
        
            
                
            
        

    









 

Fatal Flaw

By Marie Force
 

Back from their honeymoon, Senator Nick Cappuano and D.C. Police Lieutenant Sam Holland are ready for some normalcy after the whirlwind of their wedding, but someone has other plans for them. When Sam discovers wedding cards containing thinly veiled death threats, she’s not sure if she or Nick is the target.
 

Already on edge, Sam and her team start investigating a series of baffling murders. The victims are well-liked with no known enemies, and the murders are carried out in a clean and efficient manner. Unable to find a clear motive for the deaths, she feels like she’s chasing her tail.
 

With no obvious connection between the victims, Sam soon suspects that she may be the ultimate prize in the killer’s clever game. When the danger starts to hit a little too close to home, she has two goals: find the elusive murderer and manage to live long enough to enjoy her happily-ever-after.
 

Book 4 of the Fatal series.
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Dear reader,
 

It’s not that I love winter, but I love some of the things that come with winter. Here in the States, February brings some of the coldest temperatures of the winter, but it also brings the promise of spring right around the corner. So I don’t mind hunkering down in my living room next to the fire with a blanket, a kid or a dog on my feet, and a mug of hot chocolate or hot tea (or even a hot toddy) beside me. And, of course, my digital reading device of choice in hand.
 

There’s something permissive about cold weather that makes it easy to laze away hours at a time reading a great book without feeling guilty, which makes February one of my favorite months. I know I can always indulge in plenty of guilt-free reading time!
 

This month, Carina Press offers a new selection of releases across the genres to aid you in your own reading-time indulgence. Romantic suspense favorite Marie Force is back with a new installment in her Fatal series, Fatal Flaw. Newlyweds Sam and Nick discover that they won’t get the normalcy they were looking for post-wedding…because someone has other plans for them. Also look for author Dee J. Adams to follow up her adrenaline-packed romantic suspense debut with her sophomore book, Danger Zone, which delivers thrills and action.
 

Two steampunk titles will get your gears whirling in February. Look for Prehistoric Clock by Robert Appleton and Under Her Brass Corset by Brenda Williamson to take you back to a time altered by steam and clockwork. Also in the science fiction and fantasy realm, author Nico Rosso offers up The Last Night, a post-apocalyptic tale of romance, while Kim Knox takes us into the future with her futuristic science fiction romance, Synthetic Dreams.
 

And for those of you with a yen for the paranormal, we have several authors joining us for their Carina Press debuts. Blood of the Pride by Sheryl Nantus and Pack and Coven by Jody Wallace hit the virtual shelves in mid-February.
 

Portia Da Costa will heat up your day with Intimate Exposure, a sexy and intense look into the world of BDSM.
 

Rounding out our amazing and genre-packed February lineup are books from Claire Robyns, Charlie Cochrane, Debra Kayn, Shelley Munro, Amie Denman, Crista McHugh and Susan Edwards, with everything from historical and contemporary romance to m/m romance to a fun romantic caper. February offers a little something for everyone’s reading pleasure.
 

We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.
 

Happy reading!

~Angela James
 

Executive Editor, Carina Press

www.carinapress.com

www.twitter.com/carinapress

www.facebook.com/carinapress
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Dedication
 

For Jake, the best son any mom could hope to have.
 Your only “flaw” is that you’re growing up too fast!
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Chapter 1
 



On the night before she was due to return to work, Lieutenant Sam Holland lay awake watching the bedside clock count down to midnight, the hour she’d officially be back on call. Five minutes to go. Sam had expected to be itching to get back to work after two weeks of constant togetherness with her new husband, U.S. Senator Nick Cappuano. But as the final minutes of their blissful interlude slipped away, she was filled with despair, wondering when they’d ever get that much time alone together again.

“What’s the matter, babe?” he asked from behind her.

Sam used to hate sharing a bed, and now she couldn’t imagine sleeping without his strong arms around her. Conceding defeat to the clock, she turned over and snuggled into his chest. “I’m not ready to go back to work.”

“You’ve got a few hours yet.”

“Is it after midnight?”

He raised himself up to peer over her shoulder. “One minute past.”

“They can call me in anytime now.”

“Maybe you’ll get lucky and the criminals will take a night off.”

“Let’s hope so.” She pressed a kiss to one of his well-defined pectorals, and slipped an arm around him. “You’ve totally ruined me, you know.”

