help people to like her. I know Meg Nilsson—Johnny’s wife—and Teri Howe, who’s married to the senior chief, they got together with Mary Lou for awhile right after we got married. I think it was weekly or maybe … I don’t know. But then they stopped coming over, and when I asked why, Mary Lou made all this noise about how Teri’s husband was only enlisted so she shouldn’t have been invited, and then Meg kept trying to force all this information on counseling down her throat, and she’d done enough of that in rehab, so …

“I really don’t know what I could tell anyone in an interview. Mary Lou spent all her time taking care of Haley, and doing, jeez, I don’t know what. Reading, I thought. She had some bullshit job that she insisted on getting at the McDonald’s on base—”

“Which gave her access—”

Sam laughed his disbelief. “You don’t honestly think—”

“I think her prints were on a weapon used in a terrorist attack. I think you need to come to Sarasota with me. I think we need to get there as quickly as possible.” Alyssa moved closer to him, reached into her back pocket, praying he didn’t figure out what she intended to do.…

“I’m sorry,” he told her.

“I am, too,” she said, and, moving swiftly, handcuffed his left wrist to her right.

“Claire on line one,” Maddy’s voice came through on Noah’s intercom.

Noah picked up the phone. “Hey, baby.”

“What in the name of heaven has Roger gotten himself into?”

Oh, shit. “They came to visit you, too?”

“When you say it like that, it sounds almost reasonable. Visit. Right. What they did was come into the nursery school, right at drop-off time. I had parents waiting to talk to me. What was I supposed to say? ‘Excuse me while I’m questioned by the FBI?’ I mean, wouldn’t you be a little nervous about putting me in charge of your four-year-old child?”

Claire was the administrator of the nursery school at their church, and they were running a six-week summer program that started this morning. It wasn’t a high salary position. In fact, Noah had figured it out once, and, with all the extra time she put in, she was earning well below minimum wage. But Claire loved doing it, that was for sure. And if it made her happy, it made him happy.

Although, he really wished that program hadn’t started today. She had meetings into the afternoon—no chance for their lunch.

“Believe me, no one’s going to fire you for cooperating with the authorities,” Noah told her. “And if they do, you can finally get a real job.”

“Thanks so much, Noah. That’s so comforting and supportive.”

“What did they ask you?”

“A whole bunch of questions about Mary Lou,” she told him. “Did I know her, were we close, when was the last time I saw her, had we ever visited the Starretts in San Diego. And Roger. My God. They wanted to know his state of mind. Is he violent. Has he ever been violent. And what about his temper. I didn’t know what to say. I mean, yes, he does have the tendency to burn hot, but I’ve got a mean temper, too. And it flared up a bit when they had the audacity to ask if he’d ever expressed any anti-American sentiment. Can you believe that? What kind of question is that to ask about a man who’s spent over a dozen years risking his life for his country?”

“It’s the same kind of question they asked me,” Noah said. “Did they tell you to contact them if he calls or shows up?”

“Yes, they did.” Claire paused. “I may have lied to them a little bit when I told them I would.”

Noah laughed.

“Nos …” There was something in her voice that made him stop laughing.

“Yeah?”

“Is it possible that Roger really killed Mary Lou’s sister?” she asked him.

He didn’t hesitate. “No.”

“Think about it,” she said.

“I don’t have to.”

“Remember that story you told me?” she said. “About that fight Ringo got into where you thought he was going to kill that kid. What were you—in eighth grade?”

“Yeah. And he didn’t kill Lyle. God, what was his last name?”

“Only because you stopped him.”

Noah sighed. “Claire, I know him.”

“I’ve read about certain kinds of medication that servicemen have to take when they go overseas—pills that prevent malaria—that can sometimes result in psychotic episodes.”

“Morgan,” Noah said. “Lyle Morgan. What a fool. He thought his being bigger would keep Ringo from swinging at him.” He laughed. “He didn’t know Ringo.”

“Doesn’t it creep you out just a little bit that he’s been trained as a killer?” Claire asked. “You know, I read that SEALs can do things like break necks and snap spinal cords. And fire shotguns.”

“I know,” Noah said. He’d once wanted to be a SEAL. He’d read all those books, too. “But lots of people know how to use a shotgun.”

“I don’t,” she said. “And—hold on a sec …”

He could hear her muffled voice talking to someone who had come into her office.

“I’ve got to go,” she told Noah.

“Ringo didn’t kill Janine,” he said again.

“People change,” she said.

“Not that much.”

Sam couldn’t believe it. She’d actually handcuffed them together. “Oh, for … Come on, Alyssa.”

“Get in the car,” she told him, pulling him with her as she went in through the passenger’s side and climbed over the parking brake.

It was either get in, or resist and end up hurting her.

“Please, please don’t do this,” he said, hoping quiet begging would get him farther than another temper tantrum. Or than making a pointed comment about exactly how they’d ended up—naked and covered in chocolate syrup—the last time she’d handcuffed herself to him.

But she already had the car in gear and the tires moving before he’d shut his door.

“They just want to ask you questions,” she told him, clearly uncomfortable with the warmth of his arm and hand so close to hers. If she drove with both hands on the top of the steering wheel, his hand was dangling, the weight of it surely making the cuffs cut into her wrist. But if she drove with her right hand down at the bottom of the wheel, that put his hand in her lap.

Which was fine with him.

Or she could put her hand in his lap—also fine with him.

She did neither, instead resting her hand on the gear selector between their two seats.

“Just questions,” Sam repeated. “You want to make a guess at how long it’s going to take them to ask me all those questions?”

“I’ll do everything in my power to—”

“Four months,” he said. “If I’m really lucky. Longer—like forever—if they get the idea into their pinheads that I’m somehow involved.”

She was silent because she knew what he was saying was the truth. They already thought that Tom Paoletti was involved.

“Alyssa,” he said. “Have a heart. If you bring me back, I’m going to be locked in some room, answering those fuckwads’ questions, while somewhere out there Mary Lou is hiding from Janine’s shooter. Who is probably an al-Qaeda trained terrorist. I need to find her—I need to find Haley. Don’t do this to me. Please. I’m begging you.”

She was silent, and he used the time to pray. Please God, if there was ever a time he needed a little divine intervention it was now.

“I’ll talk to Max,” she finally said.

“Oh, great. Thanks—this is after you tell me you have absolutely no influence over him. Which I find very hard to believe, by the way.”

Her temper flared, too, as she took the entrance ramp onto Route 75 south. “Believe what you want, Lieutenant. I’m doing the best I can in an impossible situation.”

He was Lieutenant again. Which meant he was so screwed. Sam or even Roger would have had at least a slim chance of talking her out of bringing him in, but not Lieutenant Starrett.

No, Lieutenant Starrett was going to jail. Directly to jail. No passing Go. No collecting his ex-wife and daughter.

God damn it.

“You know, a good blow job can be pretty goddamn influential,” he shot at her. “And if you’re at all uncertain, you could probably get some valuable pointers from Jules.”

Her voice rose. “Why do you say things like that?”

The air-conditioning was cranking, gale forces howling from the vents in the dashboard. But despite the heavy winds inside the car, her words seemed to hang suspended between them, as palpable as the warmth of her arm next to his.

“I don’t know,” Sam admitted, his anger suddenly deflated. And he really didn’t. What was wrong with him? “I just …” He shook his head. What could he say? “I’m an asshole. I’m sorry.”

“You purposely antagonize me. You find my buttons and you jump on them with both feet.”

His crack had struck one of her “buttons.” Was it possible …?

“Whoa. You don’t really think I meant that, do you? About getting pointers from—Lys, sex with you was incredible. You could teach a master class. You know, you did things to me with your mouth and tongue that I still—”

“Stop,” she shouted. “You just don’t get it, do you? I do not want to talk about sex with you in any way, shape, or form. I do not want to reminisce about anyone’s mouth or tongue, thank you so very much. We did things together that … that … God, that I’m ashamed of! If I could, I would go back in time and erase it all. Completely.”

Well, shit.

Sam almost let that one shut him up. He almost turned away and just sat and stewed in silent misery.

But if stupid things he didn’t really mean could come out of his mouth, then surely the things that came out of Alyssa’s mouth could be things she didn’t really mean, too. Right?

Evisceration. It was entirely possible that if Alyssa was ashamed of anything, it was that she’d let herself care enough about him to be eviscerated when he’d said good-bye.

And it took a shitload of caring to warrant an evisceration.

“I want to go back in time, too,” Sam told her quietly. “I want to walk into your apartment in D.C. and take you out to dinner.” He wanted to go on that dinner date they’d planned, instead of doing what he’d done—show up to tell her he couldn’t see her again, that he was going to have to marry Mary Lou.

Alyssa was silent for a good long while then, just driving, her eyes glued to the road, her mouth a tight line.

Sam waited, silently praying. For what, he didn’t really know.

She finally glanced at him, her face and eyes showing signs of fatigue and strain. “We can’t change the past,” she said. “We both made choices that we can’t undo.”

“Mine’s been undone.”

That got him another look, this one filled with a crapload of disgust and disdain. “You think it’s that easy? Poof, you’re divorced. Poof, you’re suddenly back in my apartment, in my life? Dinner date with Alyssa, take two? You can show up if you want, Roger, but I won’t be home. You’re two years too late, and I have moved on.”

This wasn’t helping. Getting her all pissed off over the sins of his past wasn’t likely to make her want to start over with him.

And, even more important right now, it wasn’t going to make her want to give in and set him free.

Although, he was back to being Roger.

“How’s Nora?” he asked, abruptly changing the subject.

Alyssa narrowed her eyes at him, obviously trying to predict where this new topic was going. “She’s fine.”

Jules had told Sam that Alyssa spent a lot of time with her sister, Tyra, and her little niece. The very niece who had been born the very same day he and Alyssa had first made love.

They’d gone together to visit Tyra and the baby in the hospital. And afterward Alyssa had cried from relief and emotional overwhelm. Sam hadn’t thought she was capable of that kind of breakdown. She’d always come off as Superwoman, with nerves of steel, and ice water running through her veins.

Ice water. Man, he’d been so wrong about that.

“She must be, what, now? Three?” Sam asked.

“Almost,” Alyssa said.

“Imagine how you’d feel—how Tyra would feel and—” Oh, crap. What was the husband’s name? Sam focused hard and pulled it out of his ass. “Ben.”

Alyssa gave him another look. “And now am I supposed to be all impressed that you remember my sister’s and brother-in-law’s names?”

“Yes, ma’am. But it’s okay if you’re not. I’m impressed enough for both of us.” Sam laughed at the expression on her face. Oh, come on, Lys. She was working every muscle in her face so that she wouldn’t smile—just because she was still pissed off at his blow job comment. He really had to learn to keep his mouth shut. “Imagine how freaked out they’d be if they didn’t know where Nora was. Imagine how freaked you’d be.”

“Yes, I would be. And unlike you and Haley, I’ve actually seen Nora in the past six months.”

Ouch. She’d cut him in two with that one, but like that robot in Alien, he wasn’t going to just lie back and die.

But it was time to try another tack. He pulled the conversation and his bloody torso forward with his arms. “Lys, I swear to you, just let me find Haley and then I’ll turn myself in.”

“The entire FBI is searching for her,” she told him. “Along with local law enforcement agencies. Believe me, by now Mary Lou is the subject of the biggest manhunt of the decade. We will find her, and soon. Even without your help.”

“Is that supposed to comfort me? The biggest fucking manhunt of the decade is supposed to reassure me?” The implications of that made his head spin. He hadn’t even considered … “Holy shit, do the APBs actually list her as armed and dangerous?”

Alyssa clearly realized that she’d only managed to make him more upset. “I haven’t seen them. I don’t know—”

“You goddamn well do know,” he countered hotly. “What’s SOP for an alleged terrorist?”

“Okay, you’re probably right. Since her prints were on an automatic weapon—”

“Fuck!” This was far worse even than he’d first imagined. “This is insane! Some FBI hotdog is going to spot her and go after her, weapon blazing.” And Haley could well be hit in the cross fire. Jesus, he had to get out of this car. He had to go and find them, now. He had to talk Alyssa into letting him go, or he was going to have to use force or threat of force to get her to release him. Way to get back into her good graces … But he had no choice. “No way is Mary Lou armed or dangerous!”

“Maybe she’s not, but you know as well as I do that she could very well be with someone who is. I know you’re probably getting tired of hearing this refrain, Sam, but her prints are on that weapon. We know at some point she … interacted with someone who wanted the President dead.”

“Why don’t you just say what you’re thinking?” Sam shot back at her. “At some point, Mary Lou was screwing around behind my back with some terrorist scumball.”

“That’s not what I’m thinking.”

“Well, it should be. It’s sure as hell what I’m thinking. I find it far easier to believe than the idea that she, I don’t know, somehow targeted me from the start. Is that really what you think? Like, she’s a terrorist? So she picks me up in a bar and purposely gets pregnant so I’ll marry her and … what? She didn’t need me to gain access to the Navy base. She just needed that job at the Mickey D’s.”

Alyssa glanced at him. “I think when we get to Sarasota, there are going to be a lot of questions about how and where and when you met her,” she said.

“The Ladybug Lounge,” Sam told her flatly. “During a night of heavy drinking and piss-poor judgment, just about two fucking awful months after you broke my heart.”

Alyssa didn’t take his bait. She didn’t even blink at the implication of his words. “So you did pick her up in a bar. Or did she pick you up?”

“She definitely hit on me. But it wasn’t because she was a terrorist. She was, you know … Jesus.” This was embarrassing to admit. “A groupie.”

SEAL groupies would sleep with anyone in the teams just because they were in the teams. All he’d needed to make Mary Lou want to take him home was a SEAL trident pin and a dick.

Alyssa didn’t say anything. She didn’t comment, didn’t snort, didn’t do anything other than drive.

“Why don’t you just say it?” Sam said. “I’m pathetic. I know it.”

She shook her head, laughing slightly. “Maybe you should just wait and tell this to the task force. You’re going to have to tell it again anyway, and I’m not sure I really want to know—”

“Actually, I’d like you to know.” Sam paused. What was the best way to say this? “She was … the exact opposite of you, Alyssa.”

“Okay. Thank you. I’m no longer not sure. I definitely don’t—”

Sam spoke over her. “I went home with her that night because I was trying to, I don’t know, exorcise you, I guess. I mean, she was drunk. That was maybe kind of similar to that first night you and I got together.”

“Oh, please—”

“But everything else about her … the way she dressed, her whole attitude … was, I don’t know, bimbo trash. She actually did this stupid coy thing with her eyelashes that you wouldn’t be caught dead doing.”

“Starrett, I really don’t want to—”

“And, Jesus, she was young. I think she must’ve used a fake ID to get in there. She wasn’t exactly a rocket scientist, either. That’s one of the things that I’ve always found so attractive about you, Alyssa. You’re so damn smart.”

That shut her up, but only temporarily.

“Starrett, I really think—”

“I remember thinking that I couldn’t compare her to you because there was clearly no comparison,” he told her. “I was sick and tired of rejecting everyone I met out of hand, simply because they weren’t you. So I went home with her because of that, and also because back then two months seemed like a long time to go without getting laid.”

If someone had told him then that a time would come where he’d be approaching a solid year without sex, he’d have laughed in their face.

Alyssa kept her eyes on the road. “You’re going to tell all this to the investigators?”

Jesus. He was sitting here, baring his soul, trying to make her see how completely messed up he’d been after Alyssa had slept with him and then decided that they should forget about it, just pretend it never happened.

And she was worried about people finding out that they had a past?

“No,” he told her. “I never told anyone about you and me. I mean, Kenny Karmody knows because he saw us together. Some of the other guys in the team have probably figured out that there was more to what we had going on than a broken dinner date. But they never asked for details, and I never told, and I’m not about to start now.”

Alyssa glanced at him. “I don’t want you to lie about it. It’s very important to tell the truth—whatever they ask you.”

“I know,” Sam said. “I just … won’t volunteer that particular information. I really don’t think anyone’s going to have a problem believing that I went home with Mary Lou that night for the sex. It was a one-night stand that just kind of kept going for a few weeks.”

He needed her to understand this. “I was freaking miserable without you, Alyssa. You told me we weren’t going to happen again and I believed you. I was looking for, I don’t know, a distraction. I honestly thought Mary Lou and I were both on the same page in terms of no strings. As soon as I realized that she wanted a wedding ring and that I was still completely unable to think about anyone but you, I broke it off. And then, Jesus, when you and I did get together again …”

He’d been so sure he was going to die. It seemed like a good practical joke for God to play on him. Let him sleep with Alyssa Locke again and—finally!—have her agree to have dinner with him, to move their one-night-of-sex-every-six-months relationship into something bigger, like maybe a relationship where they had sex once every two months …

It seemed only inevitable that he should be killed during SEAL Team Sixteen’s takedown of a hijacked airliner.

But somehow he’d survived. Only to find that God’s practical joke was all about Mary Lou. She was pregnant, and guess what? The baby was his. Really.

He’d gone charging off to do the right thing because that was the way he’d been raised, and Alyssa had been eviscerated. Silently. If only she had told him …

Would it have made a difference? He honestly didn’t know.

Right now she was still silent.

“Do you believe me?” he asked.

A glance. “Yeah.”

He briefly closed his eyes. “Thank you,” he said.

“It doesn’t change anything.”

Sam nodded, letting her believe that.

She moved into the left lane to pass an eighteen wheeler. “You really don’t think it’s possible that Mary Lou was part of a terrorist cell—that she specifically targeted Team Sixteen?”

That really cracked him up. “I do not,” he said. “You don’t know her, Alyssa. She’s … way too uncomplicated.”

“She’s complicated enough to tamper with condoms and get herself pregnant so that you’d marry her.” She shot him a look. “And apparently she got to know you pretty well during those weeks of one-night stands. It’s not every man who would marry a woman just because she was pregnant.”

“I thought it was the right thing,” he tried to explain. “I was severely mistaken, though. I thought—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Alyssa said.

“Yes, it does.” It mattered so much. “When Noah was seventeen, he got Claire, his girlfriend, pregnant. I was in Sarasota for the summer, and it was extremely intense. Lots of shouting and crying, you know? Claire’s parents were talking adoption and even abortion, and Claire had some strong opinions about that. And then they announced that they were going to send her to Europe afterward to get her away from Noah, which made him completely bullshit. He concocted this scheme to break Claire out of her house, with a ladder to her second-floor bedroom, so they could run away together. They were talking California or Vegas, and … I was supposed to create a diversion out front, but it never happened.

“I remember Dot didn’t say much of anything other than admonishing Nos for not using birth control. Dot went out and bought me a box of condoms. Can you picture this elderly, practically deaf woman in a wheelchair, rolling up to the pharmacy counter and shouting out that she wanted a box of Trojans, ribbed?”

A smile from Alyssa. Hallelujah.

“Did I tell you she was a WASP, a pilot during World War Two?”

“Really? A black woman?”

“No, she was white. She met Walt during the war. He was a pilot, too—a colonel with the Tuskegee Airmen. They were an all-black fighter squadron out of Alabama.”

“I know who the Tuskegee Airmen were,” Alyssa said. “They had some kind of amazing record, like they never lost a single bomber they were escorting, right? I’m impressed.”

“Finally. I’ve been working my ass off here, trying to impress you.”

“I meant by Noah,” she countered.

She was actually teasing him. At least he hoped she was teasing. Noah was a very good-looking man.

“He’s still married,” Sam pointed out. “To Claire.”

“And Walt and Dot were his grandparents?”

“Yeah, his father was killed in Vietnam when he was a baby. They pretty much raised Nos from the get go. They were something else, Uncle Walt and Aunt Dot.” Sam hesitated, uncertain of the words to use to try to explain. But he wanted her to know him. And she wouldn’t know him without knowing about Walt. “Walt was, like, the most important person in my life when I was a kid. He was my, you know, hero, I guess. Someday, when we have more time, maybe when you’re visiting me in jail, I’ll tell you about him and Aunt Dot.”

That one got him an exasperated laugh. “Sam, don’t be ridiculous.”

“Yeah, you’re probably not going to visit me, are you?”

She gave him a look. “You’re not going to jail. I’m not going to let that happen.”

Oh, yeah. Good news. If she didn’t care about him even just a little bit, she’d just turn him in and let him rot.

“Thanks,” he said. “You can drop me at the next exit.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Yeah, I know.” It was worth a try. “Anyway, Noah came up with this second plan. He would marry Claire, and they would keep the baby. Which was completely insane because they were both only seventeen. I remember thinking that he was nuts and that Walt would never agree to that. But Nos had figured out that he could go to work for Walt to support his wife and child, and get his GED in his spare time. Then he could go to night school to get his college degree. I was like, oh, that’s going to be a real fun life.

“But Noah and Walt went into the den and closed the door. They stayed in there a long time, and when they finally came out, Nos went to find Claire without stopping to tell me what had gone down. So I asked Walt, and he said that he was real proud of Noah. That Noah was doing the right thing, and that he and Claire would be married at the end of the month.

“I was like, shit. And I figured that Walt had just been waiting for Noah to step up, to take responsibility, you know, to be a man.

“So that’s what I tried to do with Mary Lou. I tried to do the thing that would make Walt proud.” Sam shook his head. “Although I’m pretty sure I’ve made him roll in his grave.”

They were both silent for several long moments, then Alyssa said, “I thought you grew up in Texas.”

“I did,” he said. “Fort Worth. That’s where I met Noah. But in sophomore year of high school, Dot had a stroke that was pretty debilitating. And there was this doctor in Sarasota who was getting good results with stroke patients, so Walt and Dot sold the family business to their employees, packed up their house, and moved down to Florida.”

He paused, and when she glanced at him, he added, “I would have gone with them if I could’ve. They wanted me to. Their house was always my, well, my sanctuary, I guess. See, my father was this real asshole, and … I was wrecked when they left. But I hitched down to visit them every summer, so I guess it was all right.”

Man, he couldn’t remember the last time he talked this much. It certainly hadn’t been while he was married to Mary Lou. He’d tried talking to her early on in their marriage, thinking that their getting to know each other might be important if they were going to be a real family, but she didn’t want to talk to him. She didn’t want him to be human. She wanted him to be some kind of superhero. And superheroes were never afraid. They never felt uncertain. They never wrestled with feelings of inadequacy that had been pounded into them when they were children.

And above all, they never, ever cried.

“Alyssa, I really have to find Haley before I can go to Sarasota with you.”

She didn’t say anything for a long time. She just drove. She was so beautiful with those ocean-colored eyes that were such a vivid contrast to her mocha-colored skin.

“You’re going to have to trust that I’ll find her for you,” she finally said.

She glanced at him before he could turn his head away. With luck, she’d think that the tears in his eyes were from some emotion other than frustration and disappointment.

“It’ll help if you’re prepared for all the questions,” she told him. “They’re going to ask about Mary Lou’s job at the McDonald’s on base. When did she start working there?”

He couldn’t remember. “I think just a few months before she took off for Florida,” he told her. Every minute took them another mile closer to Sarasota. He was going to have to do something pretty damn soon. “I don’t know the exact date, but the manager there would still have those records, wouldn’t they?”

“Yeah, probably.” Alyssa frowned, a slight furrow marring the perfection of her brow. “Let’s see, they’re surely going to ask if Mary Lou ever questioned you about your work as a SEAL.”

“She only asked about my schedule. When I had to go in and what time was I coming home. She attended an AA meeting almost every night,” Sam explained. “I made it home on time about three times a week. Sometimes more often, depending on what the team was up to. She would go out, and I would stay home with Haley.” He had to smile, remembering. “Mary Lou sometimes put her to bed before she left, but Hale, she knew if it was just me and her home alone, I’d let her hang out with me until right before Mary Lou got back. It was weird. She was just a baby, but she was smart. We used to watch ESPN together, and I swear, she knew the Cowboys just from their uniforms.” He looked at Alyssa. “I know you probably harbor a lot of resentment toward Mary Lou and probably Haley, too. God knows I haven’t wrapped my head around Mary Lou’s doctored condoms yet. Jesus. But Haley’s a treasure, Lys. Don’t hold it against her—you know, the fact that Mary Lou’s her mother.”

“How could you have stayed away from her for six months?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “How could I have stayed away from you for six months?”

“Please let’s not start this again.”

“It was because I was scared.” There. He’d said it. “Scared I’m not goddamn good enough. Scared I’m going to somehow fuck it up and screw her up but good.”

Admitting this, saying it out loud, was damn near making him break into a cold sweat. He’d tried talking to Mary Lou about Haley, telling her that even just holding her terrified him, not because of the physical fears of dropping her or somehow breaking her, but because of the enormous emotional responsibility. His own parents had damaged him so badly, and at least on his mother’s part it had been completely without intention. He was scared he’d unknowingly do the same to this tiny, precious baby.

Mary Lou had looked at him as if he were some kind of freak, so he’d shut the fuck up and kept it all inside.

Please, God, don’t let Alyssa look at him that same way.…

He forced himself to keep talking. “My own father sucked. I mean, we’re talking nightmare scenario. He was a piece of work, Lys. I swear, he was tormented by … something, and he took it out on us. All I know about being a father and a husband is to not be like him. But even if I do it differently, I can still do it wrong and—”

Sam had to take a deep breath and exhale hard. God damn it, he wished she would say something. But she was definitely listening, so he kept going.

“Except, looking back at my marriage to Mary Lou, I’ve realized I made some of the same mistakes my father did. I found myself married to a woman I didn’t like—a woman I discovered I couldn’t love—so I bailed. But only bailed halfway. Just like he did. I actually turned into him in some ways, which is, um … pretty sickening to have to admit. Looking back, I can see the transformation, like one of those bad werewolf movies—but I couldn’t see it at the time. He traveled for work, so he spent as much time as possible on the road to get away from us. I tried to do the same thing, for different reasons, but whenever the team went wheels up, I was on that plane. And the rest of the time, shit, I was gone, too. I mean, even though I was there in body, the rest of me was out to lunch.” He tried to laugh, but it came out sounding embarrassingly like a sob. “At least I didn’t beat the hell out of Mary Lou and Haley when I was home.”

Shit, that was more than she needed to know. It had just come blurting out. What a loser.

Except, O hosanna, was it possible …? Jesus God, it was indeed reward time. Alyssa actually laced their fingers together, holding tightly to his hand.

It was freaking amazing. It was the last thing he’d expected her to do, and it left him breathless and speechless and, goddamn, it filled him with hope.

The really stupid part was, he couldn’t have manipulated her into doing that if he’d tried. Somehow she knew that what he was saying was the real deal. That it was hard as hell to put what he was feeling into coherent sentences, and harder still to utter them aloud.

They drove past a sign saying SARASOTA, 140 MILES. Alyssa was holding the car at a pretty steady 80 mph. At this rate, he had about ninety minutes left to get himself free.

Ten minutes. He’d give himself ten more minutes of holding Alyssa’s hand before he’d tell her he had to take a leak.

That would rattle her, for sure. At the very least, she’d pull over to the side of the highway. Best case scenario, she’d stop at a rest stop. He’d convince her to uncuff him, and the moment she did, he’d ninja out of there. Instant vamoose. One minute he’d be there, and the next …

She was going to be mad as hell.

But right now she was actually holding his hand.


CHAPTER
TEN

The summer before eighth grade, Roger and Noah both got their growing on in a major way, and by the time school started again, they were neck and neck in a race to see who would hit six feet first.

One of the hardest parts about growing so much so fast was learning to negotiate head room. There’d always been so much of it before, but now every time Roger turned around he was damn near knocking himself unconscious by banging his head into something or another.

The other hard part was recognizing his own strength.

No more fighting, Walt had said to the boys. They were both bigger than most of the bullies by now, and it wouldn’t be too long before someone got hurt worse than anyone had intended.

He’d promised them flying lessons. Real lessons, up in the flight school’s Cessna. Of course, they had to take and pass the reading and writing part of the class first.

And before they started that, Walt had told them that they had to go a solid month without getting into a fight.

When he’d used the word they he really meant he. Ringo. Roger. Noah didn’t get into fights unless Roger was around.

It had been twenty-six days. The past three had been hard, since Noah was home from school with a sore throat. But now there were only four more days to go, and he was damned if he was going to be the one to blow it.

Except Lyle Morgan was following him home from school.

“Hey, Ringo, wait up!”

Shoot. Roger picked up his pace and even crossed to the other side of the street.

It didn’t slow Morgan down.

Lyle Morgan was one of the few bullies who still had it over him in both height and weight. Of course, he was in high school and played on the football team.

He still hadn’t forgiven Roger for grinding his face into the dirt on the elementary school playground a month ago.

Forget about the fact that Morgan had jumped him.

Of course it had been after Roger started slinging insults back at the older boy.

Although he did have to admit, in hindsight, that he’d gotten into the self-defense thing maybe a little too enthusiastically, particularly after that bullshit Lyle had spouted about Roger’s sister, Elaine.

Nos had had to pull him off, and the look in his eyes was one Roger would always remember.

Afterward, both Noah and Walt had sat him down—separately—and talked to him about something ridiculous called anger management. Noah had gone so far as to present him with the legal definition of manslaughter, as well as an overview of the average number of years spent in prison by a person who killed another person in a fistfight.

Roger had protested. He’d had no intention of killing Lyle Morgan. Although, even as he said the words, he could remember that odd, metallic taste in his mouth and the way his anger seemed to pound through his veins with every beat of his heart.

It had controlled him.

It wasn’t just Lyle he was fighting that day. It was his father. And his mother, too. God, why did she take those pills? Pills to sleep. Pills to wake up. Pills that made her drift aimlessly around the house and not really see him.

What she really needed was a pill to make Roger’s father go away for good.

“Where you going, Ringo?” Lyle asked now. He had a crew cut that didn’t work real well with his pumpkin head or his acne. “Over to your lover’s house?”

Yeah, actually, I’m going to your girlfriend’s, dickhead. Roger clenched his teeth over the words. Taunting Lyle in return would only escalate the situation.

“Just keep walking,” Walt had advised him when he’d asked the older man for help. “And say—”

“I’m not going to fight with you, Lyle.” Roger tucked the manila envelope with Noah’s school assignments under his left arm, farther away from the older boy.

Unfortunately, his doing that drew Lyle’s attention to it.

“What’s in the envelope? Pictures of you and Einstein doing it?”

“It’s Noah’s homework. Mr. Gaines called me this morning before school and asked me to pick it up for him.” Roger could have used Nos’s steadying support right about now. It was also very likely that if Noah had been with him, Lyle would never have approached. Bullies never liked odds that weren’t in their favor.

“Mr. Gaines, huh? You his little slave boy? Ain’t that a switch.” Lyle laughed at his own joke. What an asshole.

Roger walked a little faster. “I’m not going to fight with you, Lyle.” You fricking piece of shit.

“You know, now that your cousin has come out of the closet, you might as well, too, faggot.” Lyle laughed again.

Jerry Starrett had lived down the street from Lyle and his mother. He was four years older, and back when Roger was in first and second grade, he’d worshiped the ground his cousin had walked on.

Last year, Roger’s uncle Frank had kicked Jerry out of the house after he’d been arrested in a gay bar in Dallas. It was old news, but apparently it had just made its way to Lyle’s ears.

And now it was going to be all over school tomorrow.

If he was going to make it through these next few days without fighting, he was going to need to come down with that strep throat Noah had contracted. Except Nos had been on antibiotics for so many days, he wasn’t contagious anymore.

Roger could always lie and say he was sick.

Problem was, Walt disapproved of lying almost as much as he did fighting.

Jesus, it was hard being good.

“I always used to wonder why Jerry would rather play with a stupid first grader than with me,” Lyle said now. “Now I know the kind of games you were playing up there in his room.”

Noah’s house was in sight. “I’m not going to fight with you, Lyle.” It was amazing he could speak at all through such tightly clenched teeth.

“You’re not even going to deny it, are you, fudge packer?”

Roger didn’t know what that meant, but it didn’t sound good.

“Stay in control,” Walt had told him. “Don’t let your anger use you. Use your anger. You’re smarter than most people. Use your brain to win without violence.”

Lyle’s taunts usually came down to homosexuality. Faggot, fairy, homo, queer. That wasn’t unusual. Roger himself had found that questioning an opponent’s sexuality was usually the fastest way to get a knee-jerk reaction. But he’d also discovered that some people were touchier about it than others. Some kids shrugged it off. But others—like Lyle Morgan—went ballistic at the slightest suggestion that they might enjoy the time they spent in the boys’ locker room a little too much.

Maybe because they actually did, and they were terrified someone might find out.

“I’m not going to fight with you,” Roger told Lyle, stopping at the bottom of the Gaines’s driveway. “But you know, now that Jerry has admitted what he’s admitted, well, you might want to take care reminding people that you lived down the street from him. I was his cousin—I had to go over to his house,” he lied. “But I seem to recall there were quite a few times you and Jerry put a tent at the edge of the backyard and zipped yourselves in together, nice and cozy.”

Lyle lunged for Roger, but he was ready for it, and he sidestepped the rush.

“You so much as touch me,” Roger said, “or spread any rumors about me or any members of my family, and I’ll print leaflets about you and Jerry and put ’em on the windshields of cars all over town.”

Lyle stopped cold. “You wouldn’t dare!”

Roger didn’t blink. “I think you know I would. But let’s not go there, okay? Let’s negotiate a truce. You treat me and Noah with respect, and we’ll treat you with respect in return. Does that sound fair?”

“Fuck you!”

“Why don’t you sleep on it and let me know in the morning?” Roger said, and went up the steps.

Walt was standing there, behind the screen door. He opened it to let Roger inside, stepping out onto the porch just enough so that Lyle could see him.

Lyle took off at a run.

“That was very impressive, young Ringo,” Walt said.

Roger handed him the manila envelope with hands that were shaking.

“Shoot!” he said. “I wasn’t scared. This isn’t cause I was scared of him!”

“It is okay to be scared,” Walt said. “I was scared every time I climbed into my plane in Africa and Italy and Germany. I spent a lot of time during the war scared—not so much of the Germans or even of dying, but scared I’d make a mistake and end up killing my men.”

“I was scared I’d screw up,” Roger admitted. “I wanted to rip that smirk off Lyle’s fat face just about more than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No, sir. But it sure as hell would’ve been easier if I could’ve just killed him.”

Walter laughed and hugged him. Roger had been hugged more in the months since he’d met Walt and Dot than he had been in the years since his mother had twisted her ankle and had started taking all those pills.

“Maybe yes and maybe no,” Walt told him. “But remember this, Ringo my dear boy. Anything worth having doesn’t come easy.” He headed for the kitchen. “Let’s get you a snack. You must be starving. You appear to have grown another inch since you came in the door.”

Alyssa cursed her bladder.

She could have made the trip from Gainesville to Sarasota without a pit stop quite easily—if she hadn’t had all that coffee this morning.

But she’d woken up still weary to the bone, and she’d started chugging it, first getting a cup at the gas station convenience store when she’d filled the tank and bought that map. The sensation of caffeine flowing into her system had been such a good one that she’d bought herself another cup when she’d picked up the doughnuts.

Cup. That was a word that was rapidly becoming obsolete. These days a large coffee came in a container that could not be called a cup. We have three sizes: barrel, vat, or tanker. Would you like milk with that? Is a gallon enough, or would you like a gallon and a half?

Damn it, she needed to pee.

She glanced over at Sam. He’d gotten really quiet after she’d started holding his hand.

She’d reached for him for a lot of different reasons, and she couldn’t deny that high on the list was the fact that his fears about being like his father had moved her.

Who would’ve thought Sam Starrett had those kinds of insecurities? He came across as so cocky and self-assured, utterly cool and calm under fire, confident and intelligent and just egotistical enough to be the perfect Navy SEAL.

Maybe egotistical wasn’t the right word. Because Sam truly was faster, stronger, and smarter than most men, with better reflexes and an ability to make well-thought-out command decisions in a heartbeat. The fact that he knew it went with the territory. Navy SEALs were the best of the best, and he was one of the SEALs’ best officers. He wasn’t smug about it—at least not too often. It was just who he was.

But here she was. Holding his hand. Good thing she was driving, or he probably would have already gotten her naked and into bed with him.

God, she was a fool.

Or she would be if she didn’t have that list of additional reasons to be holding on to him—the first and foremost being that she was trying to distract him. Maybe holding his hand for a while would slow him down. Because she knew—without a doubt—that he was going to try to get away.

No way was he going to let her bring him back to Sarasota.

Max had suspected as much, too. Which was why, when he’d called her at the car dealer’s, he’d told her in no uncertain terms to tell Starrett that she was taking him to Sarasota, but to instead deliver him to the FBI office in Tampa.

Except Alyssa wasn’t going to make it to Tampa without stopping. She was going to have trouble making it to the next exit.

“Sam,” she said.

His hand tightened on hers very slightly. “Yeah.”

She signaled for the exit. “I have to stop at this gas station and use the ladies’ room.”

“That’s a relief. I was just about to tell you that I need to stop, too.”

Oh, crap, how was she going to deal with that? She’d figured she could cuff him to the back door handle—a solid piece of plastic—while she ran into the bathroom really fast. But if she took him out of the car, even securely cuffed to her wrist, she knew that somehow he’d manage to get away. And even if he didn’t, what was she supposed to do? Go into the men’s room with him and stand there, while he …?

She looked at the empty enormous coffee cup wedged into the cup holder. Hmm.

She glanced at Sam. “Don’t be offended,” she told him, “but I’m going to cuff you to the back door while I go in there.”

Both Jules and Max had told her that when she lied, her gaze flicked up and to the right. It was very slight, but it was a classic textbook tell, and right now she worked hard to keep her eyes from moving at all. She just watched the road, taking the exit ramp a little too fast.

“Then I’ll come back and take you in,” she continued. Keep those eyes still. “You’re not going to like this, but I’m going to have to go into the men’s head with you.”

Sam smiled very slightly as she ran a stale yellow to get to the gas station on the other side of the intersection. “So that I don’t escape through the storm drain?”

She parked at the edge of the lot, away from the other cars, and let herself smile back at him as she released his hand. The smile was mostly to give him incentive to stick around, not really because she liked the way his smile deepened in response.

“Alyssa, I have to tell you—”

“Don’t,” she said, digging into her fanny pack for the keys to the cuffs. “Let’s not complicate this more than it already is. Maybe after we’re back in Sarasota, after we find Mary Lou and Haley …”

“Maybe what?” he said.

There they were, thank goodness. Her key to the handcuffs was on her ring with her house keys. “I don’t know. Just … maybe.” She closed her eyes so he wouldn’t see that she was lying. Maybe she’d use a school bus for target practice. Maybe she’d be invited back into the Navy as the first female SEAL.

It was one thing to hold Sam’s hand when he told some sad story, but as far as getting involved with this man again, the phrase “over her dead body” leapt to mind. But “Maybe’s the best I can tell you right now,” she said to him.

“That’s, um … that’s okay,” he said. “I’m … Maybe’s okay. Is that leather?” Sam motioned with his chin toward her pack as she zipped it closed.

“Yeah,” she said, tossing it to the floor beneath her legs. “I upgraded last year.”

“Nice. It’s … Look, Alyssa, you need to let me go.”

“I need to not get fired.”

“Like Max would ever fire you,” he scoffed.

“If you run, I will lose my job.”

“If you don’t let me go, I’ll probably lose my daughter.”

“I said I’d find her,” Alyssa countered.

Sam just sat there, looking at her.

“Climb into the back,” she ordered, putting the armrest down between them, so there was space for him to do just that.

“What do I have to say to make you—”

“Starrett, if you don’t climb into the back, I’m going to wet my freaking pants. And you better believe that if that happens, no one goes inside. We drive another two hours to Sarasota in a rolling Porta Potti.”

But he still hesitated. “It’s going to be hard to do this while we’re cuffed together.”

She spoke through clenched teeth. “I’m sure you can manage.”

“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said, using his free hand to pull himself toward the backseat.

As soon as he wasn’t looking, she took out her side arm, stashing it under her seat. There was no way she would shoot him, but she wasn’t so sure he wouldn’t try to grab it and use it to subdue her.

“I’ve got these boots on,” he continued. “I don’t want to kick you in the head by accident.”

Was that a threat or …? Alyssa took it as a warning and went with him, squeezing between the two front seats while pressed tightly against him, before his feet got anywhere near her head.

She landed in the back, on top of him.

And just as she’d expected, he went for her weapon.

Or maybe she was wrong, and what he was reaching for was really her breast. Because that’s what he connected with. And he didn’t hesitate or telegraph any surprise at all by the absence of her side arm in her shoulder holster.

He did, however, press his thigh hard between her legs.

As he kissed the hell out of her.

If this was his response to a maybe, what would have happened if she’d actually said yes?

Someone save her.

Kissing Sam Starrett was as world shaking as it had been all those years ago. He clung to her with all the desperation of a drowning man, as if she alone could rescue him.

It was mesmerizing, it was gratifying, it was exciting as hell to be wanted so badly, to be desired with such intense passion.

And, except for the full beard, it was all so heartbreakingly familiar.

He tasted like Sam. He smelled like Sam. He felt like Sam.

But she’d been here, right here, before and she still hadn’t completely recovered.

His kisses could suck all the air from her lungs, all thoughts from her head.

If she let them.

The dead last thing she needed was to let him get his hands on the keys to the handcuffs. She could just picture that—she would end up handcuffed to the door handle while he walked away.

This was not going to go down that way. Alyssa pulled back and looked at him. He was breathing as hard as she was, desire making his eyes fierce and incredibly, strikingly blue.

“Lys,” he started to say.

She shut him up by leaning down and kissing him again. Not because she wanted to, but because she suddenly knew how to make him completely compliant. It involved shifting forward and spreading her legs so that she was straddling him and—oh, God. Sam Starrett, man of steel. This was familiar, too.

As she kissed him, she reached between them and started unfastening his jeans, as if they were going to … right there in a public parking lot. But then she pulled back, breaking their kiss, laughing and gasping for air. The gasping, at least, wasn’t feigned.

“Sam,” she said. “Sam. We can’t do this here. And I have to pee right now. Help me cuff you to the door, and I’ll be back in two minutes. We’ll find a place a little less populated and—”

He shook his head. “You don’t need to cuff me. I’m not going anywhere.”

She smiled at him as she took the keys from her pocket. “Oh, but I want to cuff you, baby. And then I want to … Do you have any condoms?”

“No, ma’am.” He held out his left hand, Mr. Obedient. His right was up under her shirt, underneath her bra, doing things he had no business doing to her breast.

“You trust me to buy some?” Her voice came out breathless and higher pitched than she’d intended, but glory alleluia, she’d gotten the handcuffs off her own arm and locked him securely to the car without his putting up a fight.

“Yes, I do.”

“Then I’ll be right back.”

She pulled his hand away and started to back off, but he caught her and drew her down close to him again and kissed her.

It wasn’t like those other kisses, those explosions of pure sex.

This time, he kissed her gently. Slowly. He took his time getting there—his gaze dropped to her mouth before he looked into her eyes again.

And then his mouth met hers in a caress that was so sweet, it brought tears to her eyes.

It wasn’t without passion. No, she could still taste his need for her as he kissed her longer, deeper, but still tenderly. She could feel it in the way his heart was pounding in his chest. He was just … expressing it differently.

God, she was such a liar. He was going to be so hurt when she came back to the car and got back on the highway without uncuffing him. And when he started shouting about the fact that he, too, had to pee, and she’d hand him one of those giant coffee cups.

He’d realize she hadn’t really meant a word she’d said, that she hadn’t meant a single one of those kisses, either.

And probably right around then, the chances of their ever working things out wouldn’t just be over her dead body. It would be over his dead body as well.

Which really was just as well.

Wasn’t it?

This probably was the last time Alyssa was ever going to kiss him. A man like Sam Starrett wouldn’t get fooled like this more than once.

Although, really, she was stupidly assuming that Sam’s needs were even remotely like her own. He didn’t necessarily want to work things out. What he wanted was to have sex with her again.

All she’d have to do was invite him up to her place. Or drop into the Ladybug Lounge and pick him up at the bar.

Alyssa broke away from him. “I’ll be right back.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.

He let his head fall back against the hard plastic of the door with a solid sounding thunk as she climbed into the front seat. She straightened her clothes as she got out of the car, grabbing her fanny pack and neatly pocketing her side arm as well.

“Lys.”

She stopped before closing the door, looking back in at him.

Cuffed to the door, with his pants unfastened and his hair messed, he looked like some kind of fantasy accessory. There was no doubt about it. These cars would sell like crazy if they came equipped with Sam Starrett handcuffed to the back.

He was holding out a twenty-dollar bill. “Trojans. Extra large.” He waggled his eyebrows at her. “And will you pick me up some peanut M&M’s? I’m all out. Oh, and a razor, too? If you’re really taking me in, it’s probably better if I don’t look like a card-carrying member of al-Qaeda.”

She waved off the money, slammed and locked the doors, and ran for the ladies’ room.

Three minutes. It took her three minutes, tops, because of course she didn’t buy anything at all.

She rushed back to the door, and the sight of the car, sitting out there under the shade of a tree, relieved her.

It was almost funny. What had she thought? That he was going to be able to get himself free, hot-wire the car, and drive away, all inside of three minutes?

Alyssa took her time walking back to the car, trying to figure out what she was going to say to him. “I’m sorry” might be a good place to start.

I’m sorry.

That was what he’d said to her, right after he’d kissed her so sweetly.

She ran the rest of the way to the car, and shit, shit, double shit!

The backseat was empty, the cuffs still hanging from the door handle, the gleaming metal catching and sparking in the morning sunshine.

Sam Starrett, damn him, was gone.

Max didn’t say a word as Alyssa Locke told him that Sam Starrett had vanished. He just held onto his cell phone as he looked out the window. “It’s completely my fault,” she said tightly. “I take full responsibility.” She sounded upset. Pissed off. Stressed. Pushed beyond the limit.

And he was the one responsible. He shouldn’t have sent her to baby-sit Sam Starrett in the first place. What was he thinking? Max silently shook his head, glad he was alone in the private office of the head of the Tampa Bureau. This way no one could see how hard he was gritting his teeth.

“I underestimated him,” she told him.

What he was thinking was that she would take one look at Starrett and see the same selfish, self-absorbed bastard Max saw.

“Please say something,” she said, sounding human and very vulnerable.

Alyssa—vulnerable. He wished they were having this conversation face-to-face. He would have liked to have seen that.

“Did you purposely let him get away?” Max asked. His voice sounded icy even to his own ears. No doubt about it—he was as much of a prick as Starrett.

Her voice practically shook. “No, sir. I did not. Although I’m not sure if that wouldn’t be easier to admit.”

Did you sleep with him? It was one of the top ten questions itemized in that memo listing things male bosses should never ask female subordinates. Particularly subordinates they had the hots for.

But Alyssa had always been able to read his mind. “I didn’t sleep with him.”

“I didn’t think you had,” Max lied. She’d been out of reach for quite a few hours late last night and early this morning, and he’d had all that time to speculate. “Besides, that’s none of my business.”

“I had to make a pit stop and I … ignored proper procedure. I should have called for backup. I’m at fault. I thought I could control him. I thought … Obviously I was wrong.”

Max should have had her hold him in Gainesville. But no. He’d wanted an excuse to go to Tampa.

So here he was. In Tampa.

He’d come up here thinking he would have some time—a lot of time, with plenty left over—to talk to Starrett before members of the investigating committee arrived tonight from Washington.

“I knew he was more concerned about his daughter’s safety than he was about how it would look if he didn’t come in for questioning—”

“He looks guilty,” Max agreed.

“He’s not.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Yes,” she said. “I do.”

“Okay,” he said. “You know him so well—where’d he go?”

She hesitated only slightly. “I’m almost positive he’ll be heading back to Gainesville. To the bus station. The car dealer told us he gave Mary Lou a lift there around noon on the day she sold him her car. I don’t think Starrett’s going to find anything, but I think that’s where he’s going.”

“You were sharing information?” Max asked.

“It was before the news came down about the fingerprints,” Alyssa defended herself. “Lieutenant Starrett was anxious about the whereabouts of Mary Lou and Haley.”

“So … you were just cheerfully helping your lover find his wife and daughter.”

“Ex-wife,” Alyssa said sharply. “And former lover. And I thought that specific detail was none of your business. Sir.”

Okay, this was definitely personal. If he’d had any doubts about it, they were now gone. And she knew that, because she said, “I know you’re going to pull me off this case, so—”

“Oh, I’m not pulling you,” he interrupted.

She was silent, and he just waited. He was a professional negotiator—he could outwait a dead man.

Alyssa finally spoke. “If you want me to hand in my resignation—”

“Do you want to resign?” Max the head of the FBI’s top counterterrorist team absolutely did not want to lose her. She was that good, despite today’s mistake. But Max the man, well, he wanted that letter on his desk three months ago.

“I asked you first,” she said.

If she quit his team, he’d show up at her apartment with flowers and a bottle of wine that very same night. Hell, he’d bring a diamond ring and drop to his knees and propose marriage right there, the moment she opened the door.

And then, with this extremely attractive, intelligent, very compatible woman he honestly cared about in his life, along with the opportunity to have sex on a regular basis, ending this hellish run of celibacy that had been going on far too long, maybe then he’d be able to hold life’s chaos at bay.

Maybe then he wouldn’t find himself in freaking Tampa for all the wrong reasons.

But when he opened his mouth, “No, I don’t want you to quit” came out. Either the team leader was stronger than the man, or the man was a flipping idiot and didn’t really want the chaos to end.

“I want you to go back to Gainesville,” the team leader told her. “I’m sending Jules up to join you. I want you to make yourself visible as you check out the bus station.” If anyone could find Starrett, it was Alyssa Locke.

Or rather, Sam Starrett would find Alyssa.

And once he found her, the son of a bitch wouldn’t be able to stay away.

Kind of the same way Max had ended up in Tampa.


CHAPTER
ELEVEN

Alyssa’s cell phone rang as she and Jules Cassidy were leaving the bus station. “On Saturdays, the only bus to Jacksonville leaves in the morning.”

It was Sam.

Who didn’t know what Jules had just told her—that Mary Lou hadn’t left Gainesville the same evening she’d sold her car, despite the ride to the bus station from used car maven Jon Hopper.

Obviously, just as Alyssa had expected, Sam had come to the bus station before them and had gotten a schedule, too.

She’d expected him to call. She wasn’t sure why she was so certain he would, but somehow she’d known that sooner or later, he’d contact her.

If only just to taunt her.

But despite that, she still hadn’t managed to prepare for the sound of his voice.

Jules was looking at her, questions in his eyes, as she heard herself ask, “Where are you?”

Sam didn’t bother to answer. “Next bus out isn’t until Sunday morning. But no one remembers a woman with a kid sitting in the bus station all night—not that that necessarily means anything, although it’s not like the place is huge. She would’ve stood out, if anyone was paying attention. Which they probably weren’t. Still, I’m thinking that the two nights charged on her Visa at the Day’s Inn in Jacksonville was her attempt to lead whoever’s following her off her real trail.”

He was probably right, except for the part where Mary Lou and Haley spent the night in the bus station. Jules had reported that Mary Lou’s credit card had been checked—but not used—by the manager of the Sunset Motel, a mere seven blocks from the bus station, right there in Gainesville.

That activity hadn’t shown up on her regular credit card account. It had taken additional digging by the investigative team, since apparently Mary Lou had settled the bill with cash.

And wasn’t that interesting? Combined with the fact that that very same night Mary Lou had charged and paid for a motel room in Jacksonville, it seemed to confirm their belief that Sam’s ex-wife knew someone was searching for her and was actively attempting to evade them.

“Starrett, there’s an APB out for you,” Alyssa told him.

Jules stepped closer, concern on his pretty face. “Let me talk to him.”

Alyssa shook her partner off, meeting his eyes only briefly.

“I’m guessing that since she wanted Abdul duk Fukkar to think she’d gone to Jacksonville, she probably took, what?” Sam asked. “The two-fifteen to Tallahassee instead? Or maybe the four-fifteen to Columbia, South Carolina.”

Neither. Mary Lou and Haley had probably taken a bus out on Sunday, which meant they could have gone to Miami, Tampa, Fort Myers, New Orleans, Atlanta, Jacksonville, Savannah …

But she wasn’t about to tell Sam that. “I know you think Abdul duk Fukkar is really funny, but it’s not. It’s rude and it’s direspectful to all the law-abiding Muslims in the world—of which there are millions. And if you think for even one minute that I’m going to help you—”

“But you already have,” he told Alyssa. There was laughter in his voice. On some level he was actually enjoying this. “Thanks for the tip about the APB.”

Alyssa came close to snapping her cell phone shut. But Max seemed to think she was capable of getting Sam back into custody. And she was much closer to doing that if she had him on the phone.

Besides, Sam was no fool. She hadn’t really told him anything new. He had to know she’d called out an APB on his ass ten seconds after he’d gone missing.

He also probably knew that she knew that tracing this call was pointless. He knew that she knew damn well that he was somewhere close by. She and Jules could set up a dragnet with the local police, but as a SEAL, Sam knew enough E&E—escape and evasion tactics—to turn the whole thing into an embarrassing joke.

Another embarrassing joke.

And one per day was enough for her.

“Look,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Let’s meet somewhere so we can talk. There’s a Hardee’s down the street—”

“We don’t need to meet to talk,” Sam responded. “We can talk just fine over the phone. And you know it.” He paused. “Unless you really do want to fuck my brains out. In the bathroom of the Hardee’s. Works in a major way for me. Sweet thing.”

“You want to fight with me, Starrett?” Alyssa asked tightly. “Is that really why you called?”

Jules rolled his eyes and sighed and turned his back on her, giving her as much privacy as he could, considering.

“Yeah,” Sam said, “maybe I do. Maybe it pissed me off to find out that you actually thought I’d chose sex over my daughter’s safety.”

“And you’re really in a position to save her now, aren’t you?” Alyssa laughed her disgust. “With every law enforcement agency in the country looking for you?”

“No one’s going to find me unless I want to be found. Which won’t be until after I find Haley.”

“Yeah, and you know how you’re going to find Haley, Sam?” Alyssa asked, letting her temper give her voice an edge. “You’re going to find her because you’re going to be following me. Because I’m going to find her. With the help of the rest of the Bureau and the local police. I’m going to do it, even though it would be twice as easy and take only half as long with your help and cooperation. With information that only you can provide through the questioning that you’re not participating in right this very minute, you selfish, selfish son of a bitch.”

There was silence for a moment, then Sam said, “It really gives me a hard on when you shout at me and call me names.”

“Can’t you be serious for even thirty seconds?”

“I don’t know why you’re so pissed,” he countered. “I told you I wasn’t going to go in with you. What made you think I’d just sit in your car, waiting for you?”

“The fact that you were locked there, for one,” she answered. “Where’d you get the key, Sam? You start carrying one? Learned from past mistakes, maybe?”

At first she’d thought he’d managed to lift her own set of keys. But, no, the key to her cuffs had been right there, still in her pocket.

“Uh,” Sam said. “Look, just let me talk to Jules, okay?”

He was definitely nearby. He knew Jules was now with her.

“Why?” she asked. It wouldn’t surprise her at all if he was watching them right this second. She looked out at the sea of parked cars in the municipal lot. Where are you, Starrett, you invisible son of a bitch?

If he were in a car, it would be at the edge of the lot, near the entrance to the street, parked facing out so he could leave quickly. He’d probably altered his appearance by now, too, either shaving completely or trimming his beard. By cutting his hair or even getting a crew cut. By dressing in something other than blue jeans and a T-shirt.

It didn’t matter what he looked like. She’d still be able to recognize him instantly.

“Why do I want to talk to Jules? Because he’s a friend of mine,” Sam said with obviously forced patience. “And I happen to find myself in a situation where I could use a friend.”

Alyssa closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Tried to make her voice sound calm. Calmer, anyway. “Sam. Come on. I’m your friend.”

“No,” he said. “You know, I’ve been thinking about that, and although I’m not a hundred percent certain, I’m pretty freaking positive that a friend wouldn’t have tried to play me the way you did in the backseat of your car.”

For crying out loud … “Like you weren’t playing me right from the start?”

“You know, you were good,” Starrett said. “But the sudden change of heart was a little, I don’t know, too abrupt. I mean, it might’ve been slightly more believable if maybe you’d had a couple of stiff drinks to make the transformation from the FBI ice bitch—”

“You are such an asshole.”

His voice hardened. “Yeah, well, you’re not winning a lot of points yourself today, babycakes. You know when I knew for sure, you know, that you were playing me? Honey, sugar … sweetheart, baby?”

“Oh, shit,” she said.

“Ding ding ding,” he drawled. “You called me baby, Miss ‘Terms of endearment make an encounter into something impersonal, something nameless and faceless, so call me Alyssa if you really want to fuck me.’ It might have worked if I were a stranger and I didn’t know you, but … You know, right up to that point, I had this wild hope that you were actually …” He laughed. “I’m a fucking fool. No, actually, I’m just a fool. No fucking in sight—which is a crying shame. Although I do know where I can get a hand job for a bottle of scotch. And before you start making those outraged noises that happen to be such a turn-on for me, that was just a joke.”

“Not funny.”

“Yeah, well, life’s short, honey. You gotta take your laughs wherever you can get ’em.”

“Okay,” Alyssa said. “You can stop now with the names.” Her anger had deflated into something bad tasting and depressing. “The fact that you’re pissed at me has been received and noted. But just like you told me you weren’t going to Sarasota, I told you I wasn’t going to sleep with you ever again. I guess we’re both guilty of not paying attention.”

Jules had been pretending not to listen, but at that, he sighed.

Alyssa started toward the car. Her partner followed, still shaking his head.

“I guess so,” Sam said, his voice quiet now, too. “But you can’t blame me for trying. There hasn’t been a single day that’s passed that I haven’t thought about you, Lys.”

Oh, God. “Then, please, Sam, turn yourself in.”

“I can’t do that.”

“You said something about respecting me—trusting me to watch your six, to guard your back—but I don’t think you really meant it,” she said, the words coming out of her in a rush. “If you did, you would believe me when I tell you that I’m going to find your daughter. If she’s still alive—and from certain information we’ve received, I’m starting to believe that she still is—” Certain information. She probably shouldn’t have told him even that much. “I will find her for you, Sam.”

He didn’t seem to notice her slip. “Jesus Christ, if this was about anything but Haley—”

“I just wish you would trust me.”

“Yeah, well, I wish a lot of things, too. I wish you would give us another chance.”

“Okay,” Alyssa said, unlocking the car door.

Sam laughed. “Yeah, right.”

“No,” she said, opening the door and popping the locks so that Jules could get in the passenger side. “I’m serious. You surrender yourself to me and Jules. Right now. We’ll bring you to the local police, who’ll take you to Sarasota while we go and find Haley. And after we find her, we can both go back to D.C. and take it from my apartment. You turn yourself in, and you’ll get to have your do-over, Sam. You pick me up, we’ll go have dinner.”

Jules was no longer pretending not to listen. He stared at her across the top of the car. “Alyssa,” he said.

On the other end of the phone, Sam was silent for a moment, but then he laughed. “You’re a good liar.”

“Jules doesn’t think I’m lying,” she told him, looking into her partner’s worried face.

“Jules has his own agenda when it comes to you and Max,” Sam said as Alyssa got behind the wheel and closed the car door. “So where are we going now?”

Yeah, he was definitely someplace where he could see them. “To rent another car. Jules is going to Tallahassee and I’m going to Birmingham.” This time she was lying. Not about the second rental car, though. They had to go check out the Sunset Motel here in Gainesville where Mary Lou and Haley had paid cash to spend the night. “Which one of us are you going to follow, hot shot?”

She snapped her cell phone shut.

Jules fastened his seat belt as she backed out of the parking spot. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Alyssa hoped so, too.

She flipped open her phone again and called Max’s assistant, Laronda. She was going to need two agents from the local office to assist at the Sunset Motel, ASAP, as well as George Faulkner from Max’s team.

Working together, they were going to help her apprehend Sam Starrett.

She hoped.


January 14, 1944

Dear Walter,

This letter is so very hard to write. I’ve started it nearly two dozen times, two dozen different ways. But there is no easy or less painful way to impart this sorrowful news.

Early this morning, your beloved wife Mae gave up her fight. She’s been ill for so long, dear friend. Please don’t blame her for being weak. She fought for so long, but this latest flu was too much for her tired body to take.

Please know that I share your grief and pain. This sad news must be impossibly hard for you to bear, so far away from home and those of us who love you.

But you need to know that, at the end, you were there, with Mae, in spirit. Oh, how she loved you! Her last words were of you—yes, I was with her here in Tuskegee when she passed. She made me promise to watch out for Jolee, and then she said, “Take care of Walter.”

I confess that I am at a loss as how best to do that while we are a world apart, but I gave her my promise, and I will manage somehow.

I will start by telling you that Mae’s mother has come to Alabama to care for Jolee. I, too, will visit as often as I can.

I will be taking care of Mae’s burial arrangements. Don’t fret about details or payment, I’m handling all of it for now. We’ll sort it out after you get back home from the war.

Please allow yourself to weep, dear friend. Grieve deeply for your loss—and what a loss this is! I have already shed enough tears for both of us, but I beg you to feel grief and not anger at your beloved Mae’s passing. There’s no room for anger in the cockpit of any airplane. You must be cool when you fly. You must be careful and never reckless, or I will be burying you soon, as well.

Now you must become more determined than ever to live. For Jolee, and for Mae, who was taken from this world far too soon. Make your life a good, long, solid, well-lived one.

Of course, you know that if you don’t come home from this great conflict, I will take in Jolee and raise her as if she were my own daughter. Rest assured of that, my friend. But that sweet child deserves her father.

And I would hate to lose my dearest friend.

Yours in sorrow, Dot



Gina Vitagliano really loved Florida’s summer weather, especially the daily storms that blew up suddenly, almost out of nowhere. She loved the big, towering, ominous thunderheads, the intensity of the forked lightning that seemed to sizzle the air, the dizzying crash of thunder, and particularly the cloudbursts—the rain that pounded down as if someone in the sky had overturned a giant bucket.

It was absurd how much water could fall in such a short amount of time, capable of giving a thorough underwear soaking to anyone caught out in it for longer than half a second.

But this summer, Florida was having a drought. Day after day after day, it didn’t rain. And it didn’t rain. And lawns dried up, and flowers didn’t bloom. Anyone caught smoking or even so much as lighting a match in a state park was subject to arrest. Barbecuing was outlawed. The entire state felt like one giant tinderbox, ready to go up in flames at any given moment.

But today, finally, it rained the way Gina was used to.

And was she on the beach to see nature’s spectacular show?

No, of course she was in her rental car, coming back from the UPS office, when the storm broke, having just shipped the last of the unneeded supplies and equipment back to yacht owner Dennis Mattson’s New York base in Cold Spring Harbor.

This kind of bucket-from-the-sky rain turned nearly every driver in Tampa into either her great-aunt Lucia or her cousin Mario.

Great-aunt Lucia had been four feet eleven before her osteoporosis had shaved a few inches from her height. She was ninety-two years old, but she still insisted on driving Great-uncle Alfonse-may-he-rest-in-peace-the-sainted-man’s 1977 Cadillac Cruiseship through the busy streets of East Meadow, Long Island, because even though she might be old, there was nothing wrong with her vision. No, her eyes weren’t her problem. It was the fact that she was so short she had to watch the road through the steering wheel. And that was with her sitting on the pillow.

So naturally, she drove a touch … cautiously.

Cousin Mario, Gina’s father’s fourth youngest brother Arturo’s third son, on the other hand, could burn rubber standing still in the driveway, and did so at every opportunity. He had two speeds, motionless but gunning the engine, and wanting to go faster than the car in front of him. Gina’s father was convinced his nephew had been permanently warped by too many Mario Andretti jokes when he was a child.

Gina suspected it was the fact that Mario took after Great-aunt Lucia’s side of the family when it came to height that had turned him into a motor vehicular madman. Unlike Gina and her pack of hulking brothers, cousin Mario was petite. After he’d failed to bulk up despite joining the local gym and chugging power shakes, he’d turned to cars for his muscle.

But it was a universal truth that the Great-aunt Lucias and the Marios of the world didn’t mix well, and particularly not with the added ingredient of pouring rain.

Today when the skies opened, Gina had a Great-aunt Lucia in front of her in an oceanliner, stopped dead, and a Mario in a pickup truck about three cars back.

The smart thing for a sane driver to do in weather like this was to crawl along the road, windshield wipers flapping and slapping ineffectively, until it was possible to pull off to the right, into a parking lot, to wait until the rain let up. And the wait wouldn’t be long—it rarely rained for more than ten or fifteen minutes at this time of day.

But the Great-aunt Lucia in front of her was clearly overwhelmed.

The Mario behind Gina was sitting on his horn.

The cars in the oncoming lane of traffic were moving slowly and steadily onward. The Great-aunt Lucia inched her Queen Mary forward, then spotted the driveway to the Publix superstore on the left and jumped on her brakes. She put on her left blinker, dooming them all to waiting forever because there was no way in hell she was going to get across the slow stream of traffic in this lifetime, and there was no room to pass her on the right without going onto the sidewalk.

The rain was so thick, it almost kept Gina from seeing it happen. But the Mario was in one of those big-wheeled trucks, and his headlights were higher than the other two cars behind her. In her rearview mirror, Gina saw him shift to the right, pulling onto the sidewalk in a classic Mario move.