“How’s that?”

“Before this, before us, I used to hate vacations. They’d make me take one twice a year whether I wanted to or not, and the whole time I’d be bored and jonesing to get back to work. But now…”

“I feel the same way.” He tipped her chin up and kissed her. “We’ve got much better things to do than work.”

“Exactly.” She gave herself over to the kiss, powerless to resist him even though they’d both be tired in the morning if they didn’t get some sleep. The trip home from their honeymoon in Bora Bora had left them jet-lagged.

Without breaking the kiss, he shifted on top of her.

“Nick…”

“Hmm?”

“We already did this tonight—twice if I recall correctly,” she reminded him, as he trailed kisses from her jaw to her collarbone.

“Is there a daily sex limit law on the books?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“Then shut up and kiss me.”

She was still laughing when her cell phone rang, making them moan with dismay.

“Ignore it,” he said, capturing her lips for another kiss.

That she was half-tempted to pretend she hadn’t heard the phone was so wildly out of character it scared her. Clearly, she’d gone soft in the head since she got married. “Let me go, Senator. Back to reality.”

“Don’t wanna,” he said as he released her.

Sam grabbed the phone from the bedside table and flipped it open. For the first time in two weeks, she said, “Lieutenant Holland.”

“Lieutenant,” the dispatcher said, “I was told you’re back on duty as of midnight.”

Since Nick was awake anyway, Sam turned on the light and reached for the pad and pen she kept handy. “That’s correct.”

“We have a report of a double homicide at Carl’s Burger World on Massachusetts Avenue.”

She wrote down the address. “I’ll be right there. Can you page Detective Cruz?”

“Will do.”

Sam ended the call and turned to give Nick a quick kiss. “Sorry.”

“Duty calls,” he said with a long-suffering sigh. “What’ve you got?”

“A double at Carl’s on Mass Ave.”

“I don’t know that place.”

“A friend of mine worked there when I was in high school, but I haven’t been there in years.” She pulled on jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt since it was still chilly at night. Sitting on Nick’s side of the bed, she glanced at him as she put on socks. “Best vacation ever.”

“For me too.”

“We should do it again sometime.”

His face lifted into the sexy half smile she adored. “Absolutely.”

Sam tied her sneakers and got up to grab a sweatshirt. In the bedside table drawer, she unlocked the box where she kept the gun, badge and cuffs she hadn’t touched in two weeks—the longest stretch of time off she’d had since joining the District of Columbia’s Metropolitan Police Department twelve years earlier.

Before leaving the bedroom, she gave her husband one last kiss. “Have a good first day back.”

“You too.” He tugged on a strand of her long, toffee-colored hair. “Be careful out there, babe.”

“Always am. See you later.” She wasn’t even halfway down the stairs before she was hit by the urge to turn around and run back to him. If someone had told her a year ago she’d be so stupidly in love that she’d be mooning over a guy when there were dead bodies to tend to, she probably would’ve beat the shit out of the person.

“I may be stupidly in love,” she said as she went out the front door and down the ramp her husband had installed for her paralyzed father, “but it’s time to get back to work.”

 
 

Sam arrived on the scene at the same time as her partner, Detective Freddie Cruz. He’d donned one of the signature trench coats he claimed were necessary to staying in character and Sam claimed were proof he’d watched too much TV as a kid. He offered her a powdered donut from a six-pack as he jammed another in his mouth. 

Shaking her head, she looked up at him. “Do you buy those things in bulk or something?”

“Never hurts to be prepared for middle-of-the night calls.”

“I hope I’m around when your metabolism slows down.”

He held up the yellow crime-scene tape for her, and she scooted under it. “Nice to have you back, Lieutenant. I’ve missed your sparkling wit.”

“I’m back one minute, and you’re already sucking up?”

“I see you still can’t take a compliment. Good trip?”

“Great trip. Went by too fast.”

The patrol officers who’d responded to the initial call showed them to the restaurant’s back room, where the sub-zero freezer door was propped open. Inside were two people who looked as if they’d frozen to death.

“Ugh,” said the District’s Chief Medical Examiner, Dr. Lindsey McNamara, as she joined them. “What a way to go.”

“No kidding,” Freddie said, putting the rest of the donuts in his coat pocket. Apparently, he’d lost his appetite.

“How do we know this is a homicide and not an accident?” Sam asked the patrol officers.

“The door locks from the outside,” one of them said, pointing to the mangled padlock that had been broken open.

“Who did that?”

“The boy’s father.” The patrol officer pointed to the young man in the freezer. “Daniel Alvarez, age seventeen. When he didn’t come home after work and wasn’t answering his phone, his father came looking for him. The door was unlocked, so he came in and found the boy’s stuff sitting here on the counter.” He pointed to a wallet, keys and cell phone next to an unzipped bank bag that bulged with cash, which ruled out robbery as a motive. “The father went crazy when he saw the lock on the freezer, found a hammer and went to town on it. By the time he got in there it was too late.”

“So not only did he pound the fingerprints off the lock, he probably compromised our crime scene by touching the vics too. Am I right?”

The patrolmen shuffled from one foot to the other. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Fabulous,” Sam muttered as she stepped into the freezer for a closer look at the two victims. She recognized the second one as Carl Olivo, the owner and proprietor. He’d aged since the last time she saw him during her senior year of high school when her friend Melissa had worked for him. Both victims had a bluish tint to their skin, and their eyes were open.

Freddie grimaced as he squatted for a closer look. “No obvious sign of other trauma.”

“The lack of oxygen in here could’ve gotten them before the cold did,” Lindsey added. “I’ll know more after I get them back to the lab.”

Sam studied both victims and took a good look around the freezer. “Go to it,” she said to Lindsey. “I’d like to talk to the kid’s father.”

“Joseph Alvarez,” the patrolman said. “He’s outside with Officer Gentile.”

Sam followed the officer through the kitchen and out the back door to an alley behind the restaurant.

Joseph Alvarez was tall and broad-shouldered, and those broad shoulders were heaving with sobs as Officer Gentile did her best to comfort the grief-stricken man. Looking relieved to see help arriving, she stepped aside to make room for Sam.

“My only son,” Joseph said to no one in particular. “My boy.”

Dealing with the families of murder victims was the most difficult part of Sam’s job, and it never got any easier. “I’m very sorry for your loss, Mr. Alvarez.”

“I don’t understand. Who would do such a thing to my Daniel? Or Mr. Olivo? Everyone loved them both.”

“Is it possible that another worker locked the freezer without knowing they were in there?” Sam asked, still not entirely convinced this was a homicide.

He shook his head. “It was only the two of them closing for the night. As soon as I saw Danny’s phone sitting on the counter I knew something was wrong. My son is never without that damned phone. I was always after him about it. If he wasn’t looking at it between customers at work, it was in his pocket. Someone had to have threatened them to get him into that freezer without his phone.”

“How long after closing did you wait to come check on him?”

“A couple of hours. They close at nine, and he usually goes out with his friends after. He has to be home by eleven, so when he wasn’t home at eleven-thirty and wasn’t answering his phone, I came looking for him.” Mr. Alvarez rooted around in his shirt pocket and withdrew a pack of cigarettes. His hands shook as he lit one. “I don’t know what drew me to the freezer. Just a feeling I had.” Shuddering, he broke down again. “I’ll never forget seeing the two of them in there.”

“Did you notice if anything in the kitchen area or restaurant was disturbed?”

He shook his head. “Everything looked normal to me. At first I thought I was losing it for storming down here like an over-protective father, but when I saw that phone…I knew something was really wrong when I saw Danny’s phone.” Wiping his face, he leaned back against the wall and looked up at the sky. “I lost my wife a year ago. Breast cancer. Danny and I… We were just getting back on track. I can’t believe this has happened.”

Moved by his despair and more certain now that this had, in fact, been a homicide, Sam laid a hand on his arm. “We’ll do everything we can to find the person who did this.” Not that an arrest would bring much comfort, she thought. His son would still be gone forever.

Nodding, he took another deep drag on his cigarette.

“Did Danny have trouble with anyone at school or outside of school?”

“No one. My boy was popular. Everyone loved him. He had a nice girlfriend, lots of good friends. Played sports. A good kid.” Joseph gestured to the back door, which was propped open. “This was his first real job.”

“Did he say anything about Mr. Olivo having trouble with anyone?”

“Not that I ever heard. His wife died last year too. We had that in common. Had a few talks about it here and there while I was in to see Danny at work.”

“Did Mr. Olivo have any other family in the area?”

“I don’t think so. He said something once about his kids being scattered and not getting home much since their mother died. I got the feeling there was some strain between him and the kids. Nothing that would’ve led to this though.”