Just as the Great-aunt Lucia changed her mind and started to pull right instead, into the parking lot for the SwimMart.

Also a classic GAL technique—fake left, go right.

“Oh, shit!” Gina said aloud, because the Mario was clearly fooled by the Lucia’s left blinker, still going furiously. She could see that he was actually picking up speed. She leaned on her horn—but it was too late.

Mario hit his brakes, but his truck still slammed into the oceanliner, skidding into Gina’s rental car as it fishtailed, and pushing her left, directly—oh, my God!—into the oncoming traffic.

Metal on metal on metal on metal—how could it sound so awful? Everyone but the Mario had been going so slowly or not moving at all.

Gina’s airbag went off and her seat belt locked down. It was hard to say which was responsible for knocking the air out of her lungs—it all happened so fast.

And then, almost eerily, it was over. There was only the sound of the rain pounding on the roof and the windshield wipers fighting to keep up.

Someone hammered on Gina’s window, startling her. The airbag had already deflated, and she reached for the button that would unlock the car.

The door was yanked open.

“Are you all right?”

Gina stared up at Max Bhagat. He was dressed as Max always dressed, in a dark business suit and a white shirt, but he was soaking wet.

Water streamed down his face and his hair was flattened, making him look about as unlike the impeccable, always well-groomed man as humanly possible.

But it was definitely Max.

Her first thought was that somehow, impossibly, the accident had been worse than she’d imagined and that she’d actually been killed. And that this was heaven.

But very real water dripped off of Max’s dark hair onto her as he leaned into the car. “Are you hurt?” he asked, carefully looking her over from her Jekyll Island T-shirt to her cutoff jeans to her flip-flops and her red toenail polish.

He pushed her hair back from her face and his fingers were warm.

Oh, God, he was really here. He’d finally, finally come to find her, to tell her he missed her as much as she missed him, to admit that a twenty-year age difference didn’t mean all that much in the cosmic scheme of things.

It was not the coolest or most collected response, but Gina couldn’t help it. She started to cry.

“Max,” she said, and reached for him.

He was solid and warm and very, very wet. She didn’t give a damn about that or the fact that it was raining in as he half sat on the running board, because his arms were around her, holding her, and, for the first time in years, she actually felt safe.

“Hey,” he said, in his incredibly smooth, velvet-perfect, accent-free voice. She still dreamed of his voice, usually a couple times a week—sometimes more, depending on her stress levels at school or at work.

Max Bhagat had been the chief FBI negotiator when the plane Gina’d taken from Athens to Vienna had been hijacked and rerouted to the terrorist hot spot of Kazbekistan. And she’d been the chief hostage when she’d pretended to be a U.S. Senator’s daughter—a role she’d assumed to keep the other passengers from being killed by the terrorists who’d taken the plane. For four days, Max’s voice over that airliner’s radio had been her constant companion.

“Hey,” he said to her now, “you’ve got to talk to me, Gina. Are you hurt?”

“Not anymore,” she said into his shoulder.

“Did you hit your head?” Max pulled back from her slightly so that she was forced to look up at him. He was checking her pupils, his own dark brown eyes filled with concern.

“I don’t think so,” she said.

Why didn’t he kiss her? She’d been waiting for years for this man to kiss her.

His arms were still around her and his mouth was right there, right within reach of hers.

And Gina, she was done with the waiting. She’d waited far long enough, so she did what she should have done years ago.

She kissed him.


CHAPTER
TWELVE

Noah answered the phone on the first ring. “Yeah.”

“Hey, Nos,” Sam said.

There was a brief pause and then, “Shit, Roger, where are you? What the hell is going on? I’m supposed to call some Agent Winters lady if you so much as pass gas in my direction.”

Which was one of the things Sam had hoped to find out by calling. “You definitely should call her,” he said. “Soon as we hang up. I don’t want to get you into trouble.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time, Cuz.”

“Trust me, you don’t need trouble on this scale.”

“Yeah, well, Claire’s not too happy with you right now, and when she’s not happy with you, she’s not happy with me. And me getting arrested for aiding and abetting, well … Let’s just say if that happened, I’d be very cold and lonely for the rest of my life.”

Sam had to laugh. “Yeah, like she’d ever leave you. She’s loved you since tenth grade.”

“No, I’ve loved her since tenth grade,” Noah corrected him. “She was just hot for my body.”

“Yeah, right.”

“I’m serious,” Noah said. “I had to work to talk her into marrying me, you know. She didn’t want to do it.”

No way. All this time Sam had thought Noah was just going along for the ride. He’d gotten the girl pregnant, so now this was his life. He’d accepted it graciously, and he seemed happy enough, but … “I thought it was her idea. I thought you were just playing out the hand you were dealt, you know?”

“Not even close. I had to dance to make that wedding happen. She was like, How do we know this is real? How do we know we’re not going to meet someone in a year or two or ten that we’re really supposed to be with forever?”

“But that’s something no one ever knows,” Sam pointed out. “At some point, you’ve just got to go on faith.”

“Hey, I knew,” Noah told him. “I knew she was the only woman I’d ever want. I was freaking seventeen, and I knew.” He laughed softly. “Why do you think Grandpa gave me his blessing? After being so adamant that we not get married, that we were too young to get married, that it couldn’t possibly last?”

Not get married …? “Uncle Walt told me he gave you permission because you were doing the right thing.”

“Yeah, fuckhead, I was doing the right thing because I was crazy in love with the girl! I told Grandpa that I knew if we didn’t get married right then, if she gave in to her parents’ pressure to have an abortion or to give the baby away, that it would be over between us, forever. I knew Claire would never recover from something like that. I knew that she’d break up with me afterward because it would be too hard, you know, being reminded and … Jesus, Ringo, I really wanted her to marry me. I told Grandpa I was willing to give up everything I’d ever wanted to be with her. I’d leave school, I’d take a job working for him—the lowest, dirt-eating job—just so I could support Claire and the baby. I’d work my way up, I’d do it all the hard way—GED, night school. Because all those things I thought I’d wanted? They were nothing compared to how badly I wanted to spend the rest of my life with Claire.”

“Holy shit,” Sam said. “I always thought …” That Noah’s marriage was a have to, not a want to.

Noah laughed. “Yeah, well, Grandpa heard what I was saying, and I guess he knew it was the real deal, too. I remember what he said when he changed his mind. He was like, ‘What right do I have to tell you you’re too young, that this relationship can’t possibly work?’ He told me that real love can win over just about any adversity. He said I wouldn’t even be alive right now if he had listened to common sense back when Grandma was trying to talk him into marrying her. The entire world said their relationship couldn’t possibly work—a black man and white woman. No, that wouldn’t last. Oh, yeah? Well, how about fifty years?”

“Holy shit,” Sam said. And he’d gone and married Mary Lou, because he’d thought …

“Look, man, this conversation isn’t helping you. This FBI agent who talked to me was very intense. They want to find you pretty damn badly. You need to think about turning yourself in. I’ll go with you, if you want. I’ll find you a lawyer, I’ll … I don’t know. Damn. Just tell me what you need me to do to help you get this mess straightened out.”

“I need to ask you a favor,” Sam said, pulling his head back from thinking about Walt. “A huge favor. You and Claire.”

“Yes,” Noah said. “We’ll do it.”

Sam laughed. “Have you been drinking? Because you can’t possibly know what I’m going to—”

“No, I have not been drinking. I had a beer when I got home, is all, and it’s about Haley,” Noah said. “Right? If you and Mary Lou are both taken into custody, we’ll take care of her. Roger, man, you didn’t even have to ask.”

Sam had to wait several moments before speaking. “Thank you,” he said quietly. “When I thought about them putting her into the foster care system—”

“Shhh,” Noah said. “Don’t go there. Claire and I already love her—we can’t wait to meet her. We’ve already talked about this, about her needing to stay here for a while. But you know, I really hope it’ll only be for a very short visit.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “Me, too.” But if not … He couldn’t think of anyone better to raise his daughter. “Hey, Nos?”

“Yeah?”

“Fuck you,” Sam said. It was ninth graders’ code for emotions they couldn’t bring themselves to utter aloud.

But they weren’t ninth graders anymore. And Noah always had been the more mature one. “I love you, too, Ringo. Stay safe.”

Those were words Sam had heard so many times. Walter had had no problem at all saying them. In fact, he’d said it nearly every time Roger had left after a visit. “Thanks, Nos. Don’t forget to call the FBI and tell ’em everything we talked about. There are no secrets here.”

“Except where you’re calling from,” Noah pointed out.

“Ah,” Sam said, right before he cut the connection. “But I didn’t tell you that.”

Gina Vitagliano’s tongue was in his mouth.

Max knew he should back away. The girl was seat belted in—it wouldn’t take much effort at all to make her stop kissing him.

He also knew that the dead last thing he should do was kiss her back.

But then again, the dead last thing he should’ve done in the first place was come to Tampa.

She was sweet and hot and her kiss was twice as mind-blowing as he’d ever imagined, with her fingers in his hair, against his neck and face and God, God, God this was exactly what he swore he’d never do.

But her lips were so soft and she kissed him deeper, and he’d wanted this for so long, and suddenly he wasn’t just getting kissed, he was kissing her.

And, Christ, it was probably the most selfish moment in his life, which was really saying something since he knew he was a selfish bastard, but he couldn’t stop, couldn’t stop, couldn’t …

He had to stop.

He was definitely going to stop now.

But, God damn it, he could taste the salt of her tears and that should’ve made him want to stop even more, but selfish, twisted son of a bitch that he was, it was actually a turn-on knowing that the mere sight of him made her cry.

She still thought that she wanted him. It had been over a year since he’d last talked to her on the phone, longer than that since he’d seen her. And nothing had changed.

But, God damn it, did that mean that she still had the nightmares, too? Did she still flinch when strangers came too close? Did she still get that distant look in her eyes, remembering what she’d endured at the hands of her captors—a terrorism survivor’s version of the battle-weary soldier’s thousand-mile stare?

He’d purposely stayed away so that she could heal.

Except he hadn’t stayed away, had he? Here he was. In Tampa. With his tongue in Gina’s mouth. Screwing up her life even more than it had already been screwed up by the bad guys.

Max Bhagat, emotional terrorist.

He pushed himself away from her.

She was breathing as hard as he was, and the look in her eyes promised paradise. If they hadn’t been in the middle of the road, in the heart of downtown Tampa, she would’ve had her clothes off by now. And wouldn’t that have been hard to walk away from.

She opened her mouth to tell him God knows what, but he stopped her. He didn’t want to hear it.

“That wasn’t supposed to happen,” he said, his voice too harsh even to his own ears.

Her face was so expressive, with her wide eyes and generous mouth, and he could read her like a book. Confusion. Amused disbelief. He had to be kidding, right?

Max clarified. “I shouldn’t have let you kiss me, Gina.”

She laughed. Stopped. “But …”

Now the confusion was mixed with disbelief and a glimmer of hurt. God damn it. But what did he expect? He’d purposely worded it so that the responsibility for what had just happened fell squarely onto her.

“It was the heat of the moment,” he told her, hating himself. “It wasn’t real.”

Hurt morphed rapidly to anger in her incredible eyes. “You kiss me back like that and … that wasn’t real?” She laughed. “Maybe you better say it again, Max, because I don’t think you’ve even convinced yourself that that wasn’t real.”

“I’m sorry,” he said forcing his face and his voice to be distant. “But it wasn’t—”

Her voice shook as she cut him off. “There was more truth in that one kiss than in all the hours and hours of conversation we’ve ever had!”

“I can’t be more than your friend,” he told her, hearing tinges of desperation in his voice. He took a deep breath, trying to steady himself, realizing as he backed even farther away that the rain had almost completely stopped. “I’ve made that very clear.”

“Yeah,” Gina mocked. “You’re a good friend. You don’t visit, you don’t call, you don’t even write. You know, I’ve considered taking hostages simply to get a chance to talk to you. Although knowing you, you’d send a different negotiator.”

Max didn’t say anything. There were times when it was best not to speak at all.

Several police cars had pulled up, and one of the uniformed officers was heading toward them.

“She okay?” the man called.

“She seems to be,” Max responded. He handed the man his ID. “I still want her taken to the hospital, get her checked out.”

The cop nodded, standing straighter, shoulders back as he realized who Max was. “Yes, sir. An ambulance is on its way, sir.”

“I don’t need to go to the hospital,” Gina said, unbuckling her seat belt and climbing out of the car. Jesus H. Christ, she’d actually gotten a belly button ring. “I’m fine.”

All of the other drivers seemed fine, too. Thank God for airbags—or cars the size of Texas. The little old man in the 1975 Lincoln Town Car was more worried about his groceries melting in the backseat than any potential damage to his person.

But, “That’s what Princess Grace thought, too,” Max said to her.

“Who?”

Yes, Gina was young. “Princess Grace of Monaco,” he explained. “Grace Kelly. She died before you were born so you probably don’t—”

“The actress from Rear Window,” Gina said. “Who died of internal injuries after a car accident, in 1982, and I was, too, born. If you’d said Grace Kelly right away, I would have known who you meant. You know, being born in 1980 doesn’t automatically make me an idiot, Max.”

But it did make him old enough to be her father. In 1980, he was finishing up—two years early—his undergraduate degree at Princeton. Twenty years old, he was already being wooed by the Bureau and was negotiating for a chance to attend the Air Force’s legendary Indoc, aka Superman School, without the four-year commitment to the military.

His intention was to go through the Air Force’s pararescue jumpers’ pipeline—a succession of intensely rigorous training schools—before heading to the relative tameness of the FBI Academy at Quantico.

But the FBI said no can do, so he’d politely thanked them for their time. Instead, he dove into an accelerated master’s program at NYU where he took a class given by Professor Glenn Nelson, who was a former FBI negotiator and a lifelong friend of the then-head of the Bureau.

With a little pressure from Nelson, no can do became please, please do, and a year and a half later, when Gina was still practicing walking, Max was finishing up Indoc—earning both a reputation as an unstoppable son of a bitch, and his right to wear that big S on his chest.

He’d slid on down the pipeline as Gina had begun potty training.

By the time she started first grade, he was well on his way to his current position as head of the Bureau’s top counterterrorist group.

“So why are you here?” Gina asked. “No, don’t tell me. You just happened to be out for a stroll in the pouring rain and recognized me sitting in my car—through a blurry windshield …?”

She was going to figure it out anyway, so he might as well tell her. “I was in town on other business,” Max said. It was not quite a total lie. “I knew you were here, too, because … I make a point to know everything about everyone. I was just … checking up on you.”

She was staring at him.

He cleared his throat. “I should probably move my car.” His rental was right where he’d left it, two cars behind Gina’s, the driver’s side door standing open.

Realization was dawning in Gina’s eyes as she looked from him to his car and back. “You were checking up on me, as in watching me to see if I’m okay, as in stalking me—” Her voice got louder with incredulity. “—with no intention of letting me know you’re in town?”

Crap. “Look,” he said. “I happen to care about you. I know these past few years have been tough—”

“It didn’t occur to you that I ‘happen to care’ about you, too?” she said hotly. “You didn’t even once think, ‘Gee, I bet Gina would like a chance to check up on me, too’?”

“What’s to check? I’m not the one who spent four days at the mercy of terrorists. I’m not the one who was—” Gang raped. He stopped himself from saying it. Jesus, Jesus, Jesus. Talk about nightmares. He still sometimes woke up sweating and practically gagging, the sound of Gina’s cries ringing in his head, echoes of her cries when those bastards hurt her, when he’d sat in the Kazabek airport terminal room that the FBI-SEAL task force was using as a surveillance center and listened to her being attacked in the cockpit of that airliner, powerless to stop them, unable to do a goddamned thing to save her.

“Gee, Max,” Gina said. “You sound as if you still have a great deal of unresolved anger.”

Max had met Dr. Elizabeth Dannowitz, Gina’s therapist, a handful of times, so he knew that she was doing a very decent imitation of the woman.

But he answered her as if she were serious. “Yes, I do.”

She was quiet then, hardly saying much of anything as the police officer approached to check her license and the car rental agreement, as she filled out the accident report, as the paramedics came and checked her blood pressure, as she took her things out of the car so it could be towed away, as Max made arrangements with the local police for them to drive her back to her hotel after taking her to the hospital for a more complete examination.

And then, that was it. She was saying good-bye, still so preoccupied, her dark eyes subdued, and he was standing on the steaming sidewalk, watching the ambulance drive away.

The sun broke through the last of the clouds as he climbed into his car and headed south, for Sarasota.

Tom Paoletti’s Navy SEALs had a name for a day like today, the kind of day that started with Sam Starrett escaping from Alyssa Locke and ended with that troubled look in Gina Vitagliano’s eyes. A day that had Max’s tongue in her mouth somewhere there in the middle.

Clusterfuck.

Today was, indeed, a grade A clusterfuck, no doubt about it.

And it wasn’t even over yet.

Mrs. Downs handed Mary Lou an enormous ring of keys. “I’m not sure you’re ready for this, Constance,” she said disapprovingly, then got into the waiting taxicab and drove away.

Mary Lou wasn’t so sure of that herself.

The house was enormous, and as she went back inside, closing the heavy front door behind her, she didn’t feel any pleasure at all. When King Frank had told her she’d be alone here without Mrs. Downs breathing down her neck, she had been psyched. It would be a chance to pretend that this was her house. That she was a television star or a supermodel.

But the marble-tiled, two-story foyer seemed cold and lifeless.

She hadn’t realized what a huge presence King Frank could be. And the fact that he’d spent quite a bit of time in his shooting range or walking around the house packing this rifle or that revolver had actually made her feel quite safe.

Mary Lou made sure that the door was locked and hurried back toward the wing of the house that held the au pair quarters and Whitney’s room.

Haley and Amanda were still napping, so she went into her living room, put the keys down on her kitchenette counter, and picked up the phone.

“You do know that all calls into and out of this house are screened.”

Whitney was leaning in the doorway that led to Mary Lou’s bedroom.

No matter what Mary Lou said or did, that girl was constantly going through her things.

Mary Lou sighed. “Whitney, I asked you, just yesterday as a matter of fact, to please respect my privacy.”

“I was putting back something that I borrowed.”

Stolen was more like it. But okay. This new semi-friendship they were developing was a good thing. “Thank you,” Mary Lou said.

“If you really want to call someone without Daddy finding out about it,” Whitney told her, “you need to call from a pay phone downtown. That’s what I do.”

Mary Lou finished dialing. “I’m just calling the front gate.”

The younger of the two weekday guards picked up. “Potter.”

“Yes, this is Connie from up at the house,” Mary Lou said. “I’m a little nervous with both Mr. Turlington and Mrs. Downs out of town for the next week or so. Please don’t let anyone through the gate without calling me first.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Will you let the other guards know, too?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Thank you,” Mary Lou said, and hung up the phone. Already, she was starting to feel better. There were guards at the gate and no reason on the planet that anyone at all would be able to find her here.

“Was that Jim Potter?” Whitney asked. “Was he, like, all ‘Yes, ma’am, yes, ma’am’?”

Mary Lou had to smile. “He was exactly like that.”

“He’s a dork.” Whitney sat down on one of the stools at the kitchen counter. “But he’s an honest dork. I once snuck in late when I was supposed to be grounded and he caught me. I told him I’d give him a BJ if he didn’t tell my father, and he actually said no.”

Oh, Lord.

“You should tell him about your husband,” Whitney said, sliding off the stool. “At least give him Sam’s description. It might make you feel a little less tense.”

Mary Lou doubted it.

Sam sat on the roof of the not-so-beautiful Gainesville Garden Apartments, just across the street from the Sunset Motel.

He’d followed Alyssa here earlier today. She surely knew he was following her and had definitely tried to lose him, but he knew the way her brain worked. He could tell, too, the moment she was certain he wasn’t on her tail anymore. Because she headed directly to this motel. No circuitous routes, no delay.

And once she got here, she’d gone inside and stayed inside for a good long time.

A good long conversation’s length of time.

It was pretty obvious that Alyssa had gotten some information that led the FBI to believe that this was where Mary Lou and Haley had spent the night after discovering the next bus to Jacksonville didn’t leave until 0925 on Sunday morning.

Which was, of course, an option that Sam would’ve gotten around to considering sooner or later. And once it occurred to him, he would’ve started checking the local motels, starting with the ones closest to the bus station.

Starting with the Sunset Motel.

Obviously Alyssa expected Sam to show up here sooner or later.

Which was why an FBI agent named George Faulkner—a guy Sam had only seen once or twice in passing—was sitting in room 12A, watching the only public entrance to the motel office through a crack in the faded curtains.

Safely hidden on this roof, Sam had watched George pull up, park his car, go into the office, and then lug what had to be an empty suitcase into the room.

He was wearing a disguise—a wig and a hat and an ill-fitting business suit—but still Sam recognized him.

He’d spotted the other two FBI agents nearly as easily—even without ever having seen them before in his life. A pair of men had pulled up in a truck, pretending to do God knows what to the tiny kidney-shaped pool that was separated from the parking lot by a tired-looking chain-link fence.

A quick surveillance of the area revealed that Alyssa was staked out by the motel’s back entrance, near the Dumpster and the access to the laundry rooms.

Sam had no idea where Jules Cassidy was hiding, which was pretty impressive. It kept him glancing over his shoulder, watching his back, and making sure he stayed hidden himself.

Alyssa’s setup was pretty good—if he were Joe Average Citizen. But he was a SEAL. If she wanted to catch him, she was going to have to do way better than this.

Sam went down the stairs and took the back entrance out of the apartment building. He could’ve taken the front. He’d altered his own appearance enough so that he could have walked right past Alyssa and she probably wouldn’t have recognized him.

But why take that chance? Especially with Jules somewhere out there as potential wild card.

He got into his car and headed back toward the highway. There was a Pizza Hut with a pay phone around toward the back. He pulled into the lot and parked, digging in his pocket for the calling card he’d picked up at the Walgreen’s while he was out shopping that afternoon. This way his cell number wouldn’t show up on their caller ID.

He dialed the four million required numbers, and then the Sunset Motel. Their phone number had been on a big sign out front, saving him a call to information and serious finger strain.

Whoever answered garbled some kind of greeting. It was hard to make out, but Sam caught the words Sunset and Motel in there somewhere.

He pitched his voice much higher, doing a pretty damn decent imitation of Jenk—Petty Office Mark Jenkins, SEAL Team Sixteen’s version of Radar O’Reilly. By pretending to be calling from Thirsty Toilet Paper Company, it took Sam four seconds to get the name of the motel’s manager—Milton Frazier—without rousing any suspicions whatsoever.

He hung up, got into the car and back onto the highway, drove to the next exit, and pulled off at the Taco Bell.

He went through the same routine at that pay phone. The same woman at the Sunset Motel answered. Man, you’d think being able to speak clearly would be a job requirement for a receptionist.

“Milt Frazier, please,” Sam said in his own voice.

“Who’s calling?”

“Bill Horowitz, FBI,” Sam lied.

“Please hold.”

Sam was watching his watch, and it wasn’t more than seven seconds before the manager picked up.

“Frazier.”

“Hi, Milt,” Sam said. “I’m Bill Horowitz—Alyssa Locke’s personal assistant. I’m actually looking to reach Alyssa. Is she there with you, sir?”

“No, she’s not.”

“Darn,” Sam said. “Well, maybe you can help me. I’m on a deadline to type up these reports—it’s pretty important stuff, I’m sure you’re aware. But her handwriting is … Well, let’s just say she’s a much better agent than she is a writer. I absolutely cannot make out the name of the desk clerk on duty on the morning of May twenty-fifth. Is it Frank Jackson, Johnson, Josephson—”

“Beth Weiss.”

“Holy cow,” Sam said, writing the name on his arm. “I really would’ve gotten that one wrong. That’s Weiss, e-i-double-s?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Is it possible Alyssa wrote it as Elizabeth or …”

“As far as I know, she’s just plain Beth.”

“Thanks. And I have her home address here as—shoot, I’m afraid even to try to guess.”

“Let me look it up again,” Frazier said. He was silent for a moment, then, “It’s 43 Rosewood Drive. Right here in Gainesville.”

“Phone number 352 …?”

Frazier obediently filled in the rest of the numbers, and Sam added them to the list on his arm.

“Thank you much,” Sam said. “Oh, and Milt? Do me a biggie? Don’t mention this to Alyssa when she comes back inside. I’d prefer having her think I can actually read her handwriting. Female bosses can be pretty intense—you know what I mean?”

Frazier laughed. “I can imagine.”

“Thanks again.” Sam hung up the phone and got back into his car. Once more onto the highway, once more going north, this time two exits down.

That one had a BP gas station.

Again, he used the phone card to connect to the Sunset Motel.

Marblemouth answered.

Sam put a lot of Texas into his voice. “Is this Beth Weiss?”

“No, sir.”

“She be in later?”

“No, sir.”

Talkative woman. “I’ve got a flower delivery for Beth Weiss. She gonna be in tomorrow?”

“Who’s sending Beth flowers?” Whoever he was talking to, she didn’t sound happy about that.

“Hey, I’m just the delivery service. She gonna be in tomorrow or not?”

“Eight a.m. to two is her regular shift.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Sam said.

“Assuming she’s back from Orlando.”

Uh-oh.

“You know, you could drop the flowers off now. I’ll see that she gets them.”

Yeah, after you read the card, you nosy bitch.

“Shoot,” Sam said. “There’s something here on this slip about Orlando. Maybe these flowers are supposed to be sent to her down there. You got an address for her?”

“I have no idea where she’s staying. We just work together. I don’t really know her that well.”

“Well, if she really is in Orlando, I can put a hold order on the delivery. No point in bringing them out there if she’s not going to be back for another week,” Sam said.

“No, I’m certain she’ll be in tomorrow.” Marblemouth was suddenly more than willing to provide information. She really wanted to see who was sending Beth flowers. “The manager was just going over the schedule and I did hear him say Beth would definitely be in in the morning.”

“Well, thanks for the offer,” Sam said. “I just might take you up on it if I’m in the neighborhood this afternoon. You have a nice day, you hear?”

He got back in the car, back on the highway, and headed back south to Gainesville.

It was time to go over to this Beth Weiss’s house on Rosewood Drive for a little sneak and peek.

If she really was out of town, there was a chance—a very slim chance—that Sam could get first access to whatever information she might have about Mary Lou and Haley.


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN

It was after eight-thirty p.m. when Max uncovered the messages on his temporary desk at the Sarasota office.

Kelly Ashton Paoletti had called.

Seven times.

Kelly Ashton Paoletti.

In fact, one of the messages actually called her Mrs. Lieutenant Commander Thomas Paoletti. No doubt that was in case he’d missed the significance of her new last name.

Max stood up for the first time in what seemed like hours even as his intercom buzzed.

Even though his assistant hated it when he shouted, he crossed the room and pulled open his door. “Laronda!”

There was really no need to raise his voice, considering her desk was right there, but he was going on five short hours of sleep over three long days, and sometimes shouting and moving quickly fooled his body into releasing a little extra adrenaline. “Get me Kelly Ashton Paoletti right—”

Away.

Another good reason to stay behind his desk and communicate via the intercom was standing there, looking at him.

“Gina Vitagliano to see you, sir,” Laronda told him, shooting him a look that said “Now how am I supposed to tell her that you’re in a meeting, fool?”

Jules Cassidy was near Laronda’s desk, collecting his phone messages, and the man didn’t so much as glance in Max’s direction, but he, like everyone else in the room, was suddenly paying very close attention.

Or maybe that was just Max’s own paranoid imagination.

Unlike him, Gina hadn’t changed her clothes since he’d seen her a few hours ago in Tampa. She was still wearing cutoff jeans. They weren’t as short or as low-cut as the styles Max had seen some women wearing today, even in downtown Sarasota, away from the beaches, but despite that, they made her tanned legs look incredibly long. Her funky T-shirt didn’t quite meet her shorts, revealing a glimpse of an equally tanned stomach and, yes, that sparkling turquoise belly button ring he’d first been hypnotized by a few hours ago.

It was all Max could do not to break out into a cold sweat.

The sandals, the toenail polish, the leather ankle bracelet, her long dark hair down loose around her shoulders—it all made Gina look as ridiculously young as she actually was.

“Can you give me ten minutes?” she asked him. Her eyes were somber, and she hadn’t flashed even a subdued version of her vivacious smile in his direction. She looked tired, with shadows underneath her eyes that he hadn’t noticed before. Her makeup didn’t hide them so well, here in the land of fluorescent light.

“How’d you get down here?” he asked. It was more than stalling—it was information he needed to know.

One of the big problems caused by her getting into an accident with the rental car was that, technically, she wasn’t supposed to be driving. The rental car company, like most in the area, had a “drivers must be twenty-five years or older” policy. But the vehicle had been rented and insured by Gina’s employer, and she hadn’t even known about the rule. The company was overlooking the alleged violation, but they had refused to replace the damaged car. Which had left Gina stranded.

Which shouldn’t have been a problem if she’d stayed in Tampa until her flight home to New York.

“Bus,” she told Max now. “Then cab.”

Max nodded as he handed the message slip to Laronda. “Get me Kelly Paoletti on the phone in exactly ten minutes.” He knocked on the desk. “Cassidy.”

Jules looked up as if startled, a question in his eyes, pretending he hadn’t been listening to every word. He was a good actor, but Max knew him well and didn’t buy it for a second.

“Don’t go anywhere,” Max ordered the younger man. He silently held his office door open for Gina, and followed her inside.

He purposely left it ajar, but she went back and closed it tightly as he went to sit behind his desk.

“Thank you for seeing me,” she said.

“I really don’t have much time,” he told her. “I’m in the middle of a situation.”

She sat down across from his desk. Crossed those legs. “When aren’t you?”

“Good point.” Max forced a smile.

She didn’t smile back. “I need to ask you something. I know you’re not going to want to talk about this, but …”

Well, wasn’t this going to be fun? He just waited.

Gina took a deep breath. “Why did you stop returning my calls?”

It was the question he’d been expecting. The question he was ready for. He’d done everything but rehearse saying it aloud.

“I started seeing someone,” he lied without blinking. Well, it was really only half a lie. “Someone I’m still very serious about. I don’t think it’s going to shock you, Gina, if I admit that my relationship with you has always had undercurrents of something more than mere friendship.”

It was a gamble, admitting that, and he could see both surprise and something vaguely triumphant in Gina’s eyes. Someone had to teach this girl how to put on a poker face. She just let everything she was feeling and thinking show.

He was a manipulative son of a bitch, which was bad enough, but if he were a truly evil manipulative son of a bitch, he could take total advantage of her.

“Under those circumstances, continuing my friendship with you didn’t seem right,” he concluded.

She nodded, and then she laughed. “You’re a brilliant liar.”

Max caught himself about to shift in his seat—a basic negotiating blunder. Never let them see you squirm. Instead, he made himself sit still and hold her gaze. “I’m not lying.”

“Today you said that you were still angry,” Gina told him. “About what happened to me on that plane.”

Yeah, he had said that. Max didn’t clear his throat, didn’t move. He could still hear the sound her head had made as she had been thrown down onto the cockpit deck. He blinked it away. Nodded. Even managed to smile. “Of course I’m still angry. Everyone who worked that op is still angry about what happened to you.”

“You said I have no reason to want to check up on you,” Gina persisted. “That, of course, you were okay. That you weren’t the one on that plane.”

“That’s right.”

She shook her head. “No, Max. You’re wrong. You were on that plane.”

He smiled again, as condescendingly as he could. “Gina—”

She leaned forward, her eyes intense. “You can pretend you weren’t, but you were as much a prisoner as I was. You can tell me you walked away, out of that surveillance room, but I know you didn’t. I know you were listening when it happened. I know you saw at least part of … of … it … with the minicameras the SEALs installed.”

He didn’t bother denying it.

She laughed in disgust, sitting back a little. “Listen to me. It. When it happened. We rarely talk about it, and you know, when we do, we always use euphemisms, don’t we? When I was attacked. When I was hurt.” She leaned forward again. “I was raped and beaten, Max. You were forced to watch and listen while I was brutally raped and beaten. That happened to me—and it happened to you, too.”

Max shifted in his seat and cleared his throat. Anything to keep her from looking—God help him—too closely into his eyes.

“I think you stopped calling me because seeing me, talking to me, thinking about me, makes you have to think about it, to remember it.”

God damn it, she just wouldn’t let up. Max pretended to stare out the window, trying not to think about the way her long hair had fanned out, looking so beautiful, as she’d fallen right in front of the minicamera. Trying not to remember the way her screams had turned from panic to pain to despair.

Gina’s voice was quiet now. “I think that in addition to having to deal with this as something traumatic that happened to you, you also have to deal with the fact that you see the entire incident as one of your few failures.”

She was silent then, and when he finally glanced at her, she was watching him, just waiting, with such tenderness in her eyes. Obviously, it was now his turn to say something.

This twenty-three year old girl was out-negotiating him.

“What can I possibly say?” His voice was hoarse and he cleared his throat again. “You asked a question, I gave you an answer. I understand that you don’t like my answer, and you can theorize all you want, but that doesn’t—”

“You didn’t fail,” Gina interrupted him, her husky voice even thicker with emotion. “Don’t you see? You succeeded. I’m alive. I’m here!”

Yeah, he’d kind of noticed.

“You saved my life,” she told him. “You saved the lives of nearly all the people on that plane—”

“Right.” Max stood up. “This has been fun, but I have to take a phone call—”

She stood up, too, spoke right over him. “You saved me more times than you’ll ever know. You were there, with me. Every single time I really needed you.”

He laughed aloud at that—he couldn’t help it. How could she say that?

Gina knew exactly what he was thinking. “I didn’t need you while they were raping me,” she told him, leaning over his desk, hands braced on the files that held his notes from his meeting with the President of the United States. “I knew you couldn’t stop them. Don’t you see? I knew no one could stop them. The best anyone could do was to keep them from killing me. And that’s what you did. I heard you talking over the radio, talking to them the entire time, the voice of sanity—reminding them that they were in a better bargaining position if they kept me alive. You didn’t fail—you saved my life. And then you saved me again when it was over, when my parents were flying out to be with me in the hospital. You stayed with me. I can’t begin to tell you what that meant to me. I’m not your failure, Max. I’m your biggest success!”

The intercom buzzed.

Max looked at the phone, looked at her. “I have to take this call.”

She straightened up. Nodded. Cleared her throat. “Well, I said what I came to say. I guess I can’t force you to listen, can I?”

“Excuse me for a second.” Max picked up the phone. “Yeah.”

“Kelly Paoletti on line one, sir.”

“Ask her to hold for a minute, Laronda.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And tell Jules Cassidy to come in.” Max hung up the phone, turned back to Gina. “I’m going to have one of my agents drive you back to Tampa.”

“I’m not staying in Tampa anymore,” she told him as Jules knocked on the door.

Oh, damn. He waited for her to drop the anvil on his head.

“I’m staying here in Sarasota—out on Siesta Key—for the next few days,” she said. “At a place right on the beach.”

Boing. The hotel Laronda had found for his team was also on Siesta Key. Please let there be a God and don’t let it be the exact same place.

“Come in,” Max called. If that was the case, a solution would be for him just to never leave this office. It wasn’t as if it would be the first time.…

Jules opened the door, sticking his head in as he looked cautiously from Gina to Max and back.

“Gina Vitagliano, Jules Cassidy.” Max gave them a no-frills introduction. “Drive her back to her hotel,” he ordered.

Jules recognized it as the dismissal that it was, but Gina didn’t move.

“I’m playing tomorrow night at a jazz club,” she said, and at first her words didn’t make sense. Playing? But then he remembered. She was a musician—a percussionist. She’d been on that plane because she was touring Europe with her college jazz band.

“Fandangos,” she continued, “on Siesta Key. A friend of a friend needed someone to fill in for his regular Wednesday night gig because his sister’s getting married out in Seattle next weekend. I knew I’d be down here, so I agreed to replace him for the night. It’s been on my schedule for three months.”

In case he got the idea that she was looking for excuses to stay in Sarasota.

“It’s a restaurant, too,” she told him. “I’ve heard it’s pretty good. So if you’re looking for someplace to eat tomorrow night—”

“I’ve got a situation that I’m in the middle of dealing with,” Max reminded her.

“Right,” Gina said, more hurt than anger in her eyes. “But in the event that your situation gets handled and anything I’ve said today makes even the teeniest amount of sense … I’d really love for you to hear me play.”

Max could do nothing but stand there. If he said anything at all, she’d take it as encouragement. And telling her that he wouldn’t go, that he didn’t want to go, would be too cruel.

Even for him.

“You could sneak in the back,” Gina continued when he didn’t respond. “No one would have to know you were there. I wouldn’t have to know you were there. That’s the way you like to do it, right?”

Max glanced at Jules.

Gina turned to Jules, too. “Did you know Max likes to follow me—to keep tabs on me? Isn’t that kind of creepy?”

Jules looked at Max. “Uh, actually, it’s one of our team’s policies to monitor the whereabouts of individuals who have spent considerable amounts of time with known terrorists. It’s both for their protection and—”

Gina laughed in disbelief. “To make sure they haven’t crossed to the Dark Side? Yeah, Babur Haiyan and Alojzije Nabulsi were really trying their best to convince me to join their cause. Max witnessed the finesse of their recruitment techniques.” She laughed again—forced joviality. “Of course, maybe you did, too. Maybe everyone in this office watched.”

And Max realized what it must have taken for Gina to come walking in here. To look Laronda in the eye and announce her name—just in case anyone hadn’t already recognized her.

She turned back to Max. “If you really are wasting taxpayers’ dollars stalking me for those reasons, you’re in an even worse situation than you think.”

“I’m sorry I’ve upset you,” Max said quietly. “But—”

“You have to take that call,” she finished for him. “Right. It’s been nice seeing you, Max. But I’ve got to confess, you look tired. Whoever she is, she’s not taking very good care of you.”

She caught the look that Jules flashed in Max’s direction, and she laughed. “I’m almost done. I’m going. I’m not going to flip out. I just want to say, don’t worry. I’m a week away from being out of your hair for an entire year. I’m leaving the country. Of course, you probably already know that, right?”

Max didn’t. “You’re … Going where?”

She was going out the door. “Good-bye, Max.”

“This is not a good time to be an American abroad.” He followed her to Laronda’s desk.

She didn’t look back.

Jules did. I’ll find out where she’s going, he mouthed to Max.

Laronda was watching him out of the corner of her eye—probably because he was gritting his teeth so hard little pieces of enamel were shooting out of his ass.

“Kelly Paoletti on line one,” she reminded him in a whisper.

Max went into his office to take the call, slamming his door behind him.

“I’ve just had this incredible epiphanal moment.”

It was Sam Starrett.

Calling her again, from his cell phone.

“Are you ready to surrender?” Alyssa asked.

“Hell, no.”

“Then I don’t want to hear it.” She hung up.

Her cell phone rang again.

She opened it and silently put it to her ear.

“Hey,” Sam said. “I’m serious.”

“I am, too,” she countered. “I’m not going to play, Starrett. I’m not going to talk to you while you sit somewhere, watching me, jerking off.”

“Jesus, Locke, you really think I’m some kind of deviant, don’t you?” It was possible she’d actually offended him.

“I meant that figuratively.” She hadn’t. Not really. But she’d said it only because she was pissed off because the earliest this could end was tomorrow.

It was going to be one very long night, and she was tired of sitting here, in her car, near the Dumpster behind the Sunset Motel.

“I’m not going to lie and say that I haven’t done my share of thinking about you while I’m … self-entertaining,” he said, “but I’d never do that while you’re on the other end of the phone. God.”

Alyssa sighed. She supposed it was her fault this conversation had turned in this direction. “You know, I’m just not interested. I’m tired and I’m hungry and if you really want to talk to me, you can come sit right here, in this car with me.”

She hung up.

Her phone rang again.

“My father was a racist son of a bitch who used to beat the shit out of me just for being friends with Noah.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Alyssa said, and hung up.

The phone rang.

“Of course, he used every excuse in the book to beat the shit out of me. After he died, I found this huge collection of child pornography in his house. And suddenly some of those beatings made a little more sense. You know, his belt against my bare ass …”

Oh, God! “You’re making that up just to keep me on the phone,” Alyssa accused him. But she couldn’t make herself hang up on him again.

“I wish,” he said, and there was something in his voice that made her heart go into her throat. Oh, Sam. “I was shocked when I saw it—his collection—because he was such a man’s man, you know? A rednecked good ol’ boy. But it was like, holy fuck, Pop. Some of that stuff he had made me sick to my stomach even just to glance at, and it was clear he’d, um …” Sam laughed in disgust. “He’d worn some of it out, if you know what I mean. Apparently dear old Dad was really into little boys. Who knew?”

“Why are you telling me this?” she asked even though she already knew the answer. He wanted to make it impossible for her to hang up the phone. This was Sam Starrett’s version of 1001 Arabian Nights.

“I want you to know me,” he told her quietly. “I want you to know why I get my back up when you imply that I’m a rednecked good ol’ boy—that I’m as narrow-minded as my father was. Because I’m not. You know what it was that I finally figured out tonight?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “That Roger Starrett Senior was merely my sperm donor. My real father was my uncle Walt. Walter Gaines. I learned all I need to know about being the best father in the world from him. About fucking time I realized that, huh?”

Alyssa closed her eyes. She could tell from his voice that he was sitting, or maybe even lying down. She knew quite well that he wasn’t just using this conversation as a means to distract her while he slipped unnoticed into the Sunset Motel.

“With my biological father, love was conditional,” Sam continued. “If only I could get good grades, if only I could hit a home run, if only I could cut the lawn exactly the way he liked it cut. Of course I never could, and I finally stopped trying.

“But Uncle Walt, he was … unswerving in his love for me. He hated when I got into a fight, but he’d patch me up, and he’d give me a hug and he’d tell me how proud he was of me because he knew how hard I’d tried not to hit that other kid. I wish he was still alive so you could meet him.”

“Okay,” Alyssa said. “I’m talking to you. I didn’t hang up. You’ve won. Now please admit you’re making up that stuff about your father.”

Sam rattled off a phone number. She scrambled for her pen. “Five oh eight, what?”

He repeated it.

Area code 508 was outside of Boston. He’d once told her that was where his sister lived.

“It’s Lainey’s number,” he told her. “She was with me when we cleaned out Pop’s house. Call me back, okay?”

This time he was the one who cut the connection.

Alyssa glanced at the clock on the dash. Almost 2100. It wasn’t too late to call.

Of course, he could be bluffing. He didn’t really think she’d call his sister.

Or did he?

She dialed the number.

“Hello?” A man picked up.

“May I please speak to Elaine?”

“Who’s calling?”

“Alyssa Locke. I’m a … a friend of her brother’s.”

She waited while Sam’s brother-in-law put his hand over the telephone receiver and had a muffled conversation, probably with Elaine.

Then a woman’s voice. “Do you know where my brother is?” Elaine’s Texas drawl was slighter than Sam’s. She sounded a little like Holly Hunter.

“Florida,” Alyssa told her. “Probably somewhere in the Gainesville area.”

“Well, if you see him, will you tell him that the FBI is looking for him? Did you know that? There’s some kind of warrant or something out for him. Tell him his sister says to stop being an idiot, to turn himself in before someone gets hurt!”

“He’s aware of that,” Alyssa said. “And I am, too—I’m with the FBI myself. I doubt I’m going to see him, but I have been talking to him on the phone. If you want, I’ll pass along your message.”

“You’re with the—”

“I’ve been friends with Sam for a few years now,” Alyssa said. “We’ve been …” She cleared her throat. “Intimate at times and—”

“Oh, my gosh,” Elaine said. “You’re her, aren’t you? The one Ringo—Sam—told me about. He wouldn’t tell me your name. Just that there was this woman and … well. He said something about the FBI and … you’re her.”

“Yeah,” Alyssa said. Sam had told his older sister about her? “I guess so.”

“So now you’re back, messing with his head some more?”

O-kay. Hostile witness. “I’m trying to talk him into turning himself in—just as you asked. I’ve been speaking to him on the phone,” she said again. “I’m doing the best I can in a bad situation. A terrible situation, if you want to know the truth. This is hard for me, too. Did your brother happen to mention that he stopped seeing me in order to marry Mary Lou?”

Elaine laughed her surprise. “No.”

“Yeah, well, ask him about that next time you see him.”

There was a pause, and then, “You’re not kidding, are you?”

“No,” Alyssa said.

Elaine was silent for longer this time.

“I’m on your side, Elaine. I really don’t want Sam to do something stupid and end up getting himself killed. So I need your help. I need to ask you about something that he just told me. It’s something you might not be too comfortable talking about, something about your father.”

“Oh, my gosh,” Elaine said. “He actually told you about Pop?”

“He said when the two of you were cleaning out his house, after your father died, that you found some pictures—”

“Pictures, videos, magazines. Enough to fill an entire trunk,” Elaine told her. “I can’t believe Ringo told you. Shoot, he won’t even talk to me about it. What did he say?”

“Just that he found the pictures and …” Oh, Sam. Alyssa closed her eyes. “Do you think there’s a chance that your father …?”

“Abused him sexually?” Elaine said the words that she couldn’t. “No. I know he didn’t. I mean, you should have seen Ringo’s face when we found that stuff. He was as stunned as I was. The first thing we did was look at each other and go, ‘Did Pop ever touch you when we were kids?’ But Pop never came near me, and Ringo told me the exact same thing.”

“And you believed him?” Alyssa asked.

“Yes,” Elaine said. “Although to be honest, in hindsight, knowing what we now know, I really do think Pop got off—really got off, you know, in an icky way—sexually, I mean—on beating the crap out of Roger. Ringo. He was Ringo back then—he started calling himself that around the time he went into eighth grade, although my father never called him that. But he was adamant about being Ringo. He refused to answer if someone called him Roger, which really pissed my father off. But the beatings stopped when Ringo got bigger—which happened kind of all at once, one summer. You know the way boys somehow just grow? To tell you the truth, I don’t know if Pop backed off because Ringo was big enough to start fighting back, or if it was because he wasn’t a little boy anymore, so Pop no longer got off on hitting him.”

“Oh, God,” Alyssa said.

“I know that Ringo’s more comfortable classifying Pop’s beatings as just plain physical abuse. I think he gives Pop more credit than he’s due for keeping his hands off of us—you know, for being strong enough not to do something he was really obviously pulled toward doing? But I also think Ringo knew all along—on some level—that the way Pop treated him was wrong, that there was something, I don’t know, sick to it, I guess. I mean, why the name changes? First Ringo and now he calls himself Sam? Who knows who he’ll be after he leaves the SEALs. I think he really didn’t want to be Roger, you know? He didn’t want to be that kid whose father treated him like that.” She paused. “It probably doesn’t help that Roger was Pop’s name, too.” Elaine laughed softly. “I still can’t believe he told you about this.”

“I can’t, either,” Alyssa said. “Thank you for being so candid.”

“Do you love him?” Elaine asked. Alyssa was silent, and Elaine laughed again. “Sorry. Not my business. Please tell him to be safe. Tell him to turn himself in. And tell him I love him.”

“I will.” Alyssa thanked her again and cut the connection.

Did she love him?

Alyssa had so much bad history with Sam. She’d once been right on the verge of loving him more than she’d ever loved any man. But there was so much pain and hurt, so many stupid mistakes made. Could she really let herself get close to him again without bringing all that bad luggage with her? How could a relationship ever survive with all that excess weight?

In all honesty, she was afraid to get too close to Sam.

But Ringo—this Ringo she was hearing about, this former little boy who had been so naturally open-minded to seek out fatherly love from a black man despite the fact that his own father was a racist—Ringo, who had endured his father’s sadistic treatment to the point where he’d chosen to change his name, to become someone different … It wouldn’t be very hard at all to fall in love with him.

Gina closed her eyes as the FBI agent—Jules Cassidy—drove south down Tamiami Trail.

“So where are you going?” he asked. “To Europe?”

“I really blew it, didn’t I?”

She’d done really well in Max’s office—right up to the point where Max had ended the conversation. Tried to end the conversation. And then she’d lost the upper hand.

God, she had a stomachache.

“Well, you’ve got him terrified,” Jules said with a laugh. “If it’s any consolation, I didn’t know Max was capable of feeling terror.”

She opened her eyes and looked at him. In the changing light from the streetlamps he looked too young to be an FBI agent. “How long have you worked with him?”

“A coupla years.” He was incredibly good looking. Like, total male perfection—to the point that he was prettier than she was. Of course, some people didn’t think she was pretty at all, with her giant nose that broadcast her Italian roots and a mouth that was too big for her face, which was remarkable since her face was pretty damn big. There wasn’t much of her that could be called petite. Her ears, maybe. Yeah, she had little, delicate, feminine ears.

Which were nearly always covered by her hair.

“Were you with him in Kazbekistan?” she asked.

He glanced at her with eyes that were impossibly sensitive, eyes that were surrounded by thick dark lashes. “I was, but I wasn’t in the surveillance room when you were raped.”

Whoa. Someone who actually used the R-word. And without hesitating, flinching, or stuttering. The relief was remarkably intense.

“Thank you,” she said.

“It must suck, huh? The way people dance around it. And meanwhile the elephant in the corner of the room gets bigger and bigger.…”

“I love you,” Gina said. “Will you marry me?”

Jules laughed.

If he was perfect in repose, then with that smile he was perfection squared. And still, he didn’t hold a candle to Max. Max, with his crooked nose and lines of fatigue and those dark brown eyes that could see inside of her and touch her soul …

“I’m tempted,” Jules said, “if only to piss Max off.”

“Yeah, like he’d care.” Sending her home with this man—handsome, no wedding ring on his left hand, and far younger than Max—was a definite message to her. Go play with someone your own age.

Jules gave her another glance. “Did you know that in K-stan he put his fist through the wall?”

She laughed. “Max?”

He nodded. “Yeah. It was the night before the ca-ca hit the fan. He knew trouble was coming and he wanted to go in, take down the plane right then, but Washington said wait. It was a direct order, and he went apeshit, if you’ll pardon my French—but there’s really no better way to describe it. He completely lost it. Punched the wall.” He gave her another glance. “He does that sometimes.”

Max. Losing it. It was hard to imagine. Or was it?

“How can I make him lose it?”

“Sweetie, I think you probably came pretty damn close today.”

Close wasn’t good enough. She wanted … She wanted him in her life.

“Do you know his girlfriend?” Gina asked, bracing herself for information she really didn’t want to know. Max laughing and talking to someone else, with his arm around her shoulders, his eyes lit with that fire that burned inside of him, 24/7 …

For some reason Jules laughed at her question. “If he told you he’s got a girlfriend, he was using a liberal dose of hyperbole. He’s not seeing anyone right now. At least not in the traditional sense.”

Not in the … “Is he gay?”

Jules glanced at her. “That’s not what I meant. But no, he’s definitely not gay. You know, I really shouldn’t be talking about him.”

“What did you mean, then? By ‘not in the traditional sense’?”

Jules was silent.

“Please,” she said.

He sighed. “There is someone,” he told her. “She and Max have been circling each other for a few years now. It hasn’t gone anywhere and it’s not going to go anywhere because she works for him and Max doesn’t have it in him to break the rules like that, and I’m not going to tell you anything more because I hear myself saying this and it sounds like gossip and we don’t gossip about our coworkers and we especially don’t gossip about our boss. That’s kind of like gossiping about God. It’s just not done by anyone who wants to stay with him in the Garden of Eden. Which I do. Very much so.”

“People say he’s the best negotiator—”

“He’s the best, period,” Jules interrupted. “He’s brilliant, he’s fair, he’s loyal, he’s unstoppable. He practically lives in the office because he cares about what we do. He’s driven, not just by ambition but by conviction. He’s the best team leader I’ve ever worked with because he leads from the front. I would do anything to stay on his team. And I would do anything he asked me to do. Anything. Including die.”

He was actually serious.

They rode in silence for a while. But as they pulled up to a red light, Gina couldn’t keep her mouth shut. “Her name’s Alyssa, right?”

Jules looked at her, a blandness in his eyes. It was a case of too little reaction—he was working too hard to hide it, which meant there was definitely something to hide.

“You don’t need to answer that. I asked around about a year ago.” Gina had actually called the older sister of a friend. The sister worked in the Pentagon and had met Max Bhagat several times. Apparently, at the time, there was gossip raging about Max and someone named Alyssa. “Do you know her? You don’t have to say anything. Just nod. Yes or no.”

Jules just laughed as the light turned green.

Gina took that as a yes. “Is she really as amazing as people say?”

He rolled his eyes. “Look, if I tell you, will you tell me where you’re going overseas?”

Gina made a raspberry sound at that. “I can’t believe Max didn’t already have my full itinerary before I even made up my mind to buy the plane ticket.”

“Well, he doesn’t, but he will get it,” Jules told her. “It’ll just make it that much easier if you give me an idea of which hemisphere you’ll be visiting.”

“I’m not going to help him stalk me. If he wants to check up on me, he can do it the way normal people do—by calling me up and asking how I’m doing.”

“Max isn’t normal people,” Jules reminded her. “Which way here? Left or right?”

“Left.” Her motel was just down the road. “Then on the right hand side.”

He pulled into the parking lot, leaning forward to look at the place out of the front windshield. He didn’t say a word, but she knew what he was thinking as he saw that the access to the rooms were through sliding glass doors. To someone whose world was made up of terrorists and criminals, security here probably looked a little lax. Max, for sure, wasn’t going to be happy when Jules gave him his report.

And Gina was certain that, after Jules returned to the FBI office, there would be a report.

He held out a business card. “I’m here if you need anything.”

She looked at him. He’d said he’d do anything Max asked. “Anything?”

He held her gaze. “Sweetie, I’m adventurous and I like you very much. I could probably force myself to swing your way for a night and make it lots of fun for both of us, but I really doubt that’s what either one of us needs.”

Whoa. “You’re …” He was looking at her as if he were waiting for something. She said the word. “Gay.” Most people probably talked around it. And boy, did she know how that felt.

“Thank you.” It was no coincidence that he was echoing her very words to him. “Although my elephant is different than yours. Mine’s bright purple and I like to lead him around on a leash and introduce him to people by name.”

Gina nodded. “Well, this really sucks. Our marriage is going to need an awful lot of work.”

He laughed.

“Thanks for the lift.” She opened the car door, and he reached over and put his card in her hand, closing her fingers around it. “I’m not going to need that,” she told him.

“I was thinking that maybe you had a brother you could introduce me to.”

Gina laughed. “Yeah, I’ve got three, but you definitely don’t want to go near them.”

“You can’t be sure. The family’s often the last to know.” Jules got out of the car, too, and spoke to her over the top. “You know, Gina, there are places on the other side of the island that have internal access rooms. You know, like a real hotel? It’s much safer for a woman staying alone.”

She fished in her pocket for her key. “But I like this place. I’m feet from the beach, I can afford it without maxing out my credit card, and I’m perfectly safe. But you can tell Max that you tried your best to talk me out of staying here.” She unlocked her hotel room door, slid it open. “Good night.”

As she closed the door and then shut the curtains, he was still standing there.

But a few minutes later, when she went out to take a walk on the beach, he was gone.

Sam sat in the car he’d picked up for a buck and a half at one of Jon Hopper’s rival used-car dealers on the other side of town, and waited for his cell phone to ring.

He was parked in the Wendy’s lot, with a clear view of the exit ramp off the interstate. It was the exit to take when driving from Orlando to the Sunset Motel.

Beth Weiss, the morning desk clerk, wasn’t back from her trip to Orlando. As far as her roommate could guess, she was making the drive in the morning and going straight in to work. And no, she didn’t know where Beth was staying in Orlando. It wasn’t at a hotel—it was with some friend from college.

The straight-to-work thing complicated life a little, considering Alyssa and her gang were still staked out around the Sunset Motel.

If Sam didn’t spot Beth’s blue Ford Focus—with South Carolina plates, thank you, roommate—before she got to the motel, Alyssa would talk to her first. And warn her not to talk to anyone else—like Sam—about the details of the case.

It wouldn’t be long, if it hadn’t happened already, before someone—the nosy desk clerk, the motel manager, Beth’s roommate—brought to Alyssa’s attention the fact that someone had called, looking for Beth.

Alyssa would know instantly that it was Sam. And Beth’s lips would be soldered shut.

Although, if she were anything like her roommate, that would be pretty hard to do. The roommate was a talker.

She’d told him that Beth always stopped for coffee and doughnuts on her way into work.

Sam was hoping that this morning would be no exception, and that he’d be able to intercept her there.

Of course, there were two Dunkin’ Donuts and a Krispy Kreme to choose from between the interstate and the motel—he’d driven the area until he knew it like the back of his hand—so he’d have to start following her right here at the exit ramp.

Beth wasn’t known for arriving to work early, so it was more than likely Sam had a solid seven to eight hours before he had to be watching for her in earnest.

What he really had to do—particularly after a day filled with shopping, not his favorite thing—was to get some sleep.

Problem was, the sound of his phone not ringing was keeping him wide awake.

It was entirely possible that Alyssa wasn’t going to call him back. Even after everything he’d told her.

He opened his phone, checking to see that he still had service out here, checking to see if the charger he’d just bought and plugged into the cigarette lighter was working.

He did, and it was.

Which meant Alyssa wasn’t calling him because she didn’t want to call him. Not because she couldn’t.

And then, Hallelujah, it rang.

But the number displayed on the screen was …

“Donny?” he said into his phone.

“Sam, the game’s almost half over.”

Aw, shit, he’d completely forgotten that he’d made tentative plans to watch the Padres get trounced by the Mets tonight with his crazy-ass next-door neighbor back in San Diego.

“Oh, man, Don, I’m so sorry,” he said. “I should have called you. I’m still in Florida.”

“How are Mary Lou and Haley?”

“Well, I think they’re probably just fine.” Sam couldn’t tell Donny the truth. The man was quite literally crazy. Seriously mentally ill.

Don DaCosta had missed his friendship with Mary Lou and Haley something fierce when they’d left San Diego. Sam had felt responsible and started bringing the shut-in his mail and dropping off food—little things that Mary Lou had previously done for the guy. Sam had started dropping by Donny’s house, too, because despite the fact that he sometimes wore an aluminum foil covered hat to keep the aliens from reading his mind, he was pretty smart, with his own kind of sideways sense of humor.

Sam actually looked forward to seeing Donny a couple of times a week. Watching football, basketball, hockey, and now baseball.

It was ironic, really. Ever since WildCard and Nils had both gotten married and started spending so much of their free time in their own little perfect worlds with their families, Sam’s two best friends were a homosexual—Jules—and a nutjob—Donny.

It was pretty freaking amazing.

But tolerance, as Jules would say, was a wonderful thing.

“You remembering to take your medicine, Don?” Sam asked now.

“Yes, but …”

But was never a good word to hear from Donny’s lips. Sam braced himself.

“I saw him again,” Don admitted. “The alien.”

Sam’s call waiting beeped. Oh, freaking perfect. It figured Alyssa would call right now. But there was no way he could hang up on Donny or even put him on hold when he was using the A-word.

“Which alien is that?” he asked, reaching down deep for the patience he was going to need in order not to sound frustrated. Or, worse, to laugh.

“The one who used to watch me from your driveway. He used to hide behind Mary Lou’s car.”

“And he was back? In my driveway?” Jesus God. Sam realized what he was hearing. He’d heard it before, but it suddenly had an entirely new meaning.

His neighbor had seen someone lurking around Mary Lou’s car. The car she’d used to get to her job. On the Navy base. Where a weapon with her fingerprints on it had been smuggled in and used to try to kill the President.

Sam worked hard to keep his voice relaxed, light. “Donny, how long ago did you first see him? You know, hiding behind Mary Lou’s car?”

Time could sometimes be a tough concept for Don. “Oh, gee …”

“I guess it must’ve been back when Mary Lou was there, since you said he was hiding behind her car, right?”

“Yeah,” Don said, grateful for an easy answer. “Yeah.”

“How often did you see him?”

“Oh, all the time.”

“Like, every day?” Sam asked. Maybe the guy Donny had seen was hiding so that no one would see him going into and out of Sam’s house. Maybe Mary Lou had been stepping out on Sam with some terrorist scum right in his own flipping bed.

“I don’t know,” Donny said. He was starting to sound upset, no doubt picking up Sam’s sudden tension. “I’m sorry, Sam.”

“Hey, whoa, no problem,” Sam said as soothingly and as laid-back sounding as he could manage. He took a deep breath, let it out slowly. His call waiting beeped again, but he refused to let his blood pressure rise. “I was just curious, buddy. If you don’t remember, it’s no big deal. Here’s a question, though, one I bet you can answer easily.” Please God.

“Oh, good.”

“You told me once that the aliens try to look human, right?”

“Right. Right. That’s right. Right.”

“Well, that wasn’t the question, but that’s good, because now we’re both on the same page. Here’s the question.” Sam paused, trying to figure out the way to get a description of Don’s “alien” without putting too much pressure on the guy. “What color … what color skin does this alien have?”

“White,” Don said. “Like mine.”

“Excellent. How about—what color hair?”

“Light.”

“Really? I mean, really?” Sam adjusted the tone and inflection of his voice so he didn’t sound like he didn’t believe Don.

“Yeah, lighter even than Haley’s. Very, very light. Shiny at night.”

A blond terrorist.

Well, why the hell not? Just because most of al-Qaeda came from the Middle East didn’t mean there wasn’t a cell operating out of Stockholm.

Unless this blond “alien” was simply some random guy Mary Lou was using to two-time—three-time?—both Sam and her terrorist boyfriend.

Sam tried another tack. “When you saw him again—was it today?”

“This morning.” Don said with an unusual amount of decisiveness before adding, “I think.”

“Do you remember what he was doing?”

“Yes.” Another absolute.

But Sam had been hanging out with Don enough to realize that the mistake was his own, and he shouldn’t wait for Don to expound. He hid a laugh inside of a cough. “Don, I really love you, man.”

Don laughed, clearly pleased. “Really?”

“Yes,” Sam said, then asked, “What was the alien doing when you saw him?”

“Oh, he was watching the flower man.”

“The flower man?”

“Yeah,” Don said. “You know the flower man. Mary Lou’s friend.”

Mary Lou was also friends with some flower man. Holy shit. Sam didn’t have a clue who the flower man was, but he didn’t want to freak out Donny who seemed convinced that he did. “So what was the, uh, flower man doing?”

“He was ringing your doorbell,” Don said. “But you weren’t home so no one answered the door.”

“So then what’d he do?” Sam asked.

“He came over and rang my doorbell,” Don reported. “But I didn’t answer either, because even though he didn’t know it, I could see the alien was down the street, watching him.”

“How come he didn’t see the alien?” Sam asked.

“Because the alien was in his car. After the flower man left, the alien drove past, really slowly. I got a good look at him. It was definitely him.”

“What color skin does the flower man have?” Sam asked, trying to make sense out of any of this.

“Brown,” Don said.

“And how about his hair?”

“Black. Mary Lou told me that he’s from Saudi Arabia.”

Well, now, wasn’t that interesting?

“Did the flower man used to ring my doorbell a lot?” Sam asked. “You know, back before Mary Lou went to Florida?”

“I don’t think he ever did,” Don said.

“You mean, he just walked in the door?”

“No, Mary Lou came outside. I think she saw his truck. Or maybe she heard the lawnmower. He was nice. I wish I could’ve opened the door.”

Don was talking about … “The flower man used to cut lawns and do yardwork in the neighborhood,” Sam clarified. He had only a vague recollection of a skinny, swarthy man with a beard and a warm smile.

“Yes.”

Oh, man. He had to get this information to Alyssa.

“So are you okay?” Sam asked Don. “Even though you saw this alien this morning?”

“I guess,” Don said. “He scared me. He looked right at me, and even pointed his finger at me. He saw me watching from the window.”

Sam had a sudden disturbing image of Don lying facedown in his kitchen, with half of his head blown away. Oh, fuck …

“Donny, I want you to stay away from the windows and doors, okay?” Shit, this was going to set Don back about ten years in terms of his overcoming his fears of alien invasion. “Don’t answer the door, okay? I’m going to call your sister, see if Mike—her husband—is back in town. If not, I’ll get your grandparents over there. They’ll come in with their own keys, Don, so don’t answer the door, okay? I’m going to need you to tell everything that you’ve just told me to someone from the FBI. Do you think you can do that?”

“Can’t you come over?” Donny asked, sounding very worried.

“I’m in Florida, Don,” Sam said. “But I promise I’ll get there as soon as I can. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”

Sam cut the connection and immediately dialed Alyssa’s number, pulling out of the Wendy’s lot and heading downtown.


CHAPTER
FOURTEEN

Alyssa nearly jumped through the roof when Max knocked on the side window of her car.

“Where did you come from?” she asked as she popped the lock and let him in. She honestly hadn’t seen him approach. And she’d been watching.

Her heart was still racing as he sat down next to her and closed the door. She’d thought when he’d first knocked that he was Sam.

No such luck.

“I just walked up,” Max told her.

“Like hell you did.”

“You must’ve been sleeping.”

“Like hell I was.”

He smiled at her. “Then I must still be wicked awesome good even though I haven’t been in the field in years.”

Alyssa smiled back at him. “Allegedly haven’t been in the field in years. I work with you, remember? Your interpretation of sitting behind a desk is questionable.”