“You’ve been very helpful. Is there someone I could call for you? A family member maybe?”

He shook his head. “It was just me and Danny. My family’s gone, and since my wife died, we haven’t seen much of her people.”

“I can’t leave you here all alone.”

“I’ll call my buddy from work. He’ll come get me. Go ahead. I’ll be okay.”

Sam needed to get to work figuring out what’d happened here, but a quick glance at Joseph Alvarez’s shattered expression told her he was anything but okay. Standing next to him, she put her hands in her pockets and leaned against the same wall that propped him up. “I’ll wait with you until your friend gets here.”











Chapter 2
 



Sam and Freddie spent the rest of the night interviewing Carl Olivo’s other employees, his regular customers and tracking down his scattered children. By the time the sun began to rise over the capital city, they had put together a portrait of a man who was well liked by his employees and customers but not particularly close to anyone.

Of all the people they talked to only Joseph Alvarez had related anything even remotely personal about the intensely private man. From what they could gather, Carl was a workaholic who poured all his time and energy into his restaurant and hadn’t had much left over at the end of the workday for his children, which explained the estrangement.

“I hate cases like this,” Sam said to Freddie as they rode in her car to HQ. They’d dropped his rattletrap Mustang at a garage for service. Apparently his on-again-off-again girlfriend Elin Svendsen was on again and had complained about the car’s propensity to backfire without warning. Sam had held back a laugh when he told her Elin always thought they were being shot at when it happened. “Two seemingly nice, unassuming people killed for no apparent reason.”

“Where do we even go from here?”

“I guess we wait to hear from Lindsey and the crime scene detectives.” When Sam and Freddie left the restaurant, the crime scene officers were still sifting through the freezer where the bodies had been found. “Until then, we’ve got diddly squat.”

“Lindsey said something about having to wait for the bodies to thaw before she could do the autopsy.”

“So gross.”

Since Sam couldn’t argue with that, she didn’t try. “I’ve got something I need to do when we get back to HQ.”

“You’ll want to see Gardner.”

Surprised that he knew exactly what she was up to, Sam glanced at him. “You think you know me so well, don’t you?”

Amused, he shrugged. “Am I wrong?”

“You’re not wrong.”

“Want me to go with you?”

“Thanks, but I’d better go alone. He’s already stonewalled you and Gonzo. I might have a better chance on my own.”

“Whatever you want, Lieutenant. The whole squad is pulling for a break on your dad’s case. I hope you know that.”

“I do, and I appreciate the support.” She’d devoted a ridiculous amount of time on the beach in Bora Bora imagining her showdown with Darius Gardner, who’d shot at her and Freddie the week before the wedding when they’d gone to ask him some questions about her father’s unsolved shooting.

At HQ, they headed to the pit. Sam went into her office to get the Gardner file and noticed a huge stack of mail on her desk. “What the hell?” she muttered. Whatever that was about she’d deal with it after she had her moment with Gardner.

Standing outside one of the city jail’s interrogation rooms a few minutes later, she studied Darius Gardner through the observation window. At just over six feet tall, Gardner had dark hair and eyes and a muscular build. It would be rather easy, she deduced, for him to overpower a young woman and brutally rape her, which was another of the charges he faced.

While he waited for Sam in the sterile room, his posture was full of insolence and attitude. He looked a lot less threatening than he had the last time Sam crossed paths with him—the day he’d shot at her and Freddie. Thanks to her partner’s quick thinking, neither of them had been hit.

Sam reached up to run her fingers over the healing wound on her scalp. After Freddie tackled her to get them out of the bullet’s way, she’d conked her head on a rock in the yard next door. The injury had been worth the outcome—SWAT had stormed Gardner’s house and arrested him for shooting at cops.

Later that day, the rape victim Gardner had intimidated years earlier came forward to finally press charges. They had him nailed on both counts, but that wasn’t why Sam had spent a big chunk of her honeymoon thinking about him. No, she’d thought about him because there was a good chance he might’ve shot her father more than two years ago.

With her wedding just days after the confrontation with Gardner, she’d had to put off this meeting for two long weeks and had made it a top priority on this first day back to work. Rolling her shoulders, she prepared to do battle. This was her battlefield, her war room. This was where she shined, and if ever there was a time when she needed to shine, this was it. Some nameless, faceless bastard had shot her father and left him a quadriplegic. If it was the last thing Sam ever did, she’d make that person pay.