Max laughed.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

Despite his laughter—which faded far too quickly—he looked like hell. He looked tired and … haunted. She hadn’t seen him looking this bad since just after the takedown of that hijacked plane in Kazbekistan.

It was no coincidence, considering …

“I took a chopper up from Sarasota,” he told her. “I wanted to get an update.”

Alyssa held up her cell phone. “Check out this amazing new technology, boss. It allows you to get that update from the comfort of your hotel room. Right before you fall into bed, unconscious.”

“I’ve been having a little trouble sleeping lately,” he admitted.

“Lately?” She gave him a look. “Try the last two years.” Since Kazbekistan.

He sighed.

Were he anyone else, Alyssa would have reached for his hand. But this was Max and there was no touching allowed. “How can I help you?” she asked as gently as she could.

“Well,” he said. “Funny you should ask.”

Her cell phone rang, and she quickly glanced at the number.

“That important?” Max asked.

It was Sam. “No,” she said. It was half a lie. It wasn’t important to the case, just important to her. But, “It can wait.”

Sam wasn’t going anywhere tonight. And she wasn’t either. He hadn’t answered when she’d called him back, and now it was his turn to wonder what she was doing. She switched the ringer over to vibrate, and when she looked up at Max, he was watching her intently.

He looked so serious. “This is going to sound a little crazy, so don’t answer right away. Just think about it, okay?”

Alyssa nodded, suddenly uncertain. Was this something about work or—

He reached over and took her hand, lacing their fingers together. But that wasn’t the biggest surprise.

“I was thinking about that night that we, um, very nearly made love,” he said quietly, “and it occurred to me that I really haven’t slept since then, and, uh, I think you should marry me.”

Alyssa sat there, completely speechless. Completely unable to move, unable even to think.

She cleared her throat. “Max—”

“I love you,” he said. “I’m freaking out at the idea of you and Starrett getting back together. I don’t want to lose you.”

To him. Max didn’t say the words, but they hung there, unspoken. Alyssa’s brain kicked back on and all she could picture was Max, crying in a playground sandbox, because some other kid had stolen his favorite toy truck.

Add that on top of the fact that she knew she wasn’t the main reason Max was freaking out, as he so accurately put it.

She looked down at their hands, looked back up at Max. “And?” she prompted him.

He shook his head, not understanding. Or at least pretending not to understand. He was, after all, Max.

“When Jules called,” she told him gently, extracting her hand from his, “he mentioned that Gina came into the office tonight.”

Max closed his eyes, rubbed his forehead. “Ah, crap.”

“This is about you running from her, Max. Not about you really wanting to marry me.”

“You’re wrong,” he said, but he sounded exhausted. Almost defeated. “Seeing Gina was a major motivator, yes, but … Alyssa, we’d be so good together and you know it.”

She’d put her cell phone between her legs, and it vibrated. Sam. Calling back.

“Our lives would run like a precision automobile,” Max told her.

Alyssa laughed. “That’s supposed to make me want to marry you? We’d bore each other to tears.”

“Oh, yeah?” he said, and he kissed her.

Unlike his approach to the car, she saw it coming. He leaned across the parking brake and gently cupped her cheek, drawing her mouth to his.

And oh, Max could kiss. He could suck her breath right out of her lungs and …

She pulled away, angry at him and angry at herself for momentarily considering that precision automobile thing. Max didn’t love her. He said he did but he didn’t love her. “You’re in love with Gina. You told me you were.”

“That’s not love,” he countered. “That’s something else, something possessive, something, Christ, I don’t know, greedy and twisted and obsessive and chaotic and … I want to own her, Alyssa. I want to wrap her up and keep her safe and put her in … in … some closet somewhere and take her out when it’s convenient for me to … to … Okay. Yes. Sex. It’s about sex and it’s about power and control and it’s about her looking at me with those Bambi eyes and adoring me when she should goddamn hate me, and … that’s not love.”

He pulled her closer to him, so that their faces were mere inches apart. Alyssa could practically smell his desperation.

“Love doesn’t have to eviscerate you,” he told her, using that word on purpose, because she’d used it in the past to describe how she’d felt when Sam ended their relationship. “Love can be something good, something gentle—like what we’ve got.” He kissed her, so sweetly, again and again, punctuating his words. “It can be something that allows us to sleep at night, instead of torturing us and keeping us awake.”

“And you’re just going to forget about Gina?”

He didn’t try to be flip and say, “Gina who?” even as he licked the inside of her mouth.

“I can’t have her,” he said instead. “The same way you know you can’t have Starrett. He’ll rip you to shreds, Alyssa.”

He kissed her again, harder, deeper this time, and God, it would be so easy to just give in. She knew Max. She trusted Max. She even loved him.

But she didn’t want her life to run like a precision automobile. She wanted …

Chaos.

She wanted to be with someone who burned for her the way Max burned for Gina. If that meant she would be incinerated—or ripped to shreds—so be it.

Her phone rang again, and she knew Sam was out there, watching her kissing Max.

She pulled back. “Max—”

“Marry me,” he said, and it wasn’t a question but rather such a possessive demand that she wanted to laugh.

But she didn’t dare. “Marry you,” she repeated instead. “And be forced to leave the team?” Married personnel weren’t allowed to work together. It was true in the military and in the Bureau as well.

“No,” he said. “I’ve figured out a way to get around that. I’ll expand the team. I’ll break it down into four separate groups. I’ll head one, Peggy’ll head one, I’ll bring in Manny Conseco from Sarasota for the third—I really like him—and you’ll head the fourth. With the unspoken understanding that I’ve got ultimate control.”

She was breathless at what he was offering her in terms of her career. He was right. Their lives would be perfect.

In every way but one.

She would always know that Max loved Gina. And it was love, despite his argument otherwise. He just had to figure out a way to flip it around and turn it into something more healthy, something more equal. And maybe then it wouldn’t scare the hell out of him quite so much.

But probably not. If Max could get to the place where he’d let her in, Gina was probably going to scare the hell out of him for the entire rest of his life.

And he’d sleep far better because of it.

Alyssa opened her mouth to tell him that she couldn’t marry him, that she didn’t want perfection, but he cut her off. In true Max fashion, he’d read her mind.

“Don’t say no,” he said. “Just think about it, all right?”

His phone shrilled. Still holding Alyssa’s gaze, he pulled it out and answered it. “Bhagat.” His lips tightened. “Well, hey, Sam, what a surprise. Ready to turn yourself in?”

There was a longer pause then, and something shifted in Max’s eyes. “Wait,” he said. “Hold on. I want Alyssa to hear this, too.”

He pushed the buttons on his phone that would conference her in, and she opened her own phone when it vibrated. “Locke.”

“Sorry to interrupt.” Sam’s voice was tight. “But I thought I should share this information before you and Max took it into the backseat. You know, that’s some interesting stakeout technique you got there, Max.”

“Just tell her what you told me,” Max ordered. “About your neighbor in San Diego.”

“So I went to the McDonald’s here on base, where Mary Lou worked,” Kelly told Tom without so much as a hello as the guards let her into his temporary prison in the BOQ. “I spoke to the manager on duty, who gave me the phone number of the other managers, too. Everyone agreed that Mary Lou kept to herself while she was at work. She didn’t have any friends among her coworkers, and she apparently spent her breaks reading.”

She kicked off her sandals while she talked, and …

Slipped her panties off from under her dress?

“Uh, Kel,” Tom said as she hiked up her skirt and straddled his lap, right there at the table where he’d laid out all of his notes. The door was ajar. The guards couldn’t see in, but they sure as hell could hear every word they said.

“We have only thirty minutes,” she told him, starting to unfasten his pants.

He caught her hands. “Kelly.”

“Wow, that was fast. We’ve only been married a few hours and already you don’t want to have sex with me.”

She was just kidding. Wasn’t she? “The door’s open,” he said, holding her gaze, trying to make it clear with his eyes that if it was only about what he wanted, he’d be inside of her already.

Oh baby, the panties on the floor thing always made him crazy, and she knew it.

Kelly didn’t look away from him as she raised her voice. “Is it going to bother you boys out in the hall if my husband and I have sex on our wedding night?”

There was a pause, then one of the two guards—they couldn’t have been much more than twenty years old—said, “No, ma’am!”

But then the door closed with a definite-sounding click.

“Hey!” that first guard said.

“We can take a few steps down the hall,” the other guard said. “I think it’s safe to say he’s not going anywhere.”

Kelly laughed.

Tom let go of her hands. “See, that’s not SEAL thinking,” he told her as she … oh, yeah. “A SEAL would assume this is the time I’m going to try to get away.”

“That’s just an excuse to listen at the door.” She kissed him.

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” he said, pulling down the front of her dress to discover that she wasn’t wearing a bra. “It’s going to make it harder to get an annulment if we need to get—”

“I lied,” she told him. “I’m not going to let you annul our marriage.”

“If I’m convicted—”

“I’m not going to let you be convicted.”

Tom looked at her as she sat with him buried deeply inside of her, little pieces of her hair falling out of her French braid, her cheeks flushed, her eyes flashing, and her magnificent breasts bare and all but heaving as she breathed hard and fast, unafraid to let him see that he made her pant with desire.

His wife.

“God, I love you,” he gasped. She wasn’t the only one panting.

“I went to the library,” she said, and he had absolutely no clue as to what she was talking about. She’d started moving, that long, slow slide up off of him, and the even slower slide down that made his eyes roll back in his head. “And I asked the librarians if they knew Mary Lou.”

Who?

“They said she came in … a couple of times a week,” Kelly continued raggedly. “One of them told me … she saw her once with a man. She remembered it because it was so unusual—Mary Lou was always alone. But then … there was this one time, with this one guy who was flirting with her … and even carried her books out to her car. The librarian thought they maybe knew each other. And—get this—the library has a surveillance camera … out in the parking lot because—Oh yes!”

He’d let his mouth take over for his hands, drawing her breast into his mouth and swirling his tongue across the rock-hard pellet of her nipple. What an incredible turn-on, knowing she was so hot for him. But it was hard to say if that was what had elicited her enthusiastic response, or if it was the fact that, at the same time, his hand had slipped lower, touching her lightly between them.

“Don’t stop doing that,” she ordered.

And then she was silent for a moment, and it wasn’t until she started talking again that he realized she had been collecting her thoughts, which was pretty damned amazing, since his thoughts had been narrowed down to “Oh God,” and “Oh yes,” and “Hold on, hold on, don’t come yet …”

“There’s a camera in the library parking lot,” Kelly told him, “because there was a … a bunch of robberies and vandalism about eight months ago. The librarians told me … the camera probably acted as a deterrent … because there were no further problems, but they’ve kept it running. And … you’re going to love this—”

Yes, he definitely did love this.

“They never recycled the videotapes,” Kelly announced. “They just labeled them and filed them. Don’t you just love librarians? I’ve got a month and a half of … surveillance tapes from the library parking lot in the trunk of the car. To take home and watch. And see if I can’t find a picture … of Mary Lou with this guy.…”

“Unh,” Tom said, because although none of what she’d said seemed to make sense to him, it seemed obvious from the triumphant ring in her voice that she wanted some kind of response.

“I know,” Kelly said. “It’s probably nothing, but I need to do something … and finding people who actually knew Mary Lou … seems to be a good place to start. I spoke to Max Bhagat on the phone tonight, and he thought that was a good idea, too.”

Max …

“Max suggested … I talk to the other wives and girlfriends of the guys in Team Sixteen … and try to remember the weeks or even months prior to the assassination attempt. If a terrorist targeted Mary Lou as a potential way to get weapons onto the base … he had most likely done some surveillance on the rest of us, too. You know, created additional contacts … that he might be able to use as a backup plan. Max thought we should compare names and even descriptions of people we’d met during that time … see if there’s anyone we all knew.…

“He said to tell you … he’ll get out here to see you as soon as he can,” Kelly continued.

But then she pulled his head up and kissed him, which was good, because it meant that neither one of them had to talk or listen for a while.

It was long after midnight before Sam’s cell phone rang again.

He knew it was Alyssa calling, and he answered by saying, “What’s the situation in San Diego?”

“We’ve got two agents inside of Donny DaCosta’s house,” she reported, “with him since he’s refused to leave, and we’re attempting to locate Mary Lou’s landscaper friend without tipping off the entire city to the fact that we’re looking for him. If someone—Don’s ‘alien’—is following him, it could well be in an attempt to locate Mary Lou. If we do it right, we can pull both men in for questioning at the same time.”

“Max go to San Diego?” Sam asked, trying not to think about that kiss he’d seen. The thought of Alyssa with Max had always been hard to cope with, but seeing them together like that had been unbearable.

“No, he sent Peggy and Yashi out there for now. He went back to Sarasota, for—” She paused. “—a number of reasons, one of which has to do with some political bullshit about some Senate investigating committee.”

“It must be tough, having to spend so much time apart from him,” Sam said.

She didn’t answer, instead taking a conversational turn to her favorite subject. “Are you ready to come in yet?”

“Please don’t hang up on me,” he said.

“That sounds like a no.”

“Let’s not play this game.” He was so freaking tired. “Please? I just want to talk to you.”

“Okay,” she said. The clarity of their satellite connection was so good, it was almost as if she were sitting right beside him. “Tell me about Ringo.”

That caught him by surprise. “What’s to tell that you don’t already know? It was a nickname.”

“I want to know about Ringo, the person. Your sister said that starting around eighth grade, you stopped answering to Roger—that you became Ringo.”

“You called her.”

“Yes,” Alyssa said. She didn’t mention his revelation about his father, although he knew she must’ve talked about that at length with Elaine, who was always more than willing to discuss her theories on the topic. “She wanted me to tell you to turn yourself in. She’s worried about you.”

“She shouldn’t be.”

“She is. She still calls you that—Ringo.”

Back to this again. Sam sighed. “Yeah. Noah and Claire do, too.”

“Were you into music or something?”

“No,” he told her. “It was just a nickname Uncle Walt gave me. That was all he ever called me and, you know, I actually thought at one point that he’d forgotten my real name.”

“That’s pretty unlikely, considering you spent a lot of time at his house, hanging with his grandson. He probably had a copy of your rap sheet.”

“Yeah, well, I was a stupid kid, what can I say?” Sam laughed softly. “Shit, I was dumb as a stone. I still am, sometimes. But I didn’t have a rap sheet,” he added.

“I was kidding, Starrett. So why did you refuse to be called Roger? And why did you drop Ringo and turn yourself into Sam?”

“I didn’t drop Ringo. I just … stopped hanging around with the people who called me that. After Walt died, I just …” He’d found it hard to keep up their friendship after Noah had married Claire. They suddenly had completely different lives. Sam, in the Navy, working his ass off to achieve what had started out as Noah’s dream—to become a SEAL. Then, when he did, it was hard to visit. It seemed almost as if he were rubbing Noah’s nose in it.

And yet the few times he had come back, Nos had seemed so happy with his family and his job. Working for Walt …

“I’m still Ringo,” Sam told her. Although every time he caught sight of himself in the rearview mirror, he gave himself a scare. With his haircut and clean shave, he looked like a total stranger. And forget about the clothes he’d picked up on sale at the Men’s Warehouse. He’d transformed himself into someone completely unrecognizable.

“I don’t think you are,” she said. “I think you took Ringo and packed him up and stuck him in some storage box somewhere—same as you did with Roger back in eighth grade.”

“Okay,” Sam said, trying to pretend that her words hadn’t shaken him. Was it possible she was right? Had he really done that? He tried to keep his voice light. “You now know too much about me.”

“Do you have any pictures?” she asked. “Of you as a kid?”

Sam leapt upon the tangent eagerly. This was much easier to talk about. “I think Lainey has a bunch. Probably Noah, too. Walt liked taking snapshots. He had a couple of drawers filled with old photos and letters and all sorts of stuff. Documents. I remember he and Dot got this dog, it was probably back around 1962, and they saved the records from the vet from when he was treated for worms. The dog had been gone for years, but that piece of paper about those worms was in that drawer. I used to love to sift through that stuff. You never knew what you would find. And then one day I found—”

He stopped. Was he actually going to tell Alyssa this story?

Yes.

If he told her about this, then she’d understand why he’d purposely packed Roger into a little box—just like she’d said. And maybe she’d also understand why he was still Ringo—why he’d always be Ringo.

At least he hoped he still was.

“One day you found what?” Alyssa asked.

He was going to have to start closer to the beginning.

“Uncle Walt walked with a limp,” he told her, “because Dot’s brother didn’t like the idea of her marrying a black man, and the motherfucker went after Walt with a sharpened shovel and damn near cut off his leg. Walt had just come back from the war, and he’d flown God knows how many missions without being injured, and this little racist prick goes and cripples him for life.

“Noah and I hated all of Dot’s brothers, but we particularly hated the one who cut him—her younger one. We used to imagine what we would have done if we’d’ve been there. We used to rant and rave about vengeance and justice, and Uncle Walt would just chuckle and say he’d gotten the ultimate revenge by living a long and happy life. He had the love of a woman he adored and his two boys to look after him in his old age.” Like Walt hadn’t been the one who’d looked after Sam and Noah right up to the day he died. “That’s what he called me and Nos. We were his two boys.”

Sam had to clear his throat.

“I can’t begin to tell you what it meant to me to have Uncle Walter claim me as his own,” he told her. “Before I met Noah, I was kind of, like, I don’t know, this little wild animal, I guess. I mean, in hindsight it’s pretty obvious that my father was fucking with my brain—although it sure as hell could have been worse, huh? My mother spent most of the time stoned on Valium and Lainey was great, but she was so much older than me.…”

How could he explain this? “See, no one ever touched me,” Sam said, “and I think little kids really need to be touched. You know, hugged. Even little boys. Especially little boys. Walt used to just grab me in a bear hug, and Dot kissed me hello every single time I walked into her house, and even Noah was so comfortable with himself and so at ease with being affectionate that he used to put his arm around me when we were just sitting around and …

“For the first time in my life I felt like I had a home. I was safe when I was with them. I could say anything and never be called stupid. I could break shit, you know, and it would be okay. We’d all just work together to glue it back together. It was … the first time that happened I was …”

He couldn’t begin to find the words. So he just plowed ahead. “I started doing better in school, because if Walt’s face could light up like that when I got a C plus, I wanted to see what he would look like if I got a B or, shit, an A. I even stopped fighting.” Sam caught himself. “Well, I tried to stop fighting. Every now and then some asshole caught me off guard. But I did try.

“In eighth grade, Noah and I started taking flight lessons. Dot and Walt owned a flight school as well as a fleet of small planes, and Walt told us if we passed the written course with a B plus or better, he’d start taking us up in his Cessna. So we had these big books that he gave us, and we spent all our time studying aerodynamics. It wasn’t easy. I remember I was taking a break. Noah was on the phone with some kid from his science class about the project they were doing, so I wandered into the dining room and starting poking through the picture drawer, and I noticed there was an old envelope slipped in there, along the side, that I’d never noticed before.

“I took it out and opened it, and it was a bunch of really old pictures. A girl and three boys—two bigger boys and one little tiny one, much younger than the others, like maybe Haley’s age. I loved looking at old pictures because it was like staring into a time tunnel. The cars in the street, and the clothes, and even the expressions on the kids’ faces was like from a totally different world. So I flip the picture over and on the back it says, ‘Dick, Frank, Dorothy, and baby Roger, 1934.’

“And I realize, holy shit, this is Dot and her brothers, and I turn the picture back over to get a better look at the baby—because he’s going to grow up and swing that shovel at Walt, and he’s got this goofy smile on his face. He’s just a little kid. But there’s more pictures, so I look through them, and there’s Dot in her uniform with her brothers, and the little one, Roger—God, I hated that he had the same name as me—was about my age, and I’m still looking hard into his eyes, trying to see the evil that’s in his heart.

“And then I pull a piece of paper out of that envelope, and it’s some kind of official document, and I realize it’s a marriage license between some guy named Percy Smith and … and Dorothy Elizabeth Starrett.”

“What?” Alyssa said.

“Yeah. Dot was married before, too,” Sam said. “Just like Walt. I knew that. Smith was her first husband’s name, and she kept it after he died. I guess it just never occurred to me that she’d once had a maiden name. All the correspondence I’d read had been to and from Lieutenant Dot Smith.

“So I sat there, staring at those pictures, sick to my stomach, because my father was Dot’s little brother, Roger. My own father had crippled Walt. And I was convinced more than ever that Walt and Dot didn’t know my real name. I’d been Ringo to them for so long, I thought …”

He had to take a deep breath. “I thought that they couldn’t possibly know who I was, because if they did, I surely would not be welcome in their house. And I was sick about that. Sick about them finding out and sending me away, and sick about deceiving them. I didn’t know what to do.”

“Oh, Sam,” Alyssa murmured.

“I went home and I didn’t sleep at all that night. The next day was Saturday, and Noah was working on his science project in the morning, and I knew it, so I went over to the Gaineses’ house, and I took that big flight textbook and I marched up to Walt and I put it on his desk.

“And I said, ‘Thank you for letting me use your book, sir.’

“And he kind of sat back in his chair and said, ‘You’re not giving up, are you?’ ” His voice had been so mild, and his eyes had been so warm. Walt’s eyes were always warm. Roger had nearly started to cry right then and there.

“I told him that I couldn’t take flying lessons from him,” Sam told Alyssa now, “because I couldn’t afford to pay for them. And I didn’t feel right taking them for free. Taking his charity.

“And Walt, he never really got angry, at least not at Noah and me, but he got pretty grim at that. He told me that it sounded like those were my father’s words dribbling out of my mouth.

“And I said that my father didn’t know about the lessons. And Walt just kind of looked at me. I’m sure he was trying to figure out what was going on. He asked me—” So gently again. So Walt. “—didn’t I want to learn to fly? And I kind of scraped my courage together and squared my shoulders and I told him. I told him that he didn’t know who I really was, and that he wouldn’t want to be so charitable, giving me expensive things like flying lessons, if he knew my last name.

“Walt was completely floored, I’m sure. I was bracing myself to drop the bomb and tell him I was the son of his mortal enemy, Roger Starrett, when he dropped what felt like a bomb on me. He goes, ‘Roger Starrett, you don’t really think I don’t know your name, do you? Why do you think I call you Ringo? It’s a play on the spelling of Starrett. You know, Ringo Starrett, Ringo Starr …?

“Now it was my turn to be floored. And I told him that I’d just found out, just yesterday, that Dot was my real aunt, my real blood relative—not just pretend, the way I’d thought. I told him that my father was the same brother who’d crippled him, and I said something like, ‘I’m a Starrett, too. You should hate me.’ ”

It was then that Walter got it. He understood that Roger had come to him to return that book to make it easier for Walt to kick him out of the house, out of their lives.

“And Walt said—I’ll remember this forever.” Sam’s voice shook but he kept going. “He said, ‘Ringo, sweetheart, you are not your father. You are you, and I will love you until the day I die. I would love you even if you told me your last name was Hitler.’ He told me that Dot was a Starrett, too, and he didn’t have any trouble loving her, either. It was, um …”

Sam’s voice didn’t just shake, it flat-out wobbled, and he stopped. “It was the first time I really, truly understood the way love was supposed to be,” he whispered. “Unconditional.” Up to that very moment, the blessed sanctuary he’d found at the Gaineses’ house had always been something that could’ve been taken away from him. He’d lived every day knowing that sooner or later he’d do what he always did and go too far. He’d do something unforgivable and he’d be cast out of this paradise he’d found.

“I started to cry,” Sam admitted. “I mean, not just a quiet manly tear rolling down my cheek, but you know, a big snotty waterfall—sobbing and shit. And that embarrassed the hell out of me even though it wasn’t the first time Walt had seen me melt down.

“I was about to flee the scene, but Walt grabbed me and hugged me and he told me he’d never been more proud of me than he was right at that moment—especially so because I was crying. He told me that people with big hearts cried and that showing emotion was something I should never be ashamed of. And he told me, um—”

Sam’s voice was shaking again—that “no shame” crying thing was something he still couldn’t quite manage, so he cleared his throat, but it didn’t help, so—fuck it—he just pressed on.

“He told me that even at age twelve I was one of the best men—one of the most honorable—that he’d ever had the privilege of knowing, and that I was going to grow up to be a good man, and that there was no better goal in life than that—to be a good man, to be honest and forthright, to do the right thing—even when it was terribly hard to do so.”

Sam took a deep breath. “That’s what I was trying to do by marrying Mary Lou. The right thing. Only I was stupid, because marrying someone you don’t love isn’t the right thing to do, and if Walt had still been alive, he would’ve told me that. I’ve tried my entire life to be a good man, to be someone Walt would be proud of, and I think I’ve probably managed to fail with the things that matter the most. You and Mary Lou, and now Haley.”

Alyssa was silent.

“You still there?” Sam asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “I am. Still here.”

Except she wasn’t. Not really. His bad choices, his stupid mistakes had made him lose her a long time ago.

“I’m so sorry I hurt you, Lys,” he said softly. “I was just trying to, you know, be a good man, and instead I really fucked the duck.”

“Yeah,” she said with a soft laugh. “You’ve really got to stay clear of those ducks, Ringo.”

He laughed, too, but then he stopped. “You really think I packed up Ringo, the way I did to Roger? And I definitely did that with Roger. After finding out that my father was the one who attacked Walt, I didn’t want his name. If I had been old enough, I would have legally changed it. Shit, if I could have, I would have removed his blood from my veins, I hated him that much. Although …”

“What?” she asked.

“After finding out what I found out after he died, you know, the pictures of little kids.” Sam shook his head. “It made more sense. His anger and his hatred, you know? He freaking hated himself, probably even back when he was seventeen, when he went after Walt with that shovel. I mean, imagine going through life wanting something that you know is wrong. He was raised to be devoutly religious. Even homosexuality was looked upon as something evil in his church, and he didn’t just like men—which in his mind would’ve been enough to doom him to hell—he liked little boys.

“And here comes his sister, announcing that she’s going to marry a black man, which at that time, in that part of the country, was nearly as taboo as being a pedophile. And she just didn’t give a damn, and all of his anger and frustration and self-loathing pushed him over the edge.” Sam laughed softly. “Obviously, I’ve spent a great deal of time trying to understand him. I mean, it’s one thing to hate the person who’s hurt someone you love and label him evil, you know, the way I did when I was twelve and I saw those pictures of him when he was a baby. But I think it’s more likely that he was just a fucked-up man with a shitload of self-hatred.”

He sighed and they sat there for a moment in silence. In two different cars, on two different sides of town.

“Ringo wouldn’t have gone six months without seeing Haley,” he said. “Jesus, Alyssa, do you think she’ll ever forgive me?”

“Yes,” Alyssa said. “She will.”

“You know, I think the only thing worse than her not recognizing me is her actually remembering who I am—and knowing that she probably spent six months wondering where I went.”

“You can make it up to her,” Alyssa said.

“How?”

“Like Walt said, you’ve got a big heart, Ringo. I’m sure you’ll figure out the best way to use it.”

Sam laughed. Then stopped. “My heart’s telling me to find her, Lys. I know you want me to come in and let you be the one to track her down and pick her up, but God damn it, I can’t do it that way. Because I know how it would go down. Mary Lou would be grabbed and Haley would be yanked out of her arms and handed off to some stranger, and they’d both freak out. I won’t let it happen that way.

“I’ve made arrangements for Nos and Claire to take care of Haley. But I thought if I could find Mary Lou first, then I could take them both with me to Noah’s house and make sure Haley was comfortable there before I turned me and Mary Lou in and …”

Alyssa was silent.

“I know that you think it’s about me not trusting you, but it’s not. I’m sorry I can’t do it your way,” Sam said.

“Let me talk to Max,” she said.

“You said you didn’t have that kind of influence over him.”

“He asked me to marry him tonight.”

Sam hadn’t thought it could get much worse than this. Terrorists—killers—after his ex-wife, his baby daughter God knows where, his former CO accused of treason, an FBI BOLO with his picture on it, and the knowledge that the only woman he’d ever loved really was in the habit of soul-kissing Max—the fucker—seemed about as low as it could go.

But no. He’d been wrong.

He knew he was supposed to say something. No fucking way was the first thing that came to mind. “Congratulations.” So this was evisceration. “Seriously, Lys,” he managed to choke out, “he’s a good man. I know he’s going to make you happy.”

And he really did want her to be happy. Really. Really. Aw, shit.

“I didn’t say yes,” Alyssa told him, and the knife blade stopped moving. But then she twisted it. “Yet.” She paused. “I think I might have more influence over him than I’d originally thought. I’ll talk to him in the morning.”

“Great,” Sam said.

“You know what really kills me? That Noah’s your cousin.” She laughed softly. “God, Sam, he even looks like you, doesn’t he? I can’t believe I didn’t see that.”

“He looks more like Walter than Dot,” Sam told her. It seemed surreal that he was able to keep talking to her, considering he was bleeding to death, with his guts spilling all over the floor of the car. “But yeah. We kind of look alike, even though it was really his father who was my first cousin. But you know, most people can’t see past the different skin tones.”

“He’s got your beautiful smile.”

Beautiful. At any other time, that would have made Sam’s heart beat hopefully. Alyssa thought his smile was beautiful. Fuck of a lot of good that was going to do him with her married to Max.

“I think it’s probably more accurate to say that we’ve both got Dot’s smile,” he countered. “She was just as amazing as Walt, Lys. Knowing her was a … a gift. You would’ve loved her. She was a lot like you in so many ways. Fearless, you know.”

“You think I’m fearless?”

“Yeah, I do.”

She laughed. “Well, thanks, but you’re wrong.”

“You’re fearless when it comes down to the things that really matter.”

“Thank you,” she said softly. “When did she die? Dot?”

“In ’95. She had another stroke and … she died in her sleep,” Sam told her. “She just didn’t wake up one morning.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Look, I have to go. Thanks for talking to me.”

“I’ll call you in the morning,” she said. “After I talk to Max.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. He hung up the phone, and then proved—if only to himself—that his heart was very big, indeed.


CHAPTER
FIFTEEN

Someone had been in her room.

After walking on the beach—the water glistening romantically in the light from a moon that didn’t realize she was alone—Gina had wandered over to check out Fandangos, the club where she was going to be playing tomorrow night.

It was going to be a no-pressure gig. The room was incredibly friendly. She’d sat at the bar and shut the place down, listening to the elderly members of a jazz quartet jam their way through some pretty out-there arrangements of standards like “Night in Tunisia” and “Harlem Nocturne.”

They looked like they were pushing ninety, but they were impossibly hot players, particularly the guy on bass. The music was so great, she’d almost made herself forget about Max.

But then she got back to her room to find someone had been in there, going through her things.

Searching for information about where she was heading next week, no doubt.

Mad as hell, she called Jules Cassidy, waking him up. She told him in no uncertain terms that this kind of invasion of her privacy was going way too far.

Approximately three minutes after she hung up, her phone rang.

It was Max.

“Boy,” Gina lit into him, cutting him off before he could speak, “you really don’t fool around, do you? You know, I should call the police, report a break-in.”

“I already have,” he said, his voice tight. “Gina, you need to get out of there, because it wasn’t us.”

“What?”

“Go into the motel lobby,” he ordered her. “Right now. I’m on my way, and the local police are, too—”

“There’s no lobby.” This room was small, but she hadn’t checked under the beds or in the closet or the bathroom or … She backed toward the sliding door, stretching the curly phone cord as far as it would go, her heart suddenly pounding. “There’s an office, but it’s closed and locked at night—”

He swore sharply. “Is the parking lot well lit?”

“I don’t think you could call it well lit.” Her voice shook, and she made herself slow down. Don’t panic. Don’t flip out. “This is stupid,” she said briskly, as much to convince herself as him. “I’m just going to look under the beds, because I know no one’s in here.”

“No. Go out to the parking lot,” Max told her. “Stand in the middle, away from the parked cars. If you see anyone at all, if you see anything move, start screaming. Wake up the entire island if you have to. I’m two minutes away from you.”

But the parking lot was filled with shadows despite the brightness of the moon, and the fear she was working hard to keep at bay came crashing through her tough-guy facade. A lot of bad stuff could happen in two minutes. She knew that from experience.

“I can’t go out there,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, I can’t.”

“Okay,” he said, no argument, just that warm, familiar voice, wrapping around her. “Just stay on the phone with me then, Gina. Stay as close to the door as you can.”

“I’m there.”

“Good. I’m passing that resort that looks kind of like a castle,” he told her. He was very close. Not two minutes away after all.

“I’m sorry,” Gina said. “I know you don’t need this right now.”

“I’m sorry, too,” he said, and he actually sounded as if he meant it.

And then there he was.

Max.

His headlights swept across her as he pulled in to the parking lot. He got out of his car and ran toward her. He’d thrown a long raincoat over—no way!—plaid pajama pants and a gray T-shirt that had a picture of Snoopy dressed up in an aviator helmet and scarf to fight the Red Baron. He’d jammed his feet into a beat-up pair of sneakers, his hair looked like he’d gone straight from his bed into his car, and he definitely hadn’t shaved in the past three or four hours.

It was such a far cry from his usual dress code, she started to laugh. It was either that or burst into tears.

He pocketed his phone as he approached, as he looked at her hard, making sure she really was okay.

“Plaid, Max?” she said.

“If you mention it to anyone,” he said, “I’ll flatly deny it.” He pulled her into his arms and hugged her as hard as he’d looked at her, but it was way too brief. He set her aside and stepped into her room. “Wait out here.”

He actually had a gun.

Gina hadn’t really thought about the fact that as an FBI agent, Max carried and knew how to use a gun. Holding it like that, with that steely look in his eyes, he looked dangerous. Even with the plaid pajama pants and the bed-head.

But a gun was just a gun. Having one in your hand didn’t shield you from the other guy’s bullets.

“Be careful,” she called, then held her breath as he checked under the beds and in the closet.

He vanished into the bathroom, and she could hear the sound of the shower curtain being pulled back.

And then he was coming toward her, reholstering his weapon. “All clear.”

“Thank God. Thank you.” Gina stepped back into the room, closing the screen behind her as her heart started to beat again.

“Is anything missing?” His Snoopy T-shirt was faded and worn, clearly a favorite. It hugged a chest that may have been forty-two years old but looked nothing like her father’s. Not that it would have mattered to her if it had.

“I don’t know. I had my wallet with me. My plane ticket’s electronic, so …” She looked around. “Oh, shit. My CDs and my Walkman.”

“Try not to touch anything as you look,” Max told her.

She’d put her laptop into her suitcase and locked it shut. It was still there, thank goodness. But several pieces of jewelry—all inexpensive trinkets with only sentimental value—were gone.

Along with … She started to laugh. “They stole my underwear.” They actually stole all of it—her running bras, too. “Oh, man …”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.” She gestured to the drawer that was open and empty. “See?”

“I meant, are you sure you didn’t put it somewhere else?”

“Yes, I am, but feel free to search for it.”

“Why would someone steal underwear?” he asked.

“Because the TV was bolted to the dresser?” Gina countered as he opened the other drawers, using the edge of his raincoat to keep his prints off the knobs.

Outside the door, the police were pulling in to the lot.

“Oh, this is going to be fun,” she said. “ ‘Can you describe your missing underwear, Ms. Vitagliano?’ ‘Well, yes, Officer, I could, but I just might give you a heart attack.’ ”

“Is anything else missing?” Max asked. “Anything of real value?”

“Hey,” Gina said. “That was two paychecks’ worth of goods from Victoria’s Secret.”

“I didn’t particularly want to know that,” Max muttered as he escaped out the door.

“That’s four weeks of me going commando before I have the money to buy it back,” she called after him. That wasn’t true. She had the money in the bank. But she was determined. Before this night was through, she was going to push Max past his breaking point.

“Any medication or prescription drugs missing?” the young detective who’d introduced himself as Ric Alvarado asked Gina as they stood in her motel room.

Max had stayed silent through most of this, letting the locals do their job. But now Gina glanced over at him. “I, uh, didn’t look.”

“Would you mind checking?” Alvarado asked. He had one of those ridiculous soul patches under his lower lip, and since he’d come in, he’d spent more time looking at Gina than looking around the room.

She went into the bathroom, and the detective turned to Max. Alvarado hadn’t missed that look Gina had shot in Max’s direction, and knew what it meant. It was possible he was a decent detective after all.

“Would you mind waiting outside, sir?” he said in a low voice. “Your being in the room might make it hard for your daughter to be forthcoming about whatever prescriptions she might have had stolen—birth control pills or antidepressants or whatever.”

His daughter.

“We’ve had a rash of break-ins in this area,” Alvarado continued, apparently not noticing that Max was now grinding whatever was left of his teeth into stubs, “and it’s usually always CDs and whatever’s in the medicine cabinet. We’re pretty sure it’s the same group of kids.”

Gina was already coming out of the bathroom.

“She’s not my daughter,” Max told Alvarado, making sure that she heard him say it. “Although I can understand why you might have thought that she was.”

Alvarado was embarrassed. “Sorry, I—”

“Max is actually my own private stalker,” Gina told him. “And yes, I’m missing some sleeping pills.” She gave Max a challenging look that said “So now you know I have a prescription for sleeping pills.”

As if he hadn’t already known that.

Alvarado, boy detective, really didn’t like that stalker comment. So Max sighed and pulled out his ID and handed it to the young man, while he shook his head at Gina in a silent reprimand.

The detective recognized his name and nearly crapped his pants as he tried to remember if he’d said anything else that might’ve offended the Great Max Bhagat, Law Enforcement Legend.

Max let the little bastard squirm. “You need her for anything else?” he asked as he repocketed his ID wallet. “Or can I get her moved to a more secure location now?”

“We’re done here, sir,” Alvarado said. “And I’m sorry I didn’t realize who you were—”

Gina was looking at Max like he’d grown a second head. “Excuse me? I’m not going anywhere.”

“Yeah,” he said. “You are. Pack your stuff. I’m moving you to my hotel.”

“To your room?” she asked.

Their eyes locked, and Max knew with temperature-raising certainty that she wanted to share a room, a bed, bodily fluids. With him. She wanted him. Right now. Tonight. All he had to do was say yes. “No.”

She turned away. “Then I’m not going.”

He reached down deep for whatever patience he had left. There wasn’t much there. “Gina.”

“Max,” she said with the exact same inflection.

“What do you need to happen?” he asked. “Your room was broken into.”

“By kids. Right, Ric?”

Alvarado was pretending not to pay attention, but now he turned back to them. “Uh, yeah. And these doors are easy to jimmy when you’re out of the room, but with the night lock on they’re—” He saw from Max’s face that he wasn’t helping. “—safe. I’ll go, um … Go.” He looked at Gina. “I’ll let you know if we find your CDs or your, uh …” He cleared his throat.

“Underwear,” she supplied.

“Yeah, but to be honest, it’s not likely you’ll get it back. And if you do, you might want to burn it.”

“Interesting.” Gina gave him a smile. “A man actually suggesting that a woman burn her bras.”

Ric laughed aloud, but his broad grin quickly faded when he glanced at Max. “Sorry, sir. I’m going now.”

He closed the door behind him.

“Don’t you get tired of that?” Gina asked. “People treating you like you’re God?” She sat down on one of the beds. “Of course it doesn’t help when you give them your death glare.”

“Please,” Max said. “Let me get you a room where I know you’ll be safe.”

“I’ve already paid for this room. I don’t want to spend more money.”

“I’ll pay for it,” he told her.

“But I like it here. And Ric seemed to think I’ll be safe.”

“Ric’s a fucking child who’s been a detective for about two weeks,” Max countered. He closed his eyes. Shit, shit, shit. “I’m sorry. I’m—”

“Tired?” she supplied. “I am, too, Max.” She stood up, moved toward him. “Maybe if you stay here with me, we’ll both finally be able to sleep.”

Jesus Christ, she didn’t let up. It took every ounce of self-control he had in him not to rip off his raincoat and throw her back down on that bed and—

How could he even think of having that kind of rough sex with someone who’d—

Someone he’d let get—

They’d had to stitch her back up. He’d seen the hospital reports. Brutal didn’t begin to describe it.

“I can’t stay, and you goddamn know it!” Ah, Christ, he was losing it, transforming totally into Max the raving lunatic. The wall puncher. The asshole. “Don’t you goddamn make me sit out in my car, in that parking lot, all night long! If you don’t come with me, that’s what I’m going to have to do, and I’m too goddamn old for that shit!”

He was shouting now—although not about what he really wanted to shout about—and she stopped moving closer. Yeah, that’s right, honey. Meet the real Max Bhagat.

“You want to know why I don’t get tired of people treating me like God?” he told her, practically foaming at the mouth. “Because when they treat me like God, they do what I say! Three hundred million people in this country and everyone treats me like God—except you!”

“That’s because I’m in love with Max the man,” she told him, her voice shaking—because, Jesus Christ, was she actually afraid of him?

When he got like this, he was afraid of him.

He had to get out of here, especially when he paid attention to the words she’d said and not just the tone of her voice. Love.

No. No. Love wasn’t this crazy, emotional tornado. Love was what he had with Alyssa Locke. Love was a comfortable blend of attraction and friendship and passion. Controlled passion.

Not this blinding mix of anger and frustration and howling, gut-wrenching, consuming desire for someone he couldn’t have. Someone he would only hurt if he gave in to his desperate, obsessive need to possess her.

“It’s not love, it’s transference,” he told her harshly as he headed for the door.

She didn’t say another word, but the expression on her face nearly brought him to his knees.

“Lock this door,” he ordered, damn near snarling. “I’ll be in the car.”

Mary Lou sat up in her bed, suddenly wide awake.

She sat in the dark, listening, her heart pounding.

Something was wrong.

It was the same feeling she used to get when she left her curling iron on before going to work.

It was a sense of unease. Something had been forgotten or overlooked. She’d slipped up somewhere, and he was going to find her.

At three o’clock in the morning, she was more often convinced than not that he was going to find her.

The man who’d killed her sister.

The man who’d smuggled those weapons into the naval base, in the trunk of her car.

A man she could identify, pick out of a lineup, help convict, and send to jail.

Provided anyone would believe her. After all, she knew her fingerprints were on that gun. She would bet her life his weren’t.

He didn’t seem to realize that if she came forward, if she called, say, Alyssa Locke, Sam’s FBI girlfriend—Lord, she’d probably already moved into the house with Sam. If Mary Lou called the bitch on the phone and said, “I think you’re probably looking for me,” she was the one who would go to jail.

And then, while she was in prison, she’d get a knife stuck in her heart, because that’s what always happened, at least in the movies. Bad guys always had connections inside the prison, and she’d end up bleeding to death, staring up at the gray ceiling of the prison cafeteria.

But at least Haley would be safe.

Mary Lou’s biggest nightmare was that he would find her, and he would pump a bullet into Haley’s head first, while Mary Lou was forced to watch.

She reached over and turned on the light on her bedside table. Although what good that did, she didn’t really know. All it meant was that she’d see death coming.

Unless he shot her the way he’d shot Janine. In the back of the head.

Mary Lou got up and checked on Haley, who was fast asleep, holding tightly to her Pooh Bear—as if she’d fight to the death before letting anyone take it from her.

Sam had given her that bear—or at least he’d given her its predecessor. But Haley couldn’t tell the difference between New Pooh and Pooh-who-had-been-left-behind, thank the Lord, or there’d be hell to pay.

It was funny—and surely just a coincidence—that Sam should be able to guess so precisely the type of stuffed toy Haley would adore.

She felt a pang of guilt. He’d made plans to come and visit Haley a number of times, but she’d always canceled on him. She’d been terrified even back then that he would be followed by …

Bob Schwegel.

It was such a friendly-sounding name for a cold-blooded killer. A sister killer. A presidential assassination conspirator. An insurance salesman impersonator—was that a crime? Surely Bob Schwegel was an alias.

Mary Lou lightly touched her sleeping daughter’s cheek before moving to the other bed to check on Amanda.

Both girls were fast asleep.

She turned on the baby monitor that she didn’t normally use at night because her own room was nearby, and went back into her own bedroom. Slipping on her robe and slippers, she found the huge ring of keys Mrs. Downs had given her that afternoon before she’d left for her niece’s wedding.

She took the monitor and headed down the hall, stopping briefly to listen for the sound of Whitney’s steady breathing from her bedroom.

Once she was down the stairs, she turned on the lights, leaving them blazing as she went.

Past the dining room.

Past the kitchen.

Past the laundry room.

She turned and went back and into the laundry room, taking an empty laundry basket from the stack by the door.

Then she went on.

Past the library.

Down the corridor.

King Frank’s office was locked, but she and Whitney and the two little girls were the only people here in this great big house, and she had the keys.

It took her a solid ten minutes of trial and error before Mary Lou found the key that opened the door.

She didn’t turn on the overhead lamp, she just let the light shine in from the hallway as she crossed the plush carpeting and set down the basket and opened the wall of cabinets behind King Frank’s desk.

And there they were. Frank Turlington’s vast collection of guns. Firearms, Sam would’ve called them. Whitney’s father had everything from hunting rifles to pre-Revolutionary War flintlocks to teeny little handguns a gangster’s moll would hide in her garter to Wild West six-shooters. Not to mention the three racks of assault weapons.

He had everything you could possibly need to keep an invading horde from storming the King’s castle.

They were locked behind glass that she’d heard King Frank boast about.

It was unbreakable. You could hit it with a tire iron and you still wouldn’t get through it.

But Mary Lou didn’t need a tire iron.

Because tonight she had the keys.

At three-thirty, Max called Alyssa.

“Oh, good,” she said. “I needed to talk to you, but I didn’t want to wake you up.”

Max laughed, looking at the light still burning behind Gina’s window curtain. “You actually thought I was sleeping?”

“I know how to get Sam to surrender,” she steamrolled over him. “If you give him forty-eight hours before he needs to come in for questioning, I’ll deliver him—and probably Mary Lou, too, because he’s extremely motivated to find her—to the Sarasota office.”

“I thought we were working on a plan to apprehend him tomorrow morning.”

“We are,” she said. “We’re ready with that, of course. But there’s no guarantee it’ll work. This way, you’ll have them both in forty-eight hours.”

It was entirely possible Gina slept with the light on.

“He wants to find his daughter,” Alyssa said, “and get her safely set up with a relative before he and Mary Lou both turn themselves in.”

“He told you that.”

Max hadn’t asked it as a question, but she answered it. “Yes.”

And you believed him. Crap. He’d called her to talk about Gina. He’d called because he was going crazy and he needed her as a friend. But she was so wrapped up in what was going on with Sam Starrett, that she didn’t even notice the desperation in his voice.

Gina’s curtain moved, and he saw the pale flash of her face as she looked out at him. No, no, no. Don’t come outside.

“Marry me,” he said to Alyssa, “and I’ll give him twenty-four hours.”

It was so obviously the wrong thing to say or do—to bring their relationship into this negotiation.

Alyssa made an exasperated sound, and Max’s heart sank even farther. She was so personally invested in this negotiation, she didn’t even realize that he was messing with her head. “For someone who tries so hard not to be guilty of sexual harassment, you can be an incredible asshole. Sir.”

“I was kidding.”

“Not completely.”

Yeah. The bitch of it was, she was right.

“Help me,” Max said, “I’m in over my head.” But he said it without opening his mouth, without making a sound. Please God, let her hear him anyway.

“Sam’s not going to agree to this if it’s less than forty-eight hours,” Alyssa said.

Sam. Always Sam. “He’s not going to agree to it, period,” Max told her. “Let’s stick with the plan.”

“Max, please,” Alyssa said, and he knew.

She hadn’t even realized it herself yet, but Max knew. Sam Starrett had won. She was toast, and Starrett was going to gobble her up.

As he watched, Gina pulled aside the curtain, undid the night lock, and slid the door open. She stepped outside.

“You have forty-eight hours,” Max said into his phone, watching Gina move gingerly across the pebbled parking lot in her bare feet. Her feet weren’t the only things that were bare. She was wearing a baggy pair of boxer shorts and a tank top that barely covered her—her version of PJs, no doubt. God damn, she had an incredible body. A twenty-three-year-old’s body, with the kind of curves most twenty-three-year-olds starved themselves to avoid having. “No, you know what, Alyssa? I’ll give you fifty-three. But if you don’t deliver Sam Starrett to my office on Friday by eight-thirty A.M., I’ll expect your resignation on my desk.”

“Agreed.” God damn it, she didn’t even hesitate. “Thank you, Max.”

“Watch out for his teeth,” he said, but she’d already cut the connection.

He put his phone into the car’s cup holder as Gina opened the passenger’s side door and slipped her incredible body and her equally incredible, indomitable spirit into the seat next to him.

“I don’t sleep too much anymore,” she told him, “but it doesn’t seem fair to make you lose sleep, too.”

“Do the pills help?” he asked. “Because tomorrow I can help you replace what was stolen.”

Gina looked searchingly into his eyes, and he forced himself to hold her gaze, praying she didn’t see his desperation.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I hate taking them, so I hardly ever do. It makes it too hard to wake up in the morning.”

Max nodded. He knew. He’d tried something similar himself, just a few months ago.

“We’re really going to be looked at askance if I bring you to my hotel with me in this and you in that,” he said.

“I’m not going to your hotel. But you should go.”

Max sighed. “That’s what I was afraid you were going to say. Thanks, but no. I’m fine right here.”

“You’re such a liar.”

“I’m not lying. But maybe I should rephrase—I’m just as miserable here as I would be anywhere else,” he told her.

“That’s a terrible way to live.”

“Yeah,” he agreed.

They sat in silence for a moment, and then he said, “I’m sorry about before. I, uh, shouldn’t have, uh—”

“You’re allowed to be angry,” she interrupted him. “You don’t need to apologize for expressing the way you feel.”

He laughed. “God, Gina …”

More silence.

“What?” she said. “God, Gina, what?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I don’t know anything.”

“I do,” she told him in a voice that was very, very soft. “I know that when I’m with you, I don’t feel so lost.”

Don’t look at her. Don’t do it. Don’t turn your head, Max, you goddamn idiot—

He looked. He did more than look. He reached for her, and she went into his arms.

Fortunately sanity prevailed before he kissed her. He kept her head tightly tucked under his chin as he held her.

And Gina seemed to know not to ask for more than he could give. She just clung to him, soft and warm and vulnerable as all hell.

She was trying to hide it, but she was crying. Max stroked her hair and her back and the soft smoothness of her bare arm.

Touching her like that screamed of impropriety, but he was too tired to make himself stop. Jesus Christ, it was just her arm.

Max closed his eyes, knowing that he had to push her away, that she had to go back into her room.

But it couldn’t have been more than ten minutes, fifteen tops, before he realized that she’d stopped crying. She was breathing slowly and steadily.

Gina, who didn’t sleep much either anymore, had fallen asleep in his arms.

*  *  *

On the other end of the phone, Sam was silent.

“Are you still there? Still awake?” Alyssa asked him. When she’d called, he hadn’t been.

“Yeah, I’m …” His voice was rusty from sleep. “I’m thinking. I’m a little groggy, so … So you went to Max and he just agreed to give me forty-eight hours?”

“Fifty-three,” Alyssa said.

“And I’m supposed to believe him?”

“You don’t have to believe him,” she said. “You can believe me.”

He was silent again for several long moments. “Yeah,” he finally said. “And I want to. I, uh, just don’t know if, um …”

Sam didn’t trust her. That shouldn’t matter so much, but it did. “You know, if you don’t agree to do this, I’m going to look really foolish. After going to Max and laying it on the line for you …?” Her voice was just a little too sharp.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and he really sounded as if he were. “Lys, really, it’s not you I don’t trust. It’s Bhagat. Why would he agree to something like this?”

“Your suggestion—you know, the one about the blow job? It really worked.”

“That is so not funny.”

“Neither is you not trusting me,” Alyssa countered.

“Do you trust me?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Enough to promise Max that I’d deliver either you or my resignation to his office by the end of those fifty-three hours.”

“Fuck,” Sam said. “You shouldn’t have promised that. I mean, what if we haven’t found Haley by then?”

“We’ll just have to work fast.”

“Fuck,” he said again. “Fuck. Alyssa, Jesus. I don’t know what to say.”

“How about, ‘Let’s meet at the Hardee’s in ten minutes’?”

“You’re really going to share information with me?” he asked, clearly not believing her at all.

“Yes.” What could she tell him to convince him? “You’ll be part of the team working to find Mary Lou. For fifty-three hours.”

He laughed. “Yeah, right. And you’ll tell me what you found out from the desk clerk at the Sunset Motel, huh? What’s her name. Did she actually remember seeing Mary Lou?”

“Beth Weiss,” Alyssa said. This was it. In her attempt to make him believe her, should she tell him about her plan to intercept him, or not? She hadn’t considered the possibility that she was going to have to catch him to make him understand that those fifty-three hours Max had granted him were real, but it sure sounded as if that was going to be the case. “Look, Sam, please trust me. At least enough to meet. Right now. You name the place, I’ll be there—alone.”

“And naked?” he asked. “Because I’m actually considering it, and the naked part would probably push me over the edge.”

Alyssa closed her eyes. “You know, I’m being serious here and—”

“And I can’t do it,” he said. “Alyssa, there’s a part of me that wants to take you up on this offer—if only to prove to you what a bastard Bhagat is. He’s messing with you. I know you don’t believe that, but as soon as I agree to meet you, he’s going to send in the cavalry and have me down on my face on the sidewalk so fast—”

“Max doesn’t operate that way.”

“My ex-wife’s fingerprints were on a weapon used in a presidential assassination attempt,” Sam said. “I think he’s probably under a great deal of pressure to get some kind of answers.”

That much was true. But would Max deliberately lie to her?

After proposing marriage?

Alyssa didn’t kid herself. That proposal was a crazy-assed attempt on Max’s part to protect himself from his mixed up feelings about Gina Vitagliano.

She sighed. “Shit, Sam …”

“Shit is right.”

“Look, I only know what Max told me—that if you surrender yourself to me, we’ve got fifty-three hours before I have to bring you in.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t trust him.”

“Sam—”

“I’m sorry.” He cut the connection.

The FBI’s plan was going to have to work. And wasn’t he going to be surprised when he found out that the fifty-three hours Max had granted him was real?

Unless …

Why would Max agree?

If he had a choice between getting Sam Starrett into custody immediately or in fifty-three hours, wouldn’t he pick immediately?

Maybe Sam was right, and Max had an alternate plan that he hadn’t bothered to tell Alyssa about.

She opened her phone and dialed Jules’s cell phone number. Time for her to put into place her own plan B.



WEDNESDAY, JUNE 18, 2003

Gina was roused by the sound of a cell phone ringing. It was blindingly bright wherever she was, so she kept her eyes tightly shut. God, her neck and back were stiff from sleeping funny, but, hey, at least she’d slept.

“I know,” a male voice said. Whoever it was was speaking in hushed tones, probably to keep her from waking up. A pause, and then, “Alyssa, I’ll be there.”

Alyssa.

Gina opened her eyes and discovered that she was sleeping in Max Bhagat’s rented car, with her head on Jules Cassidy’s lap. She had Max’s raincoat over her.

Jules looked down at her as he closed his cell phone. “Damn, I woke you. I’m sorry.”

Gina sat up, rubbing her neck. Maybe it wasn’t sleeping funny that made her ache. Maybe it was mild whiplash from yesterday’s accident. It was nothing, though, that a hot shower wouldn’t fix. “What time is it?”

“Nearly six,” he told her.

“Where’s Max?”

“He has a meeting in about half an hour that he couldn’t miss—and couldn’t show up for in plaid pajamas and a Snoopy shirt.” Jules smiled. “Who knew? I think I love him more than ever now.” He handed her a folded piece of paper. “He asked me to give you this.”

Gina opened it. Gina, either move to a safer hotel, or Jules Cassidy will be your roommate tonight. That was it.

“Did you read this?” she asked Jules.

“No,” he said.

She looked at him.

“Of course I read it. I’m an FBI agent. It’s a clue.”

“He didn’t even sign his name,” Gina said.

“Yeah, I noticed that, too.”

“He’s pushing me away because he let me get too close last night,” she said.

“Oh, yeah? Exactly how close did he let you get?”

“Not as close I wanted,” she admitted. She sighed, looking down at Max’s neat handwriting again. Jules Cassidy will be your roommate … “He’s trying to set me up with you, you know.”

Jules laughed at that. “No, he’s not.”

“Yes, he is. Every time I turn around, he’s pushing you at me.”

“No, he most certainly is not. He’s using me to baby-sit you, which is something else entirely for you to get mad about.”

She waved the letter. “But—”

“He’s using me to baby-sit you because he thinks that because I’m gay, I’m safe. If he knew what I said to you last night, he’d probably have a coronary. And then he’d transfer me to Nebraska.”

“Max knows you’re gay? You’re positive?”

“Sweetie, either he knows I’m gay or he’s an idiot, and I’m pretty sure he’s not an idiot. I’m gloriously out of the closet. The entire office knows, even though they don’t ask and I don’t tell. But there’s more than just a discreet gay pride flag in the pencil holder on my desk—there’s a signed picture from the cast of Queer as Folk. I sing show tunes in the hallway. I use words like gloriously when I talk. I smell good all the time. Believe me, Max knows.”

Gina stared at him. She had been so sure.… But if Max knew … “Oh, man,” she said. “Just when I’m sure I’ve got him figured out …”

She found out that she was still completely clueless.


CHAPTER
SIXTEEN

One last time, Sam took his car down the roads around all three of the doughnut shops between the highway and the Sunset Motel, driving the potential escape routes.

He’d done it last night, but everything looked a little different now that the sun was up, so he was glad he had the extra time to do it again.

Ninety-eight percent of a successful E&E—escape and evasion—was all about knowing the roads and being familiar with the area. Since it was more than likely he’d be out of his car if and when any bad shit went down, Sam paid close attention to the buildings in those parts of town, too. Places in which to get lost. Stores or medical buildings to enter as one person and exit as someone looking entirely different. He looked long and hard at the alleys and the cut-throughs, too, until he could see them in his mind, with his eyes closed.

He’d gotten out of his car and walked them last night.

He was ready.

Well, almost ready.

Just one more rather important thing to do.

He headed toward the First Unitarian Church, home of the FUC Men’s Homeless Shelter.

He’d seen that listing in the phone book last night, and at first his exhausted brain had filled in the missing “K-E-D.” He’d had to read it twice, thinking, What the fuck?, and he’d laughed aloud when he realized what he’d done. It seemed like a sign from God. At the very least, it was a sign that God—or someone who knew Him rather well—had a sense of humor, because surely Sam wasn’t the only one who saw that listing and misread it in that particular way.

Sam drove past the church now, slowing down to take a better look. His timing was perfect. All of the FUC-ked men were leaving the shelter, looking as lost and bedraggled as they probably had when they came crawling in late last night.

Up and at ’em, boys. Time to wander the streets. Maybe apply for a job that you have no prayer of getting because you don’t have a permanent address and you haven’t washed your clothes in four months. Maybe roll a drunk. Maybe earn a few bucks doing something illegal or degrading, and buy a bottle of gin and get drunk, get rolled by kids who are too young and stupid to realize your pockets are emptier than theirs.

The first four men Sam saw were either African-American or Hispanic. The next bunch were white, but all too short.

He went around the block and …

Jackpot.

He was too young, barely even twenty, a little too skinny, but he had the right color hair. A jacket would help hide his lack of muscles. He was even wearing jeans and scuffed up cowboy boots.

Sam pulled up alongside of him and leaned over as he opened the passenger’s side window. “Hey. Want to earn an easy twenty bucks?”

The kid scowled at him. “Fuck you. Go suck your own dick.”

“Whoa,” Sam said. “That’s not what I—”

But he realized that what he must look like with his haircut and shaved face and these new clothes—what he surely looked like from the kid’s vantage point—was some casually rich, corporate deviant looking for an early morning jump start to his day.

Not that being gay made you deviant. It was only deviant when you had a wife and kids and pretended to be straight but then went sneaking around, paying street kids like this one to get your rocks off.

Sam got out of the car and followed the kid on foot. “Hey, junior, you misunderstood.”

The kid turned and looked at him with dead eyes. “A hundred bucks and you wear a condom.”

Aw, man. “Fifty bucks,” Sam negotiated, “for absolutely no sex. You sit in my car with me for an hour, maybe two, tops, while we wait for someone to show up. I don’t touch you, you don’t touch me, no one even touches themselves. No sex. I’m not into that—you understand?”

The kid didn’t even blink.

Sam held up his baseball cap. “We drive around for a little bit, and you wear this into a doughnut shop, buy yourself a cup of coffee. Period. No sex. You walk out of there with fifty bucks in your pocket.”

The kid looked at the hat, looked at him. “Seventy-five and you wear a condom.”

Sam gave up trying to convince him that he was serious when he said no sex. “Deal. Get in the car.”

The kid would find out soon enough.

Team Sixteen was back in Coronado.

Tom Paoletti saw his former XO, Jazz Jacquette, as he was being taken back into the BOQ after another extremely early session of questioning.

This time the questions had been all about a blond man and a gardener or landscaper.

The only blond man Tom knew well was Senior Chief Stanley Wolchonok. And as for a gardener … He himself spent a lot of time in his own garden. His great-uncle Joe was a gardener, back in Massachusetts.

But neither Stan nor Joe—nor Tom—were terrorists.

Tom didn’t mention either of the other men by name. No way was he letting this witch-hunt spread to them.

He pushed open the door and saw that Kelly was waiting for him in his room. No, his wife was waiting for him. Just thinking that made him smile, even though he was exhausted from four hours of questioning in a room that was purposely airless and hot. They were trying to make him sweat.

They had succeeded. He now stank.

“The team’s back,” Kelly told him, hugging and kissing him anyway, despite his animal odor.

“Yeah, I know.” He held her tightly, hit by a wave of emotion, grateful as hell that she was here for him. With him.

He let her go and took off his jacket. Man, it was damp and it reeked. Just what he needed—to walk into these sessions smelling of fear. “I need to get this dry-cleaned.”

“I’ll get it done right away,” Kelly promised as he unfastened his pants and kicked off his shoes. “I figured as much. I brought a bunch of your other uniforms over. And some more clean socks and underwear, too.”

Tom kissed her again. “Thank you.” She was wearing pants today. What a shame. He moved past her into the bathroom, where he splashed cool water on his face and let it run on his hands and wrists before he washed his pits. Jee-zus. He really needed a shower, but that could wait until after Kelly was gone.

“Everyone’s been calling,” she said, standing in the doorway, watching as he dried himself with his towel. “Everyone. Stan. Jazz. Mark Jenkins.” She counted them off on her fingers. “Izzy, Silverman, Lopez, Muldoon, John Nilsson, Big Mac, the Duke, Kenny … They all called, Tommy. They want to know what they can do. They’re all willing to resign over this.”

“What? No way!” Resign? “Call them back and tell them not to. Tell them that’s a direct order.”

Kelly backed up as he came out into the main room, probably to avoid the steam coming out of his ears.

“This is exactly what al-Qaeda hoped would happen,” he ranted. “They don’t have the ability to drop a bomb here in Coronado, but with only three incompetent guys with machine guns, they’re on the verge of completely destroying the Navy’s top Spec Op team.” It wasn’t big enough in there to pace, but he didn’t let that stop him. “Shit! Shit!”

“I’ll spread the word.” Kelly sat on the bed to stay out of his way. “No resignations. Although Stan and Jazz were both really interested in your plans for the future. I think they’re hoping you’ll give them a job.”

He turned to look at her. “A job doing what?”

“I, uh, may have mentioned something about the security consulting group you’re thinking of forming, you know, specializing in counterterrorism …?”

Tom stopped pacing. He was thinking of forming …?

She actually looked a little embarrassed. “I may have referred to it as the equivalent of a civilian SEAL team.” She lifted her chin and dug in. “It’s a good idea, Tom. You and your team could do things you would never be allowed to do as a part of the U.S. military.”

He laughed his amazement. “I thought you wanted me to join the FBI.”

“I was thinking about it, but why would you want to take orders from Max Bhagat when you’re used to being in charge? This way you can make some serious money, too,” she pointed out.

“Working for corporate assholes who risk their employees’ lives to get more oil—” He caught himself. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation. I’m being held under guard, about to be officially charged with treason—”

“Of which you are not guilty. We’re going to beat this, Tom, and then you’re going to flip the bird at Admiral Fucker and get back to business kicking terrorist ass. Paoletti International Security and Personal Protection Agency. PISPPA.”

Tom cracked up. “That’s awful. It sounds like piss pot.”

“Yeah, well, Stan and Jazz didn’t think so.”

“They both already have jobs,” Tom pointed out. “Running my team.” He corrected himself. “Team Sixteen.” It wasn’t his team anymore.

But, God damn. Tom could see from Kelly’s face that there was bad news coming. “What?” he asked.

“Jazz told me he isn’t going to be your replacement,” Kelly said. “They’re bringing in someone else to be the team’s new commanding officer.”

Double damn! “Who?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. I asked Jenk to see what he can find out.”

Tom felt sick. He sank down next to her on the bed. “This is my fault. Everyone knows Jazz was my pick. I should’ve just kept my mouth shut.”

“It’s not your fault,” Kelly said, putting her arms around him and holding him tightly. “None of this is your fault.”

Yeah, right.

She lifted her head and looked up at him. “Oh, I meant to tell you—there is some good news. Now that he’s back, I’ve got Kenny Karmody working on those surveillance videos from the library. He’s writing a program so that his computer can search through the tapes, looking for Mary Lou.”

The videos? Of the San Diego library parking lot. It took Tom a moment to figure out what Kelly was talking about. Man, what a long shot that was. And if those videos were their best lead …

He was so totally screwed.

“Do you think they’re trying to dissolve the team?” he asked her, already knowing the answer.

Kelly didn’t try to bullshit him. “Yeah,” she said. “I do. If their intention is to tie you into some kind of assassination conspiracy and publicly charge you with treason …”

The negative publicity from that would be intense. And anything Tom had ever touched would be suspect. Or, at the very least, tainted.

The idea of Team Sixteen being split up was almost worse than the thought of his spending the next thirty years in jail.

“I spent most of the night on the phone with Meg and Savannah and we contacted every other teammate’s wife and girlfriend and ex-wife and former girlfriend we could think of,” Kelly told him as she massaged the muscles in his shoulders and neck. “We did a bunch of conference calls, trying to figure out if any of us had been targeted by someone who was looking for information about the team, or even a way onto the Navy base. We made lists of people—even acquaintances—that we knew who might also know Mary Lou. But that was hard to do without her participation. I wish we could talk to her.”

“A lot of people want to talk to Mary Lou,” Tom pointed out.

“The only person I’m certain that she and I both knew was Ihbraham Rahman,” Kelly said.

“Rahman?” Tom said, turning to look at her.

“Yeah,” she said. “After they kick me out of here, I’m going to call Max Bhagat to tell him. I mean, it feels uncomfortably like racial profiling to me—Ihbraham was clearly from the Middle East—but—”

“Is he a gardener?” Tom asked. “You know, like, a landscaper?”

Kelly blinked at him. “Yeah. Did you … I didn’t think you ever met him.”

God damn. “How about a man with blond hair?” Tom asked. “Someone that this Rahman guy might’ve known. Or maybe not,” he said, thinking aloud. “Maybe it’s just someone that Mary Lou knew, too.”

“A blond man.” Kelly chewed her lip. “God, I don’t know. Ihbraham worked alone, I do know that. Well, at least he was always alone whenever I saw him in our neighborhood. He cut the Jansens’ lawn, you know, next door. He came over a few times, to introduce himself and drop off his business card and his rates. He was very nice. And he did a good job at the Jansens’.”

“Call Max,” Tom told her, “and tell him what you just told me. And call Meg and the others back. Ask them if they remember a man with blond hair. He’d probably be someone they met maybe a month or two before the Coronado attack. Maybe before that, even. He probably disappeared shortly after.”

She nodded, taking his ripe uniform from the closet.

Tom kissed his wife and pushed her out the door. “Go.”

It wasn’t until she was gone that he realized he’d forgotten to tell her that he loved her.

Jules arrived in Gainesville with barely enough time to spare.

Alyssa was on the phone with Max, who was back in Sarasota, thank goodness for small favors. But it meant that she couldn’t bitch at Jules for cutting it down to the wire. She could only grimace at him and gesture for him to follow her, grabbing the gym bag she’d taken from the back of her car.

“Everything ready?” Max asked.

“Yes, sir,” Alyssa said. “Just about. We expect Sam to show up in approximately fifteen minutes.”

“Good,” Max said.

“I’m not entirely sure this rates a good just yet,” she told him as she led Jules into the back of the Dunkin’ Donuts, into the single seat ladies’ room. She set the gym bag down on the floor. “His showing up isn’t the same as my apprehending him. He’s no fool.”

“Yes, I’m well aware of that.”

Alyssa locked the door behind them. “We’re going to be waiting for him, here in the store,” she told him. “When I approach him, I’m going to tell him not to run, that he’s not being taken into custody, that he’s got those forty-eight hours that I promised him before we bring him in.”

“Alyssa, promise him anything.” He sounded exhausted. “Just get him in here.”

“In forty-eight hours,” she repeated, but Max had already hung up. “Take off your clothes,” she ordered Jules.

“Why is it, lately, that only women want me to take off my clothes?”

“Please, Jules,” she begged him as she pulled her second-nicest suit out of her bag. “We have three minutes to do this. I have to get into place before Sam gets here.”

“Sam.” Jules yanked off his jacket and shirt and stripped out of his pants, his eyes sympathetic. “Sweetie, are you sure you want to do this? I mean, no one’s going to blame you if you just get into your car and drive north—all the way back to D.C. Take a few weeks off—”

“And for the rest of my life regret not doing something while I had the chance?”

“Why do you want to help Sam Starrett clean up his mess?” Jules countered. “And you know I love him dearly, Alyssa, but it is his mess.”

“You can’t blame him for terrorists targeting his wife,” she said.

“Actually, I can,” Jules said. “Considering if he hadn’t had the wrong wife, he wouldn’t be in this situation right now.”

Alyssa shook her head. “I didn’t want to marry him. I wouldn’t have married him.”

“Yeah, you can pretend that if you want, but I know you. You were so ready to get his name tattooed on your ass.”

“Just hurry up,” she told him.

Jules sighed. “This is going to be catastrophically bad, isn’t it? But what I can’t figure out is, which will be worse? If you fail or if you succeed?”

Sam’s phone rang just as he saw the blue Ford Focus, with South Carolina plates, coming down the highway exit ramp.

“Don’t say a word,” he warned the kid—Kyle—sitting slouched beside him. “Don’t even breathe loudly.”

He opened his cell phone.

It was Alyssa, of course.

“Good morning,” she said.

“Got some information for me?” he asked. “You know, in the spirit of convincing me to meet you somewhere and take advantage of that fifty-three hours of amnesty?”

“It’s forty-eight hours and fifty-two minutes now,” she told him. “The clock started when I first made the offer.”

“That’s fair,” Sam said, pulling out into traffic, about twelve cars behind Beth Weiss’s Focus. He could let her get that far ahead, because the nearest traffic light was way down the road. If someone was following her, watching for him, he wanted to be far enough back.

“Sam.” Alyssa’s voice was husky with urgency. “Meet me. Right now. You name the place, I’ll be there. We can set it up so that you feel safe. I’m willing to do whatever you want me to do. Your rules. Max isn’t a part of this. This is just between you and me. He gave you forty-eight hours—but he didn’t say I had to tell him where we are. We’ll call in for information. You know that we’ll find Mary Lou and Haley much faster if we work together—”

“You remember that motel we stayed in?” he said, cutting her off. “Go there and get room two-fourteen.”

“Why not just meet in the parking lot?”

“Leave your side arm on your left front tire,” he told her. “And your keys locked in the car, on the passenger’s side floor.”

Up ahead, Beth’s blue Focus was signaling to make a left into the Dunkin’ Donuts parking lot. Way to go, Beth.

“When you get in the room, take off your clothes and cuff yourself to a chair. They had those chairs with the arms that were attached, remember?”

“Sam—”

“You said my rules.”

Alyssa was silent. He drove past the Dunkin’ Donuts, signaling to make a left into the parking lot for a paint store that was two blocks down. He’d drop Kyle here, ditch the car, then head into the parking lot for the twenty-four-hour Wal-Mart that was across the street. He would stand just inside the door of the department store and still have a clear view of the Dunkin’ Donuts, while he waited for a cab.

From that vantage point, he could see all the way into the little doughnut shop. With its big windows, it was like looking into a fish bowl. Last night he’d been able to take an inventory and had noticed that they were running low on glazed doughnuts. He’d be able to see anything that went on in there.

“Yes to the keys, no to the weapon on the wheel,” Alyssa told him. “You know I can’t leave it somewhere where it might fall into the wrong hands. I’ll leave the curtains open in the room and my side arm on the bed, where you can see it through the window—and where you can see me, too, in the chair. Clothes on.”

“If you leave your clothes on, I’ll have to search you,” he pointed out.

“Yeah,” she said, with what sounded like genuine amusement in her voice. “That’s why you wanted me to take off my clothes. So you wouldn’t have to search me.”

“Hey, I figured it was worth a try.”

“It’ll take me about fifteen minutes to get there,” she told him.

“You’re serious,” he said.

“Yes. Please be there.” She hung up.

No way was she serious. Although, damn, she sounded sincere.

Fifteen minutes …

First things first. If Kyle, here, walked into the doughnut shop and back out again without getting arrested, he’d think about taking a spin past that motel.

Sam turned to the kid. “Show time. Keep the hat pulled down over your face and your hands out of the pockets of your jacket. That’s important. Hands in view at all times, all right? Just walk in there and stand in the line at the counter.”

“Is someone going to shoot me?” Kyle asked. “Thinking that I’m you?”

“No,” Sam said. “Not if you keep your hands out of the jacket.”

“Who are you?” For the first time all morning there was actually a flicker of life in his eyes.

“One of the good guys,” Sam told him.

The kid snorted. “Yeah, right.” He pulled the hat down and got out of the car. “Something tells me it would’ve been easier just to suck your dick.”

“Maybe for you, but not for me,” Sam said.

Alyssa was in place.

She’d seen Beth Weiss’s car pull into the lot. And now her radio headset crackled.

“Still no sign that Starrett is following.”

Yeah, like they’d be able to spot him. Did they really think finding him was going to be that easy?

Sam Starrett was beyond good. He’d told her once that one of the keys to remaining invisible while following someone was to detach emotionally. Emotional energy gave the people being followed that sixth sense tingle at the back of their neck, that feeling that someone was watching them.

She tried to do the same now as she watched for him. No emotional attachment. No emotion at all …

Alyssa knew Sam well enough to know he wouldn’t look the way she’d expect him to look, and he wouldn’t be where she’d expect him to be.

It was a complicated game they were playing. He knew she was looking for him. But she knew he knew she was looking for him, and likewise, he knew she knew he knew, etc. etc. etc., ad nauseam.

It came down to both of them trying to second-guess each other. Would he do the obvious, simply because she’d expect him not to do the obvious? Or …?

Please God, don’t let him show up here at all. Please let him already be back at that Motel Six they’d stayed at their first night here in Gainesville. Please let him be ready to trust her.

Surely he’d figured out that both the desk clerk he’d talked to at the Sunset Motel and the roommate had given up information about Beth Weiss far too easily.

Surely he knew that the FBI had found and questioned Beth in Orlando, that they were using her as bait to reel him in.

“When he shows,” Alyssa said into her radio, “if he shows, I’m the one who approaches him, is that clear? No one so much as moves an inch.”

“We’ve got him,” one of the Gainesville agents said, excitement in his voice. “Heading across the parking lot.”

Alyssa looked. The height was right and so was the hair, but … That wasn’t Sam. She opened her mouth to tell them to hold off, to keep out of sight, that this was somebody wearing Sam’s baseball cap, someone he’d sent in to test the waters, or maybe even to be a decoy.

He’d pulled that particular hat trick on her before.

He was watching to see what would happen. And what he needed to see was Hat Guy go up to the counter, order a doughnut, and walk back out—unapproached.

Alyssa, after all, was supposed to be over at that motel, cuffing herself to a chair.

After Hat Guy walked away, Sam would wait a few more minutes, and then come out of wherever he was hiding. He’d be far less careful, and she’d finally be able to spot him and—

“Hold off,” she said. “We don’t know that’s him. Let’s make sure we have a positive ID. And remember, I approach him.”

“He’s getting closer!”

“Jules, stay out of sight,” Alyssa ordered into her microphone. “Everyone stay in place. That’s not—”

Max’s voice cut her off. “Take him down.”

“What?” she said. “What are you doing?”

“I’m sorry, Alyssa. The deal was only good if Starrett took it right away.”

“I’m still negotiating the deal! Max, you’re not even here! Shit!” How could he give that order from hundreds of miles away? As Alyssa watched, twenty agents stormed Sam’s decoy, taking him down, pressing his face against the asphalt. “Oh, shit!”

“Sorry,” Max said again, sounding anything but.

Alyssa took off the radio headset, flinging it down as she turned and spotted …

Sam’s hiding place.

Had to be.

She knew where he was and where he was going to go—out the back door. Now all she had to do was get there first. She ran for her car.

Sam sighed as about twenty agents in FBI windbreakers damn near sat on poor Kyle.

He could see Alyssa over in the Dunkin’ Donuts, a scarf over her head and sunglasses on as she tried to be invisible in one of her designer suits. Tried, and failed. It was the curse of being an incredibly beautiful woman. In order to hide herself, she had to go to extremes like the scarf and glasses. Which made her extremely easy to pick out of a crowd.

As he watched, Kyle’s baseball cap came off, and Alyssa reacted.

Yeah, that’s right, sweet thing. It wasn’t him.

They were spending an awful lot of time and energy searching for him, when they should have been looking for Mary Lou and Haley.

Okay, it was definitely time to go, while Alyssa was still caught up asking Kyle all kinds of questions about Sam. He could practically hear the kid’s answers. Short hair styled and blown dry, clean shaven, dark pants and a white shirt with the collar open. Tweed sports jacket.

Sam had never owned a tweed sports jacket before, not in his entire life.

Kyle pointed down the street, toward the lot where Sam had left the car.

Good boy.

Of course, Sam didn’t own a tweed jacket anymore. It was now sitting, abandoned, in a shopping cart in aisle 14.

He headed for the rear of the store, toward the delivery bays that exited into the back parking lot, purposely taking the aisle that featured hair care products. He grabbed a bottle of goo or gel or what-the-fuck from the shelf and squeezed some into his hand as he walked. He set the bottle down on a shelf with some disposable diapers, rubbed his hands together, and used the goop to slick his hair down and back from his face.

He’d replaced the tweed with the dark suit jacket that matched the pants and put on a rather anemic-looking yellow tie with gray flecks. It was the opposite of a power tie. It was a “don’t notice me” tie.

When he caught sight of himself in a mirror, he realized that he could have walked out the front door. No way, not in a million years, would anyone recognize him.

Not even Alyssa Locke.

He wiped his hands clean on a dish towel as he crossed through house-wares, and then there he was, at the door marked “Employees only.”

He slowed down and stopped, pretending to look at a rack of little boys’ bathing suits as he made sure there was no one around to challenge him when he went through that door.

There were two shoppers nearby, one an elderly black woman in a housedress that didn’t cover her swollen ankles, and the other a woman or maybe even a short man in baggy jeans and an oversized shirt and a knit skull cap. They were together, talking about inflation, so Sam started toward the door, but then the androgynous one turned toward him, and—

Holy fuck, it was Alyssa Locke.

She’d handcuffed him to her before he could even tell his feet to run.

“Hey, Sam. Nice tie,” she said, then yanked him through that back door.


CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN

The hallway was empty—Alyssa saw Sam take that in in one swift glance.

Right before he grabbed her and slammed her up against the concrete block wall.

She must’ve made a sound of pain, because the look on his face was almost comical. That is, if there was anything funny at all about more than two hundred pounds of angry Navy SEAL jamming his arm up underneath her throat, cutting off her air.

“I’m sorry. God, Lys, I’m so sorry,” he told her as he groped her, searching for her side arm.

The one she’d carefully locked in the trunk of her car before coming inside the store.

She tried turning her head aside so she could get some air. She flailed, hitting him as hard as she could, but he just moved his arm, pinning her more completely.

“I’m not going to bring you in, you fool,” she said, although it came out gasped and garbled.

He got the gist of it. “Damn right you’re not.”

“No, Sam—”

She really couldn’t breathe. His grip on her tightened, and she knew he was trying to make her black out from lack of air. Whereupon he’d search her for her keys, free himself from the cuffs, and, first making sure she was breathing again, take off for parts unknown.

And then she’d be back to talking to him on the phone.

His face was an inch from hers—the way he’d lifted her off the ground brought them nose to nose—and she stared into his eyes, shaking her head as much as she could, pleading with her eyes. Don’t do this.

She’d never seen him like this before. He was furious and terrified and remorseful as hell. It was not without possibility that he might actually start to cry. “I’m sorry,” he just kept saying. “Don’t make me hurt you. Alyssa, I don’t want to hurt you.…”

“Don’t—” she managed to gasp as she struggled to get free, or at least get a breath. Just one good breath …

So she could beg him to trust her.

So she could tell him she’d locked the keys to these cuffs in the trunk of her car as well. If she blacked out, then he’d be cuffed to dead weight.

Cuffed to …

Alyssa stopped fighting him—which wasn’t the easiest thing to do when her brain was sending “no air” panic signals to her body—and went limp.

Sam, however, was ready for her to do that—turning into a dead weight was a basic defense technique from Street Fighting 101—but he did have to adjust his grip on her, which loosened his hold on her arm.

It was the arm with which she was cuffed to him. Which meant she didn’t have the reach she needed to hit him in the eye—a blow that didn’t need a lot of force behind it to be painful as hell.

Instead, she tried for an elbow to his nose, and—whoa, what a lucky break—to avoid that, he brought his head down and closer to her. Which put his nose well out of range, but made it possible for her to throw her arm—leading with that same elbow—up and over Sam’s head. The cuffs and Sam’s arm followed, looping around his neck.

That put his own arm into an unnatural position, and now when she went limp, he had to back off fast and duck much farther forward in order to slip their arms back over his head. If he hadn’t, she would’ve wrenched his shoulder damn near out of its socket.

It was then, when he backed off like that, that he finally lost his hold on her.

And there was air. Glorious, wonderful air.

Alyssa took deep gasping breaths as she went down to the floor.

Or at least as close to the floor as she could get while handcuffed to Sam.

She went instantly into a floor fighting position, on her side, one leg bent beneath her, and used the full force of her other leg to kick at him. Hard. She aimed for his knee. He was expecting her to target his groin so she connected and heard him swear.

She kicked him again, but he was a fast learner, and she only managed to hit his thigh.

He grabbed her foot, yanking her off balance before he pulled up hard on the cuffs. He jerked her all the way up onto her feet, obviously expecting her to resist. But she didn’t. She pushed herself even farther forward, moving toward him instead of trying to back away.

It put him at a serious disadvantage, especially when she moved even closer—close enough to step between his legs and …

She hit him so hard with her knee that his feet left the floor. She herself was knocked off balance as the handcuffs dragged her forward and down with him, and she scrambled to stay on her feet.

He made a sound that was a mix of pain and despair, and God knows a hit to the balls like that would’ve put another man on the ground for good, whimpering in a fetal position, but Sam was back up and at her instantly, slamming her against that wall again.

But she was ready for him this time, and she tucked her head into him, grabbing him in as much of a bear hug as she could, with her one arm twisted and crushed between them.

She was winning, she realized—if this could even remotely be called winning—because he was trying his damnedest not to hurt her.

He could have smashed her head against the wall. He could have broken her arm with very little effort. He could have slapped her or punched her or kicked her to the ground a dozen different times.

But he didn’t. And he wouldn’t.

She was fighting him as hard and as dirty as she could, and he was being careful.

“I’m not going to turn you in,” she told him again, talking directly to his armpit. All she had to do to stay in this fight was keep him away from her throat. “If I was, my backup would be here by now—twenty FBI agents cleaning this floor with your fancy suit!”

He was breathing hard, each exhale moving her hair, as he pinned her there, as he went through her pockets, searching for her keys.

“Like they did to your friend across the street,” she told him. Once Sam found what he was looking for, he was going to wrestle her to the ground, sit on her, and unlock the cuffs. Except the only keys she was carrying were her car keys and the key to her lockbox in the trunk.

He was going to be very disappointed.

She couldn’t move with the full weight of his body against hers, the wall grinding into her backbone. He’d protected himself against another kick to the groin by pushing himself between her legs. She could kick the backs of his legs with her heels, but she couldn’t get up enough force that way to do anything but annoy him.

“Forty-eight hours,” she persisted as he attempted to get into the front left pocket of her jeans, as she tried to make it as difficult as possible for him to do so. “We have forty-eight hours to find Mary Lou and Haley, and you’re wasting time!”

Someone was coming.

Sam heard it at the same time she did. A door opening. Voices. Two or three of them. Young women, girls, from the sound of it, heading toward them, about to turn the corner and see …

Alyssa wrapped her legs around Sam and lifted her head.

She could taste his surprise as she kissed him.

Kissed him? Hell, she ate him alive. She soul-sucked him so hard, it made those kisses they’d shared in the back of her car seem staid by comparison.

It took him maybe three one-hundreths of a second to catch on and to kiss her back, making it look as if they’d ducked through the “Employees Only” door to grab a semipublic quickie.

Alyssa heard the girls giggling, felt them hurry past, felt Sam hard between her legs as he ground himself against her, as she tasted blood.…

God, at some point in their struggle, she’d hit him so hard he’d cut his lip on his own teeth.

He didn’t seem to care. He didn’t seem to notice that the girls had gone out the door, that he and Alyssa were alone once more.

He just kept kissing her.

She tried to pull back, but he wouldn’t let her go.

“Stop,” she said into his mouth. “Sam—”

It was hard as hell to talk with his tongue in her mouth. Doubly hard because part of her didn’t really want him to remove it.

“Please,” she said, but it probably sounded as if she were begging for more, because he kissed her even more deeply, but slower now. Sweetly.

Oh, dear God …

She could feel his heart pounding, or maybe that was hers because the rhythmic way he was rubbing himself against her was enough to make her …

Oh, but heavenly Father, if she did, then he’d know that it had been years since she’d … since they’d …

“Stop,” she said, but of course he didn’t since she hadn’t actually managed to say it aloud.

So she bit him.

Not very hard.

But certainly hard enough to get his attention.

“Shit!”

“Stop,” Alyssa ordered him, even though he already had. He was still pressed against her, though, which made her want to scream. “I kissed you so they wouldn’t see that we were fighting, so they wouldn’t call the police. But they just might call security, and if the rent-a-cops find us here, cuffed together like this …”

But he didn’t move. He just stared at her as she looked back at him, at the graceful shape of his mouth, at the smooth, clean lines of his cheeks, at his eyes—startlingly blue eyes he’d kept too often hidden behind all of his hair, or beneath the brim of one of his infernal and always present baseball caps.

“Now,” she said, trying to sound as if her heart wasn’t about to pound out of her chest, as if her body wasn’t screaming for them to finish what they’d started, “will you please trust me enough to put me down and walk out of here with me? My car’s just outside.

“I’m here alone,” she continued, knowing that if he was still able to stand after that kick she’d given him, then he had a significant amount of adrenaline charging through his system. It was enough to make everything harder—including his ability to comprehend what she was saying. So she brought it down to the bottom line again. “I’m not here to turn you in. I made a deal with you, even though you were right about Max. Even though he didn’t mean it. But I did. We have forty-eight hours to find Haley. Let’s stop dicking around and go and do it.”

Sam smiled at that—perhaps it was a poor choice of words.

Damn, he was handsome with his hair cut short and his entire face showing. Some women might not agree because there was nothing pretty about this man. His good looks were rugged and he had a smile that was loaded with testosterone. He had the kind of big, lean, man-sized face that was going to get craggier as he got older. But he’d be just as handsome, possibly even more so, at seventy than he was right now.

The suit he had on was not expensive, but it fit as if it had been tailored to his rangy frame. Or at least it had before he’d ripped out the sleeve.

When Alyssa had first spotted him in the store, she’d looked past him. He was so completely the anti-Sam, right down to the shiny black dress shoes.

The embarrassing truth was, she never would have recognized him if she hadn’t had sex with him. In the shower. Hungover and sick as a dog from a night of heavy drinking, handcuffed to Sam with the key temporarily lost, stone cold sober and horrified that she’d slept with him the night before, she still hadn’t been able to keep herself from jumping him one last time.

Yes, it was because she’d seen him before with his hair wet and slicked back from his face almost exactly like this, that she’d realized it was indeed Sam Starrett inside that business suit.

“What can I do to make you trust me?” she asked, well aware that he still hadn’t released her.

“Kiss me again,” he said.

“Look, Starrett, this is serious. I didn’t kiss you because I wanted to.” Liar. “I also didn’t kiss you because I’m trying to play you. I’m done with that. No more games. It’s honesty time. I’m not helping you because I want us to have sex again, because I don’t.” Liar. “Nothing’s changed between us. I’m helping you because your reasons for wanting to find Haley first and put her someplace safe are good ones. I’m helping you because despite what he says now, Max did agree to this deal.”

Sam nodded, but he still didn’t let go of her. “Honesty time. Okay. I should probably tell you that if you don’t kiss me again, my adrenaline levels are going to drop. Enough so that my body is going to realize that you kicked me so hard that my balls are now lodged near my tonsils. And at that moment of realization, I will probably drop to my knees and start retching. Oh, Jesus.”

He let go of her, and she slid down him.

“In case you were offended,” he told her raggedly, “the hard-on didn’t really … have anything to do with you. At least not … at first. It’s a … male fighting … thing. But as long as … we’re being completely honest, I feel it’s fair to tell you that your making love to me … would go a long way toward making me trust you.” He sank to his knees and closed his eyes. “Oh, fuck.”

She wanted to sink down beside him, and close her eyes, too, weary from relief, but they had to keep moving. She looked around. There was a machine selling cans of cold soda a little farther down the hall.

“Of course … it’s entirely … possible I’ll never … have sex … or walk … again.”

“Do you have your wallet?” Alyssa asked.

“What, are you going to … rob me now, too? Right front pocket … pants.”

She fished for his wallet as gently as she could, took out a single. Put the wallet back in her own pocket. “Come on.” She reached under his arms and helped him to his feet. God, there was a lot of him.

“I was serious … about the retching.”

“I know,” she said. “Let’s get you into the car. But first …”

She stopped at the soda machine and fed it Sam’s dollar. A can of soda clunked out. She handed it to him.

“Hey … I wanted … Dr. Pepper.”

“It’s an ice pack alternative, funnyman.”

A wave of hot air hit them as they went through another door and out into the blinding morning light.

There was no one out in the back lot. Alyssa watched as Sam made note of the fact that there were, indeed, no FBI agents staked out and waiting for them to appear.

She’d parked at the end of a row of employees’ cars and she led him in that direction.

“Can you hold off on the retching for just a little bit longer?” she asked.

It wasn’t a good sign that he didn’t speak, that he just nodded.

She held out her car keys to him. “I need you to get a couple of things out of the trunk.”

He nodded again. He was gritting his teeth, and she knew that he wanted nothing more than to curl up in a ball in the backseat for about twenty minutes. But, as usual, he was determined to be Superman, so he took her keys, and after about three tries, during which he started sweating all over again, he managed to unlock the trunk.

Alyssa purposely stood back, as far away from both him and the car as the handcuffs would allow.

“There’s another key on that ring,” she told him. “It’ll unlock the box that my side arm is stored in.”

Sam turned to look at her, surprise and wonder in his eyes. It almost canceled out the haze from his pain.

Almost.

“Thank you for trusting me,” she told him. Although it sure would have been easier if he’d trusted her before she damn near killed him. She gestured toward the trunk, toward her handgun. “This is about me, trusting you, in return.”

He understood. He unlocked the box and took out the weapon. Checking to make sure it was loaded, and then that the safety was on, he stashed it in his jacket pocket. “Thanks.” It came out as little more than a whisper.

“The keys to the cuffs are in there, too,” she said. “In my fanny pack.”

He was trying his best to stand up straight, but it was more than clear that he was fighting a losing battle. Of course, he’d never admit that, not in a million years.

Alyssa grabbed her fanny pack, took the car keys from him, and closed the trunk. She led him to the front of the car, unlocked the passenger’s side door, and went in first, crawling over the parking brake. Men were entirely too fragile.

Sam got in very gingerly, and when he closed the door it didn’t quite latch.

Alyssa reached across him, opened it, and closed it.

He had the can of soda strategically placed, the seat reclined, and his eyes closed as she found the key to the cuffs and unlocked them both.

But he opened his eyes and caught her hand, turning it so he could take a closer look at her wrist, where the cuffs had rubbed her skin raw. “I’m so sorry I didn’t trust you,” he said.

“Yeah, well …” Alyssa pulled her hand away from his so she could start the car. “It’s not that big a deal. Especially since I’ve been wanting to kick you really hard in the balls for a couple of years now.”

Sam’s own wrist was equally abraded. But he didn’t give it a glance. He just closed his eyes again. “I don’t know which is scarier, thinking you’re joking or thinking you’re serious.”

“We have to figure out a game plan,” Alyssa said. “With only forty-eight hours …”

“Can I please just have ten minutes to sit here and weep?”

“Can you listen while you do it?”

“You know when you hit your funny bone really hard?” Sam asked, his eyes tightly closed. “And you’re all, ‘Go away, go away, don’t touch me, I just need to be alone so I can scream?’ This is like that only much, much worse.”

“So far no retching,” she commented.

“Yes, thanks for noticing. I’m very proud of myself.”

“I have the information that Beth Weiss from the Sunset Motel gave us after we found her in Orlando,” Alyssa told him.

“Okay. I’m listening.”

“She said that Mary Lou and Haley checked out at around twenty to ten. I checked the schedule and the next bus that left Gainesville was at 10:35, which works, but it was going to Sarasota, which doesn’t. That’s where she was running from, so why would she go back? Next on the schedule was a bus heading for Atlanta. We’ve questioned the driver, who doesn’t remember seeing her, but it’s possible she altered her appearance, so—”

Sam’s eyes opened. “Holy fuck,” he said.

“What?”

“Sarasota,” he said, struggling to sit up. He reached along the seat to take it out of its reclined position and ended up smacking himself on the back as it sprang forward. “Ow! Fuck! Mary Lou went back to Sarasota.”

Alyssa shook her head. “Why would she do that?”

“Hide where they’ve already searched—I told her that once. We were talking about some movie or some book that she’d read, and I told her if I was the fugitive or public enemy number one or whoever we were talking about, I’d end up back where I’d started. I said, then when everyone’s looking for me in Alaska—”

Mary Lou had told her mother that she was going to Alaska. “Did you really say Alaska?”

“Yeah. Because that’s what this was about. I remember now—it was a book she was reading about some guy who went to Anchorage because the mob was after him, and I was like, unless he changes his habits along with his appearance, the mob’s going to find him in Anchorage. I mean, sure, he can go out on the tundra and live in a house that’s five hundred miles from his nearest neighbors, but the reason the mob won’t find him isn’t because he’s isolated. It’s because his isolation keeps him from doing the things that’ll allow the mob to catch him. Stealing cars or gambling or fencing hot TVs. When it’s just him and the moose, and the moose don’t particularly want a great deal on a TV set …

“I told her if this stupid ass guy in this book really wanted to get lost, he could get lost just as easily back where he started, in Newark, New Jersey. He just had to hang with a new crowd and stay away from the strip clubs and stop fencing TVs. No gambling, no prostitutes, no strippers, no drugs—he had to cut his ties with all those fun things the mob has its fingers in. He could live two streets down from the mob boss, but if he joined the church choir and volunteered at the old folks’ home and really changed his habits completely—you know, along with his appearance—he’d be invisible. And if he left a bunch of clues out there that he was heading for Alaska, he would be even more invisible. Because everyone on the mob’s payroll has already looked for him in New Jersey. They figure he’s long gone, so they’re waiting for him to show in Alaska, when in reality, where is he? Back in Newark.” Sam shook his head. “That’s what I told her. I had no idea she was actually listening. She usually didn’t want to hear what I had to say.”

“So where did Mary Lou go?” Alyssa asked. “Is Sarasota back where she started? Or San Diego?”

Sam was silent, staring out the window, wincing slightly as he repositioned the can of soda.

She knew he was thinking about that conversation he’d had with his next door neighbor—Don DaCosta, the mentally challenged man who saw “aliens” hanging out around Sam’s house.

DaCosta had been questioned—gently, per Sam’s specific request—by agents who were still staking out the neighborhood and keeping an eye on both his and Sam’s houses. DaCosta couldn’t remember the name of the dark-skinned man he’d called the “flower guy.” The man he’d referred to as Mary Lou’s friend.

How close had Mary Lou and this “friend” of hers been?

“I think she’d go to San Diego if she could,” Sam said, glancing over at Alyssa. “But I don’t think she had the money. Knowing how much she got for her car and knowing that she paid cash when she stayed at the Sunset Motel … I don’t think she could make it as far as California. I think she and Haley are in Sarasota.”

Alyssa nodded. “Then Sarasota is where we’ll start.”

“This is one freaking long shot,” Sam said.

“We have to start somewhere,” she told him.

He was quiet as she took the entrance ramp to 75 south. In fact, he was quiet for so long that when she glanced over at him, she expected to find him asleep.

Instead, he was watching her with those intensely blue eyes, his hair still slicked back from his face in that style Alyssa would forever associate with raw, screaming sex.

“I wish we had more than forty-eight hours,” he said quietly, and she knew he wasn’t just talking about the time they had left to find Mary Lou and Haley.

It was best to be honest, best not to leave him hoping for something that she’d be crazy to let happen.

“I’m doing this to help you find Haley,” she told him. “As far as you and I are concerned, I’m still feeling like we’ve been there, done that.”

“I hear you,” he said, but she knew he didn’t believe her.

And when he looked at her like that, with his heart in his eyes, she wasn’t sure she believed herself.


CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN

“Jules Cassidy to see you, sir.”

Max sighed and leaned forward to push the button on his intercom. “Send him in, Laronda.”

The team had returned from Gainesville, pissed as hell that Sam Starrett had slipped through their fingers. Max was betting that they’d drawn straws to decide who would come and confront him—and lay the blame for this goatfuck squarely on his desk.

Which was exactly where it belonged.

Jules Cassidy opened the door and came in, a modern-day Oliver Twist. Please, sir, may I have some more?

Interestingly, there was no sign of recrimination or even anger in his eyes. Just cool curiosity.

Max looked at him over the top of his reading glasses. It was a “this better be good” look, and since they both knew damn well that it wasn’t good, that Jules had no business coming in here in the first place, the kid should have been shitting bricks.

But Jules gazed back at him, pretending to be unperturbed. “May I sit?”

“No. Whatever this is, it’s not going to take long enough for you to sit.”

Jules actually laughed. “I really have to learn to do that,” he said. “That icy stare thing. It’s very effective.”

“I’m busy,” Max said tersely. “If you have some kind of complaint—”

“I’m not here to complain, sir,” Jules cut him off. “I just wanted to make sure that today’s little exercise went down the way you planned.”

Max kept his face expressionless. The office was filled with angry people who were sure that his interference had created a giant snafu. And yet somehow Jules Cassidy, a man most people didn’t want working for them because—horrors!—he was gay, had figured it all out.

“So what was it?” Jules asked. “The committee from Politicians R Us breathing down your neck? This way you could tell the senators and congressmen, ‘Well, we almost had Starrett. Unfortunately, he got away. But see how hard we’re trying?’ This way Alyssa finds him and gives him those forty-eight hours you promised, without you getting reamed for it.

“What I’d like to know,” he continued, “is how you knew Alyssa was going to position herself outside of the doughnut shop, when she didn’t even let anyone on the team there in Gainesville know. I’d also like to know if she’s called in yet. She vanished right after we found out we had the wrong man. I can only assume she’s with Sam right now.”

Max nodded as he took off his glasses and tossed them down on his desk. “So what do you want, Cassidy? A promotion for being so smart?”

Surprise, and then something very like hurt, flashed in the younger man’s eyes. “That’s not why I’m here. Sir.”

“I know. Sit down,” Max said more gently than he’d ever spoken to Jules before, trying to make up for being such a bastard.

As he watched, Jules sat on the edge of a chair. This kid was the real deal. He was not only smart, he was also extremely loyal. And Max really had to stop thinking of him as a kid. He only looked ridiculously young. In truth Jules was rapidly approaching thirty.

“You’re worried about your partner,” Max said. He sighed. “Well, I’m worried about her, too. She hasn’t called in. I don’t know if she’s thinking clearly enough to piece it together the way you did. I may have made her so angry at me that …”

He could see the words he’d left unspoken in Jules’s eyes. That I’ve lost her forever. But, Christ, maybe that was part of his plan, too. Maybe he had some subconscious desire to push Alyssa away. He thought of Gina, sleeping in his arms last night.…

“If Alyssa calls me,” Jules said, leaning forward in his seat, “I’ll tell her—”

Max shook his head. “No. Not over her cell phone. Someone might start monitoring that. I don’t want word to get out—in fact this conversation doesn’t leave this room.”

“Of course, sir.”

“But you have my permission to give her whatever information she asks for. Don’t ask her if she’s with Starrett, though. And don’t let her tell you, either. Keep her from saying it. You and I aren’t going to know anything about that, all right? As far as we’re concerned, she’s on her own, following a lead.”

Jules nodded. “Yes, sir. Don’t ask, don’t tell. I’m familiar with the concept.”

Max forced a smile. “But if you do see her in person, go wild in my defense, would you?”

“I don’t think I’m going to see her. At least not for forty-eight hours.”

“Yeah,” Max said. “I don’t think so either.”

Jules got to his feet. “How did you know what she was going to do? You know, put me in the doughnut shop in her place, with one of her scarves on my head?”

“I didn’t know. But when you headed toward Gainesville …” Max smiled. “I trusted she had something good up her sleeve.”

Jules nodded. “Thank you for taking the time to see me, sir.”

“Yeah,” Max said. “Oh, and Jules?”

Cassidy stopped, his hand on the doorknob.

Max cleared his throat and picked up his glasses. “Gina Vitagliano’s apparently checked out of her motel room. Did she, uh, give you any idea where she was going?”

“No, sir. But there are dozens of other little places to stay right there on the beach.”

“Yeah, I’m aware of that,” Max said. There were 155, to be exact.

“The info came in, you know, regarding her trip overseas,” Jules told him. “Did that cross your desk yet?”

Ah, Christ. “No,” Max said. “What have you heard?”

Jules made a cringing face. “Oh, sweetie, you’re going to hate this, but Gina’s going to Africa. I believe her final destination is Kenya.”

Max kept a whole string of expletives from escaping by closing his mouth and gritting his teeth. But somewhere in his brain, a vein definitely popped. Kenya.

“What I really hate,” Max somehow managed to say without sounding apoplectic, “is you calling me sweetie.”

Jules actually blushed as he went out the door. “Sorry, sir.”

Sam was driving even though his balls still ached. There was no doubt about it, he was going to be feeling Alyssa’s mighty wrath for days, if not weeks, to come.

Every time he caught a glimpse of the scrapes and bruising on her wrist from the handcuffs, his queasiness returned. He suspected those weren’t the only bruises he’d given her, because God knows he was feeling pretty tender in various places himself.

Every time he’d tried to bring it up, to talk about it, to apologize again, she’d shrugged it off. Forget it, it’s over.

But it was kind of hard to forget, considering that she wouldn’t have a single mark on her if he’d only trusted her.

She was talking to Jules on the phone, making notes on a pad on her lap.

The stretch of road they were on was straight, so Sam took his eyes off it to glance down and read what she’d written.

Publix supermarket, she’d scribbled, along with an address, and a date—May 24th—and Mary Lou never shows up for work, no phone call, never returns.

So they knew where Mary Lou had worked. It was worth going over there, talking to her coworkers, as well as checking the Alcoholics Anonymous blue book to see where the meetings were in that area—meetings Mary Lou had gone to on a nightly basis in San Diego. They could try to figure out which meetings were close to her Sarasota home, too. Or—better yet—which meetings were close to the house that she and Janine had shared with Clyde. The two addresses weren’t so far apart that Mary Lou would necessarily want to change meeting locations after a move.

The AA meetings were support groups. Drunks who didn’t want to drink, leaning on each other. It seemed like a shaky way to rebuild a life, but it really could work.

It had for Sam’s mother.

“Uh-huh,” Alyssa said to Jules, as she wrote down what looked like a name. Ihbraham Rahman, a dash and then the words gardener, also currently AWOL.

Hoo-yah! That had to be the name of Donny DaCosta’s so-called flower guy. The man Mary Lou was probably screwing on the side. Except, maybe it couldn’t really be called on the side, since by the end of their marriage, Sam hadn’t been sleeping with her at all. She was just living in his house, using his last name, taking care of his daughter, and probably getting it on with the neighborhood gardener.

Except there was something really wrong with this picture.

Ihbraham Rahman was an Arab-American with very dark skin.

And Mary Lou was a racist—something Sam hadn’t found out until months after they were married. She wasn’t a vicious racist, the way his father had been. And she probably would have been offended if someone had called her a racist to her face. She never used obviously derogatory words—she would never dream of it. But she had a real “us” and “them” attitude that only worked to perpetuate the racial divide.

Instead of trying to find similarities between different races and cultures—a philosophy that Walt and Dot had preached at Sam and Noah endlessly—Mary Lou focused on differences.

No, no matter how Sam tried to view the situation, he just couldn’t see Mary Lou hooking up with a man who wasn’t Wonder Bread white.

Unless she’d somehow had her eyes opened, had her archaic way of thinking overhauled …

Yeah, and maybe she’d also learned to fly by flapping her arms.

He glanced down Alyssa’s pad.

Kelly Paoletti, she had written, knew Rahman, too.

Holy shit. Wasn’t that one hell of a coincidence? Except for the fact that Sam didn’t believe in coincidences. It was a variation on Occam’s Razor. If you’re looking for a terrorist, and you’ve got a likely suspect, chances are he’s the terrorist you’re looking for.

Maybe he was wrong about Mary Lou and this Rahman. But no. He just couldn’t see it.

It was possible that Rahman had a light-skinned associate, though, that Mary Lou was involved with. And of course, there was always Donny’s blond alien.

“So Rahman’s already been investigated—six months ago, while he was in the hospital with a head injury—and he’s believed not to be connected,” Alyssa said to Jules, obviously for Sam’s benefit. Wasn’t that interesting? She paused, listening. “So let me get this straight. We have a guy—Rahman—who gets his skull fractured during the Coronado assassination attempt. We’ve placed him there, in the crowd at the Navy base, during the terrorist attack, but he’s not connected?”

She paused. “No … No, wait, let me finish with Rahman first. So as of just a few days ago he allegedly comes knocking on Starrett’s door, possibly looking for Mary Lou—this coming from a neighbor who’s mentally challenged, who also gives us reports of some light-haired man, his alien, who’s following Rahman. Okay, yeah, you’re right, if Rahman’s part of the terrorist cell behind the Coronado attack, he’s probably not going to march right up to the front door of Mary Lou’s house and ring the bell. But still … Her prints are on that weapon. They got there somehow.” Pause. “So Rahman’s being checked out again, except now he’s vanished.” She shot Sam a hard look. “And vanishing when the authorities want to ask questions never looks good.”

Yeah, yeah. Point taken.

“So Tom Paoletti’s wife—”

“She’s not his wife,” Sam whispered, and got another sharp look from Alyssa. No talking while she was on the phone with Jules.

“So Kelly Ashton, who just married Tom Paoletti—” she said.

No kidding. Kelly finally married the commander. About freaking time.

“—has no recollection of Ihbraham being associated with this mystery man with blond hair. Although hair is only about the easiest characteristic to alter.” Alyssa sighed, jotting the words library and AA meetings on her pad.

Yeah, that, along with work, about summed it up as far as what Sam knew about Mary Lou’s activities outside of the house. There were no meetings supporting extremist Islamic jihad on the FBI’s list, either.

Of course it was entirely likely that the terrorist fucking had been an in-house activity.

“Okay, let me know if anything more comes up on Rahman,” Alyssa continued. “So tell me now about this thing that just came in.” She listened for a moment, but then froze, pen above paper. “Oh, dear God …”

“What?” Sam asked. Her tone was enough to strike terror in his heart. His biggest fear was that the FBI investigation would uncover Mary Lou’s and Haley’s bodies.

Alyssa glanced at him as she shook her head. Yeah, he knew. He was supposed to stay quiet so Jules wouldn’t know they were together. But come on …

“How long were they in there?” she asked.

They wasn’t a good word.

Frustration and exasperation rang in her voice. “Well, what’s their guess? They do know how to guess?” She listened, then, “Shit.”

It was a quiet shit. A very, very bad news shit. As if the look on her face wasn’t enough of a clue that whatever Jules was telling her was really going to hurt.

Sam had a strong feeling that crushed balls had nothing on the pain that was coming.

“Please,” she said. “Keep me updated. Anything that comes in. No matter how little.” Pause. “Thanks, Jules.”

“Tell me,” Sam ordered as she hung up her phone.

“It’s not conclusive,” she said. “There’s been no positive ID.”

Oh, no …

Alyssa actually touched him, her hand on his arm. “Maybe you should pull over.”

Sam nodded. “Yeah.” The nearest exit wasn’t for another six miles, so he just pulled to the right on to the shoulder of the highway.

It took forever to get there, to brake to a full stop, to put the car into park, to turn and face Alyssa and see the sympathy in her eyes. Oh, Jesus …

“This isn’t conclusive,” she said.

“You said that.”

“I wanted to make sure you understood—”

“Alyssa, tell me.”

She nodded. “Bodies have been found. A woman. And a child who looks to be about Haley’s age.”

No. “Where?”

“Just west of Sarasota,” she said. “In the trunk of a car. The car’s been burned, and the bodies are … well, hard to identify. As far as anyone can tell, they’ve been there somewhere between two and three weeks.”

Sam sat in silence, just looking at her.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

“No,” he said. His stomach was churning. “Don’t be. Because it’s not them.”

She nodded, even forced a smile. “You’re probably right.” Yeah, she didn’t believe that for one second. “Let me drive now, okay?”

Sam nodded, opened the door, and pulled himself out, forgetting to be extra careful. Holy fucking shit, these stupid pants were too freaking tight, and they really probably only brushed against him, but that was enough, and he was on the ground, on his knees, by the back of the car, fighting nausea all over again.

Alyssa was there, her hands cool against his face. “Oh, Sam.”

She probably thought he was going to get sick because the thought of Haley burned to death in the trunk of a car was so fucking awful.

“It’s not them in that trunk,” he said through gritted teeth. “I know it’s not. I just … whacked myself getting out of the car. Hypersensitive today.” He forced himself to look at her. “Which is good, actually. It gives me something else to focus on.”

Alyssa laughed at that, as he’d hoped she would. “Well, shoot, I’ll be happy to kick you again, whenever you want.”

Sam laughed then, too, but allowing himself to do that was a mistake, because it opened the door to everything else he was trying not to feel. His eyes almost instantly filled with tears.

No, no, no …

Oh, please, don’t let her notice …

But he knew she did. Alyssa noticed everything. She pushed back a chunk of his hair that had fallen over his forehead, and her touch was heartbreakingly gentle.

“You do get through it, you know,” she told him quietly. “Losing someone you love. You may never get over it, but you do get through it.”

“Yeah, well, I haven’t lost Haley yet.” He forced himself to his feet. They had to get back in the car before some state trooper came to check them out. “Let’s get to Sarasota, go to that Publix, and talk to some people who might know Mary Lou.”

His use of present tense was not lost on Alyssa, who nodded. But she also touched his arm, her hand warm against his elbow. “Careful getting in the car.”

“Yeah.”

Gina called from a pay phone, giving her name and asking to speak to Max.

He picked up almost immediately. “Kenya?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” she said. “And how are you? Did you sleep at all last night?”

“No. Why Kenya?”

His voice was so cold, she almost faltered. But she’d made up her mind. The worst he could do was hang up on her.

“Because I’ve made friends with some people who are doing good things there, and I need to do something worthwhile. Look, that’s not what I called to talk about. I called because I have a favor to ask you.”

He was silent. Max was capable of the loudest silences in the world.

But he’d taught her everything she knew about negotiating during all those days she’d spent on the hijacked airliner, and she ignored it. She knew it was only meant to rattle her.

Of course, it was working.

“It’s a big favor,” she said, resisting the urge to ask him if he were still there. He was. She knew he was. “I have this problem. It’s about sex.”

There should have been a response here, even if it was a growl of anger or disbelieving laughter, but Max’s silence just stretched on.

“I’m all jammed up about it,” she continued. “I haven’t been with someone since, well, you know.”

“Since you were raped.” His voice was so cold. “I thought we decided to put that word back into our working vocabulary.”

“Yeah,” she said. “Thank you. We did. Since I was raped.”

“No,” Max said. “I can’t help you.”

“Maybe you should wait to hear what I’m asking.”

“I know exactly what you’re asking, and I’m telling you no.”

He only sounded so glacial because he was freaking out. She knew that. She knew that. Still, it took everything she had not to mumble an apology and run from the phone.

“Guys my age are afraid to get close to me,” she told him, and her voice only shook a little. “I completely wig them out.”

She heard him draw in a breath—ragged proof that he was human and not some relentlessly calm, cold robot. “I’m very sorry to hear that, but—”

“I’m not asking for a relationship, Max. I’m asking for one night. One.” Gina closed her eyes and prayed that he wouldn’t know she was lying, that he wouldn’t be able to hear it in her voice. In truth, she was hoping that one night would lead to another, and another and …

“I’m sorry—”

“I need you,” she pleaded, laying as much of it on the line as she dared. “I know you’ll make me feel safe. I trust you.”

“Which is exactly why—”

“I want that part of my life back again,” she told him.

“—I can’t.”

“I need it back! God damn it, they stole that from me!”

His silence wasn’t silent anymore. She definitely could hear him breathing, hear him sigh. And when he spoke, there was finally emotion in his voice. “I’m so sorry.”

“Please,” she whispered.

“Gina, I can’t help you. I have to take another call.”

“Okay,” she said, no longer caring whether or not he knew that she was crying. “I understand. And it’s, you know, okay. Really. I’m disappointed, but … I’ve got that gig tonight.” She played her last card. “I’m sure I’ll find someone in the bar who’s willing to—”

“Don’t do this.”

“Someone old enough to be gentle—”

He finally raised his voice. “Gina, for the love of God—”

“What are you going to do about it?” She wiped her face. This wasn’t over yet. “Send Jules over to arrest me? Except last I heard, picking someone up in a bar wasn’t a crime.”

“No, it’s just insanity!”

“No, Max,” Gina said. “Insanity is you saying no when we both know you want to say yes.”

She hung up the phone with a hand that was shaking. She stood there for a moment with her eyes closed, praying that this would work, that she’d see him tonight, that he’d give himself permission not just to confront her in person, but to take her home.

And stay.

Alyssa’s cell phone rang while they were in the Publix supermarket.

None of the cashiers in the store knew Mary Lou well enough even to speculate on where she might have gone. The store managers were just as spectacularly lacking in information.

Apparently, while she was employed there, Mary Lou showed up, did her job, kept to herself, read a book during her breaks, and went home. She was responsible and reliable. She always showed up on time. Until the day that she didn’t show up at all.

Sam looked exhausted. He was standing and staring at a community bulletin board, at a brightly colored sign advertising a church nursery-school fun fair. It was right next to a help wanted poster for a nanny. A live-in position, the sign said. Room and board plus a generous monthly salary. Single mothers welcome to apply.

Sam interrupted the store manager midsentence. “That sign been up there for very long?”

The man blinked at him and then at the poster. “I doubt it. Anything that’s been up for more than two weeks automatically gets taken down.”

“Too bad,” Sam said. “Because if I were Mary Lou …” He pointed to the poster.

And it was then that her phone rang.

“Thank you for your time,” Alyssa said to the manager.

Sam went from completely exhausted to completely wired in the space of a heartbeat, and all of that intense energy was suddenly focused on Alyssa and her phone.

She went out into the early evening heat and started for the car as she checked her caller ID. “It’s Jules,” she told Sam, and pressed the Talk button. “Locke.”

Sam caught her around the waist, pulling her close and lowering his head so that his ear was next to hers, so that he could hear, too.

“Yo, it’s me,” Jules said. “I’ve got thirty seconds to tell you some really bad news. I know you’re going to have questions, but I swear, I’m telling you everything I know, and I’ll call you again as soon as I hear anything else.”

Sam’s arm tightened around her waist, and Alyssa spoke for him. “Just tell, uh, me.” She’d almost said us. Sam wasn’t the only one who was exhausted.

“There’s been a car bombing in San Diego.” Jules gave it to them point blank. “Someone parked a car in Don DaCosta’s—you know, Sam’s neighbor’s—driveway, ran like hell, and the thing blew.”

“Oh, fuck,” Sam said. “Is Donny okay?”

“I’m really sorry, Alyssa, but I don’t think so, although the reports coming in are still pretty garbled.” Jules didn’t seem fazed by the sound of Sam’s voice, but his message made it clear that she shouldn’t start broadcasting the fact that the SEAL was in her company. “We’ve gotten conflicting casualty reports, although Don seems to be on both of them. Apparently he refused to leave his house, and the fire that started was too intense and … Okay, yeah, I’m getting something new here that … Thanks, George. Yeah, God damn it, it’s bad news. I’m sorry, we’ve confirmed DaCosta’s death. One of the agents and at least one firefighter died, too, trying to save him.”

Sam had his eyes closed and the muscles in his jaw were jumping. Don DaCosta had been a friend of his.

Alyssa put her arm around him, but he kept his eyes tightly shut.

But Jules wasn’t done. “That’s not all of it, I’m afraid. Kelly Paoletti and Cosmo Richter were apparently there, too, when that bomb went off.”

“What?” Alyssa said. Sam’s eyes opened. “Why? What were they doing there?”

“I don’t know. Maybe it was take tea with the town lunatic day.”

“Show a little respect for the dead,” Sam growled. “He was a good guy.”

Jules was instantly contrite. “Forgive me. That was insensitive. I didn’t realize you knew him that well—”

“I didn’t know they knew DaCosta,” Alyssa interrupted. She couldn’t figure out what Lt. Commander Tom Paoletti’s perky little blond cheerleader of a wife and Cosmo Richter, a quiet man with freaky-colored eyes and the whispered reputation on the Spec Op grapevine of being a remorseless killing machine when the need arose, were doing together, let alone with DaCosta.

“I didn’t either, but I guess they did,” Jules said. “I don’t know their status. One list has them wounded, another has them down as dead. I don’t know details. I don’t know dick. This just happened—we’re still in chaos mode. Again, I apologize for my inappropriate—”

“It’s all right,” Sam said. “I know what it’s like. It’s so fucking awful, you try to find whatever humor in the situation that you possibly can, with no disrespect intended.”

“Thank you, sweetie. That’s very generous of you to say.” Jules cleared his throat. “I’ll call, I promise, as soon as I find out anything else.”

“Any word on the bodies in the trunk?” Alyssa asked. She wasn’t sure whether to hope that there was or that there wasn’t. The news they’d just received was bad enough. And yet not knowing whether his ex-wife and daughter were dead was taking its toll on Sam.

“I’m not expecting the preliminary forensics report until the morning,” Jules told her. “But, unofficially, I have to tell you that it doesn’t look good. Cause of death is gunshot, not burning. Both bodies have a bullet in the back of their heads.”

Just like Mary Lou’s sister. Alyssa didn’t dare glance at Sam.

“I’ll call you later—I’ve got to go,” Jules told her. And he was gone.

Sam was, too. He was already getting into the car. “Let’s hit the library,” he said. “See if anyone there knew Mary Lou. At the same time we can get the information we need about the AA meetings in this area. Actually, maybe we should do that first, since most meetings are in the evening—they’ll be starting pretty soon. We can always talk to the librarians in the morning and—”

“Sam.”

He wouldn’t look up at her, instead flipping through the pad of notes they’d made during the drive down from Gainesville. “I’d also like to pay a visit to Haley’s day care provider.”

“Sam.”

He glanced at her, but only briefly.

He was terribly upset by the news they’d just received. Alyssa crouched next to the open car door.

“Maybe we should take a break,” she said as gently as she could. “We’re both tired, and you’ve just found out that some good friends are dead.”

“We don’t know that Kelly and Cosmo are—”

“You’re right,” she said. “We don’t. But even if it’s just Donny, that’s bad enough. Why don’t we find a motel so we can sleep for a few hours and …”

And be more prepared, at least physically if not emotionally, to receive the bad news that was surely coming from that forensics report in the morning.

But Sam was shaking his head. “If Mary Lou and Haley are still alive—” He broke off, and the expression on his face made her want to cry. “I can’t believe I said if.”

Alyssa took his hand. “Maybe that’s a good thing. You know, to be prepared for the worst case scenario.”

“No.” He shook his head, tightly gripping her hand. “There’s no preparing for that. Jules is going to call, and you’re going to say oh, no, and then you’re going to have to look me in the eye and tell me that my daughter was murdered by some fuck who I’m then going to find and kill.” He finally looked at her, finally held her gaze, and she knew he wasn’t kidding. If someone had killed Haley, Sam was going to rip him to pieces.

“But until then, I’m not going to live in the land of if,” he continued. “I can’t do that, Lys. Haley’s alive until she’s dead—no if, no maybe. And since I haven’t heard you say she’s dead, I’m going with she’s alive. And since she’s alive, the same people who killed Janine and Donny DaCosta and maybe Cosmo and Kelly—Jesus God! Tom must be going nuts! You think that was a coincidence she was at Donny’s when that bomb went off? Think about it. She and Don both knew Ihbraham Rahman—who also knew Mary Lou. This son of a bitch and the rest of his cell are cleaning up after themselves. This guy is removing anyone who can ID him from the playing field, and if—” He caught himself. “Since Mary Lou and Haley are still alive, he’s going to be coming after them next. I have to find them first.”

Alyssa nodded. “Okay. Let’s hit some of those AA meetings. But you know it’s a long shot, right? Everywhere else she goes, Mary Lou keeps to herself. And if she was paying attention to what you told her about changing habits to stay hidden …”

“I know,” Sam said. “But we’ve got to try.”

She understood. “After that, we’re going to have some down time.” Alyssa told him this. She didn’t ask. “I mean, unless we get an obvious lead.” She didn’t think that was going to happen. She thought Mary Lou and Haley were in the forensics lab right now, having autopsies done on their dead bodies. “I know we’ll both be able to think a little more clearly if we get some sleep. If you don’t want to get a room, we can park somewhere and just shut our eyes for a few hours.”

“A room?” Sam asked, but it was obvious that he had to try very hard to be his usual obnoxious self.

“Yeah.” She tried hard to pretend, too, that this was business as usual between them. “As in you get a room and I get a room.”

He drew her hand up to his mouth and kissed her fingers. “Rats. And here I thought my luck was going to change.” He smiled at her, but it was clear that his heart wasn’t in it.

Because he had to know that luck didn’t play a part in whether or not those bodies belonged to his ex-wife and daughter. It had to do with Mary Lou getting involved, more than six months ago, in something deadly with someone dangerous who she never should have trusted.

And it was already too late for luck to play any part in that.

Tom was making tremendously slow progress through the first of a stack of books about the judicial process when someone actually knocked on his door.

“Come in,” he called.

The door swung open to reveal a squad of SEALs from Team Sixteen. Nearly all of them were wearing BDUs—battle dress uniforms—which was nothing new. It was the way they dressed most of their time on base.

There was nothing unusual about them at all—except for the fact that Duke Jefferson and Izzy Zanella were down on the deck, just finishing tying knots in the ropes that bound the wrists and ankles of the two guards who’d been posted in front of Tom’s door.

“Oh, come on,” Tom said. This couldn’t happen.

Jay Lopez and Billy Silverman helped Duke and Izzy carry the guards into Tom’s room, as Ensigns MacInnough and Collins—both resplendent in summer whites—shouldered the former guards’ weapons and took their places at the door.

“Time to go, sir,” Chief Karmody told Tom. Figures Karmody—also known as WildCard—would be part of something like this.

Tom sighed as Lopez, who was carrying his medical kit, put several syringes in a container marked “Sharps—Biohazard,” and removed a pair of latex gloves from his hands with a snap.

Whatever Lopez had given the guards—and Tom really didn’t want to know—had knocked them out.

Izzy arranged one of the guards on Tom’s bunk, positioning the man so that his back was to the door. He covered him with a blanket. “Sleep tight.”

The other guard had been safely stashed in the bathroom.

“I appreciate the effort, men,” Tom said, “but I’m not going anywhere.”

“Begging your pardon, sir,” apologized Ensign MacInnough—a monster of a young man who’d been appropriately nicknamed Big Mac. “But we’re under direct orders from Lieutenant Jacquette to test base security. Our assignment is to take you off the base and to deliver you to an as-yet-undisclosed location. Our orders, sir, are to do this with or without your cooperation.”

This was a hell of a time for Jazz Jacquette to be war-gaming. But the look in Big Mac’s eyes was unmistakable. Tom could say no. He could refuse to leave. And Mac would give Lopez a nod, Tom would get a needle of his own in his ass, and they’d end up carrying him out of here.

Tom sighed again as he looked around at his men. His former men. They were deadly serious, to the point of downright grim. No one so much as cracked a smile. Was this really what they were like these days on an op? “I’d like you all to know that I’m leaving under protest.”

“Duly noted, sir,” said Ens. Joel Collins—Tom still thought of him as “the new guy.” He’d joined the team just a few weeks before Tom had been relieved of his command.

Petty Officer First Class Mark Jenkins was standing watch at the top of the stairs. “Sir.” He nodded a greeting, then led the way down, leaving Big Mac and Collins in place.

If anyone came onto the floor, they’d never know that Tom wasn’t securely in his room.

“If your plan is to just walk me out the door—which, by the way is brilliant,” Tom pointed out as they moved in a group down the stairs, “you might want to consider the fact that I don’t think I’ve ever seen you guys walking around the base dead silent like this. Karmody, don’t you have any bad jokes to share?”

“Sorry, Tommy, I’m not quite in the mood today.”

“Have you guys had a chance to talk to Cosmo or Gilligan?” Tom asked.

“Yes, sir,” Duke said.

“So aren’t you going to congratulate me?” Tom asked. “Kelly finally married me. If I’d known it would do the trick, I’d’ve gotten myself locked up a long time ago.”

No one laughed, probably because it wasn’t very funny.

“Congratulations, Commander,” Silverman said. But he wouldn’t meet Tom’s eyes.

“Congratulations, sir,” the other men echoed. But Zanella and Duke, too, seemed fascinated by the tiles on the floor.

And Jenk and Lopez exchanged what was definitely a worried look.

Tom was pretty sure he knew why. “Hell of a time to get married, huh?”

“Come on, sir,” WildCard Karmody said, with something that looked a lot like sympathy in his eyes. “We really do need to hurry.”


CHAPTER
NINETEEN

“Something’s been bugging me,” Sam said as they bent over the street map of Sarasota that Alyssa had spread out on the hood of the car. They were attempting to locate the AA meetings in the area, to figure out which one Mary Lou might have attended on a Wednesday night.

Alyssa glanced up and into his eyes. “Oh, yeah?” she said. “That’s funny, because something’s been bugging me, too.” The look on his face became one of pure guilt—as if he already knew what she was going to say. “About my handcuffs?”

Back at that rest stop, he’d unlocked himself—somehow—from a pair of cuffs with a lock that was allegedly pick-proof. It was the exact same pair of cuffs that had kept them locked together—naked—that dreadful morning after, more than two years ago, when she’d woken up hungover and sick as a dog. She’d been unable to locate the handcuff key, and he hadn’t volunteered to pick the lock then.

“Oh,” Sam said now, “yeah. I was, uh, wondering when we’d get around to that.” He forced a weak smile. “Look, mind if I go first? Because it’s going to be difficult to discuss why this Ihbraham Rahman guy is bugging me after you get so mad you won’t ever talk to me again.”

She laughed her outrage. Holy God. He had been able to pick the lock. This wasn’t a skill he’d learned in the past few months. She knew it. She knew it. He’d purposely allowed her to be humiliated and mortified and … “You are such an unbelievable jerk.”

Sam looked at her with eyes that were the same color as the early evening sky.

“Yeah,” he said. “Maybe I am. I mean, you can definitely look at it from that perspective. And, yeah, I can see where you’d think I was being a jerk not to tell you I could open the lock without a key, but at the time you didn’t exactly ask me and …” He glanced away from her, down at the map, as he shook his head. He looked back up and this time held her gaze. “Maybe you could try to see this from my perspective. I was looking for a way to stay close to you. If I’d’ve unlocked those cuffs, I’d’ve had to leave. I guess I was hoping maybe you’d … I don’t know. Get used to me? I mean, there I was, right? Attached to your arm. Maybe if I stayed there long enough, I’d grow on you. Shit, I really don’t know what I was thinking, Alyssa. All I knew was I was crazy about you. That I’d just had the best night of my life, and you … you had nothing but regrets.”

Alyssa didn’t know what to say, so she didn’t say anything at all. But she couldn’t hold his gaze, so she pretended to look down at the map. She’d been so sure on that awful morning that he was going to brag about what they’d done the night before to all his friends and teammates—people she worked closely with. She had been terrified. Of so many things. Of getting too close. Of appearing too vulnerable. Of being too vulnerable.

She still was.

Sam cleared his throat, but his voice came out as barely more than a whisper. “I guess I was hoping that after you got all that out of your system, you know, after you calmed down a little, you’d realize that maybe I wasn’t so bad after all. I mean, you sure seemed to like me a hell of a lot the night before. I guess I didn’t want to believe it was only because of the alcohol. And you know, I still don’t believe that.”

She couldn’t look at him, and she forced herself to focus on the map. “It wasn’t,” she admitted. “I think I probably made that pretty clear in Kazbekistan.”

Six months later, on the other side of the world, she’d actually gone back to his room, and they’d had a replay of their one-night stand.

He was silent then, and she could feel him watching her.

She was looking for Beneva Road. “Here’s the Lutheran church.”

He bent over the map, too, his head close to hers as she circled the intersection with her pen. “That’s a good one,” he said. “It’s right between both her old house and the newer one.”