“You don’t have to do this,” a voice behind her said.

Startled, Sam turned to find her mentor, Detective Captain Malone, standing with hands on hips. His warm gray eyes studied her intently.

“Yes, I do.” She returned her attention to Gardner, who tapped his fingers on the table as if he had much better things to do than wait for her. “Why’re you here so early?”

“I had a feeling this might be your first stop today. Thought you might need some moral support.”

“It wasn’t quite my first stop.” She briefed him on the murders at Carl’s.

“Oh, jeez. I love that place. I know Carl.”

“How well did you know him?”

Malone thought about that for a minute. “Not that well, come to think of it. We passed pleasantries whenever I was in there, but that’s as far as it went.”

“I got the same story from just about everyone who knows him. Looks to be another head-scratcher.”

“Aren’t they all?” Malone stepped farther into the small observation room. “Cruz and Gonzales didn’t get anywhere with Gardner.”

Sam rolled her shoulders again, fighting the tension that wanted to settle there. “I know.”

“So what’s the plan?” Malone asked.

“I’ll offer him leniency on the incident at his house in exchange for information about my father’s shooting.”

“You talk to the USA about that?” he asked, referring to the U.S. attorney.

“Nope. I have no plans to do shit for that scumbag, no matter what he might have to tell me.”

Malone chuckled. “Are you the same gal who made for such a lovely bride a few short weeks ago?”

“One and the same.” She took another hard look at Gardner. “Well, here goes nothing.”

“Sam.” Malone put a hand on her arm, forcing her to look at him. “If you don’t think you’re going to get him, walk away. Let him spend a little more time rotting in jail. Your offer will start to look a whole lot better to him the longer he’s in.”

Knowing the captain was right, she nodded, took a deep breath and stepped into the room.

Gardner sat up straighter but eyed her with disdain. “You again.”

“That’s right.”

“What’d you want?”

“Same thing I wanted that day at your house. If you hadn’t shot at me and my partner, we could’ve cleared up this whole thing then.”

“What whole thing?”

“I want to know where you were on December 28, 2008.”

Snorting, he rolled his eyes. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told you the last time—I got no fucking clue.”

“Think about it. What did you do for Christmas that year?”

He shrugged. “Same thing I do every year. Nothing.”

Sam opened the file she’d brought with her to the interrogation room. “A run of your credit cards and ATM records shows you were in the city that day.”

“What’s that prove? I live here.” He slouched into the chair, an arm hiked up on the back as if he was hanging out in someone’s living room. “What’s so important about that day anyway?”

That day, Sam thought, changed my life more profoundly than almost any other. She withdrew her father’s department photograph from the folder and placed it on the table in front of Gardner. “That was the day Deputy Chief Skip Holland was shot on G Street.” Pulling out a second photo of her father in his wheelchair, she placed it next to the first one. “That’s him today.”

Gardner gave the photos about three seconds of his attention. “I still don’t see what that’s got to do with me.”

“You lived for a time in Washington Highlands.” She recited an address on First Avenue.

“So?”

“We found clippings, photos and other items referring to the shooting at that address after you lived there.”

Gardner propped his elbows on the table and leaned in. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told those other detectives the day you arrested me—I didn’t shoot no cop on G Street.”

“If you expect me to believe that, you’ll need to tell me where you were that day.”

He slapped his hand on the table. “I don’t fucking know!”

“Let me refresh your memory.” She listed his credit-card transactions for the day in question. “Ringing any bells?”

“Nope.”

“Too bad.” Sam relaxed into her chair. “I was willing to offer up a deal on the charges of assaulting police officers with a deadly weapon in exchange for information about the 2008 shooting. But now…” She shrugged.

“You can take your deal and shove it up your ass.”

Sam put the photos of her father back in the folder and closed it. “Then I guess we’re done here.” She stood up. “The deal expires in forty-eight hours.” Leaving the room, she tried to ignore the subtle tremble in her hands. She’d love to plow her fist into his sanctimonious face, but that wouldn’t get her any closer to the answers she needed.

“You did everything you could,” Captain Malone said.

Sam nodded.

“Take a deep breath.”

She took two of them.

“We’ll keep digging. We’ll keep looking. We’ll never stop until we close this case.”

The captain was one of her father’s closest friends. Unable to trust herself to make eye contact with him, she nodded again. She couldn’t escape the overwhelming feeling that she was letting everyone down by not being able to solve this most important of cases. To the deputy standing guard, she said, “You can take him back.”

“Yes, ma’am, Lieutenant.”

“Do you know what that pile of crap on my desk is all about?” Sam asked the captain as they made their way to the detectives’ pit.

“Wedding cards, I believe.”

Startled, Sam stared up at him. “Get the hell out of here.”

“We were inundated. They came in all last week. I heard there’s another bag in the mailroom.”

“God,” Sam said, “how embarrassing.”

“Think of it this way,” Malone said, laughing, “your undercover days are over.”

“There is that.” Sam hated working undercover—never more so than during her tumultuous investigation into the Johnson family’s drug ring, which had resulted in a child being shot and killed. Many months later, thoughts of that night still had the power to make her sick.

“So how was the trip?”

“Good.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Just ‘good’?”

“Nice try, but that’s all you’re getting.”

Entering the pit, Sam received a warm welcome back from her detectives. Even though she was still smarting from the unsuccessful confrontation with Gardner, Sam accepted the good-natured ribbing about her tan, the honeymoon, the wedding and everything else they could think of.

“All right, everyone,” Sam said. “Playtime’s over. Get to work.” She went into her office, flipped on the light and took a closer look at the enormous pile of cards that she had barely glanced at earlier.

The last thing she felt like dealing with on her first day back to work was a stack of mail, but since she had no choice but to wait for autopsy and crime scene reports from Carl’s, she sat at her desk and flipped through the cards. They were addressed to Sam Holland, Mrs. Nicholas Cappuano, Mrs. Senator Cappuano, Mrs. Sam Cappuano and Lt. Sam Holland. The many identities amused her. For the record, she might be married now, but she wasn’t changing her name at work.

Her husband—she still got a kick out of saying that—was just fine with that, which was all that mattered to her. She’d told him on their wedding night that she planned to be Samantha Cappuano at home, which had taken him completely by surprise.

As she sifted through the hundreds of congratulatory cards, letters and messages, Sam continued to be amazed by how popular she and Nick had become throughout the Capital region during their whirlwind romance.

“May your life be filled with all the love and joy that brought you together,” one message read.

“Amen,” Sam said. She was onboard with a lifetime of the love and joy she’d experienced with Nick over the last few months. She could, however, do without the spate of drama that began with the murder of his boss, Senator John O’Connor, continued with Nick’s appointment to complete the last year of John’s term, the murder of O’Connor family friend and Supreme Court nominee Julian Sinclair, Nick’s decision to run for the Senate in the fall election, and the investigation that led to the abduction and assault of Sam’s colleague, Detective Jeannie McBride.

Life, she had assured Nick during the blissful days of their honeymoon, surely couldn’t continue to be as crazy as it had been lately. He’d been skeptical, but he had good reason to be.

She followed her nose to a pink envelope that reeked of cheap perfume. When she opened it, she scowled at the confetti that spilled onto her desk. Why did people think anyone wanted a card full of shredded paper to clean up? “As you begin your married life, may you know good luck, good health and good fortune,” the card proclaimed.

Under the printed message, the sender had handwritten in block letters, “Dear Sam, So happy to hear you now have everything you’ve ever dreamed of—a job you love, a family you love and a man who loves you as much as you love him. No one deserves such happiness more than you do. I hope you both live long enough to enjoy all that good luck, good health and good fortune.” It was signed, “An Old Friend.”

She dropped the card onto her desk and scooted her chair back from the desk. Rising, she went to the door and signaled to Cruz in the pit. “Bring me an evidence bag,” she said.

Freddie came into the office holding the bag in one hand and a half-eaten candy bar in the other.

“Find some gloves, will you?”

“What’re you up to?”

“Just get them, will you?”

Shooting her a puzzled look, he left the office.

Sam stared at the card on her desk, her mind whirling with possibilities. In twelve years on the police force, she’d made her share of enemies. In a matter of seconds she compiled a long list of possible suspects.

Freddie returned with the gloves. “What’ve you got?”

“A thinly veiled threat.” She relayed what the card had said. “Or so it seemed to me.”

“Let me see.”

She nodded to the card lying open on her desk.

He took a bite of his candy bar. “I don’t get it,” he said, his voice muffled by caramel and nougat.

“Read it again.”

“Okay. So what?”