“Yeah.” She risked a glance up at him. “So are you going to apologize?”

“Nah,” he said, without even the slightest hesitation.

She stared at him, and he shrugged, pure Sam Starrett. “Why should I apologize for doing what I thought was the best thing for both of us? You, however, should probably apologize to me.”

“What? Yeah, right.” She laughed. When hell froze.

“No, I’m serious,” he said. “You fuck me like there’s no tomorrow, make me start rhyming sappy verses that end with words like love and stars above, and then you wake up and treat me like shit on a stick. I’m still carrying the scars.” He put his finger on the map. “Here’s the Baptist church.”

Alyssa made another circle on the map. “Yeah, you really suffered that night. Poor baby.”

“No, but I suffered the next day, and a whole Christload of days after, when I realized that you didn’t love me even a little. You were just using me for sex. I was crushed.”

Alyssa put her pen down. “This is a perfect example of revisionist history,” she said hotly. “You were using me, too, Starrett, or have you forgotten that you got me drunk that night? You not only used me, you planned to use me—”

“No,” he said. “No way. I didn’t get you drunk so I could sleep with you. I got you drunk because you were strung so tight, I thought you were going to shatter. I was trying to help.”

“You definitely took advantage of my inebriation,” she countered.

“Yes. Okay. I’ll cop to that. But you can’t deny that your ‘inebriation,’ ” he mimicked, “was pretty damn hard to resist. But I guess I should have said, ‘No, no, no, don’t do that,’ when you took off your clothes and sat on my face.”

Alyssa felt her cheeks heat. Was that really what she’d done? She remembered him … Oh, God. But she wasn’t sure how she’d gotten there. It was all such a blur.

“Alyssa, I’m only human,” Sam continued. “And congratulations. I found out that night that you are, too. It’s not such a bad thing to be, you know.”

“You’re not a woman—a black woman—trying to compete in a white man’s world,” she said quietly.

“I don’t understand what that has to do with any of this,” he said just as quietly. “If anything, I would think that would make you even more eager to have someone who loves you by your side.”

Love. There he went, using that word again.

“You know what your problem is?” she asked him.

Sam exhaled a laugh. “No, but why do I have a feeling that you’re about to tell me?”

“You’re guilty of making the same mistake most people make. You say ‘I love you,’ but what you really mean is ‘I want you.’ You think it’s the same thing, but it’s not. You don’t fall in love with someone just because they fuck you like there’s no tomorrow.” Alyssa purposely used his words. “I don’t doubt that you wanted me, Sam. That you still do. Because on that really primitive, physical level, yeah, I still want you, too. But that’s not love. That’s about possessing, about being possessed. It’s not real—it can’t possibly last. Love is something you give. It’s not about taking, or possessing.”

Sam found the last location on the map, and he picked up the pen and marked the spot. And then he wrote a one, two, three, and four next to the locations. “And what you’ve found with Max? That’s real love?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Max and I …” She shook her head. “It’s way more complicated than you think.”

“Yeah, I bet. Mind if I drive?” Sam asked, folding the map so that their first destination was facing up.

“No.” But she made sure she got into the car before handing him the keys.

He smiled at that, scooping up the M&M’s wrappers he’d left on the floor of the passenger’s side and stuffing them into an empty McDonald’s bag. “Still think I’m going to drive off without you, huh?”

“I don’t just think it,” she told him. “I know it. If I’m not careful, sometime in the next—” She looked at her watch. “—approximately forty-one hours and seven minutes, if we don’t find Haley, I am definitely going to be eating your dust.”

He glanced at her as he started the car. “Who knows? One of these days, maybe I’ll surprise you.”

Whitney was acting weird.

She’d been hanging around all day. Every time Mary Lou looked up, there she was.

She even asked if she could help when Mary Lou got out the finger-paints and spread newspaper on the playroom table.

It was a little nerve-wracking, to be honest. Especially when, as Mary Lou got ready to put Haley and Amanda down for their naps, Whitney picked up a magazine and settled into one of the easy chairs in Mary Lou’s little living room.

Mary Lou had been counting on having this time, while the girls were sleeping, to put those guns back in King Frank’s office.

In the light of day, having unlocked weapons around two-year-olds seemed to be a greater danger than terrorist assassins.

But Whitney—who usually spent most of her time looking for ways to escape her father’s house—wasn’t going anywhere today.

As Mary Lou closed the door to the girls’ room, Whitney put down the magazine and said, “Don’t you think it was romantic in Castaway, when Tom Hanks came back from being shipwrecked and went to see Helen Hunt?”

“It was really sad,” Mary Lou said, “because she was married to someone else.”

“Yeah,” Whitney said. “I keep thinking there should be a sequel. You know, where her husband starts beating her up and she runs away because she knows he’s going to kill her, and then Tom Hanks comes to the rescue. Don’t you think that would be really romantic?”

“Don’t you want to go to the mall?” Mary Lou asked her. She’d put those weapons in her bedroom closet and locked the door, but that wasn’t safe, especially with Whitney’s habit of poking around where she didn’t belong. And what if King Frank changed his mind and came home early?

He’d fire her so fast …

If Mary Lou couldn’t put them back now, during the girls’ nap, she’d have to wait until after they were asleep tonight.

“I think it would be really romantic.” Whitney went back to reading her magazine, clearly not moving from her chair.

Mary Lou sighed and picked up her own book.

Tonight couldn’t get here soon enough.

Once they left the confines of the naval base, and after receiving a call on his cell phone, WildCard Karmody drove like a man possessed.

Tom was wedged in the middle of the backseat, between Lopez and Jenk. It was not a backseat that was designed to hold three Navy SEALs, even when one of them was as vertically challenged as Mark Jenkins.

Izzy was riding shotgun, up with WildCard. Usually the pair of them could keep the mock insults and banter flowing in a steady stream, but today they were dead silent.

“So where are we going?” Tom asked the Card.

“We’ll be there soon, sir” was all he would say.

If they hadn’t been so damn grim, Tom would’ve guessed that his former team had broken him out of the BOQ to take him to the Ritz, or some other fancy hotel, so that he and Kelly could have a proper wedding night.

But the pucker factor in the car was way too high, and when Wild-Card’s there proved to be Sharp Memorial Hospital, the buzz of uncertainty he was feeling turned into a flicker of real fear.

“What the fuck is going on?” Tom asked as WildCard ignored the speed bumps and pulled up right at the front doors. “Someone goddamn better answer me. That’s a direct order. I still outrank you bastards.”

“Sir, we were ordered to deliver you here to Lieutenant Jacquette and the senior chief,” WildCard told him.

Sure enough, the XO and senior of Team Sixteen had come out of the hospital’s lobby and were approaching the car.

Lopez slid out, and Tom followed.

Jazz Jacquette’s default expression was grim. It was the look on Senior Chief Stan Wolchonok’s face that turned that flicker Tom was feeling into an icy stab of fear.

Sweet Jesus, Stan actually had tears in his eyes.

“No,” Tom said. No, not Kelly.

Stan took him by one arm, Jazz by the other, and together they hustled him into the hospital.

“Tommy, she’s alive,” Stan said, “but the doctors don’t think—” His voice broke. “But they’re wrong. Those fuckers are always wrong. She’s a fighter. She is going to make it.”

“She’s got a lot of internal damage, sir,” Jazz told him as they pulled him into an elevator. “They’ve been trying to get her stabilized before they take her into surgery, but she’s just not responding. The doctor thought it would be best for you to be here before—” He cleared his throat. “We didn’t have time to go through channels, so I ordered a training op to test base security.”

Kelly was dying. Neither of them said it directly, but that was what they’d just told him.

This was unreal. This couldn’t be happening. This was just part of the god-awful nightmare he’d been trapped in for the past few days. It had, however, just been ramped up to a new, more terrifying level.

“What happened?” he asked as the doors opened onto a floor marked ICU. “How did she get hurt?”

“Car bomb,” Jazz reported.

“What?” Tom stopped walking, but they kept carrying him forward.

“Cosmo was with her, Tommy,” Stan told him. “He’s injured, too, but not as bad as Kelly. It’s probably best if you get the whole story from him.”

Damn it, this was his own fault. Kelly had been digging around, looking for ways to help prove Tom’s innocence, and it never even occurred to him that she might actually stir up real trouble. A fucking car bomb.

“Was the bomb in her car?” he asked. Dear God, how badly had she been hurt?

“No,” Stan said, but then Tom stopped listening, because there she was.

Kelly.

In the middle of a hospital bed, hooked up to all sorts of machines with wires and tubes and, oh, God …

Her face was scraped and her hair was singed. She still had all her arms and legs. But internal injuries, Jazz had said.

Stan or maybe Jazz pushed a chair up behind him, and he sat, holding on to her hand. It was scraped. She had little nicks and cuts on her wrist and all the way up her arm. Flying glass could do that to you.

“Hey, Kel,” he said to her, even though she was unconscious. Maybe, just maybe, she could hear him. “It’s me. Tom.”

His voice shook, and he stopped, took a deep breath. He didn’t want her to hear his fear. No fear. No doubt. No letting her think there were any options besides getting through this.

“Here’s what we’re going to do, all right?” He leaned close. “I’m going to stay here with you. Every step of the way. You’re not alone. Whatever you do, don’t forget that. And what you’re going to do is stay alive. Keep fighting. Don’t quit on me, okay? Keep breathing. Inhale and then exhale. Remember when I told you about going through BUD/S training? Well, this is just like BUD/S, Kel. So stay in the moment, and stay in the game. One breath, one heartbeat at a time. Don’t think beyond that. Don’t think about how much it hurts or how tired you are. Don’t think. Just breathe. Just stay alive. I’m counting on you to do that.”

“Sir.”

He looked up to find a nurse standing beside him, a clipboard in her hands.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but the surgeon’s ready,” she told him, and hope was in her voice, her eyes, her body language. “If you’ll just sign these forms …”

“Who’s the doctor?” Tom asked.

Jazz was there behind him. “Anne Marie Kenyon’s the head of the trauma team. She’s the best, Tom. I made sure of it.”

The nurse explained the procedure, but the words flew past Tom, only a few standing out. Stop the internal bleeding at the source … force of the blast … multisystem trauma … damaged kidneys and liver … spleen … a risk to operate … Dr. Kenyon’s opinion … Kelly’s only real chance.

Jazz leaned closer. “I spoke to Dr. Kenyon before you arrived, and I made some phone calls and talked to the other doctors about her, too. She knows what she’s doing. Sign the releases, sir.”

Tom let go of Kelly’s hand and signed the forms. “May I walk with her?” he asked the nurse.

She smiled at him. “I’m sure Kelly would like it if you did. But only to the double doors, I’m afraid.”

It was maybe twenty-five feet, but Tom took Kelly’s hand and held it the entire way.

But then he had to let her go. “Don’t forget what I said,” he told her. Please don’t let this be the last time he saw Kelly alive. Please … “I love you,” he called as they wheeled her away, as the doors swung shut behind her.

He sensed more than saw Stan and Jazz beside him.

“Take me to Cosmo,” he ordered them. “Now.”

Recovering alcoholics had privacy issues.

Alyssa had always thought Alcoholics Anonymous meetings were open to the public—places where people stood up and said loudly and proudly, “My name is Joe and I’m an alcoholic. I’ve been sober for three years.”

Apparently that was only a small part of the program. Some meetings were twelve-step meetings, some were women-only meetings, some were meetings that focused on reading from a special book, and most were closed to everyone but recovering alcoholics.

Walking in and flashing a picture and asking if anyone knew Mary Lou Starrett was not getting the response she’d hoped for.

It wasn’t getting any kind of response at all. Except for being asked to leave by two very large men wearing motorcycle leather.

But Sam spoke their language. He pulled them aside and in very short order had them looking at the picture of Mary Lou and Haley that Jules had sent to Alyssa, thanks to the Internet and a brief stop at Kinko’s.

But they both shook their heads no.

And then Sam was walking back toward her, shaking his head, too.

He’d taken off his suit jacket because of the heat. He’d actually sewn the sleeve back on with neat, tiny stitches as they drove down from Gainesville, using a needle and thread they’d picked up at a convenience store during a stop for gas and coffee and peanut M&M’s.

His pants were a little dusty—he’d never managed to brush them off completely after wrestling with her in the back hallway of the Wal-Mart. His sleeves were rolled up, but one was higher than the other, and his tie was loosened to the point of ridiculousness.

Aside from the dust and disarray, his clothes weren’t that different from those of men who worked in offices all over this city. But were he and a businessman to stand side by side, Alyssa would have had no problem identifying the Navy SEAL.

It was evident in the way Sam stood, the way he moved, the way he breathed.

“Hank and Roy have been running this particular meeting for the past four years,” he told her now. “They don’t remember seeing her. And they would have. They’re protective of the women in their group. They keep an eye out for thirteen-Steppers.” At her blank look, he explained. “Men who pretend to be part of the program but are really just trolling for vulnerable women.”

“Wow, that’s a shitty thing to do.”

“No kidding.” He led the way out of the building, back toward the car. “I don’t know if we’re on the right track here. It’s possible Mary Lou stopped attending meetings after she moved in with her sister. It’s possible she was already lying low back then. I mean, think about it. She left California the day after the Coronado attack. She must’ve known her prints were on that weapon.” He shook his head. “I just hope wherever she is, she’s not drinking again.”

Alyssa suspected Mary Lou wasn’t—because dead people couldn’t drink. But she kept that to herself as she unlocked the car and they got in.

Sam glanced briefly at the map, finding their next location, before he started the car. “So you want to hear what’s been bugging me about the Ihbraham Rahman thing?”

“Okay.”

He shot her a look. “You think this is a waste of time, don’t you?”

“Sam, I said okay.”

“You think they’re dead,” he accused her.

“I’m trying to be supportive, but …” She sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m … Look, just tell me.”

“Two things,” Sam said. “First is that I don’t believe Mary Lou would get involved with a man who wasn’t white. So whatever her connection to Rahman was, it wasn’t romantic or sexual. I’m virtually certain of that. She had strong opinions about racial separation.” He laughed in disgust. “I don’t know why I just don’t say it. She was racist, all right? I didn’t find out until a couple of months after we were married.”

Alyssa laughed softly as she looked at him in the light from the dashboard. “Oh, Sam. That must’ve hurt, huh?”

“It made her completely unattractive to me,” he admitted. “I couldn’t get past it. I tried talking to her about it, tried to widen her narrow-minded view—it just came from ignorance—but she just never wanted to talk to me about anything.” He sighed. “That was when our marriage ended. I swear, I should’ve filed for divorce right then and there, but I was too stupid to realize it. Instead, I just stopped trying. It wasn’t conscious. I didn’t even know I gave up. I was so freaking depressed and … I thought I was still trying, but I was just kidding myself. Like I’m really going to be able to make a relationship with this woman work?”

“That would have been a hard one for me, too,” Alyssa told him. “I mean, flip flop it around a little. I’ve dated black men who are really vocal about how much they dislike interracial relationships. They start in on how their little sister better never date a white man, and I’m thinking, Hello. My mother was someone’s little sister, and she married a white man, and if she hadn’t, she never would have had me.” She shook her head. “Needless to say, there’s usually no second date.” She shot him a look. “See how smart it is to have a policy about never having sex with strangers? You never wind up married to someone you don’t want to talk to, let alone live with.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t need any policies like that anymore,” he said. “Because until I have the operation to remove my testicles from my sinuses, I won’t be able to have sex again. Which really isn’t that big a deal since it’s been so long since I’ve had sex, I’ve forgotten what it’s like.”

Alyssa snorted. “If you’re looking for sympathy, Starrett, you’re looking in the wrong place.”

“I’m not,” he said. “I’m just trying to be funny and failing. But there was nothing funny about my marriage. I mean, shit, the whole thing was a tragedy from the start. I didn’t love her, but I honestly did try to like her. But after finding out that …”

Sam stopped at a red light and turned to look at her. “She said something about Jazz, about how hard it must be for me to take orders from him, and I’m telling you, I didn’t get it at first,” he told her. “I honestly thought she had a problem with him because his demeanor is so, you know, grim and serious. I thought she was talking about the fact that it seems like he never smiles, but when I realized that it was because he’s black, I was blown away.”

The car in front of him was moving, but much too slowly. Sam signaled to move into the left lane so he could pass.

He glanced at Alyssa after that. “I didn’t mean to go off on a rant. I just wanted you to know why I’m having such trouble with her alleged connection to Rahman.”

“Don DaCosta did call him Mary Lou’s friend,” Alyssa pointed out. “And he was obviously looking for her.”

“Well, I don’t think she’d be unfriendly to him,” Sam said. “She wasn’t like my father.”

He was silent for a moment as he drove. But then he said, “You know, I’ve been thinking about the fact that Rahman was nearly killed in Coronado. That he got jumped by people in the crowd who were afraid he was armed. There were plenty of other people of Middle Eastern descent who got tackled during that attack. But they were sat on. They weren’t beaten nearly to death.”

“It happens sometimes in a crowd,” Alyssa said. “People lose control. Mob mentality, you know?”

“Yeah, okay, maybe,” Sam said. “But what if it wasn’t an accident that he was the one to get beaten nearly to death? One possibility is that he really was involved with the attack, and the FBI just hasn’t found the connection yet. But maybe someone set him up to be killed there, in Coronado. Because what if Rahman can ID the real terrorists—just like Donny and Mary Lou? Maybe Rahman knows this light-haired guy Donny mentioned—this alien that Don saw all the time in my driveway. You know, the same guy he saw following Rahman yesterday. Jesus, I don’t—” He stopped. Cleared his throat. Kept his eyes on the road. “Donny never hurt anyone. He was—” He stopped again. “He was a good guy. God, his family must be devastated.”

Alyssa didn’t dare touch him. “We don’t have to talk about this right now.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “We do. Because I want to catch this fucker and watch him fry.” He was holding tightly to the steering wheel. “Lys, what if Rahman’s not the tango? What if it’s Donny’s alien, the blond man—a white guy, right, so Mary Lou’s okay with sleeping with him—who brought that weapon onto the base in Mary Lou’s car?

“Maybe Rahman’s not AWOL,” Sam continued. “Maybe he’s dead. Maybe he’s in the trunk of some car somewhere, with a bullet in his head.”

Alyssa already had her phone out and open and was speed-dialing Jules.

She needed Max to hear Sam’s latest theory about Ihbraham Rahman, but she was still too angry to call him herself.
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“We’ll still have Sundays to fly,” Noah pointed out as Ringo followed him up the stairs and onto the front porch.

“I don’t think Coach MacGreggor is going to want me to try out,” Ringo said. They went through the screen door, closing it behind them with a bang.

“Why not?”

“Well, to start, he hates my freaking guts.”

The baseball coach also taught history, and Noah knew that he and Ringo had clashed many times over what Ringo insisted were simplified, rich white men’s propagandistic versions of the past.

Noah set his backpack down by the stairs. “He’s not going to bring that with him onto the baseball field.”

“Want to bet?” Ringo muttered.

“You’re just paranoid.” Noah raised his voice. “Hey, we’re home!” He turned back. “Or scared.” He did a quick shuffle to get well out of Ringo’s reach. “You’re a girly man,” he said, imitating Hans and Franz from Saturday Night Live. “Too scared to try out for the high school baseball team, girly man?”

Roger cracked up. “Shut up, fuckhead!”

“Grandma!” Noah pretended to shout, knowing full well that Dot wasn’t wearing her hated hearing aid. “Ringo called me a fuckhead!” Laughing, he escaped Ringo’s skull duster by dashing down the hall to the kitchen.

“Don’t gallop in the house, young sir.” Ringo mimicked Walt’s deep voice as he followed.

“Seriously, Ringo,” Noah started to say, but then he stopped short, just in the doorway to the kitchen.

What the …?

“Seriously, Nos.” Ringo was behind him and didn’t see it. “If you honestly want to, I’ll go to the tryouts with you. God help us both, though.”

“Grampa?” Nos shouted, pushing past Ringo and bolting back toward the stairs.

“Holy fuck,” Ringo said as he saw it—an entire pot of bloodred tomato sauce spilled on the kitchen floor. Walt’s stool was overturned, as well as one of the kitchen chairs.

Noah took the stairs three at a time, heading for the upstairs bathroom, praying that Grandpa had burned himself cooking and that Grandma was with him in the bathroom, searching the medicine cabinet and cussing because she couldn’t find the aloe vera gel.

He could hear Ringo running through the first floor of the big house, shouting for Walt and Dot.

The bathroom was empty. All the bedrooms were, too.

Noah didn’t think of them as old, but they were. They were old, and old people died. Johnny Radford’s father had just had a fatal heart attack. And he had been younger than Walt.

Panic made his chest tight, but he forced it away as he clattered back down the stairs and pushed his way out the screen door.

Walt’s blue station wagon was still parked in the driveway.

Ringo was thinking along the same lines as Noah, and he’d already hopped the fence into the Leonards’ yard—an impressive feat that usually brought Mrs. L out of her house to chase them with her broom. She said she was tired of big boot prints in her flower bed, but that wasn’t Ringo’s fault, that was all Noah. It had been months since Ringo had failed to clear the garden.

As Noah took the long way around, Mrs. L met Ringo on the porch, wiping her hands on a dish towel.

“Please, ma’am, do you know where Walt and Dot went?” he asked.

“You missed the excitement by just half an hour,” she said, as Noah got to the gate. “Two ambulances, a firetruck, and three police cars.”

No.

“What happened?” Ringo asked. “Where are they?”

“Harris Methodist Hospital,” she told him. “I’m not really sure of the details. I think Mrs. Gaines fell or collapsed or something, and I guess Mr. Gaines called 911. I don’t know if it was a heart attack or what. But they got her out of here pretty fast. He went with her in the ambulance.”

Grandma. Don’t let her be dead.

“Please, ma’am,” Noah called to Mrs. Leonard from the gate, “I know we’re not your favorite people in the world, but we really need to get to that hospital right away. Please, will you drive us?”

“I would if I could,” she said, “but Sherman has the car. He’ll be back around five-thirty. If you still need a ride then, just give me a shout.” She narrowed her eyes at Ringo. “But from now on use the gate.”

Noah looked at his watch. Five-thirty. It was barely even three.

“Thank you, ma’am,” Ringo said. “But I think we’ll try to find another ride.”

He headed for Noah and the gate at a dead run, and vaulted clear over the damn thing.

“Use the gate!” Mrs. L shouted after him. “Unlatch it. Walk through it. Like a human!”

“Let’s call the hospital,” Ringo said as they ran back to the house. “Find out what the hell’s going on.” He was trying to be reassuring, but Noah knew he was scared, too. “It’s probably nothing big. You know how sometimes old people fall and break a wrist or a hip? I’m sure she’s all right.”

“Breaking a hip is pretty big.” Noah grabbed the phone book from the shelf.

“Well, I don’t know that’s what happened.” Ringo picked up the phone. “What’s the number?”

Noah read it to him, then started cleaning up the tomato sauce while Ringo went through verbal contortions, trying to find out who he should talk to to learn Dot’s fate.

They needed to get to the hospital now. Not at five-thirty. Now.

They could call Jolee, but it would take her just as long to get up here. Although, they needed to call her anyway to tell her Grandma was in the hospital. Noah grabbed a pencil from the cup on the kitchen desk and started one of Walt’s lists. You can’t forget to do something if you write it down. “Call Jolee.”

Who else could they call for a ride?

Ringo hung up the phone with a crash. “Those dickheads won’t give out any information about Aunt Dot over the telephone.”

They stared at each other.

Noah voiced what they both were wondering. “Do you think that means she’s dead?”

“Fuck, no!” Ringo said, but it was so obvious he was lying, Noah couldn’t help it. He started to cry.

“Hey, come on, Nos.” Ringo put his arms around him. “She probably just twisted her ankle.”

“Then why wouldn’t they just tell us that?”

“I don’t know! It’s probably some stupidass hospital policy. You know what Uncle Walt always says about bureaucracy. Let’s figure out a way to get to the hospital, okay? Then we can stop guessing.”

“I don’t know who to call,” Noah said. All the other neighbors were at work, except elderly Mrs. Jurgens, who had cataracts in both eyes.

“I’ll find us a ride.” Ringo had a look of sheer determination all over him. He pushed Noah toward the kitchen door. “Why don’t you go upstairs and get a bag and pack some of Walt and Dot’s stuff in it. You know, things they might need. Get Uncle Walter a change of clothes, in case he spilled that sauce on himself. And … and pack, you know, their toothbrushes and … and Walt’s razor. A warm pair of socks and a sweater for Dot, ’cause she’s always cold. And whatever book’s on her bedside table. Stuff like that.”

Noah nodded and went upstairs. Grandpa’s leather overnight bag was in the closet, and he quickly packed it and started back down the stairs.

He heard Ringo hang up the phone with a crash, heard him curse over and over. “Fuck, fuck, fuck! Why aren’t you home?”

Ringo picked up the phone again and dialed. “Be home, be home, be home …” he said. And then his next words made Noah freeze there on the bottom step of the stairs.

“Pop. It’s me. Roger.”

Ringo had actually called his father, to ask for a ride.

Noah sat down on the stairs. He hadn’t even realized that son of a bitch was in town this week. He should have recognized it, though. All of the signs were there. Ringo had disappeared during lunch—no doubt running home to make sure his mother was okay.

Roger Starrett Senior had stopped beating the crap out of Ringo about a year ago, but Noah suspected that hunting season on his wife was still open.

Ringo’s father was so loud that, when combined with the extra-powerful speaker Walt had installed on the kitchen phone for Dot, his voice easily carried to where Noah sat.

“Well, now, I thought you was calling yourself Ringo or something equally foolish these days,” Starrett drawled.

“Noah and I need a ride to the hospital, sir,” Ringo told him. “You know I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t a matter of life or death—”

“You hurt?”

“No, sir. But Noah’s grandmother was taken to the hospital by an ambulance right before we got home from school—”

“You haven’t come home from school yet,” he said.

Unbelievable. Roger Starrett Senior knew good and goddamned well that Noah’s grandmother was his very own sister. Ringo had just told him she was in the hospital, and he was messing around with semantics.

“Excuse me, sir,” Ringo said instead of Fuck you, you mean-spirited prick. Noah couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He couldn’t believe Ringo was doing this for him. And it was for him. To get him a ride to that hospital, Ringo was willing to ask this man that he hated for a favor.

“I meant to say,” Ringo continued, “before we got to Noah’s house.”

“I thought I made it clear that I didn’t want you going over there.”

“Pop,” Ringo said, desperation making his voice crack. “Didn’t you hear what I told you? Aunt Dot might be dying.”

There was silence on the line, then, “Considering she’s been dead to me for forty years, it’s about time she was put in her grave—end the embarrassment she’s brought to her family. Get yourself on home, boy. Now.”

“I am home,” Ringo said quietly. “I won’t be bothering you anymore.”

He hung up the phone, and Noah heard him start to cry. He was trying not to, trying to hide it—typical of Roger.

Noah dried his own eyes on his sleeve, stood up, and went into the kitchen.

Ringo heard him coming and stuck his head under the kitchen faucet, letting the water run on his face and into his mouth.

“You okay?” Noah asked.

“Yeah.” Ringo pretended to be all right as he dried his face on the kitchen towel. “Lookit, I just had an idea. If I cut my hand open with one of Uncle Walt’s cooking knives, you could call an ambulance, and they’d take us to the hospital.”

He was serious.

Noah’s mouth was hanging open. “Roger, that’s completely insane.”

“So what? It’ll get us there. Fast.”

“I’m not going to let you do that,” Noah told him. “Cut yourself? It’s bad enough that you went and called your father—”

“Aw, shit, you heard that?” Ringo was beyond embarrassed.

“You shouldn’t have called him.”

“I thought …” He worked hard to keep from crying again. “Maybe he’d do something decent for once, you know?”

Noah did know. He knew that Roger was almost unbearably ashamed of his father, ashamed to be the man’s son.

“I mean, Jesus,” Ringo continued. “Even Darth Vader apologized to Luke for being such a dickhead.”

“Darth never gave Luke a ride to the hospital.”

“Luke wouldn’t have asked,” Ringo pointed out. “He didn’t need a ride anywhere. He had a speeder.” He stopped. “That’s it!”

“We’ll blow up the Death Star,” Noah mocked him, “and then when the ambulances come, we’ll get a ride to the hospital.”

Ringo laughed, which had been Noah’s intention. “Shut up, fuckhead, and help me find Uncle Walt’s car keys.”

They were, of course, in the key box.

Ringo held out his hand for them, but Noah didn’t hand them over. “This, too, is insane.”

“Everyone always says that we both look much older than fifteen.”

“Driving in a parking lot’s different than driving on the street,” Noah told him. “I wouldn’t want to do it.”

“Well, I would,” Ringo said with complete conviction. “I want to. If you want, I can go by myself and then call you from the hospital once I find out if Dot’s okay.”

Noah handed him the keys. “Like I’m going to let you do that.”

“I would,” Ringo said, heading for the door.

“Yeah, I know,” Noah said, hefting Walt’s bag and locking the door behind them.

They got into the car, and Ringo adjusted the seat and the mirrors, the way Walt had showed them.

He had to be scared shitless, just like Noah. But he put the key in the ignition, and turned it, and the engine roared to life. Ringo was going to get them to the hospital if it was the last thing he did.

“Luke Skywalker’s proof that paternity amounts to squat,” Noah told him. “And you are too my brother.”

“Fasten your seat belt,” Ringo said, and pulled out of the driveway.

The band had started playing early, at seven, so by nine-thirty, Gina was more than ready for another break.

Fandangos was filled, and she had to squeeze her way through the crowd to get to the bar.

Max wasn’t there.

The musicians were set up on a platform with a direct view of the front door. As she’d played, she’d been able to see everyone who came in or left.

Max had done neither.

Unless he’d come in through the kitchen.

There was this one spot, back by the rest rooms, where it was really dark. She was sure she’d seen an extra shadow there while she was playing. But when she looked now, no one was there.

“Hey. How’re you doing? Gina, right?”

She found herself staring up at Detective Soul Patch.

He was holding a beer in his left hand and he held out his right for her to shake. “Ric Alvarado.”

“Ric. Right.”

“I didn’t know you were a musician.”

Yeah, sure. As if Max hadn’t sent him over here. All of her hopes crashed and burned. He was never going to give in. He’d gone so far as actually to send over a replacement … a real replacement this time—not just Jules Cassidy.

“You okay?” Ric asked.

Gina forced a smile. “Yeah, it’s just a little too crowded in here. I get claustrophobic sometimes.”

“I know what you mean. Hey, so far no luck in my search for your underwear,” he said, and then laughed and rolled his eyes. It was too dark in there to tell for sure, but it was possible he blushed. “Oh, man, I’m such an asshole. I can’t believe I actually said that.” He looked around the room. “It is crowded tonight. Wow. Hot, too.” Another eye roll. “Look, can I buy you a drink? Something frozen, maybe?”

“Actually, because I’m in the band, I drink for free.”

“Oh. Well, that’s … sweet.”

“Yeah,” she said. “I guess.”

Sweet. Her last college boyfriend, Trent Engelman, used to call everything sweet.

Ric Alvarado himself was pretty damn sweet—at least as far as replacements for Max went. Dark hair, heavily lidded brown eyes, killer cheekbones, broad shoulders, trim waist. Younger than Max, but older than Gina. She’d bet that he was a good dancer, too.

“Well.” Ric looked embarrassed, as if he were about to back away, as if she’d given him a brush-off instead of an honest response about that drink. So she grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him closer to the bar.

“Hey, Jenn,” she called to the bartender. “This is Ric. He’s going to make sure my wineglass is never empty during the next set, okay?”

Jenn pushed a refill in Gina’s direction.

“I think we can take that as an affirmative,” Gina said to Ric, whose embarrassment had turned to nearly palpable hope. Oh, come on. Didn’t Max mention she was a sure thing? She made herself smile back at him as she took a healthy sip of her wine. “You don’t mind being my slave tonight, do you, Ric?”

Someone bumped into her, and she had to hold her glass out to keep it from spilling. Ric steadied her with a hand at her waist. A hand he didn’t bother taking away again. “Absolutely not,” he said.

“So tell me,” Gina said, determined to play this through. If this was really what Max wanted … “How far are you willing to go in your search for my underwear?”

Cosmo Richter’s right leg was in traction.

As Tom went into the SEAL’s hospital room, a tight-lipped nurse was coming out. “Tell him he doesn’t have to be a superhero,” she snapped, before marching off down the hall.

Cosmo’s face was almost the same color as his eyes. Kind of pale bluish-gray.

“He’s refused to take any pain meds until he’s talked to you,” the senior chief said quietly into Tom’s ear.

“Sir,” Cosmo said to Tom. “I’m at fault. Chief Karmody ordered me to stay with Kelly, to keep her safe. I should have—”

“You should have expected a car bomb? In suburban San Diego?” Tom shook his head. “No, Cos. You got her out of the house.” Stan had told him that Don DaCosta, the man who lived there, hadn’t fared so well. “On a broken leg,” he added. Man, there was a cast on Cosmo’s left ankle, too. “Two broken legs.”

Once again, Stan and Jazz had a chair for him. Tom sat, part of him still upstairs, in surgery with Kelly.

“Can you start at the beginning?” Tom asked. “Why were you over there in the first place?” Stan had also told him that this Don DaCosta lived next door to the house Sam Starrett had shared with Mary Lou before they separated. DaCosta was mentally ill—a shut-in who never left his house.

“Kelly had these videotapes from somewhere, I don’t know exactly—”

“The library parking lot?” Tom asked.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Cos said. “Card wrote a computer program to help her check to see if Mary Lou Starrett appeared in any of the tapes, and she did.”

Chief WildCard Karmody could do things with a computer that would have made him filthy rich, were he not employed by the U.S. Navy.

“He printed out a bunch of pictures of Mary Lou with this guy—some guy Kelly recognized.”

“Sweet Jesus.” Tom hadn’t thought she’d actually find anything from the information gathering she had been doing.

“She said he came into her office a coupla times. He was selling drugs. You know, not the illegal kind, but—”

“A pharmaceuticals rep,” Tom said. Kelly had told him that salesmen and women from drug companies came into the clinic on a daily basis, pushing various antibiotics and prescription medications, encouraging doctors to prescribe their company’s brand of pills.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Cosmo said. “This was about six weeks before the Coronado attack.”

“And Kelly found a picture of this same man talking to Mary Lou Starrett,” Tom clarified.

“Yes, sir.”

“Mother of God.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Where’s the picture?” Tom asked.

“Card’s making copies right now—he’s sending it as a download to everyone on the team to share with girlfriends and family and such,” Cosmo reported. “He was in here just about a half hour ago, and we suddenly realized if this guy is one of our tangos—” He used the radio-code word for the letter T, which stood for this decade’s version of trouble—terrorists. “—he may have contacted other people close to the team, and they may be in danger, too.”

Tom looked at Stan and Jazz. “I want a copy of that picture,” he ordered. “ASAP. And we need to get this information to the FBI.”

Stan left the room as Jazz said, “Cosmo’s already spoken to Peggy Ryan. She’s XO of Max Bhagat’s CT team.”

Tom nodded. “Good.” He knew Peggy. She was no Max, but she was good. He turned back to Cos. “So what the hell were you doing at DaCosta’s house?”

“Kelly was in touch with the other wives and girlfriends,” Cosmo told him, “looking for someone just like this guy—someone who’d maybe been sniffing around, looking for access to the base. You know, so he could smuggle those weapons in.

“Lieutenant Muldoon’s wife, Joan, is Don DaCosta’s sister. Joan told Kelly that her brother had some FBI agents camping out in his house. He’s in the habit of seeing aliens in the shadows, and he told Lieutenant Starrett that an ‘alien’ he used to see lurking around Starrett’s house had come back. From what I understand—and I’m not sure I’ve got it entirely straight, sir, it’s pretty freaking confusing—DaCosta recently saw this same alien following some Middle Eastern gardener who used to work in their neighborhood—”

“Ihbraham Rahman?” Tom asked. God damn, Kelly really had been on the right track.

“That sounds right, sir, but, it’s been a hell of a day, and I was paying more attention to the other guy. The guy in Kelly’s picture. That’s why we were at DaCosta’s—because Kelly wanted to show him the picture, to see if this guy was his alien.” Cosmo nodded. “And sure enough, DaCosta IDed him. I mean, as much as someone who’s mentally challenged can make a positive ID. But as far as I’m concerned, the words, ‘That’s him, that’s the alien,’ makes me think we probably have a photo of a man who may have helped set up the Coronado attack.”

Tom ran his hands down his face. He’d never thought … It had never occurred to him that Kelly might be in danger—that she’d actually get close enough to the truth.… He looked at Cosmo. “What happened? You got there, you went inside, Kelly showed DaCosta the photo, and then what?”

“One of the agents got right on the phone—this picture is a very major deal as far as the investigation goes,” Cosmo said. “We got what we came for, so I wanted to get out of there. I was spooked. I don’t really know why. I was just … The hair on the back of my neck was standing up—you know how that sometimes happens? But Kelly was trying to calm down DaCosta. The picture got him really worked up and she didn’t want to leave him like that.

“She was telling him he was safe, because the FBI was there, and I was there, and I was a SEAL. He’s got this hero worship thing about SEALs. And he was telling us about how Lieutenant Starrett always came over to watch the game on TV, and I was thinking, Shit, he’s a better man than I am. I was thinking that it was the closed windows that were freaking me out.

“And the second FBI agent—the one who wasn’t on the phone—suddenly goes, ‘Are we expecting more visitors?’ I look up and he’s over by the window, and he’s got the blinds open, and I can see there’s a car pulling up, right out there. And someone gets out and starts running, and Christ, Commander, I knew. Kelly was sitting across the room, on the sofa, next to DaCosta, much closer to that side of the house than I was. I should have been right next to her. But I wasn’t, and I shouted to get down. But she didn’t and aw, fuck, it blew, and the force just picked her up and I couldn’t do a fucking thing.”

“Except carry her outside on two broken legs,” Tom reminded Cosmo quietly.

“I didn’t know they were broken, sir. I just knew they didn’t work the way I needed them to.” He shook his head. “I tried to go back in there for DaCosta and the others, but I couldn’t do more than crawl, and then the fire truck was there and they pulled me back. I had to hit some dumbfuck in the face to make him stop dicking around with me. Kelly obviously needed more immediate attention. Those guys got there fast, but I’m telling you, they need a refresher course in triage.” Cosmo’s eyes were red.

Tom knew his own eyes must’ve looked the same. “She’s going to be okay, you know,” he told the petty officer. “She’s going to pull through.”

Cosmo nodded. “I’m praying for that, sir.” He paused, his face working as he tried not to cry. “But oh my holy God, sir, you need to know … I saw the way she hit that wall, and …”

Cosmo Richter, the man with the reputation of being one of the coolest, most deadliest operators in SEAL Team Sixteen, covered his eyes with his hand and cried.


CHAPTER
TWENTY

Sam stared up at the patterns of light on the ceiling, light that had sneaked in past the heavy motel room curtains.

Alyssa had talked him into coming here after they’d run out of AA meetings to visit.

That was kind of funny—Alyssa having to talk him into going to a motel. Of course, they did get separate rooms, which made it considerably less funny.

If this had been a Hollywood movie, every motel and hotel in the city would have been filled up—except for one last place that had one last room with one king-sized bed. Real-life people didn’t have the same kind of luck as people did in the movies.

Real-life people also didn’t have the kind of luck that would make them walk into the one AA meeting attended by someone who actually knew Mary Lou well enough to know where she was hiding.

Sam hadn’t even had any luck finding someone who admitted just to seeing Mary Lou at one of these meetings.

He didn’t know whether to feel panic because she wasn’t attending meetings, or admiration. If she truly had listened to what he’d told her about hiding, she would have changed her regular habits upon coming to Sarasota, and he might never find her. Of course, the people who were looking for her wouldn’t find her, either.

But could she really stick to it? Hiding like that meant never returning to old ways, never calling or visiting old friends, never letting Haley see her father.

Never could last a hell of a long time.

Besides, Mary Lou had obviously slipped up somewhere, since someone had found her and killed Janine.

Sam stared at the ceiling. Checking AA meetings was getting them nowhere. They had exactly zero leads. They could start over again tomorrow, because, hey, it was possible that Wednesdays were the days Mary Lou was always too busy to go out.

But maybe they should back up, put this investigation into a mental reverse.

Maybe, instead of trying to find Mary Lou, they should focus on finding the fuckers who were trying to kill her.

The end result would be the same—Mary Lou and Haley would be safe.

So okay. Sam should try to figure out who, besides him, had had Mary Lou and Janine’s address after they moved out of Clyde’s house.

Clyde hadn’t had it, that was for sure. Although wasn’t it interesting that right after he tracked down Janine, possibly even that same night, she’d been killed?

Holy fuck. Sam sat up in bed. Maybe someone had been watching Clyde, knowing that sooner or later he’d lead them to Janine, and therefore to Mary Lou.

But how had they found Clyde?

He grabbed the phone and dialed Alyssa’s room.

She picked it up after one ring. “Sam, please go to sleep.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I’m trying. But—” He told her his theories about Clyde as concisely as he could.

Alyssa sighed. “Sam, if I were looking for Mary Lou, you’re where I’d go to find her, not Clyde Wrigley. You know where she is. Your lawyers know where she is—”

“Yeah, but I don’t have an address book,” he told her. “My entire address book is in my head—if I write it down, I lose it. So I memorize it, and it’s always there. I also don’t keep important papers in my house. My entire file for the divorce was at my office, on base. We’re not supposed to do that, but I’ve always been paperwork challenged.”

She laughed. “Who, you? No way.”

Sam smiled. She was actually teasing him.

“So, okay,” she said. “Say I’m a member of a San Diego terror cell. I’m looking to stay active and to stay in the area, so I need to make sure Mary Lou disappears, because she can ID me. I don’t know you’re paperwork challenged and that you don’t have an address book by your telephone. The only thing I know about you is that you’re a SEAL. Isn’t it likely I’d break into your house to find out where Mary Lou’s gone?”

Sam turned on the light. “There was a break-in. It was about two weeks after Mary Lou left. Someone came in through the kitchen window. The cops thought it was kids because nothing was taken. They just made a mess.”

Alyssa didn’t sound happy at that news. In fact, she sounded pissed. “You know, Starrett, this is why you need to go in for questioning.”

He was back to being Starrett, which wasn’t quite as bad as Lieutenant. “I don’t think whoever broke in found anything at all.”

“Okay, if I’m the terrorist and I found nothing in your house, my next step would be to get Mary Lou’s phone number by waiting for your mail and stealing your long distance bill.”

“I don’t get phone bills,” Sam countered. “Not through the mail. I pay my bills online. My system’s secure, too. Hacker proof. Kenny Karmody set it up for me.” He was liking this theory more and more. “And if you’re the terrorist, you probably know if you watch me—and try to follow me—I’d make you within the first day.”

She snorted. “More like the first hour.”

He paused. She really thought that highly of him. “Well, shoot. Thanks. That’s really—”

“Sam, let’s sleep on this, okay? My brain’s mush. I know I must be missing something here—”

“Just wait. Just two more seconds, okay? You’re the terrorist, you know I’m a SEAL, so you’re not going to follow me because I’ll see you. Who are you going to follow?”

“Not Clyde,” she said. “Because I don’t know anything about Janine or Clyde. I just know I’m looking for a woman with a child, a woman who likes to read and attends AA meetings and gets jobs in the service industry because she never finished high school.” Alyssa sighed. “Sam, look, I’m a really stupid terrorist right now because I’m so, so tired—”

“You’d follow her close friends.”

“You said she didn’t have any close friends,” Alyssa pointed out.

“From what Donny said, someone sure as shit was watching Ihbraham Rahman.”

Which would make a hell of a lot more sense if Rahman were Mary Lou’s lover.

Which just wasn’t possible.

Okay, open mind, Starrett …

No, he just didn’t see it. Rahman was Arab American and Mary Lou was Mary Lou.

Shit.

“Ihbraham Rahman,” Alyssa said through a yawn. “Why is that name so familiar? Wasn’t he my first husband?”

Sam settled back in his bed. “Okay. I’m done annoying you. I’m hanging up.” But he wasn’t going to do much sleeping over here.

He didn’t tell her that. He didn’t say, Alyssa, I’m too scared to sleep. Please help me survive this god-awful night.

Instead, he said, “See you in the morning, Lys,” and hung up the phone.

“You don’t have a car here, do you?” Ric asked Gina. “Because, as a police officer, I really can’t let you drive home.”

It was the moment of truth.

Gina had said her farewells to the guys in the band. She’d thanked the wait staff and the bartender, and she’d gathered up her jacket and her leather bag with her sticks and brushes. The drum kit belonged to the drummer she’d replaced, and he was coming by the club to pick it up some time next week.

It was, without a doubt, the easiest gig she’d ever done.

As well as the hardest.

The shadow had been back again, in the dark corner by the rest rooms, for the last set of the evening.

It had been Max. She was sure of it.

And knowing him, he was probably still watching her right now.

As she was talking to Ric Alvarado in the parking lot.

“I’m walking back to my motel,” she told Ric. “It’s not far.”

He had his key ring on his finger, and he flipped it so that his keys landed in the palm of his hand with a smack. “Can I give you a lift?”

He was a nice guy. He was an incredibly nice guy. In a different lifetime, Gina would have really liked him.

“Or, if you want, I could walk you,” he said. He was trying so hard to be casual about the fact that he was hoping to go home with her.

“How much did Max tell you?” she asked.

“How much did … what?” He pretended not to know what she was talking about. It was an Oscar-worthy performance.

“Max,” she said, resisting the urge to applaud. “He asked you to come here tonight, right?”

“Max Bhagat?” Ric said. “From the FBI?” He shook his head. “No. Are you … Is he …” He stopped and started over. “Did I make a mistake, Gina? I thought maybe there was something going on with you two the other night, but then he wasn’t here at the club, and you were being so, um, friendly.…”

Oh, he was good. “Max didn’t call you and ask you to let me pick you up here tonight?”

Ric laughed. “Did you pick me up? Because I thought I was trying to pick you up.”

“Is that what he told you to do?” Gina asked.

“Nobody called me and told me to do anything.” He was definitely getting uncomfortable with this conversation. “I came here because it was my night off and I love jazz. Do you have something kinky going with this guy? Because I’m absolutely not into that.”

“No!” Gina said. “God, no!”

Ric was serious and had been from the start. Max hadn’t contacted him.

But that still didn’t mean that Max hadn’t somehow manipulated him into being here tonight.

Gina caught herself. Come on. Max was powerful and an extremely magnetic leader, but he wasn’t Obi-Wan Kenobi. He couldn’t use mind control or the Force or whatever to make Ric bend to his will. You want to go to Fandangos.… That was ridiculous.

Wasn’t it?

She sat down on the curb, definitely feeling every ounce of wine she’d had tonight. “Max saved my life a couple of years ago. I was on a plane that was hijacked by terrorists and …” She shrugged.

“Oh, man. Really?” He sat down next to her.

“Really.” She sighed, chin on her knees, arms wrapped around her legs. “I’m in love with him.” She turned her head so that she could look up at him. “Want to sleep with me?”

Ric laughed. But then he looked at her closely. “Are you really drunk?”

Gina sighed again. “No.”

“Did you maybe take something mind altering tonight that I don’t know about?”

She sat up straight, indignant. “No!”

Ric held up both hands in a gesture that said easy there. “Hey, I’m not asking you this as Detective Alvarado. I’m asking as a man who likes you. You’re not going to get in trouble or anything. I just want to know the truth.”

“The truth is I don’t do drugs,” Gina told him. “And I’m really not drunk. I’m just …” She rolled her eyes. “Pathetic.”

“I don’t think you’re pathetic,” he said. “I think you’re really hot and … yeah, I really want to sleep with you. Your being in love with this other guy is probably going to make it suck, but, you know, I’ll suffer through somehow.”

Gina looked up at him and laughed.

He was looking at her with half-closed eyes and a crooked smile on his handsome face. He reached up to push her hair back, and his fingers were warm against her face. “I bet I can make you forget about him tonight.”

Wouldn’t that be nice—if she really could forget everything. Max, the airplane, the way it had felt to be so certain she was going to die …

Ric leaned toward her as he pulled her chin up to meet him. His lips were soft and his mouth tasted sweet, like Fandangos’s coffee, rich and strong and laced with cinnamon.

His hand was in her hair. Gina closed her eyes and let him kiss her and tried to imagine his hands all over her, his body on top of hers, and …

She pulled away, scrambling to her feet.

“Hey!” He followed, catching her as she tripped in her haste to get away. “Whoa, whoa! You okay?”

“I can’t do this,” she said. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry.” She tried to pull free. “Please let go of me.”

He didn’t. “Gina—”

“I said, let go of me!”

He let her go, both hands in the air. “Okay, now you’re really freaking me out.”

She walked away from him, toward her motel, as fast as she could without it being called running. But when she got to the corner, she stopped. And turned and went back. Because she owed him at least an explanation.

He was still standing there looking at her as if she was insane.

She was. She was definitely insane.

“You don’t really want to sleep with me,” she told him, trying her hardest not to cry. “You don’t know this yet, but I do. So I’m just skipping ahead to the part where you say, ‘Oh, gee, Gina, all your baggage is a little too heavy for me. I mean, wow, the responsibility’s just too intense. I think we should just be friends.’ ”

“All what baggage?” he asked. His eyes were open a little wider now, and his smile was gone.

Gina couldn’t bear to watch his warm brown eyes change from wary to horrified to filled with embarrassed discomfort. So she closed her own eyes and told him. “I haven’t had sex since before I was gang raped on that hijacked plane.”

“Oh, shit, you were …?” Like most people, he couldn’t say the R-word. “Oh, Gina, oh, baby …”

Ric put his arms around her and held her tightly, but it wasn’t with passion anymore, it was only with kindness, and she wanted to cry.

“I wasn’t going to tell you,” she said, “but that’s not fair to you, because I really don’t know if I’m going to flip out, or if I’m going to need to slow down or even stop, and it’s just not fair not to tell. But as soon as I tell, no one wants to touch me!”

“Shh,” he said. “It’s all right. It’s okay, baby. It’s going to be okay.”

She smacked his arms, pushing him away from her. “That’s such a stupid thing to say! Maybe it’s going to be okay for you, but it’s not going to be okay for me!”

He took a step toward her. “Gina—”

She took a step back. “Just go home!”

He kept coming. “I’d rather go with you. Back to your place.”

Yeah, right.

“Don’t touch me,” she warned him. He probably thought she wouldn’t know that he was lying.

He held out his hand to her. “Come on. I’ll drive.”

Gina looked at him. It had finally happened. She’d finally met a guy who was too nice to say no.

But she suddenly knew that rejection really hadn’t been her problem all these months. She had actually been relieved that Elliot hadn’t wanted to sleep with her.

Because she wasn’t ready for this. It was possible that she’d never be ready for this kind of casual “I like you, let’s do it” sex again.

Her body had been used. Viciously, brutally. Sex had been forced on her as an expression of terrible violence and hatred.

She’d told Max that she wanted that part of her life back, but she really didn’t.

She didn’t want to experience sex ever again as anything less than a meaningful demonstration of real, deep love.

And as nice as Ric was, she didn’t love him.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I really am.” And she turned and ran away.

Here he was. Lying alone in a bed in a cheap motel room, balls still aching from being flattened by 120 pounds of angry woman, buzzing from all the caffeine in his system. Exhausted as hell, weary from worry and grief, but too freaking scared to fall asleep.

Sam had taken a warm shower in an attempt to relax, but even that hadn’t helped.

He wanted to reach for the phone again, to call Alyssa, who was on the other side of the wall just behind his head, in the next room over.

And say what?

Please, I don’t want to be alone tonight. I keep thinking about kind-hearted Donny burning to death in that fire, and Tom losing Kelly, and Janine on the kitchen floor, and how terrified Haley must’ve been right before she died.…

No. Haley wasn’t dead and he wasn’t going to call Alyssa.

Because if he called her, she might come over. And if she came over, they’d end up in bed together and …

And Sam wasn’t going to sleep with her. He’d made that decision today while they were talking about love, about the differences between “I want you” and “I love you.” He’d realized, with remarkable clarity considering how tired he was, that sex—as much as he desperately wanted it—would only complicate the shit out of their relationship.

Their relationship. Sam found himself smiling wanly at the ceiling. As bad as this situation was, it had brought about something good.

Whether she liked it or not, he and Alyssa Locke were in a relationship again.

Yes, it was freaking mixed up and about the farthest thing from normal that a relationship could be, but it was a relationship.

True, neither one of them had completely figured out how Mary Lou and Haley and, yeah, even Max Bhagat fit into the equation, but what the hell.

Sam was determined to take this embryonic, misshapen, ugly lump of a relationship and grow it into something beautiful. Something honest. Something permanent. Something real.

Something like the relationship Walt had shared with Dot.

That one had started out nearly as screwed up as this was.

Well, maybe not quite. Because Walt and Dot had been careful to keep sex out of things until their feelings for each other had grown into real, rock-solid love.

Sam looked at the phone again. Don’t do it, idiot. Don’t call her again.

Of course, there were definitely a lot of missing steps in the dance that would start with his picking up the phone and end with her over here, in his bed. Assuming it would automatically go there was arrogant and egotistical.

She could say no. She would say no.

But then Sam closed his eyes, remembering the way Alyssa had kissed him in the back hallway of the Wal-Mart. Holy, holy Jesus. She was fire in his arms. For a few minutes there, he’d been convinced that she was going to come. Just from a dry hump in a public corridor.

He’d almost lost it himself, but his excuse was that he’d been celibate now for nearly a year.

Sam squinted at the ceiling. Was it possible …?

Nah. He’d seen the way she’d kissed Max. The fucker.

Still … Maybe it meant that Max wasn’t so great in bed after all.

Yeah, wouldn’t that be nice? Sam wasn’t any closer to sleep, but thinking about Max being unable to keep it up, or maybe just boring Alyssa to tears, was definitely better than thinking about Donny burning to death or Mary Lou and Haley jammed into some trunk.

But even better than the thought of Max, impotent, was the idea of Alyssa maybe being as desperate for Sam’s touch as he was for hers, not because she missed great sex, but because she missed him.

In which case, if he called her on that phone, she might say yes.

Which was why he couldn’t call. Because if she said yes, then in order to stick to his plan about growing something real, Sam would have to be the one to say no. And he did not have a good history with that particular word. At least not when it came to Alyssa Locke and sexual intercourse.

Sam heard Alyssa’s cell phone ringing through the thin motel walls. He sat up.

Was that Jules calling her? Or Max?

Either way, it was probably news.

He could hear the murmur of her voice through the wall, but try as he might, he couldn’t make out the words. Probably because his heart was pounding too freaking loudly.

Please God, let her come hammering on his door to tell him that those bodies in the trunk were definitely not Mary Lou and Haley.

He heard her stop talking, heard only silence.

Then the sound of water running, a toilet flushing.

Then nothing.

Until she knocked, softly, on his door.

Oh, no.

That was not a jubilant knock, and Sam knew that the news was not going to be good.

Please God …

“Still nothing absolutely conclusive,” she said before he even got the door all the way open. “Jules said they’re having some trouble with the dental records. The fire was … apparently very hot.”

Sam nodded, just looking at her.

She’d had an overnight bag in the back of her car, and unlike him, she had a change of clothes. She either slept naked or her pajamas were too revealing, because she’d thrown her jeans and that baggy T-shirt back on.

She’d splashed water on her face before coming over here—part of her hair was still wet—but despite that, her eyes looked red, as if she’d just been crying.

As she looked back at him, tears welled in her eyes. She covered her mouth with her hand as, Jesus, her face contorted and she started to cry.

Nothing absolutely conclusive, she’d said.

Sam’s ears roared as he pulled her into the room, into his arms, closing the door behind her.

“What did Jules tell you?” Sam asked, even though he knew. Mary Lou’s driver’s license or something else that could identify them had been found near the car.

“I’m sorry,” she said as she cried into his chest, this tough-as-nails woman who fought so hard never to be seen as weak.

He clung to her as tightly as she was holding him. God, give him the strength to endure this. “Please, Lys, tell me.”

She looked up at him. “They were killed by a shotgun, at close range, same as Janine.”

That was it? That was the bad news?

Sam nearly fainted from the relief.

“I’m so sorry,” Alyssa said, holding him even tighter.

It was beyond nice that she was in his arms. And he was definitely blown away by her tears, but …

“You do know that you can’t match slugs from a shotgun,” he told her. “Forensics can’t know for sure it was the same weapon. That’s why people use shotguns to kill other people. And come on, Lys, there must be thousands of shotguns in this part of Florida alone.”

She lifted her head to look at him again, wonder in her eyes. “You still don’t think it’s them.”

“I’m trying hard not to,” he told her. “I’m scared to death that it is, but … What you just told me isn’t good news, yeah, but it’s not bad enough to make me quit hoping.”

She was so beautiful, gazing up at him with streaks of tears on her face and such emotion in her eyes. It was hard to believe he’d once thought she was cold and unfeeling.

“You stopped hoping they were still alive as soon as the news came out that those bodies were found, didn’t you?” he asked her gently.

She nodded, fresh tears escaping. “I’m sorry.”

“No,” Sam said. “Don’t. Don’t apologize.” He touched her face, but trying to wipe her tears away was futile because they were still pouring down her face. God, she was crying and she wasn’t trying to hide it from him. “It’s just … I don’t get it. I mean, maybe I’m the one who’s being overly optimistic, but—”

“Bad things happen,” she told him earnestly. “It’s just part of life. I guess I think it’s easier to assume that when the … the piano falls from the sky, it’s going to fall on you. Otherwise, you’re blindsided. And if that happens, you may never get back up.”

When the piano falls, not if. Oh, Alyssa. What a way to live. With potential pain and heartbreak lurking around every corner.

And the only way to effectively counter it was to prepare for the worst to happen.

Or maybe even to run away from the good things—like love. If you didn’t let yourself love someone, you couldn’t lose them.

No wonder Alyssa had fought so hard for so long to keep Sam out of her life. And when she’d finally opened up, finally agreed to give him a chance, to give their relationship a try, he’d gone and dropped a piano named Mary Lou squarely on top of her.

“I guess that makes me a pessimist, huh?” she told him, pulling out of his arms. As he watched, she crossed the room, heading to the mirror and sink by the bathroom, pulling several tissues from the slot in the counter. “I wish I wasn’t. It’s not something I particularly like about myself. But—” She blew her nose. “I was only thirteen when my mother died. I think a lot of kids who lose a parent become pessimistic. And those numbers probably increase among the kids who lose a parent to violent crime.”

“Oh, man.” Sam sat on the edge of the bed. “I didn’t realize …”

“I don’t talk about it much,” she admitted. “It’s still …” She looked around the room. Anywhere but directly into his eyes. But then she did. She made herself hold his gaze. “It’s hard to talk about. I still miss her so much.”

Sam nodded. “I’d really like you to tell me,” he said quietly. “I want to know you, Alyssa.”

She started to cry again. “Shit,” she swore. “I’m a mess tonight.” She got another tissue from the counter, and then came over and sat down on the bed, next to Sam.

Not right next to him, but close enough.

She looked at him, and her eyes were watery and her nose was red, and she said, “You know, I think that was probably the nicest thing any man has ever said to me—that you want to know me. So if you just said it because you were looking for some play—”

“No.” Sam cut her off. “I said it because I meant it.” He moved back, away from her. “And I’m not sleeping with you again until you really get to know me.”

She laughed at that. “Yeah, like you wouldn’t be all over me if I gave you the least little encouragement.”

“You sat on the bed, and I just backed away,” he pointed out.

He watched her realize that that was true.

“You said something day before yesterday about hiding in a closet,” he told her. “Did you actually see your mother get killed?” He braced himself for her answer, praying that he’d gotten it wrong.

“No,” she said. “It was …” She closed her eyes, shook her head. “It was Lanora in the closet.”

Lanora, her niece? No, Lanora was also Alyssa’s youngest sister’s name. Lanora, who had died several years ago from complications from a pregnancy.

And how often did that happen in these modern times? Talk about pianos falling from the sky …

“Can you tell me about it?” Sam asked her.

Alyssa nodded. “I’d like to,” she said quietly—three little words that filled his heart with so much hope he was sure for a minute that he was going to start to cry, too.

But she didn’t notice. She was back to looking at the floor.

“I was at school,” she told him. “My mother stayed home from work that day because Lanora had a stomach virus. I guess my mother was tired because Lanora had been up all night. They were both taking a nap when someone broke in. You know, any other day, the apartment would have been empty.” Her voice shook.

“Aw, Jesus,” Sam said.

She glanced back at him. “Yeah. Lanora told me that Mommy woke her up by putting her hand over her mouth. She told her to get in the bedroom closet, to hide. I guess they were lying down together, in our bedroom, and my mother heard a noise out in the other room. We didn’t have a phone in there—she had to get to her room to call 911. I don’t really know exactly what happened. She must’ve surprised whoever was in there—some addict looking for things to sell for drugs. They caught him when he sold our stereo to a pawn shop for ten dollars.” She made a sound that was something like laughter but had nothing to do with humor.

“He killed my mother for ten dollars,” Alyssa told him. The tears that were now in her eyes were from anger, and she brusquely pushed them away.

Sam didn’t know what to say. “I’m so sorry.”

“The police report said she was struck in the head with a blunt instrument,” she continued. “The injury wasn’t bad enough to kill her, except it did. There was swelling and hemorrhaging, and she never regained consciousness.”

Alyssa had been only thirteen. “Where was your father?” Sam asked. She hadn’t mentioned her father before today.

“He and my mother split up when I was eight—after Lanora was born. He just dropped off the map. He completely disappeared, except he sent a check every month. And then the checks stopped coming, and we found out he’d died in a car accident.” She looked at him. “I think right until then my mother hadn’t given up hope that he’d come back.”

Sam nodded. “Hope can be a pretty powerful thing.” He knew all about that.

Alyssa nodded, too. “We had a rough couple of years. But things were actually starting to turn around. We had plans to move out of that neighborhood.”

She was silent for a moment, and then she looked at him again and said, “To this day, I do not understand why she didn’t just hide in the closet with Lanora.”

“She wanted to protect her,” Sam said. “She had no idea that whoever was out there wasn’t going to harm your sister, that he wasn’t going to search the closets and—”

“I know,” she said. “I just wish …” She shook her head, wiping her eyes again. “I came home from school and the street was crawling with emergency vehicles. Tyra—my other sister—had gone over to a friend’s house after school. I remember being glad about that when I realized the ambulance was there for Mommy. Oh, God, Sam, all that blood on the kitchen floor …”

Sam closed his eyes, flooded by a memory of tomato sauce, bright against the kitchen tile in Walt and Dot’s house. Jesus, imagine if that had been blood. It had been bad enough as it was.

“I really want to put my arms around you, Lys, but I’m afraid you’d take it the wrong way.”

“I think I’d like it,” she said, barely loud enough for him to hear, “whichever way you meant it.”

He reached for her, and she met him halfway, which was such a freaking mistake, because there they were, smack in the middle of his bed, holding on to each other.

But okay. He was a grown-up. Embracing a woman he craved more than oxygen while in the middle of a bed didn’t mean that he had to take off her clothes and bury himself inside her.

Even if she took off her clothes, he could leave his pants zipped. Well, except for the fact that he wasn’t wearing pants and his boxers didn’t have a zipper.

It was entirely possible that if he could keep this from turning sexual, he might succeed in impressing her. She might realize that he was serious. Then when he finally got up the courage again to tell her that he loved her, she’d realize he meant I love you instead of I want you.

But, oh, Jesus. Jesus …

“The police didn’t realize that Lanora was in the closet,” Alyssa said into his neck. “They’d searched the apartment, but they weren’t looking for a little kid. At first I thought whoever had hurt my mother had taken Lanora. But then I went into the bedroom and heard her crying. She was in the closet—Mommy had told her to stay there, not come out.”

Sam closed his eyes as he stroked Alyssa’s hair.

“By the time I found her, she was completely traumatized. I’m sure she heard whatever happened, but she blocked it. She used to have these nightmares and I’d wake her up and she’d say that Mommy was screaming. She never got over it,” Alyssa said. “All her life she was running from all that fear and pain. She tried to shut down the noise in her head with drugs and alcohol and stupid, empty sex.”

And Alyssa had tried to take control of her own emotions. Don’t get too close to someone who might leave you. And always, always expect the next piano to drop directly on your head.

“So now you know,” Alyssa whispered. She pulled back to look into his eyes.

Oh, man, that look on her face meant … Sam knew this woman well enough to know that she craved physical intimacy right now for a lot of different reasons.

The first being comfort.

The second was that she was unbelievably hot, and she just plain flat-out loved having sex.

But the other reasons were more complicated. They had to do with her expectations when it came to him, and the way she’d defined their relationship in the past as one of pure sex.

He didn’t want her to look back on this moment and be able to discount their solid emotional connection. He couldn’t risk letting it be over-shadowed by the physical, by the lightning bolts that were going to shoot around the room if he let himself so much as kiss her.

“I’m not going to kiss you,” Sam told her.

Alyssa didn’t believe him. He could see it in her eyes, and then he could taste it as his lips brushed hers.