“They hope we ‘live long enough’ to enjoy our happiness? Is that something people normally write in a wedding card?”

“Hmm. You may have a point.”

“Gee, really? And here I thought you were one of my best and brightest.”

He scowled at her and took another bite of candy.

Donning the gloves, she lifted the card and envelope into the evidence bag. “Get that to the lab and tell them I want a full workup ASAP. Don’t get chocolate on the bag.”

He rolled his eyes at her. “What about the rest of it?”

Sam glanced at the huge pile of unopened cards on her desk. “Until we have more to go on with the Carl’s killings, I guess we glove up and go through each one.”

“You think Nick got one too?”

Sam sucked in a sharp deep breath. “Christ, I never thought of that. Maybe there’s hope for you yet.” As he scowled at her for using the Lord’s name in vain, she reached for the phone to call her husband. Thinking of him that way made her buzz with happiness even if the reason for the call was unsettling.

“Hey, babe,” he said. “How’s it going?”

“Okay, I guess. The thing at Carl’s was rough. Carl and a seventeen-year-old kid who was his father’s only living family.”

“Jeez.”

“No kidding.”

“How’d it go with Gardner?”

Of course he would assume she’d already taken care of that piece of business. He knew how badly she’d wanted her moment with that scumbag. “Nowhere fast.”

“Sorry to hear that. Are you okay?”

“Yeah. Another dead end. For now.”

“So what’s up? Miss me already?”

What would he say if she told him she’d missed him from the minute she left him? “You know it. So while we were gone, did you get any mail?”

“Tons of it. You?”

“Same. Did your office open it?”

“Not all the cards and stuff they could tell were personal.”

“Listen, do me a favor and don’t touch any of it until I can get there.”

“What’s going on, Samantha?”

He was the only one allowed to call her that and usually only trotted out the dreaded name at the most important of moments. “I’m not sure, but I’ll tell you about it when I see you.”

“And here I thought I had to wait all day to see my lovely wife. What a nice surprise this is.”

She smiled. “I’ll be right over.”











Chapter 3
 



“Are you kidding me?” Sam asked as she took in the mountain of cards that occupied the meeting table in Nick’s Capitol Hill office. There had to be thousands of envelopes. “You’re way more popular than I am.”

“It’s because I’m far more charming than you are,” her handsome husband said. At six foot four with soft brown hair that curled at the ends, gorgeous hazel eyes and a mouth made for sin, Nick turned female heads everywhere they went. No doubt more than a few of the cards were from his admiring public.

“I can’t deny you’re more charming than I am,” she said. She’d never been known for her charm and was fine with leaving that trait to him. “Perhaps the eight million citizens you represent might have something to do with the fact that more people are happy for you than they are for me.”

“All these people,” he said, gesturing to the pile, “are happy for both of us.”

“Not all of them.” While it still went against her nature to share everything with him, especially stuff she knew would upset him, she told him about the threatening card she’d received.

Hands on his hips, face set in an unreadable expression, he stared at the pile of cards.

Sam went to him and rested a hand on his back. “What’re you thinking?”

He glanced at her. “It never ends, does it? Just when we’ve neutralized one threat against you, another pops up.”

Sam knew he was referring to the recent murder investigation that had uncovered a prostitution ring reaching the government’s highest levels. As she’d closed in on the man who’d raped and murdered two women and kidnapped and raped Detective McBride, Sam had been warned to back off or face a similar fate.

“We don’t know for sure this is a new threat. Maybe it’s just someone thinking they’re being funny.”

“You don’t believe that or you wouldn’t be here.”

“I don’t know what to believe yet. Could be nothing, could be something. I have to take all these cards and go through them, okay?”

“Whatever you need to do.”

Sam reached behind her and closed the office door. Sealed off from the prying eyes of his busy staff, Sam took his left hand and kissed the platinum band she’d recently placed on his finger. The sight of that ring never failed to stir her. That the one who’d gotten away now belonged to her forever was still hard to believe. “I don’t want you to worry until we know we have something to worry about.”

He put his arms around her and rested his chin on the top of her head. They fit together like two halves of a whole. Sam closed her eyes and took a moment to breathe in the scent of starch in his dress shirt as well as the citrusy cologne that suited him so perfectly. She concentrated on remembering the blissful days and nights they’d spent together in Bora Bora.

“I always worry about you,” he said. “You know that.”