“Ah, fuck,” he said, completely disgusted with himself, and kissed her again.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-ONE

Alyssa put her arms around Sam’s neck and kissed him back.

This was a mistake. She knew it was a mistake. Every other time she had let herself fall under this man’s spell had been a bona fide, screaming, full-throttle, hit-the-wall-going-a-hundred-miles-an-hour mistake.

But while it was happening, while she was here in the denial phase, making love to him was, without doubt, the best idea she’d ever had in her entire life.

It had been too long since she’d been in his arms, in his bed, but every kiss, every touch was so familiar. She recognized the way she fit against him so perfectly, his taste, his scent, the heat in his eyes.

Sam was wearing only his boxer shorts and she let herself run her hands across his back—all that smooth skin, satin over rock-solid muscles.

His hair was short and darker brown than she remembered, all his golden, sun-bleached ends on some hairdresser’s floor back in Gainesville. She was used to it being much longer, down around his shoulders. She’d loved running her fingers through it.

But even cut short this way it was still nice to touch, so soft and thick, and without it in his face, his eyes weren’t hidden from her. She could watch him watching her as he kissed her, touched her.

She kicked her legs free from her jeans and yanked off her shirt and pushed off her panties.

Sam groaned, letting go of her and lying back on the bed, one arm up over his eyes. “Oh, Jesus, you’re naked.”

Alyssa laughed. “Is that really a problem for you?” She pulled off his boxers so that his erection sprang free. Oh, yes. Oh, yes. Praise the Lord for his magnificent creations.… “It sure doesn’t seem to be.”

But he stopped her before she could take him in her mouth, pulling her up with him so that they were both kneeling on the bed. “Just tell me that you honestly know what you’re doing. Promise me this isn’t just a reaction to stress, or high emotion, or Jesus, I don’t know what.…”

His eyes were so blue. He was looking at her so searchingly, as if he were trying to see inside of her head.

Alyssa looked back at him. Was it possible that he was seriously going to stop them from …

She spread her legs apart, and he swallowed, his eyes following her movement. But he didn’t touch her, and when he looked back at her, he shook his head slightly, desperation in his eyes, even as he laughed. She could read his mind very clearly. Don’t do that to me.

But she was determined to do that—and more. She reached to touch him, and he caught her hand.

“Please,” he said. “This is important to me.”

He was serious. And she couldn’t lie to him.

“I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing,” she admitted. “I just know that right now I want you so much.”

It was not the correct answer. She could see his disappointment.

“I’m sorry if that’s not enough,” she said. She brought his hand down, between her legs. “Are you sure it can’t be enough for tonight?”

There was no way he could miss the fact that she was completely ready for him. He didn’t pull his hand back, so she rocked against him, pushing his fingers slightly inside of her. Oh, yes.

“I’m not going to do this,” he said on an exhale, as if he’d been holding his breath. But just like before, when he told her he wasn’t going to kiss her, he began touching her, his fingers moving on their own, exploring.… He shifted closer.

And this time, when she reached for him, he didn’t stop her.

“Alyssa,” he breathed as her hand closed around him.

Oh, yes …

“I need you,” she told him, and kissed him.

His surrender couldn’t have been more obvious if he’d pulled out a pen and paper and signed it right in front of her.

He kissed her as feverishly as he touched her, all of her, skimming his hands down and across her body, then kissing and licking and, oh, yes …

He made a sound that made her laugh because it expressed so exactly all that she was feeling.

“Please tell me you have a condom,” she lifted her head to gasp.

“God,” he said, “I don’t.”

“I do,” she said. “In my fanny pack.” She carried them with her. Smart women did these days. “In my room.”

Not that she’d had the opportunity in the past few years to actually use one …

Sam picked her up, throwing her over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold. “Oh, my God,” Alyssa laughed. “Sam!”

He grabbed her jeans from the floor—that was where she’d stashed both her room key and her cell phone—and his room key from the top of the TV.

“Wait!” she shouted, but he just went on out the door.

They were both completely naked.

No, Sam was more than naked. He was extra-specially naked, considering his body was standing at full, proud attention.

“Whoops, ’scuse me, ma’am,” she heard him say, and she squeaked and closed her eyes. Oh, no.

But as he opened the door to her room and went inside, she opened her eyes to look back and to apologize, but there was no one there. She smacked him, hard, on the butt. “Sam, you nearly gave me a heart attack—”

He was laughing as he tossed her down on her bed. “No one saw us. Besides, I used a special ninja technique to make myself invisible.”

“You maybe,” she said. “But not me.” She scrambled for her fanny pack sitting on the bedside table. It was jammed full of all kinds of stuff, so she took it and dumped its contents on the floor.

“You have to work very hard to be invisible,” he agreed. “You’re too beautiful. Although you did a great job of it back in the Wal-Mart, you know.”

She looked up from her search, feeling almost ridiculously glad at his compliment. “You think?”

“Yeah,” he said, coming over to help. “I didn’t know it was you, so you caught me. You won.”

“I like to win,” she said.

He smiled at her. “I noticed.”

And there they were. Two little red packages, attached to each other by a perforated connection that hadn’t yet been torn.

She tore them apart and turned to Sam, who had a funny look on his face.

Oh, no. No, no. She was not going to let him put the brakes on. Not now.

“Are those—” He stopped. Shook his head. “Never mind. I’m just paranoid, I guess, when it comes to condoms.” He held out his hand, and she gave the package to him. “You still sure you want to do this?” he asked as he covered himself.

“What do you think?” she said, purposely lying back on the bed in an extremely provocative pose.

Sam laughed as he looked at her, as he took his time looking at her.

She’d always loved the way he looked at her.

And she loved looking at him, too. His body was sculpted by hard work and the SEALs’ constant training. He’d put on muscle since she’d last seen him without his clothes. Every time she saw him naked, he was more filled out, more of a full grown man.

It seemed impossible that he could be more gorgeous, but somehow he managed to pull it off.

And the haircut really worked with that body. Dear Lord, he was an amazing-looking man.

“I think,” he said slowly, as he sat down on the edge of the bed, far enough away so that he couldn’t touch her and she couldn’t touch him, “that if I try to negotiate with you right now, I won’t stand a chance. But I know that I’ve sold myself way short in the past when it comes to me and you, so I’m going to give it a try. Okay?”

He was serious.

She was here on the bed, dying for him, and he wanted to talk? Alyssa laughed.

“At least nod your head yes,” he told her.

He wanted yes? She’d give him a yes.

Alyssa ran her hand from her breasts to her stomach, and then lower. She caught her lower lip in her teeth as she looked up at him.

Heat sparked in his eyes, as he laughed, too.

But to her total surprise, he still kept his distance. “Well, okay then. I’ll take that as an affirmative.” He cleared his throat, but when he spoke again, his voice was still hoarse. “Here’s the deal, Lys. If you want me, you need to promise, right now, that you’ll have dinner with me when this mess is over. You don’t promise—I turn around, right now, and go back to my room.” He laughed again. “Yeah, we both know there’s only one place I’m going, but I said it like I really meant it, didn’t I?” He closed his eyes. “I hate myself. I’m so fucking weak.”

He wasn’t completely kidding.

Oh, Sam … “Come here,” she told him, holding out her arms for him.

He came, crawling across the bed to her, all blue eyes and tanned skin and hard, male muscles in motion, and she kissed him.

“I didn’t mean to make light of what you’re saying,” she told him, unable to keep from touching him now that he was close enough to touch. “I appreciate your being honest with me, I really do. I think that I probably need to be honest with you, too, because you don’t seem to realize what a major event this is—my being here with you like this.”

“Yeah, actually, I do,” he said.

She touched his face. He had such a beautiful face, with those beautiful, beautiful eyes. “No, you don’t. I know you think I’ve spent the past few years with Max, and I have to confess that I purposely let you think that, even to the point of giving you—” She cleared her throat. “—misinformation about it when you asked me directly. But the fact is, I went out with him only a handful of times. And I never slept with him. Not even once.”

“But I went to your hotel room and Max was there,” he said. “In San Diego. It was that night Jules was shot—”

“And Carla Ramirez died?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“I think he sat in my room all night. I was a mess after—” Alyssa shook her head. “But we didn’t sleep together. Sam, I haven’t been with anyone since I was with you.”

There was wonder in his eyes now. “Holy shit, Alyssa …”

She caught herself. “To be completely honest, I probably would have hooked up with Max, but he didn’t want to.… No, that’s not completely true either. He wanted to, but he wouldn’t. Not while I was working for him.”

“He’s insane. He’s got to be completely—”

“He’s principled,” she corrected him. “He’s amazing. He really is a good man, Sam. I think if you didn’t spend so much energy hating him, you might actually like him.”

The wonder was replaced by worry. “Do you, um … Shit, I know I’ve asked you this before, but he makes me so jealous.… Do you love him?”

Alyssa looked at him. “Yes, Roger,” she said. “I love him. That’s why I took off your clothes. That’s why I’m dying to make love to you.”

He kissed her then, and kissed her and kissed her, pushing her back on the bed, his weight heavy between her legs. He kissed his way down her throat, licking her breasts, drawing her into his mouth.

“Oh, God!” She arched against him, searching for him, needing him inside of her, but he’d shifted back.

“Hey, Lys?” he said, and as she looked up at him, she saw that his eyes were luminous. “Could you maybe say that to me again?”

She knew what he meant, what he wanted to hear. Make love. Not sex. Love. The idea that hearing her say those words could mean so much to him took her breath away. She almost couldn’t say it. She had to whisper. “I’m dying to make love to you, Sam.”

He held her gaze as he shifted his position and …

Oh, it felt so good.

“Sam,” she breathed, realizing that she hadn’t told him what she’d wanted to tell him, and needing him to know. “I know a really great restaurant, not far from my apartment in D.C. They don’t chase you out after you finish dinner. You can just sit there and talk all night if you want.”

If you really, honestly wanted to get to know someone.

He understood what she was saying. She could see it in his eyes.

He kissed her then, the sweetest, deepest, most perfect kiss of her entire life.

He remembered exactly how to touch her, how to move to make her crazy. Slowly. So slowly.

Oh, the things he was doing to her …

It was too good. Nothing could possibly be this good, but it was, because it was Sam, and it scared her to death that she was back here, right here again, like this, with him.

He was breathing her name. “Alyssa …”

It might’ve been a question. He seemed to want an answer. She gave him one, although it wasn’t quite a word.

“Tell me what you want,” he breathed in her ear.

“Please,” she managed.

“Tell me …”

“You,” she gasped. “I want you.”

And, oh, that got the right response, the response she’d hoped for. He knew damn well that she liked sex—making love—hard and fast, that she loved driving him crazy.

This would do it.

Oh, yes. Oh, yes …

“Lys …”

She heard the tension in his voice and she opened her eyes to look up at him, and she saw it in his face, in the corded muscles of his shoulders and arms. She watched his eyes as he fought his release, as she fought hers, too. This was too good to end, too good, too—

“Come on!” He half growled, half laughed his frustration, because he somehow knew what she was doing, knew she was holding back. Sam knew her, knew her …

He knew her.

Alyssa exploded.

There was no other way to describe it. One moment she was looking into his eyes, and the next she was shattering.

He was right with her, all the way, shouting something she couldn’t hear because she didn’t have ears anymore.

And then she was in little fragments, floating around him, settling back down so that her arms that were holding him so tightly were once again attached to her shoulders.

“It’s good to know,” Sam murmured into her re-formed ear, “that we’re finally both on the same page.”

Max watched Gina as she ran away from that young detective.

Enrique Alvarado. Born here in Sarasota. Father originally from Cuba, mother a Valdez, as in Valdez Imports of Miami.

After seeing Gina with him, Max had come back to his car to make a few quick investigative phone calls.

Detective Ric Alvarado had attended Dartmouth College, graduating at the top of his class. Went on to Harvard Law School but left after less than a year to focus on law enforcement. He’d apparently wanted to help put the scumbags of the world behind bars rather than get them out. And he’d done just that. His record with the Sarasota Police Department was beyond exemplary.

And Max had been wrong—how often did that happen?—about both his age and his status as a brand-new detective.

Alvarado had been a detective for seven long years. The man was thirty-one years old.

Either he was like Jules Cassidy and had a baby face, or as Max got older, anyone under thirty-five was starting to look like a child.

Max had watched as Gina and Ric came out into the parking lot.

He’d watched them talk, watched Gina smile and laugh, watched Alvarado kiss her.

He should have left. He should have driven away right then.

Instead, he sat there. Torturing himself. Hating the idea of her taking Alvarado home with her.

That wasn’t what she needed—casual sex with some near stranger.

Except, as he sat there, watching Gina, he had to face the honest truth.

Max really hated the idea of her taking Alvarado home not because it wasn’t what she needed, but because it wasn’t what he wanted.

He could pretend that he’d come here tonight—a night when he should have been flying to San Diego—to protect Gina from herself. To make sure she didn’t put herself into any real danger.

But that wasn’t the only reason he was here.

Out on the sidewalk, Alvarado had his arms around Gina, and damn it, now she pushed him away and started running, this time in earnest.

Alvarado gave chase, but Gina just ran faster.

All right, this bullshit wasn’t going any farther. Max switched on his headlights and pulled out of the shadows, driving swiftly toward them.

Alvarado caught Gina’s arm, and she pulled hard to get away, only, son of a bitch, he tripped and they both went down onto somebody’s lawn.

Max screeched to a stop with his front tires on the sidewalk and jumped out of the car.

Gina was scrambling away from Alvarado. It was to his credit that he didn’t try to stop her, didn’t try to hang on to her or pin her down.

“That’s enough,” Max said. “Gina, get in the car.” He looked at Alvarado. “Thanks for your help. I’ll take it from here.”

The detective pulled himself to his feet. “I wasn’t trying to—”

“Note that you’re still alive,” Max said. “If I thought your intention was to hurt her, that wouldn’t be the case. Go home, Detective.”

Alvarado looked past him to Gina, who was standing now, breathing hard, one arm wrapped around herself as she wiped tears from her face with the heel of her other hand.

“Are you going to be all right with him?” he asked her, refusing to be bullied, gaining another point or two in Max’s scorebook.

Gina nodded. “I’m so sorry, Ric.”

He nodded, too, as he brushed off his pants, giving its torn knee barely a glance. “She needs some serious help, man,” he told Max in a low voice as he walked back toward the parking lot.

Max looked at Gina. She was watching him, her eyes huge, her pale face eerily lit by the streetlight. “I think he’s probably right,” he said.

She didn’t say anything. She just looked at him.

“Get in the car,” he said again, adding, “Please.”

Gina did. Her eyes still on him, she moved around to the passenger’s side and opened the door. And climbed in.

Max got behind the wheel, extremely aware that she was still watching him, extremely aware of the hope that was in her eyes.

Oh, no, Gina, that was not why he was here.

“Did you like the music tonight?” she asked.

It didn’t seem worth the effort to lie and say he wasn’t there. He’d seen her looking in the corner where he’d stood. “It was … Well, I’ve never paid much attention to jazz, but it was … interesting.”

“That good, huh?”

“It’s not my thing,” he admitted. “It’s so chaotic and out there.”

“You know, it’s not that different from Hendrix,” she said.

She remembered that he’d once told her that Jimi Hendrix was one of his guilty pleasures.

“I think there’s actually more chaos in Hendrix’s music,” Gina continued. “I mean, he’s always on the verge of a meltdown. There’s such wildness and, I don’t know, a desperation to his guitar playing. The big difference is that, for you, it’s familiar desperation.”

“Yeah, maybe.” God damn it. Wildness and desperation. No wonder he loved Hendrix. He could relate so completely. He put the car into gear. “Where are you staying?”

“It’s not far,” she said. “You can drop me at the corner.”

Max just looked at her.

“So even though jazz isn’t your thing, didn’t you think I was good?” she asked.

She was sitting there with her nose red, with her makeup smudged and smeared around eyes that still looked as if she might start crying again any second, looking impossibly beautiful. She was wearing some kind of sports top, in a style that Alyssa had once told him was called a racerback. It had really showed off her incredible body as she’d played.

There was something about a healthy woman playing the drums that was a total turn-on. The few times she’d really cut loose, hair and arms flying, legs working, breasts moving, he’d had a definite physical reaction.

Except Yeah, you gave me a real hard-on, was probably not the response she was looking for.

Max smiled despite himself. Although, knowing Gina, she would probably laugh. And then she would be all over him. His smile faded. All over him.

“What were you thinking just then?” she asked softly.

“I was thinking that you’re as talented as you are beautiful, and that I wish I’d never had to meet you.”

She understood what he meant. “Well, you did,” she said. “And here we are. Sitting in your car again, in the middle of the night.” She laughed, but it was only to cover up the fact that she had tears back in her eyes. “If I tell you where I’m staying, will you come in for a little while?”

He started to protest, but Gina cut him off.

“Just to talk,” she said. “Please, Max. You don’t know how much I miss talking to you.”

Oh yes, he did. It was probably just about as much as he missed talking to her. Sometimes it manifested itself in a physical ache in his chest or his throat.

“I’m at the Siesta Beach House,” she told him. “Take a right at the stop sign, fourth driveway on the left. My room is down by the water. Number 21.”

It was close.

It was so close, Max hadn’t yet figured out what the hell he was going to do before he was there and putting the car into park.

He couldn’t go into her room with her. That would be a huge mistake.

“Please come in,” she whispered.

“I can’t,” he said just as quietly.

“Just to talk.”

“Really.” He looked at her.

“Yes.” She was lying. If he went in there, he wasn’t coming out until morning.

Some of his frustration escaped. “Are you going to tell me what happened tonight? Why you ended up running down the street, with some stranger you picked up in a bar chasing you?”

“Ric’s a police detective and you know it,” she responded just as hotly. “He’s not just some stranger.”

Max nodded. “Great. So you got lucky. This time.”

“You want to know what happened?” she said. “I got scared. He was all ready to come home with me, and I got scared. So I told him. Everything. And then he got … you know. The way guys get when it’s too heavy and they’d rather go home and watch Comedy Central. But he was going to do it anyway. I was going to be his pity fuck for the month—I’m real lucky, huh? But it felt really, really wrong, and I knew that it’s always going to feel wrong, unless you change your mind, because the only time anything feels right is when you’re with me. But I know you’re not going to, so God! Why do I even bother?”

Max felt his insides ripping open as she started to cry, as she got out of the car.

“Gina, wait—”

But she slammed the door and hurried toward the building.

Don’t follow. He couldn’t follow. But he also couldn’t let her go. He couldn’t leave her like this. He got out of the car, too, and followed her, because it seemed like the lesser of two evils. “Gina.”

“I’m sorry,” she cried. “I’m so sorry, Max.” She was standing there, trying to unlock the door to her room, fumbling with the key. She dropped it, and he cracked heads with her as he tried to pick it up.

“Sorry!” He moved her aside. “Let me get it.”

He picked up the key, unlocked the door, and pushed it open. Her room was dark, and he stepped inside, looking for the light switch.

He found it, but when he flipped it, only one lamp went on. It must’ve had a twenty-five watt bulb in it, because it barely lit the shabby room. Which was probably just as well, since the last time this place had been redecorated was back in 1975, and seeing it in bright light would have been too awful.

“Oh, Christ, Gina,” he said. “You sure know how to pick ’em.”

“I am sorry, Max,” she said. “Because I do understand. I do.”

The door closed behind her, and Max realized that he’d somehow ended up exactly the last place he should be. In Gina’s room.

He had to get out of here.

“I know you blame yourself for what happened to me,” she told him, “and I wish you wouldn’t, because, really, the fault was mine. I pushed them—Babur and Al—on the plane. You told me not to. You told me to be careful, not to go too far. But I was trying to be Wonder Woman. I was trying to save the day.”

“No,” Max said. Damn it, did she really think …?

“I was trying to give you as much information about them as I could,” Gina told him, tears running down her face. “I thought they were asleep, but they weren’t and they heard me, and I gave away the fact that there were microphones planted and that you didn’t need the radio to hear me. It was my fault—”

“No.” He reached for her, but she pulled back.

“Yes. You told me not to provoke them, but I did. I provoked them, so they raped me, and the captain tried to stop them, so they killed him and it was my fault.”

She sank to the floor, and he followed her there, afraid to touch her, afraid not to. “No, Gina, you can’t think that way!”

“You told me,” she said, looking at him with such heartbreaking grief in her eyes. “You warned me. But I didn’t listen. And now you can’t even look at me without being haunted by it, by my mistake. It was my mistake, my fault, Max, not yours.”

Oh, God. Oh, almighty, vengeful, terrible God. Had she really been carrying this around for years?

“Gina, it was not your fault. Do you honestly think that?”

She did. She honestly did.

He put his arms around her and this time she didn’t resist. This time she clung to him, still sobbing that she was sorry.

She was sorry for provoking her rape.

It was all Max could do not to cry, too.

But he’d wait and do that later. Right now, as quickly as possible, he had to correct this terrible misconception Gina had been living with for so long.

“Listen to me,” he said, working hard to make his voice calm. Soothing. Christ, he’d managed to sound matter-of-fact and unperturbed when he’d talked to the terrorists on the plane while they were raping her. Surely he could do it again now. But his voice broke. “Gina, you need to listen to me.”

“Don’t leave me,” she sobbed. “Please, Max …”

He would have promised her anything. “I’m not going anywhere,” he told her, holding her tightly, his cheek against the top of her head. “I’ll stay as long as you need me.”

He heard the words leaving his lips, and part of him stood off to the side and lifted his eyebrows at such an obvious error in judgment.

But the rest of him took note in the fact that his promise seemed to work quite well in calming Gina down, and he actually said it again. “I’ll stay as long as you want me to. You just have to take a couple of deep breaths and listen to me. Really listen, okay?”

She nodded and breathed.

“Okay,” he said, smoothing her hair back from her face. “I’m going to tell you something that I’ve learned from years of negotiating and from years of dealing with people who are as desperate as the terrorists were who hijacked flight 232. I need you to listen carefully, and I need you to believe me. You trust me, right?”

Gina nodded again.

“I was straight with you about the jazz, right?”

Another nod. This one came with half of a laugh, too. Okay, good. She was listening.

“Can you sit up a little?” he asked. “I want you to look into my eyes when I tell you what I’m going to tell you. Can you do that?”

She lifted her head, and the sight of her face, pale and tear-streaked and weary with grief and the weight of responsibility she’d been carrying for so long, broke his heart.

She was much too close, dangerously close, her mouth only inches from his, but he was the one who was unwilling to let her move back any farther. He wanted his arms around her.

“When Babur Haiyan gave the order to Nabulsi to attack you,” Max told her, “he said, among other things, ‘You know what to do.’ Your attack, your rape, was something that they planned before they even got onto the plane. They thought you were the senator’s daughter, remember? Your rape was symbolic as well as a literal retaliation. It was a political statement, believe it or not. It was going to happen, Gina, no matter what you did.”

He could see her listening, see her struggling to understand what he was saying. He held her gaze, willing her to believe him.

“And it was also their means of provoking us,” he continued. “They wanted our troops to rush the plane. They had a bomb on board that was set to blow after the Navy SEALs had come into the plane, after the hijackers were dead, after we thought we’d won. You know this. They were tired of waiting—they were ready to die for their cause. So they attacked you, knowing that if they did, we’d probably stop stalling and send in our men.

“They knew we’d put those microphones and cameras in place. It was SOP—standard operating procedure—for a hijacking. You didn’t give anything away, I swear it. And if you really want to know the reason that you’re alive today, it’s because that pilot rushed to save you. Because they killed him, they had a body to throw off the plane. If no one had tried to help you, they probably would have killed you.”

He could still see a glimmer of disbelief in her eyes. She trusted him completely. He could see that, too, but she’d been living with another truth for so long. “But Haiyan was so angry when he caught me telling you about their machine gun clips.”

Okay. How could he make her understand? “I’m going to tell you what would have happened that morning if he hadn’t caught you feeding us that information,” Max told her. “You ready for this?”

She nodded.

“They would have said something like, ‘Don’t look at me when you speak to me. Don’t you know it’s disrespectful in our country for a woman to meet a man’s eyes?’ And you would have looked down at the floor and said you were sorry. And they would have said, ‘Are you smiling? Do you think the way our people have been murdered is funny?’ And you would have said no, and maybe you would have glanced up at them when you said that, and Haiyan would have hit you across the face for your disrespect, and you would have apologized, and it really wouldn’t matter what you said or what you did, because Haiyan would eventually have said to Nabulsi, ‘You know what to do.’ ”

Max pushed her hair back from her face. “You provoked none of that, Gina. Do you understand?”

If it was anyone’s fault, it was his for not insisting that the SEALs take down the plane the night before.

She nodded, and then, as if she could read his mind, she said, “If it wasn’t my fault, if it was destined to happen the way you said, then it can’t be your fault, either.”

It was Max’s turn to nod. “Yeah.” Right.

Gina settled deeper into his arms, her eyes distant, lost in her own thoughts, processing everything he’d told her.

“You should go back to that doctor,” Max told her, resting his cheek against the top of her head. “Talk it out some more.”

“I will.” She lifted her head to look up at him. “Do you have someone to talk to about it?”

He thought of Alyssa. He’d talked more to her than to anyone. But there was still so much he couldn’t say to her. Wouldn’t say.

And he’d just practically wrapped her up and put a bow on her and thrust her into Sam Starrett’s eager hands.

“You should find someone,” Gina said softly. “Someone you can be absolutely honest with. About everything.”

“Yeah, I should,” Max said, even though he knew damn well he’d never do it. Because before he could be honest with someone else—a friend or even a shrink—he first had to be honest with himself.

Jazz Jacquette touched Tom’s knee.

Tom looked up to see the nurse who had helped take Kelly to surgery coming into the hospital waiting room.

He got to his feet. This was good, right? They wouldn’t send the nurse down to tell him that Kelly had died in surgery.

Would they?

He searched the woman’s face but saw only fatigue.

Stan was sitting to his right, and he stood, too, putting his hand on Tom’s shoulder. It was the cosmic equivalent of a full body embrace from the nondemonstrative senior chief.

“The doctor would like you to come upstairs,” the nurse told him.

She’s out of surgery.

So far so good.

She’s going to be okay.

That’s what Tom had wanted to hear. Instead, he’d been summoned because … why? The possibilities that leapt to mind were all bad. Kelly was dying. Kelly was already dead.

Fear hit him so hard, the room spun and blackened, and he nearly hit the deck.

Jazz and Stan pushed him back into his seat, jammed his head down between his knees.

“Is she alive?” he heard Jazz ask through the roaring in his ears.

Please God, please …

“You haven’t gotten a status report?” The nurse’s distant voice got only slightly louder as she knelt next to him. “Oh, Commander, I’m so sorry—”

That was it. Sorry. The word he was praying that he wouldn’t hear. Kelly was dead.

Tom stopped fighting the tunnel vision and checked out.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-TWO

“Yo, sleeping beauty.”

Tom opened his eyes to see Stan Wolchonok frowning down at him. “Your wife’s out of surgery, sir,” the senior chief chided him, “the doctor needs you upstairs to hold her hand, and you decide it’s time to take a nap?”

“Kelly’s alive?” Tom sat up too fast, and his head spun.

Jazz was there, too, and he helped steady him. “See, I told you he didn’t hear that,” the XO said. “Nurse Sunshine over here goes ‘I’m sorry,’ and Tom didn’t stick around long enough to hear the part that went, ‘that no one came to tell you that Kelly’s out of surgery.’ ”

The nurse was actually crying and laughing, both at the same time.

“She’s alive?” Tom asked again, needing to hear it from her. “Is she all right?”

She nodded, wiping her eyes. “Dr. Kenyon stopped the bleeding. The first twenty-four hours after surgery can be touch and go, but we’re very hopeful. I’m so sorry, I thought you knew.” She laughed, covering her mouth with her hand. “I can’t believe you fainted.”

“He didn’t faint,” Jazz said. “He was just a little dizzy.”

“It happens to the best of us,” Stan chimed in. “A shortage of oxygen to the brain.”

Tom closed his eyes. Kelly’s bleeding had stopped. Thank God. “Thank you,” he told the nurse.

“A little uneven on his feet,” Jazz said.

“Lack of sleep combined with excess stress.” Stan nodded. “A big guy like the commander stands up too fast, he’s gonna get a little dizzy.”

“I fainted,” Tom told them.

“Passed out,” Jazz corrected him at the same time Stan said, “Blacked out, sir.”

Tom started to get up, and his former XO and senior chief helped him to his feet.

“Take me to her,” Tom ordered.

“This way, gentlemen,” the nurse said.

“Hey, Sam?”

He didn’t lift his face out of the pillow, too happily exhausted and perfectly relaxed to move. “Mmph?”

“I need you to tell me something.” Alyssa was lazily running her fingers up and down his back, which was just about the nicest feeling in the world. “About Mary Lou.”

Sam sighed and lifted his head, propping himself up on one elbow, chin in his hand so he could look down at her. “Do we really have to bring her into the room right now?”

Alyssa nodded, her eyes so serious. “She’s already here. I was kind of hoping to kick her out, once and for all.”

“What do you need to know?” Sam asked. He’d already told her a great deal about his marriage, about why he’d picked up Mary Lou in that bar in the first place—because she was so different from Alyssa in so many ways.

“I need you to tell me that you had sex with her only once—that one time you got her pregnant—and that you were drunk when it happened and you ejaculated prematurely and then passed out so she didn’t get to come.”

Sam laughed and kissed her. “I wish I could, Lys, but I’m not going to lie to you. Not ever.”

Alyssa nodded and touched his hair, pushing it back from his face, combing it and arranging it with her fingers, making him look like Elvis or Mickey Mouse or the devil or God knows what. He let her play—it kept her from having to look into his eyes. He knew this conversation had to be hard for her.

“Did you sleep with her every night?” she asked.

Ah, boy. “I was away an awful lot,” Sam said, “so no. We didn’t have sex very often. And not at all during the last few months before she left. And when we did … it was just sex, Alyssa.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve had ‘just sex’ with you,” she said. “So I’m afraid that doesn’t make me any less jealous.”

She was jealous. Sam kissed her again. Maybe this was a good time to say it. Maybe it wasn’t too soon. He could start by saying, Well, I never had “just sex” with you … and go from there.

“I have to confess that my feelings about Haley are pretty mixed,” Alyssa told him. “If Mary Lou goes to jail, you’ll get custody. I don’t know how you’ll manage that with your career—”

“What career?” Sam said. She knew as well as he did that his career with the SEALs had ended when Mary Lou’s fingerprints showed up on that automatic weapon used in the Coronado attack. There was no one up the chain of command who would let him continue to work in Spec Ops after something like that. It might seem unfair for him to lose his job and his status over his wife’s—ex-wife’s—mistake, but that was the way it worked. SEALs had to be careful who they married, who they let into their lives.

And he hadn’t been. Chances were that he’d walk away from all of his years of service with a dishonorable discharge. Man, the idea of that really hurt. And not just because it would affect his future employment.

“I was thinking maybe I could work for Noah,” Sam told her. “Move back to Sarasota, be near Haley …” He cleared his throat. “Maybe you could, I don’t know, transfer down?”

She was very silent. He was pushing too hard, as usual.

She finally spoke. “That would be a solid step backward in my career.”

Jesus. He wasn’t even thinking about that. “Oh,” he said. “Yeah, I guess it would be. Sorry, I’m an idiot sometimes—”

“Maybe we’re moving a little too fast,” Alyssa said. “I mean, Sarasota to D.C.—that’s not that far.”

Yes, it was. It was close to a thousand miles. But Sam kept his mouth shut. He didn’t want to scare her. She was clearly feeling discomfort at the turn this conversation had taken.

What was he actually hoping? That she’d agree to marry him?

After a comfort fuck in a cheap motel?

Marriage so wasn’t on her agenda.

Sam had to keep his eye on his goal. Dinner. Lots of dinners. A real relationship, based on real emotions.

He had a bazillion options—or at least he would after he got kicked out of Team Sixteen—including moving to D.C., if that was what he needed to do.

Telling Alyssa that the mere thought of her continuing to work for Max—who, last he’d heard, wanted to marry her—was driving Sam out of his flipping mind, wasn’t going to help right now, either. Honey, give up your career with the best CT team in the Bureau, because I’m screamin’ jealous of your boss, despite the fact that you never actually slept with him.

Not the way to make her love him.

“Sam.” Alyssa was shifting beneath him. “Oh, God, I think … Is the condom leaking?”

Holy shit. He reached between them. But it was still on, and it wasn’t leaking. “No, it’s okay.” Just to be sure, he held it in place as he pulled out of her, and …

“Oh, fuck,” he whispered.

Alyssa stared at the very broken rubber he was wearing. Or rather, at the extremely useless piece of latex that was doing little more than decorating his dick.

It had split. Completely.

“Dear Lord,” she said. “You do have terrible luck, don’t you?” She stood up and went into the bathroom.

Sam followed. “You know, maybe this time the bad luck’s yours.”

She turned on the shower. “Yeah, no kidding, Roger. Hey, I know. Maybe Mary Lou and I can form a support group!”

She was seriously unhappy and laughing was the last thing he should do. Instead, he cleared his throat and thought about what it would mean if she were to stay pissed off at him for another six months.

That sobered him up good and fast.

“No,” Sam said. “You see, I meant, it was your condom and—”

“So it’s my fault?” She grabbed at him. “Will you please take that thing off of you?”

“Ow,” he said. “Jesus! I’m still recovering from—Be gentle!”

“I’m exactly at the wrong place in my cycle,” she said through clenched teeth as she flung the useless thing into the garbage. “If I were trying to get pregnant, I would have had unprotected sex tonight.”

“Were you trying?” he asked before he had the chance to think.

The expression of outrage on her face was one for the photo album. Too bad he didn’t have a camera. Or maybe good thing.

“Nice, Sam,” she said. “Yeah, that’s what I was trying to do. Because women everywhere want to get pregnant on purpose when they have sex with you. They want to marry you because you have the reputation of being such a great husband and a wonderful father.”

Aw, fuck. That hurt.

Sam closed his mouth, biting back everything equally nasty that otherwise might’ve escaped. He was not going to do this again. He was not going to fight with Alyssa until one or both of them lay bleeding on the floor. Not, not, not.

Instead, he had to figure out what to say before he said it. Come on, Starrett. You’ve got a fairly large brain. Use it.

He also had to remember what he knew about this woman. She’d let him get close, and now she was probably pretty fricking scared.

“I guess I must deserve that,” he said quietly. “I didn’t mean to ask that, you know, ‘Were you trying?’ and make it sound like an attack, the way it must’ve. I just … I know you’re an intelligent woman, and the condoms in your pack … You know, I saw them, and I thought, Are those from the same box that we used back in Kazbekistan? That was years ago. Those were your condoms that night, too. You brought them with you, and they’re definitely the same brand, which doesn’t necessarily mean anything. But I know you know these things have a shelf life and—”

“Oh, dear God.” Alyssa sat on the edge of the tub. “I knew they were old, so I bought a new box just a few months ago, and I switched them. Didn’t I? I thought I had, but …” She looked up at him, self-recrimination in her eyes. “It is my fault. Totally.”

Sam sat down next to her. “It doesn’t matter whose fault it is. If you have sex—make love—with someone, you’ve got to be prepared for the consequences. That’s just the way it goes.”

“So what are you saying?” she asked. “If I’m pregnant, you’ll marry me? Thanks, but no. I’m not doing that. No sir.”

Yeah, she’d made it pretty clear that marriage to him—husband of the year—was the last thing she wanted. Sam sighed. “I’m saying that I wouldn’t’ve made love to you tonight if the idea of marrying you and having babies with you made me run screaming for the hills,” he told her.

Alyssa looked at him. “That’s … very mature.”

He shrugged, looking back at her. “I hope I’ve learned something from the past few years.” He looked down at the bathroom floor, because he didn’t want her to see the hurt he knew would be in his eyes when he said, “I guess I still need to learn to ask whether the person I’m making love to feels the same.”

The steam from the shower was heating up the bathroom.

He stood up. “You better get in there. Although the way I understand it, showering’s not going to help. I’ve heard of something called a morning-after pill, though. It gives some kind of hormone boost that knocks your system out of whack and keeps you from getting pregnant. Any chance of your getting hold of one of those?”

He turned to look at her, still sitting there on the edge of the tub. “Yeah,” she said. “That’s a good idea. I’ll call my doctor in the morning.”

“Great.” He started for the other room.

“Sam.”

He turned back.

Alyssa had stood up. She was dazzlingly naked and he made himself keep his eyes on her face. There was no point torturing himself. He was not sleeping with her again. Not until she was ready to spend her life with him.

“I didn’t mean what I said about you, you know, as a husband and father,” she told him.

“Well, yeah,” Sam said. “I kind of think you did.”

“I didn’t, and I’m sorry,” she said. “I was just really freaked out and—”

“It’s okay,” he said. “Really. I can’t imagine being a woman and having something like this happen. It must be … extremely stressful.”

She nodded. She was looking at him and she was making absolutely no effort to keep her eyes on his face.

Idiot that he was, he just stood there, staring back at her, as his body betrayed him. Apparently the message that he wasn’t sleeping with her again hadn’t made it through his central nervous system to his various appendages.

Alyssa cleared her throat. “So. Since I’m going to be taking one of those pills tomorrow, um …” She glanced at the shower, looked back at him. “You want to …?”

This was where he had to say no and walk away. Stick to his principles, damn it.

“You mean, without a condom?” he heard himself ask.

Alyssa shrugged and rolled her eyes. “Considering the damage is already done and we’re already completely screwed …” She held out her hand to him and gave him a smile that was half pure sweetness and half pure sin. “Come on.”

Sam imagined how surprised she was going to be when he said no. But imagining it was as close as he was going to get.

“Fucking A,” he said, and picked her up and carried her with him into the shower.

“Is it really so awful to be here with me like this?” Gina whispered, breaking the silence they’d fallen into. She pulled back slightly to look up into Max’s eyes.

He couldn’t lie to her. “Yes, it is.” To his continuing despair, he felt his eyes fill with tears. “It makes me want …” You.

He knew she didn’t understand and he tried to explain. “I know you think that I have trouble with the fact that I’m older than you, and yeah, I confess that makes me uncomfortable. But if that was it, Gina, I’d learn to deal with it. But that’s not it.”

“Transference,” she said flatly.

“Yes,” he said. “Transference. We met in an extreme situation. I became your only link back to safety. You didn’t have a choice about trusting me. You had to do what I said, you had to listen to me—I became everything to you. Your father, your savior, your God.”

“My friend,” Gina countered. “My lover, if we both could only just relax and let it happen.” She laughed softly. “Although what’s the likelihood of that? Between the two of us, our tension level is off the charts. Can you imagine us in bed together? I’m not sure whose head would explode first. Still, I’m not going to pretend that I don’t want to try.”

Max resisted the urge to scream. His voice came out sounding strangled. “How can I go from a situation where I’m everything to you, where of course you love me because you depend on me for your very life, into a sexual relationship, without wondering—constantly—if I’m taking advantage of your trust?”

“Stop wondering,” she told him. “Because you’re not. Max, seriously. How could this still be transference? It’s been years.”

“I don’t know,” he confessed.

“It’s not,” she said. “And you’re not taking advantage of me. I want this.” And then she kissed him.

He should have been expecting it. He was all but inviting it, sitting on the floor with Gina nearly in his lap.

Still, she managed to take him by surprise with her sweet mouth and her arms up around his neck and the softness of her breasts against his chest.

She caught him off balance, too. Because he never would intentionally have pulled her back onto the floor like that …

Would he?

Except his arms were around her, and his tongue was in her mouth, and he was angling his head to kiss her even more deeply.

This was insanity.

It was double insanity because he recognized it as such and yet did nothing to stop it.

Max held her loosely, afraid to hold her too tight, afraid he’d scare her, afraid she’d get overwhelmed and pull away.

But then he realized that that was the solution. He needed to stop this, and since he couldn’t seem to do it himself …

He rolled them over, so that he was on top of her as he kissed her harder. He wasn’t overly rough, but he wasn’t particularly gentle either as he pushed his way between her legs, as he ran one hand down her body, his palm overflowing with the fullness of her breast.

Oh, Christ. Gina arched against him, her body pressing up against his as she clung to him even more tightly.

He kissed her harder, and she moaned and reached between them to slip her hand inside his pants and …

And gave him about the farthest thing from a please stop message that he’d ever gotten in his entire life.

Particularly when she used her other hand to unfasten his belt and unzip his fly.

He pulled back from her, out of the softness of her hands. “Whoa …”

She took the opportunity to pull her top over her head, and she was so abundantly twenty-three years old that he was stupefied—there was no other word for it—by the sight of her.

She had her shorts and panties off before he could form a coherent thought let alone a single word of protest. And then she started removing his clothes.

His jacket, his shirt, his shoes, his pants. Was it possible he was actually helping her?

No, he was too busy kissing her, her mouth, her neck, her delicate collarbone, her shoulders. Those incredible breasts.

Then, finally, when he was naked, too, she hesitated. “Max …”

He didn’t want to stop, but he knew that he had to.

I’m sorry, he was about to say. Oh, damn it, I’m sorry, but he never got the chance.

“We need a condom,” Gina told him, in her sexy as hell, husky voice, and he realized she was, by no means, stopping anything. In fact, the way she was touching and then kissing him was a definite full speed ahead.

“I don’t have one,” he gasped. And there it was. Finally. The reason to put their clothes back on.

But, “I do,” she told him. She untangled herself from him and vanished into the bathroom.

Max pushed himself onto his hands and knees. If there was ever a time to run away, it was now.

But he’d only made it up to his feet, his shorts in his hands, before Gina returned.

She stopped in the bathroom doorway. “You’re gorgeous,” she breathed.

“I think that’s supposed to be my line,” he said, looking at her standing there. Her legs were incredibly long and her hair spilled down around her shoulders. Her skin gleamed, and those breasts … With the exception of her belly button ring that sparked as it caught the light, she looked like a movie star from the days when movie stars were allowed to have hips and breasts and smooth, slightly rounded, marvelously female stomachs.

Raquel Welch. Sophia Loren.

Gina Vitagliano.

She came toward him, looking at him as if he were something special. Yeah, he kept in excellent shape, but it didn’t warrant that look.

Of course, it didn’t mean he didn’t like it.

A lot.

“This is a bonus,” she said, taking his shorts out of his hand and dropping them on the floor, “because I always pictured you as kind of lazy and overweight—you always sounded so laid-back over the radio.”

“That’s not really me,” he told her.

“Yes, it is,” she said. “It’s one of you. You’ve got this Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde thing going—” She took him by the hand and pulled him toward the bed. “—that I happen to think is very sexy.”

He had no choice but to follow. “I have to work hard to sound that way. Laid-back. I’m really a maniac. Gina, this is—”

She didn’t let him finish. She pressed that body up against him and kissed him.

Max opened his eyes to discover that they were on the bed. How the hell did they get on the bed? “Gina …”

She handed him the condom and kissed him again. He was on top of her, and she wrapped her legs around him, pressing him down on her, sliding her slick heat against him.

Yeah, okay, if she was going to do that, they definitely needed to get this condom working. But …

“This feels so right,” she whispered. “It finally feels right.…”

He barely had the condom on—God damn, had he put it on himself? He must have—before she pushed herself up and he slid inside of her.

And oh, Christ, reality slapped him hard in the face and he was instantly terrified. And not just because he was breaking every rule he’d ever made about his job, about sex, about his responsibility as a man who held a great deal more power than nearly all of the people he’d encountered in his life.

He didn’t want to hurt her, he didn’t want to scare her, he didn’t want to move.

And, to make matters even more complicated—or maybe, quite possibly less complicated—he was losing his erection.

Very rapidly.

She moved against him and … So much for keeping that a secret.

“Bang,” Gina whispered into his ear. “I think I just heard your head explode.”

“Yeah.” So this was what complete mortification felt like. “I think you did.”

She wouldn’t let him pull away. “I’m okay, you know,” she said, looking up at him, touching his face, tracing his nose, his eyebrows, his jaw, his lips with one finger. The light from the room’s one lamp was so dim, it was possible that she couldn’t tell he was actually blushing, but he doubted it. “And I think it’s really incredibly sweet. That you care so much that … you know.”

“Well, there’s a new spin on it,” he said.

She started to move again, but just a tiny bit so that he didn’t slip out of her. “I love knowing that you really are human,” she whispered. “And I also love knowing that I have this much power over you. I bet this has happened to you … what? Never before?”

“What would you say if I told you that this happens all the time?” Max asked. “You know, I am pretty old. As far as sex goes, I’m way past my peak.”

She knew he wasn’t serious. He could read it quite clearly in her eyes. But she answered as if he were. “I would say ‘So what?’ I would say I’m not in love with your ability to get it up. I’m in love with you.”

Oh, man, hearing her say that wasn’t going to help. But the way she kissed him after she said it …

Gina kissed him and just kept on kissing him. Slowly and sweetly, and then deeper, longer, harder.

Harder …

When she broke off to whisper, “Let me be on top,” he pulled out of her and rolled over. And he was actually back in the game, with something there for her to climb on top of.

Still, she took her time, stroking him as she straddled his thighs, smiling down into his eyes.

You don’t really love me, Max wanted to tell her. And it wasn’t just because of transference. It was because he wasn’t that guy she thought she liked so much, on the other end of the radio. Mr. Smooth, Mr. Cool, laid-back and comfortable inside his own body, inside his own head.

In truth, he was flipping crazy. He had constant chaotic noise jangling inside of his brain, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually been content. He spent too much time thinking, second-guessing and out-maneuvering everyone and everything. And he spent all of his time keeping his internal lunatic in check.

You don’t know me at all, Max wanted to shout at her.

But her smile and her eyes had turned dreamy as she touched him, as she rubbed him against herself. Watching her, feeling her touching him was such a turn-on, he kept his mouth tightly shut.

She brought his hand up to her breast, and that, combined with what she was doing with her hands, nearly made him come. God damn it, one extreme to the other. He had to stop her, to physically move her hands and her body away from him. He touched her instead with his thumb.

The sound she made was unbelievably sexy, and she lifted herself up and slid down on top of him, pushing him deeply inside of her.

Max tried to hold himself still, tried to let her have total control over everything, but when she leaned forward and began to move on top of him, her breasts close to his face, he completely lost it. He licked one taut, perfect nipple into his mouth and suckled her harder than he should have, moving with her, driving himself more deeply than he should have inside of her.

“Max,” she was saying as he felt her release. “Oh, Max!”

He came in a hot, blinding rush of sheer pleasure that he couldn’t have postponed even if his life had depended on it.

It consumed him with noise and light and total, exhilarating, mind-blowing chaos, and he didn’t want it ever to end.

But when it did, he could hear Gina laughing. There were tears on her face, and when she kissed him, he could taste the salt.

“Thank you,” she told him. “I needed that. I really, really needed that.”

He didn’t say anything. He couldn’t. The reality of what they’d just done—he’d just done—was crashing around him. He touched her face, praying that in her happiness she wouldn’t notice that he was so completely shaken he couldn’t even speak.

But this was Gina, and as she looked down at him, her gaze softened.

“Bang,” she whispered. “Right?”

He nodded, closing his eyes. What had he done?

And, maybe more important, what was he going to do now that he’d done it?

“Sleep,” Gina whispered as if she could read his mind, climbing off of him and out of the bed.

She was back almost instantly, with a hand towel from the bathroom. She gave it to him as she carefully took off the condom he was still wearing, vanishing again into the bathroom to dispose of it.

He knew he should get up, get dressed, get the hell out of there, but then she was back, moving across the room with her naked movie-star body. Leaving would require a discussion and probably more tears—maybe even from him this time—and he was too exhausted for that.

He’d wait, and leave after she’d fallen asleep.

She turned off the light, plunging the room into darkness, which was a shame because then he couldn’t see her walk back across the room. But she climbed into the bed again, pulling up the covers and settling warm and soft against him, her head on his shoulder, one smooth, cool leg possessively draped across his.

Don’t leave. She did everything but say the words out loud.

Max stared into the darkness as she sighed.

“Thank you,” she whispered again.

He kept his mouth shut, because he knew if he opened it, he’d say nothing that would help either of them.

He just lay there and waited and tried to figure out what the fuck he was supposed to do now.

It took a little while, but her breathing evened out. She shifted, curling closer to him as she fell asleep—the softness of her breast against his ribs, her hand on his chest, the heat between her legs against his hip, the soft inside of her thigh across his already returning erection.

Didn’t it figure? Now he couldn’t keep the damn thing down.

Max waited, counting minutes—until he realized that he’d closed his eyes and lost track of how long it had been since she’d fallen asleep.

Her hand on his chest was warm and solid and oddly soothing.

But then she shifted again, and her hand slid south and found him.

“Mmmmm,” Gina said, and slipped back to sleep, still holding him.

This wasn’t going to work at all, Max thought, and instantly fell asleep.


February 20, 1945

Dear Dot,

Not much time to write more than a sentence or two. I figure that’s better than no word. I live for the letters you and Jolee send. Please forgive me for not giving as good as I receive.

Forgive me also for my last letter—filled as it was with complaints. I am honored to fly for my country. Please don’t ever think that’s not true. But the lack of respect my men and I receive from American servicemen—white servicemen—continues to irk me.

The Germans treat us better, with higher regard. It’s not unusual for women here to date the Negro pilots from my squadron. In fact, one of my officers has asked permission to marry a girl from Munich. A white girl. Both she and her family seem not to care for differences such as skin color. Perhaps it is a German thing. But from what I’ve heard, if Captain Johnson were Jewish—now, that would be intolerable.

I don’t understand such thinking. If it’s not race, it’s religion. I don’t understand why people look for each other’s differences, instead of the ways in which we are all the same.

We all want to be loved.

That’s what it comes down to, I think.

God forgive me, but I’m tired and I want nothing more than to come home.

Your friend,
Walter




March 18, 1945

Dear Walt,

I, too, want you to come home.

By the way, I am at least one quarter German, from my mother’s side. However, I would not give a flying fig if you were Buddhist or Muslim or Catholic or pagan or Jewish or Baptist or …

Oh, you are Baptist. Do I care? Not a whit. Jolee and I visit the Baptist church each Sunday, since she is Baptist, too. The music is much better than that which the Unitarians provide. The congregation is always warm and welcoming. It’s a good church, a joyful church where God is praised—loudly—and people pray for peace and harmony. I hope to be married—someday soon—in that very church.

With all my love,
Dot




April 17, 1945

Dear Dot,

Word has come down the chain of command that the Russians are closing in on Berlin. The Reich’s days are numbered. I pray each day that this war moves even more swiftly to its end.

I have before me your letter, dated March 18th. You’ve written hundreds before it and at least three others after that I’ve already received.

I must confess that of all the letters you’ve sent, I’ve read this one, this very shortest of them all, so many times that the paper is starting to tear.

At times, your message seems so clear. At others, I’m sure you’re only making a joke, as you are prone to do.

And yet I remember my visit to you in the hospital.

I remember your eyes.

You and I have been friends for years. I know you loved Mae nearly as much as I did. I know you miss her as much as I do. You have been there for us, for Mae, for Jolee, for me, right from the start.

My love for you, dearest friend, has grown deeper over time. And I carry your love for me in my heart. At all times you are with me, and because of that I am a better man.

But my love for you is a curse as well as a blessing.

Much has happened since the hospital. Mae has passed on. We have both known hardship and pain and much sacrifice. I have seen the atrocities that we humans wreak upon ourselves, and I am forever changed.

Yes, much has changed, but in truth, nothing’s really changed at all.

Because just as it was then, this cannot be.

We cannot be.

The reasons seem different. There’s no longer a danger of betraying someone we both love. Mae lives on inside me, and I hear her voice, rich with affection, calling me a fool and urging me to follow my heart.

Oh, how I burn to do just that.

But Texas is far from Germany. You know as well as I that your family would not welcome me with the same joy and celebration that Hilde Gruen’s parents greeted my Captain Johnson.

I remember the day we met, and how you moved to the colored bench so we both could sit as we waited for the bus.

I cannot ask you to make such a move permanent. I am outraged that I must sit there. I am incensed that Jolee must sit there. And I will be damned if you—you who do not have to—will be forced to sit there, too.

This cannot be.

Please, I beg you, let us never mention this again.

Forever and always your friend,
Walter




CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE

THURSDAY, JUNE 19, 2003

“So there we are,” Sam said, “me and Nos, in Walt’s car, and we realize the only way we know how to get to the hospital is via the interstate. I’d done some unauthorized neighborhood driving before—when my father was out of town and while my mother was … sleeping—but I’d never gone onto the freeway. But I figure what the hell. There’s a first time for everything, right?”

He was touching Alyssa, sliding his hand from her shoulder down past the curve of her waist to her hip and back up again as she lay against him, her head on his shoulder, his arm around her, their legs intertwined.

It felt impossibly good, and she tried not to worry about the future’s harsh reality—the forensics report that was probably going to tell them that Mary Lou and Haley were dead, the call she was going to have to make to her doctor about last night’s incredibly stupid broken condom. What was she going to do if she couldn’t get a prescription for a morning-after pill? And what was she going to do if it didn’t work?

That wasn’t even taking into consideration the other dangers of unprotected sex. If Mary Lou had been sleeping around on Sam, that put him at risk.

“We had boys like you in our school,” she told him now. “Wild boys who pushed the edge of every envelope they could find. I stayed far away from them.”

Sam laughed. “Yeah, most of the girls in my school stayed away from me, too. At least the ones I was interested in.”

Alyssa lifted her head. “Really?” She’d always pictured him with women falling all over him from about the time he’d turned twelve.

“Really.” He smiled at her. “Even back then I liked girls like you. Smart, bossy girls who knew better than to mess around with someone like me.”

“Someone like you—an arrogant, egotistical male chauvinist—or someone like you—a kid whose father kicked the hell out of him on a regular basis?”

Something shifted in his eyes. “That’s not what defines me anymore,” he said, all teasing gone.

“I know,” she said, serious, too. “But it’s still where you came from, Roger.” She used his real name on purpose, and he knew it. “You can’t really make it go away.”

He kissed her, and she closed her eyes and kissed him back, wishing that this night would never end, that they could simply stay here forever.

His hand wandered between her legs, and she shifted out of reach. “Hey. Aren’t you going to tell me the rest of this story?”

“We made it to the hospital without getting arrested, the end,” he said, pulling her back to him and kissing her again.

“The end.” She moved away from him and, holding his hands, kept him at arm’s length. “Except your aunt had had a stroke.”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “That sucked. It was pretty massive. She never walked again, although not because she didn’t try. That was hard for her—hard for Walt, too.”

“And that was when they moved here to Sarasota?” she asked.

“Yeah. Walt heard about this doctor who was getting really good results with stroke patients. He sold the company—the airfield, the crop dusters, everything. He claimed he was retiring, although it wasn’t six months after he was down here that he opened a new flight school. He just couldn’t not do it, you know? Teach kids to fly. Although at that point, I think all of the proceeds from the school went toward scholarships for underprivileged students. Noah still struggles to keep the business afloat.” He laughed. “Or maybe I should say aloft.”

“But you didn’t go with them,” Alyssa said.

“Nah.” He shook his head. “They wanted me to. It was hard watching them leave, but …”

Alyssa looked into his eyes, knowing why he’d stayed in Fort Worth when the people he’d considered his true family had moved south. “Your mother,” she said.

“I don’t like it when you’re so far away from me,” he said.

“I know,” she said. “Believe me, I know all the tricks. This way you can’t avoid eye contact by kissing me.”

“That’s not why I want to kiss you.”

“Am I right?” Alyssa asked. “You stayed behind because you knew if you weren’t there, your father would start using your mother as his personal punching bag?”

Sam was actually embarrassed. “It wasn’t that big a deal. I knew Lainey would be home in the summer. She had a job teaching at a private school, and she needed someplace to live from June to the end of August. As long as one of us was there, Pop seemed to keep it under control, so …” He shrugged. “I came down here each summer.”

“And went back each fall.” Alyssa wanted to shake him. “You gave up a chance to live with people who loved you in order to take care of someone who’d never been able to protect or take care of you?”

“Yeah,” Sam said. “She had a name—it was Mom.”

“Sam—”

“I’m a fucking hero.” He clearly didn’t believe that at all. “Come here and kiss me.”

Alyssa did.

And her phone finally rang.

Whitney read Amanda and Haley another chapter in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland while Mary Lou got their breakfast.

It was bizarre. It was amazing. It was a miracle of sorts. Without Mrs. Downs and her father around to torment, Whitney was actually capable of being a helpful, contributing human being.

Mary Lou yawned as she added an extra scoop of grounds to the coffee. Lord, she hadn’t slept at all last night.

And she was suffering—badly—from light of day syndrome. By the time Whitney had gone to sleep after hanging out in Mary Lou’s living room all evening, watching Moulin Rouge nearly twice in a row—Ewan McGregor was a God, but come on—all of Mary Lou’s demons had returned. They’d whispered their urgent warnings in her ear and made her unwilling to return the arsenal of weapons she’d taken from King Frank’s office.

In fact, she’d locked her bedroom door and taken a closer look at one of the rifles, trying to get a sense of where she was supposed to put in the bullets.

She still wasn’t exactly sure.

This morning, with the dawn, her fears had subsided enough to make her feel foolish for not returning the guns to their proper locked place while she’d had the chance.

“What are your plans for today?” she asked Whitney.

“I thought I’d hang around here. What are you guys doing?”

“We’re cleaning out my refrigerator this morning,” Mary Lou said, even though that wasn’t the case.

The look on Whitney’s face was comical. “Oh.” And here came the excuses. Except, “Can I, um, help?” the girl asked.

Curiouser and curiouser.

“I was kidding,” Mary Lou said. “We’re just going to stay inside, because it’s so hot out.” And because she was spooked, even in the light of day, about being a potential sniper target. “Maybe do some puzzles, play some games. I think it’s Amanda’s choice this morning. You’re always welcome, of course, to join us.”

Whitney smiled, all sweetness and light. “Thank you. I will.”

Alyssa untangled herself from Sam and opened her phone. “It’s Jules,” she reported and hit Talk. “Any news?”

“Nothing from forensics yet,” Jules said.

“Nothing from forensics yet,” Alyssa repeated for Sam.

“Oh, my God,” Jules said. “He’s in your room at this hour of the morning?”

“Who is?” Alyssa closed her eyes, wincing. Shit. She definitely gave that one away. Sam rolled out of bed and went into the bathroom, closing the door behind him.

“Right,” Jules said. “Right. No one is in your room with you, and you are such a fool. But take heart—you’re not the only fool, sweetie. Apparently last night was International Fuck the Wrong Person Night—for everyone on earth but those of us too pathetic to leave the office before dawn.”

What was he talking about? “Jules, will you please translate that into something I can understand?”

“I’m calling to see if you’ve heard from Max in the past, oh, eight to twelve hours.”

And Alyssa understood. Holy God. “Max didn’t call in all night?”

“That might be exactly what I just said, girlfriend. He’s not in his room, and he’s not answering his cell.”

Alyssa couldn’t believe it. But then she could believe it.

“Peggy thinks he’s dead, and she wants to call the President and put out an alert,” Jules continued. “But she doesn’t know about—”

“Gina,” Alyssa said in unison with him. Oh, Max …

“What do I do?” Jules asked. “If Max hasn’t told Peggy or the rest of the team anything about this girl, I sure as hell don’t want to be the one to do it. And yet Peg’s genuinely worried.”

“Be vague,” Alyssa recommended. “Tell her you have reason to believe he’s fine, that he’s got a female friend here in town. No names, okay? Just tell her she needs to stand down, to give him a few more hours to extract himself from, uh … Wow. I never thought he’d actually—”

“Have you met her?” Jules asked.

“No.” Alyssa had been placed on the roof in a sniper position during the takedown of the hijacked plane where Gina had been held captive. As the SEALs stormed the plane, she and Chief Wayne Jefferson had used sniper rifles to take out the two terrorists in the cockpit. They’d fired through the aircraft’s windshield, putting bullets into the heads of the men who’d raped Gina and killed the airliner’s pilot.

But when Gina had asked to meet the team of SEALs and FBI agents who had saved her life, Alyssa had managed to be out of town.

It was just too hard. Alyssa had taken out a target, eliminated a terrorist. She knew that her target had lost the right to his identity and his life when he’d stepped onto that plane with his intention of killing everyone on board.

But meeting Gina, putting a face to her name, shaking her hand, looking into her eyes and letting her become a real, living person, meant that the hijackers who hurt her were real, too.

And real people had mothers and families to mourn them.

No, it was just too hard.

“Max never stood a chance.” Jules laughed. “Although it is possible he spent the night parked outside of her motel room, again, in his car.”

“Again?” she asked. Oh, Max …

“Jealous?” Jules said.

“Not even a little. Call the second you get that forensics report.”

“I will,” he promised. “Hey, you know those bikers who jumped Ihbraham Rahman in Coronado? In their initial report, they said that some guy told them to keep an eye on Rahman because he was supposedly acting suspiciously. This guy said he was going back to the gate to get help from the Secret Service, but they never saw him again. Their conversation went down well before the shooting started—which seems noteworthy, huh? Anyway, we sent someone over to talk to them again, to try to get a description of this mystery guy. And guess what?”

“Blond hair?”

“Give the woman a prize. Oh, wait, she already got hers last night—”

“No need to be a jerk, sweetie.”

“We showed our biker dudes that nifty little photo taken of our suspect with Mary Lou Starrett in the San Diego library parking lot, and we got ourselves another positive ID. It’s definitely our man. Dudes one through three have been moved into protective custody. Tell Sam—when you see him that is, cough, snort—that his theory about the gardener also being a target of the terrorists sure seems to be a good one. However, there’s still no sign of Rahman—either dead or alive.”

“Any word on Kelly Paoletti and Cosmo Richter?” Alyssa asked, as Sam came back out of the bathroom.

“Mrs. Paoletti’s still in ICU. Say a prayer when you get a minute. Richter got some broken bones, but he’s going to be fine,” Jules reported. “Whoops, Laronda’s waving at me. Peggy’s on the line two. I’ve got to go tell her—without really telling her—that Max isn’t dead, just really, really happy.”

An odd, persistent buzzing woke Gina from a sound sleep.

Her first thought, upon opening her eyes, was that she must still be sleeping. But then she knew she wasn’t, because she never in a million years would have even dreamed that Max would still be here this morning, boneless and unconscious in her bed.

The buzzing was Max’s cell phone, set on vibrate. It was actually rattling against whatever was in the pocket of his suit, on the floor where they’d thrown it last night.

Last night …

Max looked exhausted—she hoped whoever was calling had given up.

But it began rattling again, and his eyes opened and he looked directly at her.

“Someone wants you,” Gina told him as it kept on shaking.

He stared at her, and she watched last night play in super fast-forward in his eyes as he remembered where he was and what he was doing there.

“Do you want me to find your phone for you?” she asked.

He swallowed, lifting his head and wiping his mouth, grimacing as he realized he’d been so totally unconscious that he’d actually been drooling. “No. Thanks.” He flipped the pillow over as he cleared his throat. “What time is it?”

His phone stopped its dance.

“Nearly seven-thirty.”

Gina watched his eyes as he realized that he’d not only slept, but he’d slept for nearly seven hours.

“Hooray for sex,” she said.

“Yeah.” He met her gaze only very briefly again before rolling onto his back, his arm up over his eyes. It was remarkable how quickly his beard grew. She’d always thought he was just being meticulously anal retentive to shave every few hours throughout the day, but he really did get a total GQ look with very little effort.

“Christ, I have to go,” he said on an exhale, definitely not moving at all. “I should’ve been in the office an hour ago. Manny Conseco’s probably sitting behind my desk. Of course it was his desk up until a few days ago.”

Gina propped her head on her elbow. “I guess this means you don’t have time to take me to breakfast.”

“Breakfast?” he asked. “What’s that?”

Hey, a joke. That was a good sign.

She put her hand on his chest, but his phone started shaking again, so she didn’t really know which it was that made him push himself up so that he was sitting on the edge of the bed.

“God,” he said. “You know, this is why I don’t sleep—because once I start, I don’t ever want to stop.”

“If you do it every night, it makes it a little easier to wake up in the morning.”

“Oh, yeah,” Max said, rubbing his face. “That makes sense.”

He reached for the remote control on the bedside table and turned on the TV, flipping until he reached CNN. There was a news report about the increase in gun sales over the past year, and he put it on mute.

“It’s always good when I turn on the TV and nothing’s blowing up or on fire,” he told her.

Despite the fact that he didn’t seem to want her to touch him, this morning-after thing was going okay. They were talking, and it wasn’t too weird.

But his phone was still buzzing.

“Aren’t you going to answer that?” she asked.

“No. It does that all the time.”

She sat up, and the covers slipped off of her, and Max turned away, fast.

Okay. Now the mood in the room was definitely weird.

“You know, you saw me naked last night,” she pointed out.

“Yeah, I’m very much aware of that.” He stood up and staggered toward the bathroom, keeping his back toward her, as if she wouldn’t notice that his body was far more awake than he was.

The phone was silent for only a few minutes. It started to buzz again after he flushed the toilet.

“God damn it,” he said, and came out of the bathroom with a towel around his waist to dig through the pile of clothes they’d left on the floor. He opened his phone. “Bhagat. This better be good.”

Max listened for a moment, letting himself look at Gina before apparently remembering that he didn’t want to let himself look at her while she was naked, and turning away.

“Yeah,” he said. “Thanks. Oh, and Laronda? I’m going to need access to a computer and a printer today.” Another pause. “Because I need to write a letter.” Pause. “Yeah, I’ve kind of caught on to the concept of dictation after eighteen years. But this is one I have to do myself.” A sigh. “I don’t know. Thirty minutes?” He glanced at Gina again, turned his back on her again. “Give or take a few.”

He hung up his phone and picked up his wrinkled suit and sighed. “You think anyone will notice if I wear this into work again today?”

Gina laughed at the picture of Max going to work, looking like he’d slept in his clothes. “Only if you don’t shave.”

He laughed, too, letting himself look at her out of the corner of his eyes. “Yeah, I better call Laronda back. I need to stop at my hotel. Thirty minutes. What was I thinking?”

“Give or take a few,” Gina reminded him, hoping that glance meant he was going to climb back in bed with her and get into work really late.

“Did I tell you last night that I find you incredibly beautiful?” he asked. “I’ve been trying to remember, but the entire night’s a little sketchy. If I didn’t say it, I should have, because it’s … You are. Amazingly beautiful.”

“Yeah,” she said, somehow managing to talk around her heart, now permanently lodged in her throat. “Actually, you told me that right before you asked me to marry you.”

He froze.

Oh, man, did he actually think …?

“Max, I’m kidding,” she said. “That was a joke.”

But congratulations, she’d managed to freak him out even more than he was already freaked out. And she’d completely blown any chance that she had of talking him back to bed. It was her fault completely for trying to be funny. Idiot. Idiot.

She half expected to need to do CPR on him.

But Max went into the bathroom and splashed water onto his face instead of clutching his chest and falling onto the rug.

“I’m going to shower back at my hotel,” he told her, coming back out and pulling on his clothes. He was trying to sound casual, but his voice was tight as he tossed his towel onto the back of the desk chair. “What time does your flight leave tonight?”

“Seven forty-five,” she told him, wishing she could go back in time and start this morning over. She should have grabbed him and kissed him before his eyes even opened. “I have to check out of here at noon.”

He didn’t look happy at that news as he sat down on the edge of the bed to put on his socks and shoes. “I’m not sure I’m going to be able to take you to the airport.”

“That’s okay. I didn’t expect you to.” This was where she was absolutely not going to offer to stay a few extra days. If he asked, that was fine, but she had told him again and again that she only wanted one night. Now wasn’t the time to tell him she’d been lying.

“Call me,” he ordered her so fiercely that her heart lightened. “When you leave here. And let me know where you’re going. I want to know where you are today.”

Of course, maybe he didn’t want her to call so he could see her again. Maybe this was just more of that protective crap he was so good at.

“I’m just going to the beach for a couple of hours,” she told him. “And then I’m taking the bus to the airport.” Play it cool, play it cool. She watched as he stood up and slipped his arms into his jacket, stashed his tie in his pocket. “In case I don’t see you before I leave—thank you for everything.”

Max looked at her, but he kept his eyes above her neck. “You’ll see me.”

“That would be nice,” she said.

Come on, Max. How about a lunch date? Or they could meet in his hotel room for a different kind of midday refreshment.

But he headed for the door, already starting to dial his phone.

“But just in case I don’t see you,” she called, “I want you to know how much last night meant to me. I really do think you’re wonderful and—”

“Stop.” He turned back to her with a trace of that wildness—a trace of Mr. Hyde—in his eyes. After last night, he fascinated her more than ever. “Jesus Christ, I’m not wonderful. I’m not even close. I’m a total asshole.”

What? “No, you’re not.”

“Yes,” he said through clenched teeth. “I am. Gina, look, I have to go. I’ll talk to you later, all right?”

“All right.”

He returned his attention to his phone as he opened the door. “Alyssa, it’s Max,” she heard him say as he shut it behind him. “Call me, damn it. I need to talk to you now.”

Gina sank back into the bed, wishing she hadn’t heard that, wishing he’d bothered to take an extra five seconds to kiss her good-bye, wishing she’d understood why he’d run, practically screaming, for the door, just because she’d made a bad joke about getting married.

Towel around his waist, Sam went back to his own room to get his clothes.

Alyssa was on her cell phone, leaving a message for her doctor in an attempt to rectify last night’s condom horror show. It had seemed like a good time to give her some privacy.

Sam didn’t want to hear about it, didn’t want to think about it. There was no room in his head for what her taking that pill meant, both in the cosmic scheme of things and in regards to their budding relationship.

Obviously he had his work cut out for him if he was going to convince her to take a chance on him—on them.

He got dressed in the same suit he’d worn for the past few days. It was far longer than he’d ever worn a suit before, and he thought wistfully of his jeans and boots. Between clothes shopping and his haircut, he’d put them in a big box at a Mail Boxes Etc. in Gainesville and shipped them back to himself in San Diego.

It was one thing to ditch a sports jacket, but those jeans were broken in. And the boots … He’d once sent a pair of boots home from Pakistan. Took ’em four months to get to San Diego, because he’d sent them to a friend in Indonesia first. At the time, and in that part of Pakistan, it would have been bad for his health to ship a package directly to the United States.

He put on his tie, adjusting it in the mirror, and stared at himself. He hadn’t given it much thought when he’d bought the damn thing, but really, when was the last time he’d worn a civilian business suit?

Ever since high school, since joining the Navy, whenever he’d needed to look nice, he’d worn his dress uniform.

But that wasn’t going to be an option anymore, thanks to Mary Lou.

No, be a man about it, Starrett. It was thanks to his own carelessness.

Sam closed his eyes. He could give up his job, his career. He would even accept a dishonorable discharge without complaint. But please God, let Haley and Mary Lou be alive and safe.

His cell phone rang.

Sam searched for it in his jacket pockets, first finding Alyssa’s side arm. Whoops. Forgot he had that.

He opened his phone.

“If you hurt Alyssa again, I will make you sorry you were born.”

“Good morning, Jules,” Sam said.

“I am so, so serious, Starrett!”

“I hear you,” Sam said. “And I have no intention of—”

“That’s what you say now. And in four hours, we’ll find Mary Lou and she’ll tell you that she has a brain tumor so if you divorce her she won’t have the medical insurance necessary to pay for her lifesaving series of operations, which will take fifteen years—”

“Jules,” Sam said. “Breathe.”

Jules took a breath.

“The divorce papers are already signed,” Sam said. “It’s just a matter of the lawyers filing them. Nothing like that’s going to happen.”

“I know. And I hate you,” Jules said. “You’re going to take away the best partner I ever had, aren’t you?”

“Alyssa’s not leaving the Bureau.”

“That’s what you say now. But I know that you’re going to have to leave Team Sixteen, which, by the way, is a crying shame. But there are already rumblings on the Spec Op grapevine, speculating that if Tom Paoletti can prove his innocence—which isn’t going to be as easy as it sounds—he’s going to be forming some kind of civilian superhero team, and you, my handsome friend, are a shoo-in for some kind of executive officer position.”

“No shit?” Now there was a job he wouldn’t turn down.

“Of course, Alyssa’s admired Paoletti for years,” Jules told him. “That XO spot would probably be something she wouldn’t refuse if it was offered to her.”

Ah, Jules, Jules, Jules. The little gâteau de fruit hated the idea of losing Alyssa as his partner, and yet he’d told Sam exactly how to steal her away from the FBI. “If I were gay,” Sam started, “I’d—”

Jules cut him off. “Say no more. And these are just rumors, remember. But I do love you, too, angel cake.”

“I don’t think I’m quite at the point yet where I’m comfortable with you saying that to me.”

“Are you a happy, happy man this morning?” Jules asked. “Are you ready for me to make you even happier? Because gorgeous George just came over to my desk bringing tidings of great joy—at least from your perspective. The forensic report’s in. The bodies are those of a migrant worker and her daughter, gone missing in April.”

Sam’s knees stopped holding him up, and he sat down heavily on the bed. “Oh, thank God.”

Jules was saying something more, but Sam couldn’t hear it.

It hadn’t been Haley, shot in the head and burned to a crisp.

The rush of relief turned his muscles to rubber and his brain to oatmeal. It made it hard to breathe, made his vision swim, made his throat tight and his head light.

“Thank you,” Sam whispered. It was the best he could manage. “I have to … go now. Thank you. God.”

“Hey, are you okay?” Jules asked.

Sam closed his phone.

He wasn’t sure how long he sat there, waiting for the roaring in his ears to ease up, waiting for the light-headedness to go away.

But he knew that he had to share this news with Alyssa.

Somehow he stood up. He only had to make it as far as the door though, because when he opened it, Alyssa was already standing there.

She had tears on her face. “Jules just called me. You really freaked him out.” She reached up to touch his cheek, and he realized that he was crying, too. “Oh, Sam.”

He reached for her and she went into his arms, holding him as tightly as he held her.

“I was so sure,” she whispered. “I’m so glad I was wrong.”

He didn’t bother to pretend he wasn’t crying. “Thank God,” she murmured, as he just hung on to her and wept.

“I was so scared,” he finally said.

He’d slept maybe a total of an hour last night, and it had been a fitful sleep, filled with ominous, threatening dreams. With the relief, there now came an incredible wave of fatigue.

Somehow Alyssa knew. “You want to take a nap or you want to get some coffee?”

“Coffee,” he said.

She laughed softly and kissed him, her eyes filled with tenderness. “How did I know you were going to say that?”

“Let’s find Haley today,” he said.

Alyssa kissed him again. “That would be nice.”

Tom Paoletti sat holding Kelly’s hand as she lay in the hospital bed, listening to the machine that monitored her heartbeat.

It was beeping steadily, solidly, reassuringly.

There were voices in the hall, and he looked up. God damn. Admiral Tucker and the shore patrol had made the scene.

He’d spent most of the night wondering when they were going to show up.

Out in the hall Jazz and Stan intercepted them, standing up and making a very large wall between this room and the admiral.

He could hear the senior chief. “I’m sorry, sir. Only immediate family are allowed inside the ICU.”

Nice try, Stan. Tom squeezed Kelly’s hand.

“I think I’m getting more out of my being here than you are,” he told her even though her eyes were closed. “So maybe it’s okay if I have to go. I love you so much, Kel. I need you to fight for me. Whether I’m here or not, I’m with you. Just listen to that monitor, okay? Because that’s my heart, too.” His voice broke. “Every beep, that’s me saying that I love you. God damn it, I don’t want to have to leave you, but Tucker’s here, and—”

Her fingers moved.

Her fingers moved and her eyelids fluttered.

“Nurse!” Tom shouted. “I need a nurse in here!”

Jay Lopez, the hospital corpsman from Team Sixteen, was beside him in a flash. Where the hell had he come from?

The ICU nurse, an African-American woman who was nearly as tall as Tom, was just a few steps behind.

“She’s waking up,” Lopez said. “Man, you scared me, sir. I thought I was going to have to use the defibrillator.”

Mother of God, nearly the entire team, and their wives and girlfriends, too, were out there. They were standing back to give the medical staff room to maneuver, but they were all there.

“She’s okay,” Lopez called to them.

“She certainly is.” The nurse pulled the curtain around Kelly’s bed, giving her some privacy. “Good morning, Mrs. Paoletti,” she said as she adjusted the oxygen tube that fed into Kelly’s nose, as she checked the IV. “We’re very glad to see you today.”

“Tom,” Kelly whispered. “Don’t leave.”

“I won’t,” he promised her. “I won’t.”

“No, he’s not going anywhere,” the nurse told her. “We’ve got an entire SEAL team guarding this door. And me, as well. I may not be a SEAL, but I am not afraid to call security to remove an admiral who has no business being here.” She glanced at Tom, then leaned closer to Kelly. “Oh, honey, don’t you love a man who’s not afraid to cry?”

By nine o’clock, Whitney was positively antsy. She made the two-year-olds seem staid as they sat at the table in the playroom and colored.

She hopped up. She sat down. She sang bits and pieces of top forty songs. She talked nonstop about movies she’d seen, like some kind of mad version of Chris Farley on speed. “It was awesome …”

“Maybe you should call that friend of yours—Ashley—and the two of you can go for a swim,” Mary Lou finally suggested.

“No,” Whitney said. “I’m having fun with you guys. Besides, Ashley’s a bitch.”

The phone rang, and the girl rocketed out of her seat. “I’ll get it.” She picked it up. “Hello?” A pause, and then a shriek. “Finally! Yes, send him up. Definitely. Front door. Thank you, Jim, I looove you!” She hung up the phone.

“Was that Jim from the gate?” Mary Lou asked.

“Yes, it was.” Whitney danced toward the door. “I’ll be right back. There’s a … a package I’ve been expecting, and it’s finally here. Don’t go anywhere, okay?”

She ran out of the room.

A package.

They colored in silence for a while. In blessed, blessed silence. Even Amanda and Haley didn’t make any noise.

Please, dear Lord, don’t let Whitney’s package be firecrackers. Or a case of whiskey. Or a new powerboat. Or—

“What’s a bitch?” Amanda asked.

“That’s not a very nice word, honey,” Mary Lou told her as mildly as she could manage. She smiled at Haley, who was all eyes—and ears. “So we won’t use that one again, okay?”

“Mrs. Downs is a bitch,” Amanda said.

“No, she’s not,” Mary Lou said, even though she was thinking, Oh, yes, she is. “Mrs. Downs is just a little grumpy sometimes. If we smile at her, maybe she won’t be so grumpy.”

“And maybe the sky will fall.” Whitney was back. “Look who’s here, Mary Lou.”

What did Whitney just call her?

Mary Lou looked up, and, dear Lord God in heaven, Ihbraham Rahman was standing just inside the playroom door.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-FOUR

Max heard a click as Alyssa answered her cell phone. “Locke.”

“Surprise,” he said, closing his office door, “it’s me.”

“How did you—”

“It’s this new device that sends a signal that messes with the receiving cell phone. The last number you dialed shows up on your screen instead of my real incoming number. Slick, huh?”

“Very.”

“So who’d you think I was?”

“None of your business,” she said much too sweetly. She was definitely still pissed at him.

“I wish you’d called me back. I really have to talk to you.” Max didn’t sit down at the desk, knowing if he did, he’d automatically start reading files. This conversation deserved 100 percent of his attention. He looked out the window, instead.

Florida’s sky was its own special shade of blue. He could see the water from here, sparkling in the sunlight.

“I’m a little too busy right now to return phone calls to jerks,” Alyssa told him. “Can’t it wait?”

“No,” he said. “But I’ll make it quick. I can’t marry you because I’m more of a jerk than you think. I’m sorry. I, um, really screwed up last night and—”

“Oh, Max,” she said. “I already know. You don’t really think you could stop answering your phone for all those hours and not have anyone notice?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I figured there’d be rumors. I just wanted you to hear it from me first. And I wanted you to hear the truth.” He took a deep breath. “God, Alyssa, I slept with her.”

She laughed, a low, warm sound. “About time. Are you okay?”

“No,” Max admitted. It was possible he was never going to be okay again. “There’s something else I need to tell you.”

“Uh-oh, I don’t like the sound of that.”

“I’ve handed in my letter of resignation.”

“Max—”

Max rested his head against the warm glass of the window. “Effective as soon as this mess is over or by the end of the month, whichever comes first.”

“My God—”

“I’ve recommended that Peggy Ryan take over as team leader,” he said, “and that you be moved into the position she’ll be vacating.”

“You can’t do this!”

“I screwed up, Alyssa,” he told her. “I shouldn’t have slept with her. She’s still so vulnerable and … and that’s not even taking into consideration that not even forty-eight hours earlier I’d asked you to marry me, which, by the way, was also completely inappropriate.”

“I said no,” Alyssa reminded him.

“You said you’d think about it.”

“Yeah, but I was going to say no, and you knew it. Come on, Max, we both knew you weren’t serious.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I was.”

“Please don’t quit,” Alyssa said. “How can you quit? We need you.”

“How can I not quit?” he asked. “Look, I have to go. I just wanted you to hear it from me first.”

“Running away is not the answer,” she told him. “Damn it, Max—”

“You get an update this morning from Jules?”

“Yes. Max—”

“Be careful,” he said. “The threat is very real. This is not just a terrorist cell we’re dealing with, with their two weeks of terror-camp training. This is a professional, a high-level operative—I’m guessing a mercenary—who doesn’t want his identity known.”

“Max,” she said. “Please listen to—”

“I’m terribly sorry if I hurt you—”

“You didn’t.”

“I’m still sorry,” he said. “And I do have to go.” He hung up the phone.

Florida’s sky was still its own special shade of blue. He could still see the water from here, sparkling in the sunlight. He could see pelicans gliding effortlessly along on the air currents. He could see the causeway over to Siesta Key.

Where Gina was getting ready to check out of her room.

Max turned away from the window. “Laronda!” he shouted. “I need my car!”

By the time he opened his office door, his assistant was already off the phone. “It’s waiting for you out front,” she told him, giving him absolutely zero crap for shouting.

He hadn’t told her about the letter yet, but she knew something big was up and she was worried. He could see it in her eyes.

“I don’t know how long this is going to take,” Max said. “Field my calls, will you? I don’t want my cell to ring unless it’s the President or someone calling to tell me we’ve located Mary Lou Starrett.”

“Yes, sir.”

He headed for the elevator.

Mary Lou stood up so fast her chair fell over backward.

“Hello, Mary Lou.” Ihbraham Rahman. Alive and well and looking at her with tears in his beautiful brown eyes. He smiled at Haley, too. “How are you, Haley?”

“How did you find me?” Mary Lou breathed. But she looked at Whitney, and she knew.

Yesterday—probably after she’d called Ihbraham—Whitney had referred to Mary Lou’s ex-husband as Sam, even though Mary Lou had never used his real name.

That was what had been gnawing at her, making her anxious.

“Whitney called me,” Ihbraham told her in that musical, faintly British accent that was so familiar to her. “It didn’t make much sense at first—I didn’t know who she was talking about—but then I realized that it must be you. She said Sam is trying to kill you? I don’t understand this. When you spoke of him before you said he’d never hurt you. But she said you were here and that he was after you, and that you needed me, so I got in my truck and … here I am.”

Oh, Lord, oh, Lord …

“I found him by calling information. There was only one Ihbraham Rahman in San Diego.” Whitney smiled, proud of herself. “Aren’t you going to kiss him?”

Mary Lou nearly slapped her. “Do you realize what you’ve done? You’ve killed us all!” Keeping her voice low so Haley and Amanda wouldn’t freak out, she pulled Ihbraham with her out the door and into the hall. “What I needed was for you to stay away from me!” She couldn’t believe this was happening. “I needed you not to get killed, like Janine!”

“Your sister is dead?” he asked.

“Yes, they killed her. Oh, my God, Ihbraham! My God! We have to get out of here. Right now!” Whitney was standing in the doorway, her eyes wide. “Get Haley and Amanda,” she ordered the girl. “Take them to their room, and get Pooh and Dinosaur and sweatshirts for everyone. I have to get something out of my apartment, then we’re heading for the garage. We are leaving here. Now.”

“Who killed Janine?” Ihbraham asked, catching her arm. “Sam? Mary Lou, you need to tell me what’s going on.”

It was his hand, with his long, graceful, dark brown fingers, so warm on her arm, that made her start to cry. She grabbed for him, holding him tightly as she kissed him, her arms around his neck.

“Ah, Mary Lou,” he breathed. He held her just as close as he kissed her, too, just the way she remembered, the way she’d dreamed about for months and months, with real love—his lips so gentle, his mouth so soft. “I prayed for you to call me. I thought you changed your mind.”

“I didn’t call because I love you,” she told him through her tears. “I was afraid they’d kill you, too.”

“Who?” he said, pulling back to look at her.

Whitney, of course, was still standing there, gaping, along with the girls.

Mary Lou wiped her face. She’d promised herself she’d never cry in front of Haley. “Run ahead and get Pooh Bear and Dinosaur,” Mary Lou told the two little girls as cheerfully as she could.

Then she told Ihbraham, and Whitney, too, as she led the way down the hall to her apartment.

About the gun she’d found in the trunk of her car. About the way it disappeared before she could show it to Sam. About seeing Bob Schwegel, Insurance Sales, again, outside Janine’s house. About Janine lying dead in the kitchen. About Mary Lou’s frantic flight and her attempt to hide.

About the fact that Bob knew of her relationship with Ihbraham, and that he’d surely followed him here.

“Get sweatshirts,” Mary Lou told Whitney again as she went into her bedroom, went into the closet, and started loading all those guns she’d taken from King Frank’s office into her beach bag.

She’d never heard Ihbraham curse before, and she wasn’t quite sure she’d heard him curse now, because whatever he said, it wasn’t in English. She suspected, though, that it was the Arabic version of holy shit.

“Wait,” he said, kneeling down next to her on the floor. “Mary Lou. Wait. This is … No, this is not the answer. If you are so certain we’re in this much danger, we need help. We need to call the police.”

“They’ll arrest me,” she told him.

He caught her hands. “If they do, they will quickly see you’re innocent of any wrongdoing. This is not the answer. Running and hiding and living in such terrible fear.” He pushed her hair back from her face. “Please listen and trust me. It’s time to ask someone in authority for help.”

“This is a wild goose chase,” Sam said as they pulled into the Publix parking lot.

They were going back after that help-wanted poster for a live-in nanny that he’d seen there yesterday. Maybe what they should do was go back to the library, look at the want ads from three weeks ago, see what other live-in positions Mary Lou might’ve tried for.

Alyssa glanced at him. “We could head back to San Diego,” she said. “Try a completely different approach. See if we can’t track down this Ihbraham Rahman that Mary Lou was friends with. Maybe he can lead us to her.”

“It’ll take more than twenty-four hours to drive to San Diego,” Sam pointed out. “There’s no way we could get on a plane with the FBI looking for me.”

She nodded. “I know.”

What was she telling him?

She glanced at him again after she parked beneath a tiny, thirsty-looking palm tree that provided only a scrap of shade. “I think it’s probably going to take us more than twenty-four hours to find them,” she told him. “I think we should stop thinking in terms of that particular time limitation.”

“But you said you had to deliver either me or your resignation,” Sam said. “Or has Max changed his mind about that?”

He’d tried not to listen when she’d gotten that phone call from Max. He’d gone into the bathroom and turned on the water and tried to respect her privacy.

She’d said nothing about it when he came back out, which had worried him. Sure, he’d given her privacy, but that didn’t mean she had to take it, did it?

He took a deep breath. Maybe if he silently chanted, I will not be an asshole, he’d start to believe it and behave accordingly.

“No,” she said. “I’m sure he hasn’t.”

Holy fuck, Alyssa was willing to give up her career for him. Sam cleared his throat. “I’ve heard rumors that Tom Paoletti’s going to need an XO for a civilian team he’s maybe thinking of starting.”

“Whoa.” That caught her attention. “Sam, that’s great. You’re a good choice for that.”

“You’re a better one,” he told her.

It was his turn to surprise her.

“A lot of the consultant-type work that would come to a group like that would be handed off from the Bureau or the CIA,” Sam said. “It makes more sense to have a second in command who came out of one of those agencies.” He smiled at her. “You could be my boss. Order me around. Be honest now. Wouldn’t that be a dream come true for you?”

She laughed, but there were tears in her eyes. “I thought you were against the idea of women in the teams.”

“I was and I am,” he told her. “But this isn’t a SEAL team. This is something else. And I’d love to work with you. A shooter like you, guarding my six?”

Alyssa grabbed him by the tie and pulled him close enough to kiss. Which she did, quite thoroughly.

“Go get that phone number from that help-wanted poster,” she told him. “I’m running in to the drug store.”

Sam couldn’t keep his mouth shut any longer. “Alyssa, what if you don’t take that pill?”

She let go of his tie, her eyes suddenly wary.

“I can’t pretend that it doesn’t bother me,” he said. “I mean, what’s the difference between that pill and an abortion? I’m sorry, I know it was my idea, but—”

“It’s my body,” she said quietly. “Shouldn’t the choice be mine?”

“Yes. It should,” he told her. “And it is. I’m not saying it’s not. But it’s also our baby, and … I know you think I’m a jerk, but I really do want to have a family with you. I know it’s way too early for me to tell you that, but it’s true and I think you need to know it before you go taking some pill, just in case you were maybe thinking that it was something I didn’t want. I just think it’s fair—and important—for you to know how I feel.”

Alyssa was quiet for a long time.

So Sam kept going. He’d completely jumped the gun anyway. Might as well go big. “I am going to marry you, Alyssa. And if not now, then someday we will have a baby together. I’m determined. You might want to start bracing yourself for the inevitability of that.”

She was looking at him, but he had absolutely no idea what she was thinking.

And of course, just as she took a breath to speak, her phone rang.

She opened it, frowning slightly as she glanced down at the number. “Alyssa Locke.” She listened for a moment, then laughed. “Where are you? Are you all right? Oh, my God. There’re a lot of people looking for you, worried about you.”

She motioned for a pen and paper, and Sam grabbed the pad that they’d been making notes on. There was a pen sticking out of one of the cup holders and Alyssa already had it uncapped.

“Repeat that, please.” She wrote down an address as he held the pad in place.

“It’s Mary Lou,” Alyssa told Sam. “She said she had my cell number and—”

No fucking way.

“She’s fine,” Alyssa said as he opened up their street map of Sarasota. “Haley’s with her. Along with—get this—Ihbraham Rahman. He talked her into calling. Apparently she’s very worried for their safety.”

No fucking way.

“Mary Lou, can you describe the man you saw outside of your sister’s house on the night she was killed? Blond hair? You saw him? You could ID him in a lineup? Wait, hang on a sec, will you?” Alyssa leaned over the map, too. “She described it as a compound, Sam. She said it’s a main house and two guest cottages on a lake, about twenty miles south and west of Sarasota. There’s a gatehouse and guards—not for a development, but for this individual piece of property.”

“Got it.” Sam found the street on the map, angling it so Alyssa could see. “Man, it’s in the middle of nowhere.”

“We’re about twenty-five minutes away from you, Mary Lou.”

“That’s pretty optimistic,” he said.

Alyssa looked at him. “Not if you drive.”

He was out the door and sliding over the hood of the car as she scrambled over the parking brake.

“What’s your phone number?” she asked Mary Lou. “In case we get cut off?”

Sam backed out of the parking spot and headed for Route 41 south as Alyssa wrote the number down.

“We’re on our way,” she told Mary Lou.

The maid knocked, and Gina adjusted her robe more tightly around her as she went to the door.

“I’m still in here,” she said. “I won’t be out until—”

It was Max.

“Hi,” he said. He’d showered and was wearing a very crisp white shirt with a suit that had nary a wrinkle.

His dark hair was neatly combed and his cheeks were so smooth and clean, he must’ve shaved on the way over, in the car. He smelled delicious, and his eyes were so richly brown that just looking into them made her knees weak. He looked so good, so solidly, intensely male, Gina’s mouth went dry.

“I didn’t expect to see you again,” she said. “Today,” she amended when he frowned.

“May I come in?”

“Of course.” She stepped back, opening the door wider, then closing it behind him.

He looked at her suitcase open on the bed. Looked at the clothes she’d worn last night, still lying on the floor where she’d thrown them.

Gina picked them up, jammed them into her laundry bag. “I hate packing.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I do, too.”

He was looking at her now, at her hair, still damp from her shower, at her thin cotton robe. It was kind of obvious she had nothing on beneath it.

Still, he let himself look. Gina allowed herself to hope that that was a good thing.

But then he said, “Gina, how do I fix this? I’ve been trying to figure it out and—”

“What’s to fix?” she asked, turning away so he wouldn’t see the way his words made her heart sink. She forced herself to laugh. “Max, we had sex. It was good sex. It was something I really needed. I was under the impression that you maybe enjoyed it a little bit, too.”

“I’m not quite sure enjoyed is the right word.”

“Oh,” she said. Now she really didn’t want to look at him. “I thought …” But then she had to face him. She had to know. “Are you embarrassed because you—”

“No,” he said. “Yes.” He closed his eyes. “Gina, no, the sex was great. The sex was …” He looked at her and held her gaze. “You know it was incredible. It was unbelievable. And it shouldn’t have happened.”

“Says who?”

“Me.”

“Why? And if you say transference, I swear, I’m going to scream.”

“Because a day and a half ago, I asked Alyssa Locke to marry me.”

“Mary Lou, I’m going to call you back in a few minutes, okay?” Alyssa hung up the phone and turned to Sam. “She seems to think there’s a serious and immediate threat, and I have to agree. Ihbraham Rahman drove from San Diego, where we know he was being followed. It stands to reason that he was followed all the way here.”

Sam nodded. “I agree.” He glanced at her. “Go ahead. Call for backup—that’s what you want to do, right?” It wasn’t the way he’d wanted it to go down, but he’d rather have Haley frightened than dead. He dug for his own phone.

Alyssa was already dialing hers. “Praise God for his creation of intelligent, reasonable men.”

He had to laugh. “Are you talking about moi? Fuck me, I wish you could time travel and say those very words to yourself, oh, about three years ago.”

“Well, I can’t time travel, but I can—Yeah, Jules. Big news. We’ve found Mary Lou. Or rather, she found us. We need heavy backup at this address.”

As she rattled the info off, Sam dialed his phone.

“Who are you calling?” Alyssa asked. “Better not be CNN.”

“Noah and Claire,” he told her. “I’m going to ask them to meet us over there, to take custody of Haley.”

Jesus, he was going to see his daughter again in just a few minutes.

Alyssa was back on with Jules. “We’re about twenty-two minutes away. It’s going to take you longer to get there—you’re much farther north. Can you get choppers?” Pause. “What do you mean no? I don’t care who’s in town! Get Max on the phone. He’ll get us the choppers.”

Claire was waiting outside as Noah pulled in to the nursery school parking lot.

“I brought a map,” she said as she climbed in and fastened her seat belt. “What’s the address?”

He held out his left hand—he’d written the street address Ringo had given him on his palm.

“And the deal is we connect with Ringo,” Claire said, leafing through the map book, “we take a little time—just a little—for Haley to get comfortable with us, and then SEAL-boy and Mary Lou turn themselves in to the authorities?”

“That’s right.” Noah backed out of the spot.

“And we don’t find ourselves slapped with aiding and abetting charges when Ringo changes his mind?”

“He’s going to turn himself in.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.”

She snorted. “Why do I find that hard to believe? I don’t think he’s ever done anything the easy way. And that sounds way too easy for Ringo.”

“High adventure does seem to follow him around,” Noah agreed. “I think it’s because he’s always operated at full speed and a hundred and fifty percent effort. He may get into trouble faster than some people, but once he gets there, he works his butt off to get out of it.” He laughed. “His life is never boring, that’s for sure.”

Claire shot him a look. “And yours is?”

He didn’t think he’d sounded even the slightest bit envious—he really was just making a statement about Ringo. “No, no,” he said. “Trust me, I don’t need to be on the FBI’s wanted list to feel fulfilled.”

“Wait,” Claire said. “Go back. I forgot. If we’re going to take that little girl home with us, we’re going to need a car seat. I’ve got an extra inside the church.”

Noah went around the block and pulled back in to the church parking lot. “Hurry,” he told her.

Gina stared at Max. He’d asked Alyssa Locke to marry him. There was absolutely nothing she could say in response to that. Except, “Oh, wow.”

“Yeah,” he said. “I didn’t think of her once last night. I mean, I just didn’t even think of her. It was like she didn’t exist.”

She sat down on the edge of the bed, unable to stop her eyes from filling with tears. She, too, hadn’t thought even once last night of anyone but herself and Max. And not even so much of Max. Oh, God … “Maybe if you explain, she’ll understand.”

“Yeah,” Max said. “Well. She’s known about you for a while. And she does understand, maybe a little too well. She says she wasn’t going to marry me anyway, so …”

Oh, God. “I’m so sorry,” Gina said.

“I don’t know. She’s probably right, that the reason I asked her in the first place was to force myself to stay away from you—yeah, that worked, huh? But I wouldn’t have asked her if I didn’t honestly want her to …” He shook his head. “I want you to know that I didn’t intentionally set out to hurt her or you or … I should have slowed down, because obviously I was unable to think clearly, and I should have. I should have thought it through. What kind of excuse is ‘I didn’t stop and think’? A goddamn lame one. And the truth is, there’s no excuse good enough. What I did was absolutely unforgivable.”

He really believed that. He was wrecked about this. Gina had used him to try to repair herself and had ended up hurting him more than she could have imagined. “I seduced you, Max. I kissed you first.”

He laughed. “Yeah, excuse me, but I had a choice. I chose to stay.”

“Why?” she asked him, forcing herself to look up at him. She suspected she already knew the answer, and sure enough, there it was in his eyes. She answered for him. “Because I needed you.”

“No,” Max said. “Because I wanted to.”

He was so lying. Even his being here right now had obligation written all over it. Or maybe he wasn’t technically lying. Maybe he wanted to stay because he knew how much she’d needed him.

Which wasn’t a good enough reason, when it came down to it. She’d thought it would be, but it wasn’t. Especially knowing that he really was in love with Alyssa, enough to want to marry her … Oh, God. Her heart was breaking for him, for Alyssa …

For herself.

“So where do we go from here?” Max asked quietly.

He was serious. He honestly didn’t know that the answer was nowhere.

They went absolutely nowhere.

“I’m going home to New York tonight,” Gina said, “and you’re in the middle of a situation.”

“I’m going to have some, uh, time off,” he said, “starting somewhere between now and the end of the month. Is there any chance we can get together then?”

He was serious. But then again, with his need to take care of and protect everyone he’d ever met, he probably meticulously followed up on all of his one-night stands. A phone call. A lunch date. Periodic check-ins.

This was so not the way she’d imagined this would happen. She’d fairy-taled it completely in her personal fantasy version. Max should have come pounding on her door to tell her that he couldn’t live without her, that he loved her.

Not that he was in love with Alyssa and that since sleeping with Gina had completely blown his chances with her, he might as well make plans to see Gina again.

“Get together?” she asked, one part of her wanting to torment him. “You mean, like, hook up? Have sex again?” She knew damn well that he meant have lunch.

And he knew it, too. He just looked at her.

“You mean in Africa?” she asked. Now that she’d started, she was unable to stop. She’d wanted him to love her. “Because I’m leaving for Kenya next week.”

Max looked stunned. It was remarkable. She didn’t think he did stunned to that extreme. “You’re not … You’re still planning to go?”

“Uh, yeah.” she said, more anger creeping in around the hurt. “What did you think, Max? I’d spend one night with you and then change my plans for the next year of my life, so I could rush home and stay by the phone, hoping you’ll call when you have some time off? In between your meetings with your wedding planner?” That last comment was a little too sharp, and she stood up, hating the idea of dissolving into jealousy. All she really had right now was her dignity. Well, what little of it there was left. “Max, I don’t know why you’re here with me. You should be talking to Alyssa. I mean, if you really wanted to marry her …”

“Gina—”

“Talk to her. Make her change her mind.” Gina opened her door and he took it as the invitation it was. Time for him to leave. “Tell her I’m sorry. Because I am. I’m really sorry.”

“She’s not going to change her mind. I don’t want her to change her mind.”

Oh, the hope that crashed through her at those words was remarkable. She almost threw herself into his arms, until he added, “I want to fix this, between us. I need to make sure you’re all right. Some of the things you said last night—”

She cut him off. “I said I’d go back into therapy.”

“You’re going to find a therapist in Africa?”

“Yeah, you know, I’m betting there actually are one or two people with degrees in Kenya.”

“This isn’t a good time for you to leave the country,” Max told her grimly, as his cell phone started ringing. It was amazing it had gone that long without making any noise.

“Thank you for your concern,” she said. “I have to finish packing now and you need to take that call.”

He moved toward the door, but stopped right next to her, inches from her. And he waited until she looked up, into his eyes.

“The bitch of it is, I still want you,” he whispered. “I’ve screwed everything up, but nothing’s changed at all. I’m still dying for you, Gina.”

The heat in his eyes was incredible, and Gina was sure he was going to kiss her. Kiss her and strip her robe from her and …

But he went out the door and headed for his car, phone still ringing, without looking back.

“Hey,” she called, since it seemed as if he wasn’t intending to answer his phone.

He stopped, turning around only slightly, so that he couldn’t quite see her, but so that she knew he was listening.

“If you still feel that way next year, when I get back,” she said, her voice shaking only a little, “maybe you should give me a call.” She cleared her throat. “You know, provided you haven’t proposed marriage to anyone else in the meantime.”

He turned all the way around. “Gina, I’m so sorry.”

“I am, too,” she said. She wished he would kiss her good-bye, but she knew it was too much to ask—of herself as well as him. “Thank you for last night.”

He obviously couldn’t deal with her thanking him, so he got into his car, finally answering his phone.

Gina watched him back out of his parking spot and pull out of the lot, tires squealing. She watched until he was out of sight, which didn’t take long at all.

Wherever Max was going, he sure was in a hurry to get there.

Or maybe he was just in a hurry to leave.

“My heart is pounding out of my chest,” Sam said “at the thought of seeing Haley again.”

Heavy traffic had them stopped. He was trying to pull right so he could take a side street, but the cars in front of them just weren’t moving.

“Don’t expect too much,” Alyssa warned him.

“I won’t but, ah, Lys, what if she hates me?”

Oh, Sam. “I don’t think kids that little have been taught how to hate yet.”

“What do I say to her?”

“Well,” she said, “before you even open your mouth, you need to do an immediate fuck-ectomy of your vocabulary.”

He laughed. “Fuck-ectomy. I like that. Okay. Fuck-ectomy in progress.”

“Part of doing it means you can’t say fuck-ectomy anymore.”

“I have a feeling I’m not going to say much of anything anymore,” he pointed out dryly. “So the you-know-what’s complete. What do I say? ‘Hi, Haley, I’m your daddy. Boy, have I missed you.’ ”

“That’s good. Don’t ask her if she remembers you—you’ll both feel bad when she says no.”

“When,” he said. “Yeah. Yeah. I don’t remember the last time I’ve been this nervous.” He glanced at her. “I’m nervous, too, about you meeting her. I know you said your feelings for Haley were mixed—”

“Not about loving her,” Alyssa told him. “I’m going to love her. That’s why babies are so cute. So everyone automatically loves them.” She laughed. “Everyone with a heart, that is.”

“Why do I get the feeling there’s a story there?”

Because he’d spent the past few days talking to her, and listening while she talked. Because he knew her.

“Yeah,” she said. “Well …”

“Let’s have it.”

“Well, it was after my mother died,” Alyssa told him.

“Why do I already have the urge to kill someone?” he asked.

“We went to live with my father’s sister—Tyra, Lanora, and I,” she said. “It was a pretty stressful time—on top of the grief and loss—because my aunt Joyce kept saying that she was going to take only Tyra and me. That Lanora had to go live with my mother’s cousin. I practically had to go to court to keep us together.”

“Mmph,” Sam said.

Alyssa looked at him.

“I can’t say anything,” he told her, “because I want to say what the fuck was wrong with her?”

“Lanora wasn’t my father’s child,” Alyssa told him. “That was what was wrong with Aunt Joyce. Apparently this was why my parents broke up. My mother was unfaithful, she got pregnant, and when my father found out, he left her. Us, too, though, you know? Which was kind of unfair. I didn’t know anything about any of this at the time. I just knew that one day he was there, and the next he was gone. But Aunt Joyce, well, she was a little too happy to fill me in. She told me Lanora couldn’t live with us because of that, because she felt no responsibility toward her.”

“Grphh,” Sam said.

“I remember I just kind of looked at her, and said, ‘But she’s still my sister.’

“And Aunt Joyce said—I remember this as clear as yesterday—she said, ‘When you’re older, you’ll understand.’ ” Alyssa shook her head. “Joyce ended up taking Lanora, too, because Tyra and I weren’t going anywhere without her, but she never gave her any affection. That sweet little baby … My mother’s transgressions were not her fault, but Joyce constantly held it against her. I’m much older now, and the only thing I fully understand is how completely wrong Joyce was. She shouldn’t have taken us in if she couldn’t love us all. And believe me, it wouldn’t have been hard for her to love Lanora. It must’ve been a lot of work to stay that hard and cold. But she cared more about blaming my mother—for everything from my parents splitting up to my father’s death—than she cared about the welfare of an innocent child.”

Sam had managed to make the right turn and was now barreling down side streets, trying to make up for lost time. But he still glanced over at her. “Thank you for telling me that.”

“So I’m going to love Haley,” Alyssa said. “Because she’s not responsible for Mary Lou’s mistakes, or your mistakes, or my mistakes. And I’m going to love her twice as much because she’s yours. But you need to know, Sam—I’m not going to take care of her for you. When she’s with you, she’s with you. I’ll help, and I’ll be her favorite aunt Alyssa. I’m good at that. But if you really want her in your life, you’re going to have to be her father for real.”

“That’s, um, some of the best news I’ve had all day—the fact that you seem okay with the idea of spending time with me and Haley.” He glanced at her again. And then, almost as an afterthought, he matter-of-factly added, “I love you so much, Lys, sometimes it takes my breath away.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE

Mary Lou took comfort in the fact that this house was a fortress.

The security system was on. Windows and doors were all locked. The blinds and shades were pulled. Jim Potter and Eddie Bowen were on guard at the gate, and they’d been told to let no one else in.

The man she knew as Bob Schwegel wasn’t getting anywhere near them.

At least that was what Alyssa Locke had told her when Mary Lou had called and explained what was going on.

“Don’t leave the house,” her ex-husband’s girlfriend had said in her melodious voice. She sounded like someone who reported the news, with a cool authority to her voice that actually helped calm Mary Lou. “You’ll be much safer there than in a motor vehicle.”

Why was it FBI agents didn’t just say car?

Mary Lou had met the woman only a few times. Alyssa Locke was unbelievably beautiful with flawless brown skin and slender hips and big green eyes and sleek, dark hair with reddish tints that just had to come from a bottle. Either that or God deserved to be bitch-slapped for His almighty unfairness to all other women on earth.

It was bad enough that Alyssa had that mouth, with the kind of lush, full lips that white women everywhere tried to copy by getting collagen injections.

And yet Alyssa walked around dressed like a man saying things like “motor vehicle.”

Mary Lou had to wonder if Alyssa’s entire cool, reserved, professional demeanor was some kind of twisted turn-on for Sam. She’d spent a lot of sleepless nights wondering about that, jealous as hell.

She’d even found out Alyssa’s cell phone number, but she’d never gotten up the nerve to call her.

Until today.

Who would’ve thought, even just six or seven months ago, that she’d ever call up Alyssa Locke to ask for her help?

There was probably only one person in the world who could’ve talked her into doing that. And she was sitting here, holding his hand, watching Whitney read another chapter of Alice to Haley and Amanda.

Talk about Wonderland …

“It’s going to be all right,” Ihbraham told her quietly.

“I’m scared they’re going to put me in jail,” she admitted. “Alyssa told me that Sam’s cousin and his wife are meeting us over here, that they’ll make sure Haley’s okay while I’m being questioned, but … Could you go with them? Be with her, too?”

His smile was apologetic. “I’m certain they will wish to question me, as well.”

Because he’d been born in Saudi Arabia. Because he looked the way a terrorist was supposed to look.

“That’s not fair. This doesn’t have anything to do with you.”

“Perhaps I can help give them a description of this man you believe is behind all this trouble. I met him once, you know.”

“I remember,” she said. “But maybe if you left now, they wouldn’t—”

“I’m happy to stay right here,” he said. “More than happy.”

Mary Lou leaned against him. He smelled so good—spicy and warm. “I missed you so much.”

He put his arm around her. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to get here faster. All those months in the hospital, I lost clients and it’s taken longer than I’d hoped to get my business back up to speed. I’m ashamed to admit I didn’t even have enough room on my credit card to get a plane ticket.”

“I can’t believe you drove all that way.”

“I’m pretty tired.” His fingers were in her hair. His touch was gentle but extremely sensuous. “I find I’m most eager to retire tonight.”

She looked up at him, and although he was smiling, the look in his eyes told her that she’d read his innuendo quite correctly.

“Unless you’d prefer we wait for our first night together until after we’re married,” he murmured.

After …? Mary Lou’s heart nearly stopped. “Did you just ask me to marry you?”

He laughed, but his eyes were so serious. “I thought I wouldn’t ask—just tell. I thought perhaps if I didn’t give you a choice, you wouldn’t think about all your reasons not to marry me. Wherever I go, if there’s trouble, people will look to me.”

Mary Lou felt her eyes fill with tears. “Because they’ll say, Look at that man with his incredibly beautiful wife. Trouble must just follow them around.”

“Did you just tell me yes?”

She nodded.

And the lights went out.

“Hey!” Whitney said. It wasn’t dark in there by any means, because sunlight was still coming in from behind the blinds, but she was trying to read.

There was a sound in the distance, like ripping fabric, that Mary Lou had heard before. It was a sound a person could hear only once but then never forget.

“Those are gunshots,” Whitney said, her eyes wide.

The phone rang, lighting up the button that was a direct line to the guardhouse at the gate.

Whitney lunged for it. “Jim! What was that?” She listened. “Who is this? Where’s Jim?” Her face contorted. “Oh, shit.” She held the phone out to Mary Lou. “He says Jim’s dead. He wants to talk to you.”

Mary Lou stood up. Took the phone. “Who is this?” she asked, even though she already knew. It was the man she knew as Bob Schwegel.

“Well, hello, Mary Lou,” he said in his slightly nasal voice.

It was the man who had smuggled guns into the Coronado naval base in the trunk of her car, the man who had murdered her sister.

Mary Lou hung up the phone, punched an outside line, and dialed 911.

“Check the map, would you?” Sam asked Alyssa as they continued to drive along side roads. “Make sure we’re not going too far east.”

“No, we’re okay,” she said, head bent over the map.

She had said exactly nothing in response to his declaration of love.

Sam took it as a good sign, even though “I love you, too,” had been noticeably absent. Truth was, he hadn’t really expected to hear her say that. The real thrill came from the fact that he’d said “love” and she hadn’t said “No way.” She hadn’t accused him of misinterpreting what this was he was feeling.

And she was the one who was talking about Haley as if the three of them would be spending lots of time together.

Alyssa looked up from the map. “You know, it just occurred to me that I never told you that I got my period this morning. We started talking about having a choice and … But that’s what I needed to pick up from the drug store. Tampons. Not that prescription.”

What? “But you said you were right at the point in your cycle—”

“I am,” she said. “I was. But I started bleeding, so—”

Holy fuck. But it was fear that gripped him, not relief. “Are you all right? I didn’t, like, hurt you or something, did I?”

“No.” Alyssa smiled, as if there was something funny about the idea that he might’ve been too rough. “God, no. This actually happened to me before. I go a real long time without having sex, then I have a lot of sex, and my cycle gets all out of whack. I think it’s the result of a hormone overload.” She laughed. “You know, I’ve always kind of thought of you as a hormone overload.”

He wasn’t sure, but it was possible she’d just insulted him. Except her smile was very warm, and that look in her eyes … “Wow,” Sam said. “I’m … man, that’s, um …”

“An enormous relief,” she filled in for him.

But his fear had turned into something else entirely and it wasn’t relief. He glanced at her. “Is it?”

She looked away first, no longer laughing. “Sam, you’re insane if you—”

Her cell phone rang.

“If I what?” he asked.

She shook her head as she answered her phone. “Locke.” She sat forward, her body language shifting to high tension as she listened intently.

“No,” she said, “but call me right back.” She closed her phone, but opened it right away. “We’re getting reports of shots fired in the vicinity of the Turlington estate, and the local police have gotten notification from the security company. Someone inside the house has triggered a silent alarm.”

Fuck! Sam floored it as Alyssa dialed the phone number Mary Lou had given her.

“How could you lose your cell phone?” Mary Lou asked Whitney. She couldn’t believe this was happening.

All of the phone lines from the house had been cut—with exception of the line to the front gate, which was ringing and ringing and ringing.

She’d run down to the front door and pushed the panic button on the alarm system the way Mrs. Downs had shown her when she’d first arrived. The housekeeper had said in her know-it-all manner, “Here’s something that you need to know, but you’ll never need to use.”

Mrs. Downs apparently didn’t know everything.

“I didn’t lose it,” Whitney said. “It’s somewhere in my room. It doesn’t work half the time anyway. Cell service out here sucks dick.”

“Find it anyway!” Mary Lou said. Ihbraham had brought Haley and Amanda into the bathroom, where whatever he was doing was keeping them giggling. Mary Lou had sent them in there. She’d read lots of books where the characters climbed into the bathtub for protection when the shooting started.

When the shooting started …

Lord, that incessantly ringing phone was starting to drive her mad.

Whitney went into Mary Lou’s bedroom instead of down the hall to her own.

“You need to find that phone!” Mary Lou followed her. “If we don’t call and warn them, Alyssa and Sam are going to drive right up to the gate and then they’re going to be just as dead as Jim Potter and—What are you doing?”

Whitney dumped the guns and ammunition from Mary Lou’s beach bag onto the bed. She was lining them up and …

Loading them?

“I’m not going to let terrorists walk in here and just shoot us,” the girl said.

“You know how to use those things?”

Whitney gave Mary Lou a teenager’s “shit, you’re stupid” look as she attached one of those clips to a very deadly looking, very large weapon.

“Daddy took me to his firing range for the first time when I was five. I qualified as an expert marksman when I was eleven. In case you haven’t exactly noticed, in this house we worship at the altar of Smith and Wesson.”

“Keep those things away from the girls,” Mary Lou ordered. “But show Ihbraham how to use one. I’ll be back in a sec.”

She was going to find Whitney’s phone if it was the last thing she did.

Noah looked at Claire. “You know, I’m not jealous of Ringo.”

“Really?” she asked. “Not even the ten-year-old in you?”

“Really,” he said. “I wanted to be a SEAL more than anything in the world—right up until the moment I walked into Mrs. Fucci’s English class and started listening to you arguing with her about the importance of rap music in the American cultural experience.”

She laughed, her face lighting up. “You remember that?”

“Yeah. You and Calvin Graham got up and did that rap version of that scene from Romeo and Juliet that was, um—”

“It was pretty awful.”

“No,” he said. “I went home and read the play that night, and I got to the part where Romeo sees Juliet for the first time, and I’m sitting there thinking, Damn. I’ve got the same affliction Romeo’s got. And what am I going to do about this Calvin guy?”

“He was so gay.”

“I didn’t know that then.” It had been Noah’s first day in a new school—his first day in years that Ringo hadn’t been by his side. He’d spent a lot of time those first few weeks worrying about Ringo alone back in Texas, without Noah, without Dot and Walt.

Please God, don’t let Ringo get blindsided by the loss of his family. Don’t let him let Lyle Morgan piss him off. Don’t let him kill Lyle and spend the rest of his life in jail.…

Noah should have had more faith. Just the fact that Ringo had opted to remain behind with his mother was proof he was capable of thinking things through and not always reaching for the easiest, most instantly gratifying solution.

He hadn’t realized just how difficult a sacrifice it had been for Ringo to stay in Texas until the summer he came down to visit.

Ringo had hitchhiked the entire way because his father not only wouldn’t give him the money for a bus ticket, but he also wouldn’t let him touch the money Ringo himself had earned, loading trucks after school. That money was for college, or so Roger Senior had insisted.

So Ringo had packed a duffel and walked to the truck stop off Route 20, with only seven dollars in his pocket.

Every year after, Walt sent him the money for a bus ticket. Ringo pretended he took the bus, but Noah knew he still hitched. He used the money to buy presents for them, because he hated showing up empty-handed.

That summer had been wonderful. It was Ringo who had walked up to Claire and said, “My cousin Noah, here, thinks you’re incredibly hot. He’s too much of a fuckhead to tell you that himself. Want to help me drive him crazy and go to a movie with me?”

Noah was standing there, embarrassed as hell, ready to drag Ringo off and beat the crap out of him—right after he cleared up a thing or two. “I didn’t say you were hot,” he told her.

Claire looked at him, her eyebrows raised, like, no?

“I said you were beautiful and smart and funny,” he said, going into freefall just from looking into her eyes, part of himself completely unable to believe he was standing there and talking to her, let alone saying what he was saying, “…  and hot.”

Claire didn’t look away from Noah as she’d answered Ringo’s question. “I think I’d rather drive him crazy in other ways.”

Instant hard-on. Of course, he’d been sixteen and it didn’t take much. Still, it was something of a miracle that he and Claire had kept their clothes on—at least most of them—for a full year.

By the end of that first summer Noah was so wrapped up in Claire, he almost didn’t notice when Ringo left.

Except for the fact that Ringo got really quiet those last few days of his visit.

And when Walt and Noah took him to the bus station, he broke down and cried.

All three of them did. People gave them a wide berth—three guys all well over six feet tall, weeping like babies.

“Do you think Ringo and Mary Lou will get back together after this?” Claire asked. “That happens sometimes. People go through a traumatic experience and they try again.”

Noah glanced at her. “You know, I might be tempted to agree, but … I didn’t tell you this before, but this woman—an FBI agent—a sister—she showed up after you left Janine’s house. Alyssa Locke. Ringo introduced her to me as a friend. I almost told her, ‘My cousin thinks you’re hot.’ ”

Claire laughed. “ ‘But he’s too much of a fuckhead to tell you that himself’?”

“Yeah. You should have seen the way he looked at her,” Noah said, pulling up to a stop sign at the end of the road. “And she was looking back at him, too. Do I go right or left here?”

Claire studied the map. “Left. If we’re where I think we are.” She looked up. “Either way, I don’t think it’s too much farther.”

“Mary Lou’s not answering,” Alyssa reported.

“Dial it again,” Sam said.

She did. “Still nothing.

“What’s the status of those choppers? What’s Max’s ETA? What’s our ETA?”

“I’m working on reaching Max,” she reported, juggling the phone and the map. “We’ve got another ten minutes as far as I can tell.”

“Shit-fuck! Noah! Use my cell and call him,” Sam ordered her. “Now, Alyssa, please!” The way he was driving, it was good he was keeping both hands on the wheel. “Tell him not to approach the gate. Jesus, Jesus …”

She took his cell phone from between his legs and hit Redial. Come on, Noah. “Sam, he’s not picking up.” She looked at the phone. “Oh, shit …”

“No,” Sam said. “Don’t say that.”

Alyssa tried her own phone. It, too, was giving her an out-of-range signal.

Sam glanced at her, and she shook her head. “We’ve lost our cell phones.”

“This is Max Bhagat. Connect me to the President.”

“I’m sorry, sir—”

“Wrong answer.” Max didn’t have time for this. He had more than twenty agents—himself included—driving like bats out of hell for the address Alyssa had given them, and another twenty heading toward MacDill Air Force Base, up in Tampa, ETA two minutes, where there were three Navy Seahawks waiting to take them the forty miles they needed to go in about fifteen minutes.

Provided they had the President’s permission to assist in this FBI operation.

“He’s in a meeting with the—”

“Do you know who I am?”

“I’m sorry, I’m new. This is my first day, sir. I’m trying—”

“Connect me to someone who is not new, right now,” Max said, “or this will be your last day.” On earth.

Someone else picked up. “Peterson.”

“This is Max Bhagat—”

“I’ll connect you to the President right away, sir.”

Two seconds, maybe even less, and Allen Bryant picked up. “Max. What’s going on?”

“Sir. I need three Seahawks at MacDill—”

His cell phone beeped and died.

No signal.

Perfect. He’d just hung up on the President of the United States.

Max reached for the radio even as he hit the brakes and skidded to a stop. “This is Max Bhagat. I need trucks with satellite towers moved into this area immediately, over!”

He put his car into reverse and drove backward as fast as he could, engine whining, while he watched his phone, waiting for the signal to return.

“Sir.” Laronda’s voice came over the radio. “We just got a call from Deb Peterson at the White House. Three Seahawk helicopters are standing by, at our disposal.”

Max hit the brakes again, and shifted back into drive. He’d worked hard to establish that kind of trust with the country’s commander in chief. It was gratifying to know all he had to say was “I need …” and President Bryant would deliver.

“We’re working on setting up a direct connection between you and the Army commander,” she continued. “Until we do, do you have any orders for me to relay? Come back.”

“Yeah, tell them to haul ass. And get communications up and working. Alyssa Locke is at least twenty minutes in front of all of us, but that won’t do us any good if she can’t talk to us, over.”

“She’s in a rental car, no radio,” Laronda came back. “We’ve ordered local police to set up roadblocks in the area, but otherwise to wait for us to arrive. I’ll get an unmarked car with a police radio into the vicinity, over.”

“Locke needs to be told to do surveillance, to report, and then to wait for backup. Repeat, tell her to wait for backup. Over.”

“Dream on, sir,” Laronda told him. “Over.”

Mary Lou found Whitney’s cell phone in a pair of jeans at the bottom of her closet.

Thank God, thank God. She pulled it out, opened it, and …

Low battery.

No!

Okay, maybe there was enough to make one call …

Except Mary Lou couldn’t even tell if there was service available. She dialed anyway, but the screen went dark.

Low battery had become no battery.

Whitney’s car had a charger—the kind that could be plugged into the cigarette lighter. The kind that would let the phone be used even while it was charging.

Mary Lou ran back to her apartment, where that frigging phone had finally stopped ringing.

“I found it,” she announced. “I’m going down to the garage to see if—”

Boom!

An explosion rocked the entire house, pushing Mary Lou down onto her butt and breaking the glass in her kitchen windows.

She scrambled to her feet, ran for the bathroom.

Ihbraham was shielding Haley and Amanda with his body. The two little girls were wide-eyed.

“Whitney,” Mary Lou shouted. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” came a return shout. “What the hell was that?”

Out in the living room, the phone started ringing again.

All over the house, the fire alarms started shrieking.

“Okay,” Sam said. “Okay. Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to stop at one of these houses, and you’re going to get out and use their phone and call Noah while—”

“You go on without me?” Alyssa said. “I don’t think so.”

“I know it’s not what you want to do,” he said. “But I’m begging you, Lys. This man is my brother. He has no training, no reason to believe he can’t just drive up to that gate. They are going to kill him—”

“How am I going to call him?” she asked. “If we can’t use our cell phones, he can’t use his, either.”

“Maybe there’s coverage down where he is.”

“We’re moving farther away from civilization,” Alyssa told him. “Just drive.”

Whitney went down to the control panel and turned off the fire alarm, and Mary Lou could once again hear the phone ringing.

“There was some kind of bomb,” Whitney reported as she ran back up the stairs. “The main kitchen’s completely destroyed. If we’d been in the north wing instead of the south …” She looked like Lara Croft Junior, the way she was loaded down with weaponry. For the first time in all of the weeks Mary Lou had lived there, she saw the girl’s resemblance to her father in the hard light in her eyes. “The entire back of the house is on fire.”

Sure enough, thick smoke was already curling through the air.

Lord God, everything was so dry, it was going to go up like a tinderbox.

Whatever a tinderbox was.

“There’s one man out front with a sniper rifle,” Whitney said, “and two in the back, one with an AK-47, one with something else, I can’t tell what. Looks like they’re putting gasoline on the parts of the house that aren’t burning yet. These asswipes want us dead.”

As if a fire would need any kind of help at all in this dry heat.

Mary Lou picked up the phone.

“Here’s the deal,” the man she knew as Bob said before she could even say hello. “You and Rahman walk out the front door right now, and everyone else in the house—including Haley—stays alive.”

Oh, Lord.

“The FBI is on its way,” she said. “If you don’t want them to kill you, you better leave right now!”

“Thanks for the tip, honey,” he said. “I’ll put my men here at the gate on alert.”

No!

“They’re going to be here,” Mary Lou said, praying she was right. “Lots of them. Any minute.”

“Any minute,” he said. “That would be about how long it’s going to take for that house to become completely inescapable. If you and Rahman walk out now—”

Bile burned her throat. “So you can shoot us.”

“Better than burning. Better than watching your daughter burn.”

Mary Lou might’ve done it. If it were just her and Haley, she would have done it. But she would not let him kill Ihbraham. No, sir.

“Go to hell,” she told him, and hung up the phone.

“Perhaps we should move downstairs,” Ihbraham said. He was carrying both Haley and Amanda, and watching her from the door to the bathroom.

Whitney was watching her, too. Everyone was looking to her for what they should do next.

“Yeah,” Mary Lou said. The smoke was thick at the ceiling. “Let’s move downstairs.”

Sam didn’t slow as they went past the drive that led to the Turlingtons’ gatehouse.

“There’s no physical gate, just a guardhouse with one of those flimsy arms blocking the driveway. I saw no cars stopped,” Alyssa reported. “No sign of Noah and Claire, no sign that anything is wrong at all.”

The brush at the side of the road already concealed them from the gatehouse. It was jungle-thick growth, typical of this part of Florida but definitely suffering from the recent lack of rain.

Sam pulled off the road and got out of the car. Jesus, he was wearing a freaking white shirt. He yanked it over his head. Better to be half naked than a flipping neon target. He kicked off his shoes and stripped off his socks, too, preferring bare feet to slipping around in the underbrush.

Alyssa, too, was attempting to cammy-up. She’d opened the trunk and pulled a green T-shirt out of her bag, changing into it right there by the side of the road.

They had one little handgun between them. Sam handed it to Alyssa. It was hers, after all. She gave him a Swiss army knife in exchange.

“Gee, thanks.”

Was that smoke he smelled? He started through the brush. The ground was soggy, parts of it brackish puddles of stinking mud. If not for the drought, this entire area would have been a knee-deep or even hip-deep swamp.

Alyssa followed, slipping her shoulder holster on and securing the weapon. Yeah, jeez, don’t drop that thing here.

But she wanted her hands free for a different reason. She reached down into the thick mud and grabbed several handfuls, smearing the tar-colored substance down his back and arms. “Hold up, white boy,” she said. “I need to get your front.”

“I’m tan,” he said.

“Not tan enough,” she told him, streaking his chest with black and rubbing both his face and hers with the dirt, too. “I like your body just fine without any bullet holes in it, thanks.”

Then they were moving again, this time with her in the front, weapon back in her hand.

“Alyssa—”

“I’ve got the weapon that can do the most damage,” she told him. “I’m on point, unless you can throw that Girl Scout knife faster and farther than a bullet.”

“No,” Sam said. “I wasn’t going to … I just wanted to tell you that I’m glad you’re here.”

They’d reached a chain-link fence.

“And to be careful,” he added as he quickly plucked what looked like a long strand of grass from the surrounding vegetation. He held it against the fence to see if the thing was electrified. But there was no jolt.

“Aha,” she said. “Well, you be careful, too.”

“Always am.”

It was just a regular old fence with a little barbed wire at the top. Pretty flipping ineffective in terms of security.

Both he and Alyssa were over it in a matter of seconds.

And, in moments, there they were. Within sight of the gatehouse.

From this angle, things didn’t look quite so normal. Two bodies—the guards, Sam presumed—had been dragged outside the door. He could see bullet holes in the windows.

The entire building was about the size of a one-car garage. There were windows all around, so you could see clear through it, almost like a ranger station or an air traffic control tower. Anyone inside had a 360-degree view of the surrounding area. And not a whole hell of a lot of cover should an army of terrorists attack.

Sam needed to have a serious talk with the owner of this compound about the clown who had designed his security.

Two men were inside the structure, both of them armed with what looked like some kind of room brooms.

The range on that type of little semiautomatic wasn’t that extensive, but up close it was deadly.

There were quite a few yards of clearing between the brush and the guardhouse—enough so that they would have to step out of hiding in order to get close enough to make Alyssa’s little popgun anything more than an annoyance.

“We need a diversion,” she whispered.

Sam nodded. “Okay. I’ll go back and get the car—”

But she’d started running forward, because—holy fuck—a car already was approaching the gatehouse.

It was—Jesus, no—Noah and Claire.

The smoke was just as bad down on the ground floor.

Both Amanda and Haley were coughing and crying. The heat was incredible.

Ihbraham had filled the bathtub with water and had soaked towels that they all draped over their heads.

“If we opened a window,” he said, “we can get some fresh air.”

“They’re not going to let us anywhere near the windows,” Whitney said.

All three of the men with the guns were out front. Mary Lou hadn’t seen Bob’s golden hair, though. Wherever he was, he was keeping out of sight.

“Let’s get to the garage,” Mary Lou decided. The phone charger was there, in Whitney’s car. Like the girl said, there was no guarantee there would be cell service, but, Lord, they had to try.

Alyssa was up on her feet, weapon out, moving swiftly toward the gatehouse.

She heard more than saw Sam follow—he angled away from her, running hard, shouting at the top of his lungs.

He was trying to draw the gunmen’s fire away from Noah’s car, away from Alyssa, trying to buy her the time she needed to get within range, to aim and shoot.

She kept her eyes on her targets as she squeezed off one shot and then another, but she heard the gunfire and she knew she’d been just a heartbeat too late.

She saw Noah and Claire ducking, she saw her targets punched back and falling.

She saw Sam get hit, too, saw the force of a bullet spin him full around before he slammed into the ground.

“No!” The word was ripped from her, even as she did her job the way she’d been trained and moved toward the gunmen to make sure they weren’t going to pop back up. But she’d taken head shots and no one was going anywhere.

Noah was out of the car, running toward Sam.

Alyssa beat him over there.

“Fuck,” Sam said.

She had never heard a more wonderful word in her entire life. All she could think was Thank God. Thank God he was alive, thank God he was talking, thank God.

“Fuck!” he said again through clenched teeth.

“Ringo!” Noah said, down on his knees beside them. “Holy shit! Holy shit!”

“Give me your shirt,” Alyssa ordered Sam’s cousin, and he stripped off his jacket and his white dress shirt. He had a T-shirt on underneath, and she pointed to it. “That’s even better.”

Sam had been hit in the side of his abdomen. He was bleeding badly, but the entry wound was clean and small, and there was no gaping exit wound in his back. Which was either good news or bad news. Either the bullet that hit him was spent, or it had ricocheted around inside of him, doing serious damage to his internal organs, possibly even hitting his spine.

“Can you move your legs?” Alyssa asked him as Noah gave her his T-shirt. She folded it up and was hesitating to press it against Sam’s wound. She knew from experience how much that was going to hurt.

He answered her by pushing himself onto his hands and knees and then standing up. “Fire,” he said.

She looked up. Whatever was burning was huge. Thick black smoke rolled up into the sky.

Sam took the T-shirt from her and pressed it against himself.

“Fuck!” He staggered slightly, and Alyssa put her arm around him on one side, Noah on the other.

“We need to get him to the hospital,” she said.

“Like hell we do,” Sam countered, shaking them both off. Noah had put his dress shirt back on and draped his tie around his neck, and Sam now pulled the tie off of him. He used it to bind the makeshift bandage into place. “We need to get up to that house. Haley’s probably in there.”

Claire was out of the car now, too.

“That’s not going to stop the bleeding,” Alyssa told Sam.

“It’ll do for now” was his terse reply.

“What the fuck is going on?” Noah asked, sounding remarkably like Sam.

“Are those men dead?” Claire asked.

Noah was staring after Sam, who was heading toward the gatehouse. “And, Jesus, what’s with the bare feet?”

“The bad guys got here first,” Alyssa told them. “Yes, they’re dead, and Sam didn’t want to wear dress shoes in the woods—he was afraid he’d slip.”

“Hey,” Sam shouted from inside the guardhouse, and she dashed over to join him. He had a phone handset to his ear. “There’s a direct phone line to the house. At least that’s what the little label says this is. Everything else is out but … Hey, Mary Lou. Halle-fucking-lujah. It’s Sam. We’ve taken back the gate. What’s your status up there? Where’s the fire? Is Haley all right?”

“There’s no phone line going out?” Alyssa asked as she picked the semiautomatics up off the floor. “Ask if they have a working phone up at the house.”

“Mary Lou, do you have a phone with an outside line?” Sam looked at Alyssa and shook his head no.

“Okay,” she said to Noah and Claire as she went outside, “here’s what we need you to do. Find the nearest neighbor and use their telephone. Call and ask for Max Bhagat or Jules Cassidy. Give them a status report. Tell them we’ve taken the gate, but we’re going to have to leave it unattended so there might be trouble again when they arrive. Tell them there’s a fire at the house—my guess is the tangos are trying to smoke Mary Lou out. Tell them that Sam and I can’t wait for backup.”

She took a pen from her pocket and, using Sam’s technique, took hold of Noah’s arm, writing both Max’s and Jules’s names and phone numbers right on his forearm. He already had this address on his hand, and Alyssa had to smile. “Guess you are Sam’s cousin.”

“We really should take Ringo to the hospital,” Claire said in a very no-nonsense voice as Noah sat down on the ground and took off his shoes.

Alyssa glanced at her. Noah’s wife could have passed as her own sister. Wasn’t that interesting? She wondered inanely if Noah liked chocolate.

“Sam’ll go when he’s ready to go,” she told them. “Wait by the phone for an all clear before you return. Do not come back here until you know it’s safe. You’ve got to promise me that.”

Noah nodded, back on his feet. “That’s not a hard promise to make. Give these to Ringo. They’ve got rubber soles. And promise me you’ll take care of him.”

“If he dies,” Alyssa told them as she took Noah’s shoes, “it’s only going to be because I’ve died, too.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY-SIX

“Alyssa, I could use your brain over here,” Sam shouted, and she came running into the gatehouse.

Outside, Noah and Claire were getting into their car and backing out, onto the street.

“They’re going to find a phone,” Alyssa reported as she set Nos’s shoes—he still wore Hush Puppies—on the table. “And then they’re going to stay where it’s safe.”

“Thank you,” he said. Good thing someone here was thinking clearly.

Throughout his life, pain and Sam had never stayed strangers for any great length of time. He was always walking around dinged up, as Dot had called it, one way or another. Twisted ankles, sprained knees, black eyes, split lips, broken collarbones, and cracked ribs.

They all hurt to some degree.

Getting shot, however, fucking hurt.

It made it a little hard to concentrate.

And Alyssa had been right about the bleeding. It wasn’t stopping. He had to apply pressure, which he hadn’t been able to do with one hand holding the phone and the other drawing a layout of the house and the yard as Mary Lou described it to him.

“Thank you for taking care of them,” Sam told Alyssa.

She didn’t even glance at the bodies on the floor—her whole attention was on his little pencil drawing. “What’s the situation?”

“We’ve got two shooters, formerly three, up at the house. One’s been taken out, if you can believe that. Mary Lou’s boss is a gun collector, and his teenage daughter’s up there with Mary Lou and Rahman. They’re all hunkered down over here—” He tapped on the right side of the drawing. “—in the garage right now. Rahman went to open the window because the smoke’s thick, and he got shot for his trouble. Whitney—the daughter—actually returned fire. She’s some kind of marksman, and Mary Lou thinks that shooter is dead. And they did manage to get a little air. But just a little.

“Rahman’s alive,” Sam told her, “but he’s bleeding and immobile. Whitney’s daughter, Amanda, is also with them, and she and Haley are having trouble breathing. The heat’s getting intense.

“Mary Lou says the two other shooters faded back into the trees. She doesn’t know where they are, but they’re definitely still there because she stuck a rake up in front of the window and it was shot at.”

“Good thinking,” Alyssa said, looking up at him.

“Yeah,” Sam said.

“So what’s the plan?”

“We go up there,” he said, “and we do the same thing. Only this time we make them shoot at the rake in the window with you in position on the second floor, ready to snipe the snipers.”

“Okay,” she said. “And there’s a rifle and ammunition up there? Because the weapons we have here won’t get that job done.”

“As far as I can tell,” Sam said. “Yeah. We just have to get there. I’m thinking we’ll just drive like hell, right through the front door.”

Alyssa nodded again. “I’ll get the car. You call Mary Lou back and make sure Annie Oakley is told to hold her fire.”

“Lys.”

She turned back, her concern for him in her eyes.

“There’s a variable here that you need to know about. Mary Lou spoke to someone she called Bob, on this very telephone. He’s the man from the photo—Donny’s light-haired alien. She says he’s definitely here, but she hasn’t seen him.”

She started to look, maybe for the first time, into the faces of the men she’d killed just moments earlier, while she was saving Noah’s and Claire’s and his lives. Knowing Alyssa, that had to be hard. Sam knew she didn’t want to think of them as people with faces and names, so he stopped her.

“I already checked,” he told her. “No one here is even remotely blond.”

“So he’s out there, too, somewhere,” she said.

“Yeah,” he said. It made her own risk in this so much greater.

Alyssa didn’t even blink. “I’ll get the car.” She handed him one of the room brooms. “Keep your eyes open.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Ready for this, bossman?” Jules sounded really excited about whatever he was going to report over the radio, and Max had a moment of deep regret.

As good as Peggy Ryan was—and she was a solid choice for his replacement—she didn’t have any kind of a relationship with Jules Cassidy. His sexual orientation was a problem for a lot of people, though—not just Peggy. And it wasn’t that she disliked him. He just made her uncomfortable. Because of that, she tried not to notice him, which meant he wouldn’t go far on her team.

And that was a real shame, because Jules had genuine talent.

Of course, if the frustration got too intense for him, he could always resign and join that civilian team of Tom Paoletti’s that everyone in the Spec Op dungeons was speculating wildly about.

Max had to laugh. He wondered if Paoletti even knew about it yet. Damn, the man was still facing treason charges.

“We’ve identified the man in the picture from the San Diego library—the one with Mary Lou Starrett—as Warren Canton,” Jules said. “He was born in Kansas, moved to Saudi Arabia when he was two years old. His father worked for an oil company, had a heart attack and died, and his mother remarried a Saudi national when he was five. He came back to America about once a year to visit grandparents, then came to attend college at Harvard but left after three semesters. In 1990, he completely dropped off the map.

“Except we have some really good people in intel who dug harder and found out that after Harvard, the golden boy took a Grand Tour with a lot of very interesting destinations. Afghanistan, Algeria, Libya, Azerbaijan, Iraq. It’s possible Warren forsook his Ivy League education in favor of Terrorist School.

“Then, hey ho. Meet Husaam Abdul-Fataah, who’s been on our most wanted list since he sprang to life full-grown in 1995. We have no photos and no real information on this guy, just a couple of stray fingerprints and this whispered name—oh, and his nickname, too: the Ghost. Everyone’s afraid of him—we are, they are. He’s got connections with most of the brand-name terrorist organizations, although his interest appears to be purely monetary. But he’s got a devoted following and an almost mystical reputation for being able to access targets on American soil and at military installations around the world. We thought it might be a supernatural thing—you know, the Ghost—but intel just tossed out a groovy new theory for us to chew on.

“They think that Husaam Abdul-Fataah is an aka for Warren Canton. Blond hair, blue eyes, boy-next-door smile, he can travel in the West and not get looked at twice.

“He’s believed to be behind a number of attacks in addition to Coronado. If we could get Canton to hold still long enough for us to take his fingerprints and prove he is Abdul-Fataah, we would gain huge strides in this war on terrorism. But dude’s pretty slippery. If he is Abdul-Fataah, this is the first photo anyone anywhere has of him—I’m telling you, this is major.

“We’ve got some analysts who are speculating that his MO is to walk away from an attack, in full view of anyone who might be looking for someone named Abdul-Fataah. Which really pisses me off, by the way. This is the flip side of racial profiling. This bastard is taking advantage of our fine, Western propensity for assumption. We hear a name like Abdul-Fataah, and we automatically think terrorist, we think Arab, we think Muslim extremist—forget about the fact that there are only a handful of extremists, as opposed to the millions and millions of law-abiding Muslims who would never harm another human being. And when we hear Abdul-Fataah, we certainly don’t think white American using an alias.” Jules stopped. Cleared his throat. “Forgive me, sir, I, um, just wanted to add a heads-up in case you get there before the rest of us, over.”

“Good work,” Max said. “Over.”

“I’m just relaying information, sir,” Jules said. “But I’ll definitely pass your praise along to both intel and analysis. Over.”

“Any word on those sat tower trucks?” Max asked. “I’m getting tired of saying over. Over.”

“I’ll work on it a little harder, sir. Out.”

Mary Lou couldn’t breathe.

Ihbraham was sitting inside the Explorer with Haley and Amanda. He’d gotten a bullet in his leg while opening one of the garage windows, but the air outside the house was almost as smoky as that inside.

When she saw him fall, pushed back by the force of the bullet, her heart had nearly stopped. But he was alive, thank God, although his leg was broken and bleeding badly.

It was driving him crazy to be packed off to the relative safety of the car, but someone had to stay with the children, and not being able to walk put him at a serious disadvantage.

Lord, this was all her fault. She should have called Alyssa Locke months ago. She should have turned herself in right from the start.

Her fears of being wrongfully convicted were nothing compared to her fears of Haley and Ihbraham and Amanda and even Whitney dying.

Save them, Lord. Mary Lou closed her eyes and prayed. She would give up anything. Her life. Her freedom. She would willingly spend the rest of her days in jail if that would insure their safety.

“Here comes the cavalry!” Whitney shouted. The bloodthirsty girl was lurking near the windows, hoping to get another shot at the men who wanted to kill them.

Lord, it was getting hard to hear over the sound of the fire. Who knew fires could be this loud?

She could hear the ripping sound of gunfire, though, and then an enormous crash as a car came right through the locked front door.

It was like something out of a movie. The car’s engine was smoking and the front end was crumpled, but there it was. In the Italian marble tiled foyer. Mrs. Downs would’ve shit pumpkins.

There was more of that automatic gunfire, and then Alyssa Locke came scrambling out of the driver’s seat.

Sam followed, looking like a savage, with something that looked like war paint streaking his naked torso and face.

And wearing a blood-soaked bandage held in place by a necktie just above the waistband of his pants?

Obviously, since she’d left, no one had been doing his laundry.

They were both carrying big, deadly-looking guns that looked like the one Mary Lou had found in the trunk of her car, all those fateful months ago.

They also both started to cough from the inescapable, throat-burning smoke.

Sam—some things never changed—started to curse.

“Are you all right?” Alyssa asked him.

He was bleeding from more than his side, Mary Lou realized. His forearm had what looked like a deep four-inch scrape, and blood was dripping down his hand.

He barely glanced at it. “I’m fine. Jesus, it’s hot as hell in here.” He spotted Mary Lou. “Hey! Are you okay? Is Haley safe?”

“Yes,” she said, bringing them both towels to drape over their heads. “It’s a little less smoky in the garage. She’s there. Down this way. She’s—”

“I don’t want to see her,” Sam said. “Not looking like this. I don’t want to scare her. Just keep your head down and make sure she’s safe and she’s got enough air, okay, Mary Lou?”

“Where’s this Whitney?” Alyssa asked. She had dirt on her face, too, but she still managed to look beautiful.

“Here.” Whitney stepped forward, completely unable to keep her eyes off Sam. Mary Lou knew what that was like.

Alyssa’s attention, however, was on that rifle. “I’m going to need that,” she said.

Whitney stopped staring at Sam’s abs and went into selfish mode. “It’s mine. I’ve got another upstairs you can use.”

“Okay,” Alyssa said. “Show me.” She looked at Sam. “Give me ninety seconds to get into place.”

“Be careful.” He touched her arm.

“You, too.” She glanced at Mary Lou.

Six months ago, seeing that exchange would have made Mary Lou crazy with jealousy. Now it just made her wistful. There was more love in that one little touch than there had been in her entire farce of a marriage to Sam Starrett.

She knew that for a fact, because that was the very same way Ihbraham touched her. She didn’t just know what it looked like—she knew what it felt like.

“I need that rake, fast,” Sam said, still watching Alyssa as Whitney led her up the stairs. It was even smokier up there. “And maybe an extra shirt to hang from it, if you’ve got one.”

He was practically choking, and it was clear that each cough jarred his injury and hurt him badly.

Mary Lou led him down the hall to the garage, where she grabbed the rake and her sweatshirt from the pile.

“Stay here,” Sam ordered her.

“Are we going to die?” she asked him. “Because if we’re going to die … oh, Sam, I owe you such an apology.”

“Only if we die?” he asked as he walked away.

Mary Lou followed him. “I got pregnant on purpose,” she said. “I thought I could make you love me. I didn’t understand that love’s not something you can force someone to feel.”

“I owe you an apology, too,” Sam told her. “But I’m going to do it later. After this is over. Now go take care of Haley.”

“If we don’t die, I’m getting remarried,” she told him. “His name’s Ihbraham Rahman.”

Sam actually stopped walking. “No shit?”

She shook her head. “He’s a gardener.”

“I know.” He was moving again.

“He’s a good man. He loves me and I love him.”

“I’m happy for you. I really am.” Sam looked at his watch. “But you need to go now and let me do this.”

Mary Lou went.

It was all too likely that they were going to die.

Alyssa hadn’t quite considered that possibility as she drove her rental car into a burning building.

But this fire was spreading fast, and the smoke made her lungs feel sunburned.

The shades up here hadn’t been pulled down, and she had to position herself far enough back from the windows so as not to become a potential target herself, which meant she could see only a portion of the yard and the brush. But she knew where she’d place herself if she were a shooter looking to pick off the people hiding inside of this inferno.

And sure enough, she saw the movement of the shot and aimed and squeezed and then dropped to the floor.

Because if someone else was watching the house, knowing the people inside were armed and prepared to fire back, he’d be looking to take her out, too.

“You got him,” Whitney reported from another room down the hall. “Shit, you’re good!”

But Alyssa was already running down the hall to the other side of the house, crouching low to try to escape the smoke. “Go tell Sam to give me another minute to get into place. We’re going to do this again.”

Max keyed his radio microphone. “Where the hell is this place? Over.”

Laronda answered. “Noah and Claire Gaines were just there, sir, and they said it was farther than they thought, from looking at the map. They said to watch for the smoke. Come back.”

“Whoa.” Max caught sight of it, way in the distance. “Tell the choppers they’ve got one hell of a signal flare, over.”

“They’ve spotted it, sir, over.”

“What’s their ETA, over?”

“They’re still a good five minutes north. Over.”

No one was shooting.

Sam even threw down the rake and put his body in front of the window, but no one took the bait.

It was possible that whoever had been out there was now gone.

But it was probable that the bad guys had realized that within the next five minutes, the smoke was going to push everyone inside the house out and onto the driveway, where there was absolutely no cover.

They could run for it, sure, but a shooter of even moderate skill could easily pick them off without any fear of being a target himself.

Unless, of course, Alyssa stayed up on that second floor.

Then only one of the good guys would get shot.

Of course only one of the good guys would get shot if only one of them went out there.

Alyssa was coming down the stairs, coughing and choking.

“Do you have it in you to give it one more try?” Sam asked.

“Absolutely,” she said. But what was she going to say, no?

“Change of plans, though. I’m going to take one of the cars in the garage,” he told her, “and I’m going to make it look like we’re all inside. We’ll pile blankets on the seats, and it’ll seem like everyone’s keeping their heads down. That’ll get this guy to start shooting—and maybe it’ll even bring the blond alien out of hiding, too.”

Alyssa didn’t look happy. “They’ll be shooting at you.”

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s the tricky part.”

*  *  *

Alyssa couldn’t believe it. “You’re using yourself as bait?”

“Someone’s got to.”

Sam was in serious pain, but he was pretending he wasn’t. She could practically feel it radiating from him.

“No,” she said. “Let’s just do it. Let’s actually get everyone in the car and—”

“And they’ll cut loose with whatever they’ve got,” Sam told her. “For all we know, they’ve got a grenade launcher out there.”

“If they did, wouldn’t they be taking shots at the house with it right now?”

“Yeah, unless they’ve got a limited supply of ammunition.”

He had an answer for everything.

“Just get into place,” Sam said again.

“You’re asking me to do the impossible,” she argued. “There are two shooters out there. I’ll get one. The other will get you.”

“We don’t know there’re two,” he countered.

She couldn’t believe this. “Yes, Sam, we do.”

“Okay,” he said. “So it’s going to be a little harder for you to do this, to shoot them both. Get Whitney to help. I’ll make myself a difficult target. Get into place.” He started for the garage, as if it were decided.

Alyssa followed him. “You’re willing to trust a sixteen-year-old girl with your life?”

“No, I’m trusting you with my life.”

“I don’t want you to die!”

“Good,” he said. “You’ve got motivation to succeed.”

She caught his arm. “Sam, I’m serious.”

He turned and kissed her, hard. “I am, too. Now go upstairs and save my ass.”

“What if I can’t do it?” she asked.

He kissed her again, sweetly this time. “What if you can?”

She looked at him, and even though his smile was laced with pain, it was still such a typical Sam Starrett smile. “You don’t ever give up hope, do you?”

He shook his head. “Not anymore. You know, I gave up too early on you and me, after that first night we spent together. I should have chased you back to Washington. I should have kept knocking on your door. I should’ve let myself hold on to that hope that you would change your mind. It’s the biggest regret of my entire life, because I did love you, even back then.” He kissed her again. “I love you twice as much now, and I need you to get into place. You got ninety seconds. Make it count.”

“No,” Alyssa said. “Wait. Listen. Here’s what I need you to do. When you pull out of the garage, head first for the row of hedges, and then the line of trees directly behind that. That’s where I think they’re hiding. If you can make them scramble, I can plug these motherfuckers.”

Sam smiled and kissed her again. “I can make them scramble.”

She nodded. “I’ll get into place. Give me an extra fifteen seconds. I want to go up to the third floor.”

She ran for the stairs. God, it was smoky up there, but maybe that was good. It would conceal her as she moved into position. “Whitney, where are you? I want you downstairs in the garage with Mary Lou. Be ready to get the hell out of here!”

Mary Lou gave Sam the keys to the Town Car. “Are you sure you don’t want to see Haley? She’s right in the Explorer—”

“Yes,” he said. “God damn it. I do want to see her. But I don’t want to scare her.”

His ex-wife used the towel she had draped over her head to wipe off his face. “Just cover your arm so she can’t see the blood.”

“I’m not going to open that car door,” Sam said. “If the air in there is cleaner than it is out here …”

But Mary Lou was already tapping on the glass, pulling him closer.

The light was on inside the car, and … Oh, Jesus. There she was.

Haley’s eyes looked back at him from a face that was half baby, half little girl. “My God,” Sam breathed. “She’s so big.” He glanced at Mary Lou. “Is she talking more now?”

“Not a whole lot, but some. She’s a thinker, not a talker.”

Ihbraham was in there, too, sitting in the backseat with Haley and another little girl, reading to them. Sam met his eyes, and the man nodded.

But Haley, she was down on the floor, looking for something.

Sam laughed as she pushed her Pooh Bear up against the window for him to see. “Oh, man,” he said. “I gave that to her. Do you think she remembers that?”

“Yeah. I’m sure she does.” Mary Lou had always been a lousy liar.

Inside the car, Haley was now starting to cry. Ihbraham tried to comfort her, but it was clear she wanted Mary Lou. Sam wasn’t foolish or stupid enough to try to convince himself he was the one she was crying over.

“Get in there with her,” Sam ordered his ex-wife. “Tell her everything’s going to be okay.” He headed for the Town Car. “And if …” He couldn’t say it.

“If this doesn’t work,” Mary Lou started.

“Oh, it’s going to work,” Sam said. Alyssa was going to make those shots. That he knew for a fact. But while hope was good to have, it was also important to keep a firm grip on reality. And the truth was … “I just might not walk away from it.” He was feeling the loss of blood, and that, combined with the smoke … “If I don’t,” he told Mary Lou, “make sure Haley grows up knowing that I loved her.”

Max heard them before he saw them.

Three Seahawk helicopters racing overhead and past him, toward that pillar of smoke.

He keyed his radio. “I have visual contact with the Seahawks. I want those fire trucks and ambulances ready to move in on my command!”

Alyssa lay on her stomach in the attic, practically melting from the heat, eyes watering from the smoke.

The window up here was an improvement over the second floor. She could see the entire yard, and it was possible, too, that she’d IDed the location of one of the shooters. She kept that dark lump in her sites, waiting …

Waiting …

Come on, Sam.

Stay alive.

She needed him to stay alive.

She was good enough to make these shots, and he was good enough to stay alive.

The hope he’d kissed into her filled her throat, her chest, her lungs, her heart, and she wanted—more than she’d ever wanted anything—for this to be over. For Sam to get out of that car, for her to run down the stairs and out of the house and …

Don’t let him die. Don’t let them get off a lucky shot that crashes through his skull and shuts off his incredible light and life. Don’t let him slump over that steering wheel and have her run down those stairs to find that her life was cold and colorless without his spark.

Don’t make her have to learn how to live without him all over again.

Stop that. Don’t think about that. Think about the way he was going to smile and high-five her as Mary Lou and Haley and the others were taken to a hospital, to safety. Think about sitting with him in the emergency room, too. About the doctor smiling as he came out of surgery, to tell her that the bullet that went into Sam didn’t do very much damage at all. Think about him telling her that Sam could go home in just a few days. Think about her taking him home.

Yeah.

Alyssa Locke lay on the attic floor of a burning house and, with the part of her brain that wasn’t watching the yard, she thought about what she was going to wear to her wedding.

Sam got into the car. Checked his watch.

He started the engine, gesturing for Mary Lou to move back.

He put the car into reverse, taking another glance back at the construction of that garage door he was about to blast through, and then …

Show time.

Mary Lou held tightly to Amanda and Haley as Sam plowed Frank Turlington’s favorite Town Car through the garage door.

She could feel Ihbraham’s hand on her head. Steady. Comforting.

One way or another, this was all going to be over soon.

Sam kept his head down as the windshield shattered, as he threw the car into drive and stomped on the gas.

He spun the wheel hard and headed straight toward the shrubs.

He saw the shooter diving out of the way, heard the shot, saw him fall, boneless.

Way to go, Alyssa!

He saw the second man, too, standing up and taking aim, right before he hit the tree, right before his world went black.

Sam wasn’t moving.

The car was stopped, its entire right front mangled.

Come on, Sam. Get out of the car. Make sure those shooters are down.

Alyssa couldn’t see the second man she’d hit—the one who’d been farther back in the woods. She aimed and put another bullet into the first one, just for safety’s sake.

But still Sam didn’t move.

Please don’t let him be dead. Please God, please God …

And then—as if in answer to her prayers—God appeared.

In the form of three Seahawks, coming from up above. One of them landed directly in the center of the circular driveway.

It was deus ex machina.

Two minutes too late.

Alyssa started toward the attic stairs, and the entire back roof of the house caved in.

As Mary Lou watched, the helicopters landed, and what looked like FBI agents as well as soldiers swarmed out and toward the house.

Whitney was out of the car. “Hey, over here!”

And then a man in a windbreaker with “FBI” in big white letters on the back was getting into the car. He drove them out of the garage, out through the hole Sam had made in the doors, and right over to the nearest helicopter.

They were in time. They were just in time, because as soon as they pulled outside, the house groaned and shook, and sparks and flames flew way up into the sky.

About seven men and women, all wearing those FBI jackets or T-shirts, helped them out of the car and up into the helicopter.

Other people were there, giving oxygen to the babies first, then to the rest of them, gently lowering Ihbraham to the floor and giving him first aid.

Someone closed the doors.

They were up. In the air. Flying faster than Mary Lou had dreamed it was possible for a helicopter to fly.

They were safe. They were safe.

But … “Sam’s still down there,” she shouted over the noise of the blades to the nearest FBI jacket. “And Alyssa Locke is still inside that house!”

Sam used Alyssa’s Swiss army knife to deflate the airbag that had punched him directly in his bullet wound.

Holy Jesus God. That had hurt so much he’d actually passed out.

And now look. He’d opened his eyes to a pair of Seahawks on the lawn and a third one heading back to wherever they’d come from.

It was, no doubt, an early birthday present from Max Bhagat.

Sam pulled himself out of the car.

The yard was filled with agents and—hoo-yah!—what looked like special forces soldiers. Way to go, Max.

Several cars and vans had pulled up, too, and it was only Jules Cassidy’s timely arrival that kept Sam from being tackled or, shit, even shot, since he was dressed more like a tango than one of the good guys.

“Where’s Alyssa?” Sam shouted to Jules.

“We took everyone out of the house on that chopper that just left—express for a safe hospital,” he shouted back.

“No,” Sam said. “There’s no way she would have gotten on that thing without me.”

Jules looked at the burning house, no doubt thinking the same thing Sam was thinking.

Alyssa was still inside.

Sam ran for the house with Jules on his heels.

Max pulled over to the side of the driveway so that the emergency vehicles and fire trucks would be able to get through.

“I want a body count,” he shouted as he got out of his car. “Are all the shooters accounted for? Let’s find ’em and bag ’em and get IDs started. I want to know who these bastards were—yesterday! And someone get me Alyssa Locke!”

Okay, so the stairs were gone.

She was going to have to jump down from the third to the second floor, which was kind of scary since she didn’t know whether or not she would go right through those floorboards when she landed.

The heat and smoke were so intense, Alyssa’s lungs felt as if they were going to burst.

Okay, God. Favor time. Keep Sam alive and keep those floorboards intact. Oh, and it would be nice to have the stairs from the second to the ground floor still intact too.

And a cool glass of lemonade waiting for her outside this hellmouth.

A lottery win for her sister’s family.

Peace on earth, goodwill toward men.

A sunny day for her wedding …

Nah. That was not at all necessary. It didn’t matter if it rained or shined as long as Sam was smiling at her. Alyssa jumped.

“Jesus,” Jules shouted, coughing up what sounded like an entire lung. “Stay low.”

“She was upstairs,” Sam shouted back. “Third floor.”

A beam fell, showering them with embers.

“We’re not going to make it without masks and oxygen!”

No kidding. There was no point in both of them dying. “Go get some,” Sam yelled, grabbing the little bastard and throwing him back out of the house.

He ran for the stairs—if you could really call the half-assed staggering he was barely capable of doing running—but then fell on his face as a piece of falling ceiling hit him hard on the back of his head.

Alyssa found him on the stairs.

Sam.

Rushing to rescue her.

The blood from his bullet wound had completely soaked through Noah’s T-shirt. He had plaster in his hair and on his back, and as she rushed toward him, he was already pushing himself up onto his hands and knees, ready to keep climbing, ready to walk into hell, if need be, to find her.

She helped him up, slipping his arm around her shoulders, pulling him down the stairs, no longer trying to stay low to avoid the smoke, trying instead for speed. But, God, there was so much of him. She was lucky he was helping. Carrying him on her own would have been a real challenge. “You are such a jerk. Running into a burning building with a gunshot wound?”

“Are you all right?” he gasped.

And then, alleluia! They were out in the air.
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Twelve different people rushed to help them move farther from the house, but Sam wouldn’t let go of her. Jules was there, too, with oxygen.

Alyssa put her mask over Sam’s mouth and nose, and realized he was doing the same for her.

She pushed it away. “I need a medic!” she shouted in a voice that was harsh from the smoke. “Right now! Right now!” She looked at Sam. “I can’t believe you came in there after me!”

“I think you taste perfect just the way you are,” he told her, his voice raspy. “I didn’t want you to get overcooked.”

He was grinning at her—grinning—as a team of paramedics swarmed around them, tending to his injuries, pushing her back.

Jules was there, next to her. He gently placed the oxygen mask back onto her face. “He’s going to be okay.”

She took a couple of deep breaths before she took it off. “Did I get that last shooter? Is the area secure?”

“We have seven dead,” a familiar voice said from behind her. She turned around to see Max. “Four at the gate,” he told her, “two are the guards who were on duty—and three up here by the house.” He looked at Jules. “None are Warren Canton.”

“Yeah, I noticed that,” Jules said. “Warren who?” Alyssa asked.

Sam floated.

The really nice guy in the EMT uniform had started an IV and added something special to the saline drip.

“I’m okay,” Sam told them as he and another guy took Noah’s necktie off his waist.

“You’re not quite,” the first guy said. “But you definitely will be.”

He could see Alyssa. She was listening intently to something Max was telling her.

Jesus, they looked good together.

Something Max said made Alyssa smile up into his eyes, and Sam knew with a sickening certainty that Max Bhagat was the better man for her. He was a good man, a principled man, a man who was able to keep sex out of a relationship until the time was good and right. Max wouldn’t drive her crazy and piss her off all the time. Max was the kind of guy Alyssa could be seen with, feel proud of, rise alongside of in the political arena of Washington, D.C.

If that was really the life she wanted, then Sam should close his eyes and just quietly float away. He should do the right thing and fade back, let her have a chance at happiness.

As Sam watched, they embraced.

Fuck!

Fuck doing the right thing. And whose right thing was it, anyway? Max’s? Fuck that. Letting Max waltz away with Alyssa wasn’t the right thing for Sam, and it sure as hell wasn’t the right thing for Alyssa, whether she knew it or not.

He sat up. “Hey! Tell him you can’t marry him because you’re marrying me!”

The EMT guys were not happy about this, but Sam pushed them away. He would’ve stood up, if Alyssa hadn’t come running over to him.

“Lie down,” she said. “And behave.”

“I love you,” he said. “You have to marry me. Tell that fucker to keep his hands off of you. You’re mine.”

The look she gave him probably would have terrified him without the medication flowing into his veins. “I’m yours?”

“Yes. Fuck it if it’s not politically correct,” he said, laboring to get the words out. The top of his head was floating way above his mouth. “You are mine. You are my heart and my soul and the … the very breath from my lungs. And I’m yours. I’m totally yours. You own me. Tell me what you want, Lys, and I’ll do it.”

She was laughing. Or maybe she was crying. He couldn’t tell.

“I want you to lie down.” She looked at the EMT. “What did you give him?”

“Max,” Sam yelled. “You fucker! You—”

Alyssa kissed him, and he completely forgot whatever it was that he was going to say.

Max stepped back as the chopper carrying Sam and Alyssa to the hospital left the yard.

The fire was still burning out of control, and the place was swarming with firefighters, FBI, local police, and EMTs.

“Cell tower trucks are in place,” Jules reported.

Max opened his phone. Sure enough. Just when they no longer needed them.

“Do me a favor,” Max said, “and call Noah Gaines. Alyssa asked me to call and see if he and his wife will meet Mary Lou and Haley at the hospital. Apparently Sam’s afraid we’re going to drag his ex-wife by her hair into a questioning session—first ripping her terrified baby out of her arms.”

Jules was already dialing his phone. “Oh, yeah, why would he think that?” He looked up at Max. “Oh, because it sounds like something we might actually do. Hey, I meant to tell you, we’ve got roadblocks in place in this entire area. Unless Warren Canton can dematerialize, we have a good chance at picking him up.”

Max wasn’t quite so optimistic, but there was no point bursting Jules’s bubble. The younger man was unbelievably happy at the outcome of this. And why shouldn’t he be? Sam and Alyssa were his friends. Sam’s ex-wife and daughter were safe. Jules had no doubt been extremely worried about them.

Max looked at his watch. Debriefings and interviews would continue on until late tonight. There was no way he was going to make it over to the airport to apologize to Gina yet one more time before her flight left for New York.

Yeah, that’s why he wanted to go there and see her. To apologize again. Right.

Jules waved as he climbed into his car, parked at the side of the driveway. “See you back there.”

Max’s car had been moved out onto the street. As he rounded the corner to the guardhouse, he could see a team of people hard at work on the crime scene.

As he watched, one of the men approached a sawhorse that had been set up and deftly removed an FBI windbreaker that someone had tossed there.

There was something about his movement that struck Max as off. As he watched, the man slipped on the jacket—despite the fact that it was a billion degrees in the shade.

He was wearing a baseball cap and jeans and sneakers—not so different from every one else, but …

His left sneaker was stained with blood. It was harder to see it on his jeans. Yeah, he was definitely walking as if he were injured and trying to hide it.

“Hey!” Max shouted as he reached for his side arm. He knew as soon as he opened his mouth that he’d made a mistake.

His cell phone was working. He was surrounded by agents. It would have taken very little effort to set up a dragnet around this son of a bitch.

Instead, he gave away the upper hand by shouting “Hey.”

It was possible that he deserved to die.

The man turned around, weapon firing. Max moved and would’ve dodged it, but somehow this guy knew where he was going to go, and instead he moved right into the bullet. It smashed into Max’s chest and it threw him back, but he rolled with it and aimed and plugged the son of a bitch, not once but twice and then three times, because he didn’t just want him dead, he wanted him fucking dead.

“Man down!” He could hear Jules, shouting, running. “Max!”

And there Jules was, kneeling over him, tearing at his shirt, looking at the damage.

Max didn’t need to look. He knew it was bad.

“One step behind,” he said to Jules in a voice that didn’t even qualify as a whisper. This entire op, he’d been one lousy step behind.

Chaos was around him now. EMTs shouting, moving him, pain.

“Gina …” Max let himself slide away from the noise into blackness, remembering Gina’s smile as she leaned forward to kiss him. Remembering Gina’s eyes.

Remembering …

Still one step behind.

September 8, 1945
From the journal of Dorothy S. Smith

I really didn’t have a choice in the matter. I brought Jolee with me to meet Walter’s ship in New York City. How could I leave her home?

I knew there was no one he’d rather see than that little girl. And as much as I would have liked to be the first one to fall into his arms, I knew this entire homecoming would be strange for him.

And there was the not inconsequential fact that he was determined to ignore the romantic love that had bloomed between us after Mae’s untimely death.

So our first embrace was one with Jolee between us, which was better than fine with me, since I loved them both so much.

We went to dinner, and it was Jolee, chattering on and on to this tall, quiet stranger—whom she’d recognized the moment he stepped onto the pier, because we kept photos of him everywhere in the house—who said it first.

“—when you and Mama Dot get married.”

Walt looked at me. I just smiled at him as I ate my pie.

I’d gotten us a suite in a hotel in a colored neighborhood. It wasn’t quite the Ritz, but it was nice and clean and the people were friendly. Jolee and I had stayed there the night before and were made to feel nothing but welcome.

“Jolee and I will share the bedroom,” I told Walt as I unlocked the door. “The couch opens out. That’s yours.”

He looked at the supplies, the tents and such, that I’d brought inside—not feeling it was safe to leave them in the back of the pickup truck while we were in the big, bad city.

“We’re going to camp on our way back to Texas,” I informed him. “I know you’ve probably had enough of camping for a lifetime and a half, but Jolee and I, we don’t get a chance too often.”

It would remove the discomfort of attempting to stay in motels in which Walter and Jolee would not be welcome. As far as I was concerned, I had no desire to give the people who owned those places my hard-earned dollars, anyway.

Jolee got ready for bed, and Walter pretended not to cry as he read her a story. I sat by the window and also pretended not to cry. Jolee must’ve thought we were nuts. She was just so happy her daddy was home—what were the tears for?

Five-year-olds rarely cry from happiness.

Walter put his daughter into bed, while I went into the bathroom and changed into my nightgown and robe. I knew Jolee well—so I knew she’d be asleep almost immediately upon hitting that pillow.

Walt was standing at the window as I came out.

“Bathroom’s yours,” I told him.

He turned to look at me.

“This isn’t that bad, is it?” I asked.

He knew what I was talking about. However, my gown and robe were designed to confuse and they were indeed doing the trick. It took him a moment or two to answer. “It’ll be different in Texas.”

“I hope so,” I said. “In Texas I’ll be sharing a bed with you instead of Jolee.”

He shook his head. “Dot …”

“I know how strange this must seem to you, to be back in the States. Your daughter’s so big—and I know you must still miss Mae. I will not rush you into anything, Walter, but you do need to know that I will not take no. You said that this—that we—cannot be? Well, I am responding by telling you that there are no acceptable alternatives. I love you, and I do believe you love me. Take all the time you need to get used to the fact that you, Jolee, and I already are a family. I’ll be here when you’re ready. Good night.”

And then I went into the bedroom where Jolee was sleeping, and I closed the door.

I’m not sure who was more surprised, him or me. I’m pretty sure we both expected me to jump him the moment Jolee was asleep!

September 18, 1945
From the journal of Dorothy S. Smith

We are back in Texas. Our camping trip was a huge success.

We came home via Alabama, where Walter and Jolee spent some time at Mae’s grave. It was good for Walt to see it, even though that day and the next were quiet ones, with little conversation between any of us.

But we took our time, spending two days along a river in Mississippi, where the sky was so blue you’d swear you were in heaven.

It was there that we let ourselves laugh again.

Yes, it was a most successful trip.

As was my campaign. As we brought our luggage in from the truck, Walter didn’t say a word as I carried his bag into my bedroom. He just stood there, giving me that look.

“Yes? No?” I asked.

And he nodded. “Yes.”

And, oh, that’s when I jumped him. Such willpower I’d had up to that very moment and it all crumbled. I kissed him, and Lord Almighty, he kissed me and we were both crying.

“This is going to be hard,” he said. “This life we’re choosing.”

“Maybe so,” I said, kissing him again, “but I’d prefer hard and wonderful any day over easy and run of the mill.”

And then, of course, Jolee came running in. Walt told her we were getting married and she just looked at him. This was not news to her. Of course we were.

This afternoon and evening has seemed to last forever.

Walter’s in with Jolee right now, reading her a story. It’s become his tradition—that bedtime story. I love that it’s been only ten days and we already have traditions.

We truly are a family now.

I’m writing this while I wait for him to join me here. I’m nervous and excited and, oh dear Lord—

He’s here.

September 19, 1945
From the journal of Dorothy S. Smith

I’ve written in this journal almost every night for the past five years.

I may never find the time or inclination to write in here ag—

Gina was at the airport five hours early.

That was the trouble with traveling by public transportation. The one time she didn’t allow an extra five hours to get somewhere would be the one time the bus would be five hours late.

She wandered through the bookstores and strolled through the terminal, checking out the restaurants, trying to guess from the way the food smelled if it would give her indigestion.

Although it was probably getting on an airplane that gave her indigestion, regardless of what she ate.

For a while after the hijacking, she’d traveled only by train or car. But that became inconvenient—especially when she decided to take that trip to Hawaii.

So she flew.

And got indigestion.

Gina settled into a seat near the terminal windows and tried to look forward to getting home, to seeing her parents and her brothers.

She had to smile at the idea of setting up one of her brothers with Jules Cassidy. Leo and Rob were married, so count them out. Victor dated ferociously—a new woman every other week. It was almost as if he were trying to prove something.

Hmmm.

She settled back and opened her book and tried not to think about Max.

This was where he’d show up. If her life were a movie, this was the scene where he’d come looking for her, running through the airport, after having searched his soul and realizing that he didn’t really love Alyssa, that it was Gina who’d owned his heart all along.

“Gina!”

She didn’t look up. That was just a coincidence. Had to be. She was completely losing her mind if she actually thought—

“Gina!”

That definitely wasn’t Max’s voice. Was it?

She stood up.

And there he was. Pushing his way through the crowd. Shouting her name. “Gina!”

Only it wasn’t Max, it was Jules Cassidy.

He spotted her, ran toward her. “You gotta come with me,” he said. “It’s Max. He’s been shot.”

“What? Where? Oh, my God …” Gina dropped her book as she grabbed her bag, her purse. The book went skittering under the row of seats and she left it there.

“He took a bullet to the chest,” Jules said as she ran with him, back to the terminal entrance. He had blood on his shirt. “He’s in the OR right now. He was asking for you.”

Oh, my God.

“Well, no,” Jules corrected himself as he took her bag for her. “He didn’t actually ask for you, but it wasn’t like he was able to talk much with a hole in his … He did say your name, though.”

Oh, God. Oh, Max … “That’s close enough for me,” Gina said.

Sam was out of the operating room but still under from the anesthesia when Mary Lou came into the room.

“Is he going to be okay?” she asked.

Alyssa didn’t let go of his hand. “Yes. He’s doing really well. The doctors were optimistic. They thought that I’ll be able to take him home in just a few days. He’s very healthy to start with, so …”

Mary Lou nodded. “Ihbraham’s okay, too. His leg’s broken, but he’s okay.”

“I’m glad he’s all right,” Alyssa said.

“I can’t stay,” Mary Lou said. “Haley’s with Noah and Claire. Did you know Sam’s cousin is …”

“Black?” Alyssa supplied. “Yeah. He kind of looks like Sam, doesn’t he?”

Mary Lou stared at her.

“You don’t see it, huh?” Alyssa said.

“Haley likes them,” Mary Lou said. “That’s good. Because I don’t know how long the questioning is going to last, or even if I’m going to have charges against me. My prints were on that gun, but it was only because I found it in the trunk of my car. I thought it was Sam’s and I went to tell him about it and make him take it out, but then it was gone and—”

“You’ll get a chance to explain all that,” Alyssa told her. “Don’t be afraid to get advice from a lawyer, though.”

“I know. I am.” She glanced back toward the door. “I have to go. I just wanted to thank you again.”

“You’ll be seeing me around,” Alyssa said.

“Are you going to marry him?” Mary Lou asked. “Sam?”

“Yeah,” Alyssa said. “I am.”

“He’s loved you for forever.”

That couldn’t have been easy for her to admit.

“Those papers were filed,” Mary Lou added. “My lawyer let me know that the divorce is final. Will you tell Sam?”

“Yeah,” Alyssa said.

“I’m getting remarried, too,” Mary Lou told her with a smile that could only be described as genuinely delighted. “To Ihbraham.”

Ihbraham Rahman? “Really?”

Mary Lou looked at her. “That’s pretty much what Sam said, too. I guess that’s kind of hard to believe, huh?”

“No,” Alyssa lied. “It’s not. It’s … I think it’s wonderful.” And that was no lie.

“I know it’s going to be hard,” Mary Lou said, “but I really love him.”

“Then it won’t be harder than being without him, will it?” Alyssa told her.

Mary Lou smiled. “No.”

“I hope you’ll live somewhere near San Diego,” Alyssa said. “Sam really wants Haley in his life.”

“I’m not sure what we’re going to do,” Mary Lou admitted. “I seem to have just burned down my employer’s house.” She started to laugh. “That’s not funny.” She covered her mouth, unable to stop her laughter. “Can you imagine him coming home …?”

Alyssa grinned, too. “Way to get that promotion.”

Mary Lou giggled. “Yeah. It’s really not funny, though. Those two security guards were killed.” She sobered up fast. “I thank the Lord we’re all still here. And I thank you for all you did. We’re alive today because of you and Sam. I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”

“Just let Sam be a part of Haley’s life,” Alyssa said, but then Sam stirred and she turned to give him her full attention.

She didn’t notice when Mary Lou slipped out of the room.

Max was out of surgery by the time they reached the hospital, and his prognosis was good.

Gina didn’t know what Jules did or said to get her into the ICU. She didn’t care. Just as long as she was there.

He looked so pale in that bed. So fragile …

She wanted to touch him, but she didn’t dare.

“Where’s Alyssa?” she asked Jules. “Does she know? You should tell her.”

“She’s with Sam,” he told her. “Here in this same hospital. He was shot, too.”

“Who’s Sam?” Gina asked.

It was possible that Jules told her, but it didn’t matter, she wasn’t listening.


CHAPTER
TWENTY-EIGHT

FRIDAY, JUNE 20, 2003

“I hate it here. I want to leave,” Sam said for the godzillionth time. It was amazing that Alyssa was still there in his hospital room, still sitting by his bed. He would have either driven his own self crazy or bored himself to tears a long time ago.

“I know,” Alyssa said with patience that was admirable. She took his hand, which was very nice. “But the doctors say you’ve got to wait until—”

“How do they know how I’m feeling?”

“Well, I think they know because they ask you and they take your vital signs and—”

Something about the way she was sitting or talking or something reminded him of …

“Did I dream Mary Lou coming in here and having a conversation with you?” he interrupted her.

“No,” she said. “She was in here. Yesterday afternoon. You were still completely out of it.”

“Maybe not completely. Did you …?” Sam laughed. “I’m sure I dreamed this.” He looked hard at her. “Mary Lou asked if you were going to marry me, and you said—”

“Yes.”

She was looking back at him, a little smiling playing about the edges of her mouth.

Holy fuck.

Sam was having trouble breathing, but it had nothing to do with his medical condition. “Does this mean I asked you to …?”

Alyssa nodded. “Oh, yeah.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “You don’t remember?”

He laughed. “No. Jesus.” He put his hand over his heart. It was pounding so hard, he was surprised the nurse wasn’t in here, making sure he wasn’t about to die. “And you actually said … yes?”

“Well, I haven’t exactly said yes directly to you, since you pretty much lost consciousness,” she told him. “So … yes.”

Sam reached for her, and she sat on the edge of his bed so he could kiss her.

He definitely wasn’t bored anymore.

She pulled back. “Easy there. Did the doctor say you could kiss me like that?”

“What did I say?” Sam really wanted to know. “I mean, how’d I talk you into it? I was sure I was going to have to talk for hours.”

Alyssa was trying her damnedest not to laugh. “What do you think you said?”

Uh-oh.

“I don’t know,” he confessed. “I was planning to give you this speech about how much I love you and want you in my life, and that I was willing to wait until you were ready, that I was more than willing to do this entire relationship thing your way. Your call. Your rules. If you wanted us to date for a few years before we even thought about getting married, well, I’d do it. Gladly. And if you wanted to get married tomorrow, I’d do that, too. The only thing I wasn’t going to do was take no for an answer. I didn’t need a yes right away, but I would not take a no.” He looked at her hopefully. “Is that what I said?”

Alyssa nodded, and he could’ve sworn she was still trying not to laugh. “Pretty much.” She leaned forward and kissed him. “I really love you, Sam.”

Well, that brought tears to his eyes.

He couldn’t believe he’d finally managed to say the right thing.



MONDAY, JUNE 23, 2003

Max woke up to find Jules Cassidy sitting by his hospital bed.

“Hey,” Jules said. “Welcome back, nap boy.”

Nap boy? “Are you here to break me out?” Max asked.

“No, sir, just to provide a thrilling mix of entertainment and information—to keep you updated as to what’s going on in the real world. As opposed to this hideous alternate reality where they serve orange Jell-O every day with lunch.”

“Sam Starrett went home two days ago,” Max complained.

“Two fucking days ago,” Jules said in something that was supposed to be a Texas drawl. “Where’s Gina, boss?”

“I don’t know,” Max said. “Maybe she went back to New York.” He glared at Jules, who was responsible for bringing her here. “Where she belongs.”

One of the nurses stepped into the room. “Are you looking for your daughter?”

Jules laughed. “Gina’s actually my daughter.”

She blinked at him. “Oh, I’m sorry, I thought …”

Max just shook his head and closed his eyes.

“She went downstairs to get some coffee,” the nurse said.

“Let’s start with the stuff you might not want Gina to hear,” Jules said. “Like this letter that came today from Allen Bryant?”

Max opened his eyes to look at the piece of paper Jules was holding out.

“You might recognize the seal of the United States President on his letterhead,” Jules continued. “Apparently he has rejected your letter of resignation.”

Max would’ve sighed, but sighing hurt too much. “That was private.”

“Was private,” Jules agreed. “Not so much anymore, seeing how since you’ve been laid up, Laronda is opening your mail. She’s madder than hell that you didn’t tell her about this—”

“I was going to.”

“She’s planning to shoot you again when you get out of the hospital. So you might want to take your time with the whole recovery thing. And then go into hiding.”

Max took the letter and read it. While discretion was always appreciated, there was no problem for an unmarried team leader to have a relationship with a woman—also unmarried—well over the age of consent. Yada yada yada, this woman’s experiences as a hostage took place years ago, yada yada yada, no need for discipline of any kind.

In other words, Max’s boss, and his boss’s boss, which would be President Bryant, saw no wrongdoing in Max’s actions.

Swell.

Except for the fact that Max didn’t see it the same way.

But okay. “You think I should stay on? As team leader?” he asked Jules.

“I think this letter says you don’t have a choice.”

“What am I going to do about Gina?”

“Well, you could decide to forsake women altogether.” Jules was actually fluttering his eyelashes at him. But then he grinned. “Have you been suitably entertained yet?”

“Yeah,” Max said. “You can stop.”

“You want to hear the latest on Warren Canton, also known as Husaam Abdul-Fataah, also known as the terrorist who shot your ass?” Jules asked.

Max just waited. Jules would tell him sooner or later. And Max sure as hell wasn’t going anywhere.

“Here’s how all this went down, according to the information we’ve gathered from the various interviews.

“Fact: Warren Canton, aka Abdul-Fataah, has been linked to an Afghanistan military officer—forgive me for mentally misplacing his name, but it’s a mouthful—who had access to weapons that were allegedly placed on a U.S. Army Black Hawk helicopter before it crashed in January 2002. Allegedly placed, but not in reality. There was an entire crate that never made it on board thanks to Abdul-Fataah and his friend.

“Fact: The chopper crashed and was submerged in a mountain lake. SEAL Team Sixteen stepped in either to salvage the weapons or to make sure they were destroyed. The area was hot, there were time pressures, so SEAL commander Paoletti opted to scuttle both the Black Hawk and the weapons, and he signed off that all was destroyed without taking a week to do an inventory of equipment. This is done all the time in front line conditions.

“Fact: Three of those weapons that were signed off as destroyed by Commander Paoletti were used in the Coronado attack.

“Theory: Canton used those weapons on purpose, as a genuine attempt to throw suspicion on a Spec Ops team that had an excellent combat record against Taliban and al-Qaeda forces.

“Fact: Mary Lou Starrett and Kelly Ashton Paoletti were both targeted by Canton one to two months before the terrorist attack in Coronado. Mary Lou knew him as Bob Schwegel, an insurance salesman, Kelly as Doug Fisk, pharmaceutical salesman.

“Theory: Canton discovered that the trunk of Mary Lou’s car was broken and that she worked at the McDonald’s that was on the Navy base. When he decided Mary Lou would be his way to smuggle in the weapons he needed, he—fact—broke off contact with Kelly.

“Fact: Mary Lou found and touched—hence her fingerprints—an automatic weapon in the trunk of her car and believed that weapon belonged to her husband, Sam Starrett, a member of SEAL Team Sixteen. Because of their marital problems, she never actually questioned him about it, and the weapon mysteriously disappeared.

“Fact: Canton met Ihbraham Rahman, an Arab American, while in Mary Lou Starrett’s company. Rahman could—and did—identify him.

“Fact: Mary Lou Starrett put two and two together incorrectly on the morning of the attack and called 911, believing that her friend Ihbraham Rahman and his brothers were involved in the assassination attempt. She didn’t identify herself to the operator when she made that phone call.

“Fact: Mary Lou Starrett filed for divorce and fled to Florida the day after the Coronado attack. She did not come forward with her information, because she feared repercussion.

“Fact: During their relationship, Mary Lou told Canton about finding the gun in the trunk of her car, blaming its presence there on her husband.

“Theory: Canton realized that Mary Lou’s fingerprints were on that weapon, and knew that sooner or later, she would be apprehended. She could—and did—identify him.

“Fact: Sam Starrett’s house was broken into two weeks after the Coronado attack. Nothing was stolen. A police report was filed.

“Theory: Canton was looking for Mary Lou’s whereabouts but didn’t find any leads because Starrett kept all of his personal files in his office on base.

“Fact: Ihbraham Rahman’s phone was altered to allow Canton to have a record of all calls he made and received. It wasn’t a tap—conversations couldn’t be overheard—but phone numbers could be traced.

“Theory: Instead of killing Ihbraham Rahman, who could identify him, too, Canton monitored his telephone calls, assuming that sooner or later, Mary Lou would get in touch with him.

“Fact: Mary Lou’s sister Janine did call Rahman, from the house they shared with Janine’s soon to be ex-husband, Clyde Wrigley. Janine spoke to Rahman, who urged Mary Lou to call him. Mary Lou, now believing Rahman wasn’t involved, was afraid to contact him, fearing such contact would be dangerous for him.

“Fact: The next day, Mary Lou, Haley, and Janine moved out of Clyde’s house, without telling Clyde where they were going.

“Theory: Canton used the information from Rahman’s phone to get Mary Lou’s phone number and address, and sent someone to Sarasota, to find her and kill her. But there was no sign of her at Clyde’s—she’d moved out. One of Canton’s men watched Clyde, following him in the hope that he’d lead them to Mary Lou, while Canton continued to monitor Ihbraham’s phone.

“Fact: Clyde bumped into a friend of Janine’s who knew where Janine was working. Clyde went to her place of employment, followed her home.

“Theory: Canton’s man was following Clyde, saw Janine, who fit the description of Mary Lou and who was also driving Mary Lou’s car—fact. After Clyde slinks off, Canton’s man goes to the back door and blows away Janine, thinking he’s wasted Mary Lou.

“Canton’s man reports in. Mary Lou is dead. Canton asks, what about the kid and the sister? The man is like, what kid, what sister? Canton comes to Sarasota to make sure his guy killed the right sister.

“Fact: Mary Lou is on her way home and sees Canton outside of her house—she keeps driving, but later goes back and finds Janine, dead.

“Theory: Canton went inside, saw Janine, and knew Mary Lou was still alive. The hunt continues—including the monitoring of Ihbraham’s telephone.

“Fact: Mary Lou’s car—the vehicle Janine was driving on the day she was killed—has turned up abandoned and stripped.

“Theory: Canton moved it out of the driveway for some reason—possibly because his fingerprints may still have been in or on the trunk, possibly to throw off friends and neighbors who might otherwise have come looking for Janine. We’re not really sure, but the car did turn up just a few days ago, in Orlando.

“Fact: Mary Lou tells her employer’s daughter, Whitney Turlington, that she had a romantic relationship with Ihbraham Rahman, and Whitney plays matchmaker, calling Ihbraham and telling him that Mary Lou needs him, that her ex-husband is trying to kill her.

“Fact: She makes that call from a pay phone, so Canton doesn’t have the Turlingtons’ address.

“Fact: Ihbraham is curious, because in past conversations, Mary Lou has told him that Sam Starrett would never hit a woman. He goes to Starrett’s house, but no one’s home. Donny DaCosta, Starrett’s neighbor, sees Rahman and also sees Canton following Rahman.

“Theory: Canton realizes that DaCosta can identify him and puts him on his list of people to remove—which includes Kelly Ashton Paoletti.

“Fact: Ihbraham Rahman drives from San Diego to Sarasota in about thirty-six hours—which is extremely impressive—with Canton’s men on his tail.

“Fact: Canton, using the alias Doug Fisk, takes an airline flight from San Diego to Sarasota, approximately one hour before a car bomb destroys half of Don DaCosta’s house, killing DaCosta and injuring Kelly Paoletti.

“Fact: Mere minutes after Rahman arrives at the Turlington estate, Canton arrives, too, with five of his men. They kill the guards and cut the phone lines and call the main house.

“Theory: Canton was attempting to walk out of the area, in full view of everyone, when you stopped him. Which was pretty fucking unbelievable, boss. Very James Bond of you—going one on one with the villain. You know, if you hadn’t done that, we probably wouldn’t have apprehended him and gotten his fingerprints and a crapload of additional information, as well as the pleasure of knowing this guy’s never going to hurt anyone again.

“This is huge,” Jules told Max, and for once he was dead serious. “If I were the President, I wouldn’t let you quit, either. It’s an honor, sir, to be on your team.”

Max didn’t know what to say. “Thank you, but …” But what the hell was he going to do about Gina?

She chose that moment to breeze into the room. “Hey, you’re awake.”

Max found it impossible not to smile back at her. When she was in the room, he was undeniably glad that she was here with him. It was the other times that he began to panic.

Jules stood up. “I’ve got to go.” He headed toward the door, but then did a U-turn. “You understand that Canton’s connection to Afghanistan clears Tom Paoletti, right?”

Max nodded, watching Gina settle into the chair that Jules had just vacated, the book she was reading aloud to him in her hands. “Yeah. I’m glad about that.”

Jules nodded. “About that other thing we discussed … I think you can probably cut yourself a little slack.”

Max knew Jules was talking about Gina.

“See you, boss,” he said, then leaned over to kiss Gina right on the mouth. “Later, gorgeous.”

The room was significantly quieter without Jules in it.

Max looked at Gina. “You know, the nurse thinks you’re my daughter.”

She laughed. “No, she doesn’t. I told her to say that,” she said. “Your blood pressure was a little low this morning.”

“It’s not anymore.”

“Good,” she said. She opened the book and started to read, her hand warm on his leg.

It felt good there. Too good.

But the rest of him hurt, so Max closed his eyes and took Jules’s advice and cut himself some slack.



TUESDAY, JUNE 24, 2003

“The guards are gone,” Kelly said as Tom came into her hospital room.

“The charges have been dropped,” he said. “Well, I’m not sure charges were ever officially made, but you know what I mean.”

“That is such good news.” She was looking terrific this morning. She actually had a little color in her cheeks. But she had total bed-head.

He got her brush from her drawer.

“You’re not wearing your uniform,” she also noted.

“Yeah,” he said, looking down at his jeans and sneakers. He forced a smile. “Weird, huh?”

“Did you …?”

“Yeah,” he said as he started brushing her hair. “I’m out. I’m done. As of this morning, it’s official. They offered a desk job, but—”

“You don’t need to explain.”

But there was something he needed to talk about. Tom cleared his throat. “I, uh, got a call about thirty minutes ago from the CIA.”

Her eyes widened as she looked up at him. “They want you to work for them? I’m not sure I want you to—”

“Not exactly. They want to, um, hire my team.”

Kelly didn’t get it. He just braided her hair, waiting for her to understand.

She laughed when the light went on. “Really?”

“Those rumors you started have turned into something a little more solid than I’d anticipated. Apparently, Alyssa Locke is going to be my executive officer.”

And Kelly wasn’t too happy about that. “I’m not sure she’s such a good choice—”

He leaned over and kissed her. “Yeah, you’re just jealous. I love it.”

“Well, yeah, because she’s gorgeous and she adores you and—”

Tom fished in the drawer for a ponytail holder. “And she’s marrying Sam Starrett—who’s also apparently part of my team.”

“Wait a minute,” Kelly said. “Is that the rumor or …?”

“No, she’s really marrying Starrett.”

“I thought he just got a divorce.”

Tom poked her. “Some people don’t need to take years and years before they remarry.”

“Hey, be nice to me, I’m in the hospital.”

“I noticed. You want some lotion?”

“No, thanks, I’m okay,” she said. “Thanks for the braid.”

“Anytime. I’m good with hair. Mine used to be about that long in high school, remember?”

“Oh, yeah.” Kelly smiled at him.

She swore she’d always had a thing for Jean-Luc Picard. Good thing, because she was now married to a man who was on the verge of being very bald.

“So what did you tell the CIA?” she asked.

He laughed. “What do you think? I told them I don’t really have a team together.”

“Yet,” Kelly added.

“Yet,” Tom agreed.

His cell phone rang, and he glanced at the screen and laughed.

“Who is it?” Kelly asked.

“Sam Starrett,” he told her. “Probably wondering where he can put his desk.”


CHAPTER
TWENTY NINE

Alyssa sat in Noah and Claire’s den and looked through a scrapbook Walter Gaines had made several months before he’d died.

It was filled with school papers—one of them a terribly poignant and sensitive poem Sam must’ve written when he was about fourteen—and clippings from the local paper of Sam’s enlistment in the Navy, of his admittance to BUD/S training, of his acceptance first into the SEAL teams and then to Officers Training School when he made the leap from enlisted to officer.

There were photos in the book, too. Pictures of Sam when he was just a skinny little kid. There was one of him with Walter’s arms around him, where he had the traces of what looked like a terrible black eye. But both Walt and Sam—Ringo—were laughing, and the boy’s face was completely lit up.

There were photos of Ringo and Noah, and in some of them the expression on Ringo’s face was so totally Sam, Alyssa laughed aloud.

There was a picture of Sam, barely eighteen, holding Noah and Claire’s infant daughter, Dora.

And another picture had Sam in his Navy uniform, standing with his mother and Noah and Claire outside of a church. There was a caption under that one, reading: “Suellen Starrett gets her one-year chip.”

From Alcoholics Anonymous, Alyssa realized. Sam’s mother had finally dumped his father and gotten her life together.

The very last photo in the book was a picture of Sam and Noah, taken when Sam received his SEAL pin.

Wow, he’d been young when he first became a SEAL. Pride radiated from him with an intensity that was so strong it seemed to reach out in time to touch her through that photograph. He looked ready to take on the world, as one of the very best of the best.

SEAL Team Sixteen had lost a lot with Sam’s recent resignation.

But there was no way he could have stayed in, not after everything that had happened.

Still, Alyssa’s mother had been fond of saying, When someone shuts a door, a window always opens.

Tom Paoletti had called both Sam and Alyssa this morning, asking if they were interested in meeting with him to discuss potential opportunities working in the public sector.

Paoletti was legendary, and Alyssa suspected that even though Sam was no longer a Navy SEAL, his days of being the best of the best had not yet come to an end.

Beneath that final photo, in Walt’s own hand, was a message to Sam. “My two boys,” he’d written. “May they find the same joy and happiness in their lives that I found in mine, dear Lord. Guide them and let them be blessed with a life filled with love and adventure.”

“I wish you could have known him,” Sam had said to her about Walter Gaines.

Alyssa had the feeling that she did—just by knowing Sam.

As she put down the book, she realized that the house was extremely still. Claire was working up in her office, and Noah had taken Devin and Dora to the movies. The idea was to give Sam a little one-on-one time with Haley, who was spending her days with Noah and Claire until all of the endless questioning and interviews and debriefings ended.

It looked as if charges would not be filed against Mary Lou, which was a very good thing, for all their sakes.

Alyssa stood up and stretched. When she first came into this den, over two hours ago, Haley had Sam down on the living room floor, playing with a set of plastic dolls.

She went down the hall to the living room now, wondering if they’d gone outside. It was so quiet.

And then she saw why.

Sam was lying on his back on the floor. Haley was on his chest, and they were both fast asleep. He looked so at peace, so content. And Alyssa knew Roger/Ringo/Sam had finally found a name that was going to stick. Daddy.

She stood there, watching them, with so much love in her heart it nearly took her breath away.

Let them be blessed with a life filled with love—and adventure.

Between Alyssa and Haley, the love part was handled.

As for the adventure—well, the biggest adventure of all was only just beginning.



For the brave men and women who fought for freedom during the Second World War, and for the brave men and women in the U.S. Armed Forces who continue that fight today. My most sincere and humble thanks. Let freedom ring!
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Heartthrob
Bodyguard
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Want more pulse-pounding action? Don’t miss any of the exciting, sexy books in

Suzanne Brockmann’s acclaimed Troubleshooters, Inc. series (in series order):
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Headed for Trouble anthology, coming in 2012
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