“The card mentioned both of us living long enough.” She looked up at him. “If this turns out to be something to worry about, would you consider requesting protection, especially on campaign stops?” When she thought about the hordes of people he’d been attracting on the campaign trail, she shuddered at how easy it would be for someone to take a shot at him.

“Let’s cross that bridge if and when we come to it.”

“It may come to it, and I won’t need you being mulish about asking for protection.”

“And who will protect you, my love?”

She flashed a big grin and rested her hand on the service weapon on her hip. “I’ve got my protection right here.”

“Samantha…”

“I’ll be careful,” she assured him, going up on tiptoes to kiss him. “I’ve got so much to live for these days. No point in being reckless.”

“I’m glad to hear you say that.” He glanced again at the pile of cards. “Is it possible this could be Peter’s handiwork?” Her ex-husband had tried to kill them both with crude bombs strapped to their cars. He’d recently been released from jail on a technicality that rankled Sam because it was partly her fault. She’d let her detectives enter his apartment before they obtained a search warrant. Stupid mistake that she was now paying for by having that lunatic on the loose again.

“I suppose it’s possible, and it’s certainly his style. Good old Peter loves the passive-aggressive game.”

“And it would piss him off that we’re married now, especially after all he did to keep us apart.”

Six years ago, after Sam and Nick met at a party and spent a memorable night together, Peter, her platonic roommate at the time, had gone to great lengths to make sure she never saw Nick again. She still couldn’t believe she’d fallen for his games and ended up spending four miserable years married to the controlling bastard when she could’ve been with Nick all that time. The night before her wedding to Nick, Peter had confronted her on the street outside their home. Violating a restraining order, he’d pulled a gun on her and let her know their relationship would “never be over.” He’d gotten a two-week slap on the wrist for the stunt and was now walking free again.

Nick kissed her forehead and then lingered at her lips. “Don’t think about it or him,” he said, tuning into her thoughts as he often did. “The past is the past, and all that matters now is the future.”

“I swear to God, if he’s got the balls to threaten us, I’ll kill him with my own hands.”

“You’ll do me no good in prison, babe,” he said with a devilish grin that calmed her. “Even though you’d look awfully sexy in an orange jumpsuit.”

“Very funny. Can you grab me a couple of garbage bags for all these cards?”

“I’ll see what I can find,” he said. “I’ll need them back when you’re done with them.”

“What for?”

“I have to acknowledge them all.”

Sam stared at him. “Seriously?”

“Such is the glamorous life of a politician.”

“What about the hundreds that were sent to me?”

“I’ll need any that came from Virginia.”

“Better you than me.”

While he went to get the bags, she plopped down at his desk and studied the tidy piles of reports, file folders and other desk paraphernalia, which, as always, was arranged with the neat precision that drove her bonkers. Taking a quick look to make sure he wasn’t on his way back yet, she turned the pile of reports so they were all upside down and knocked them out of whack so they wouldn’t be anally aligned the way he liked them. Then she turned the picture of the two of them from the White House state dinner—the night they’d gotten engaged—upside down. Finally, she scrawled “Sam loves Nick” on a sticky note and put it inside his desk drawer. She loved the idea of him finding that later. By the time he returned, she was sitting with her feet up on the desk and hands folded in her lap, the picture of innocence.

As he crossed the threshold with the bags, he stopped short. “What’re you doing over there?”

“Just waiting for you, my love.”

He eyed her warily. “And that’s all you’re doing?”

“What else would I be doing?” It took all her self-control not to descend into laughter. Messing with his need for rigid order was one of her favorite pastimes.

Sam got up to take the bags from him and gloved up to fill them with the cards. Because the bags were too heavy to carry on her own, he walked her to the car she’d left illegally parked outside the Hart Building.

Holding the car door for her, he leaned in for a kiss. “Gonna be a long day, huh?”

“Looks that way.”

“Here we go again.”

 
 

Detective Jeannie McBride sat in the window seat in her boyfriend Michael’s bedroom, which overlooked a leafy street in the city’s Foggy Bottom neighborhood.

“Coffee?” he said, handing her a steaming mug.

She worked up a smile for him. “Thanks.”

“Got any plans today?” he asked as he knotted his tie.

“Nothing special.” How could she tell him it took all she had to get out of bed, to breathe, to eat, to function? Forget about sleeping. Every time she closed her eyes she was back in that yellow room, tied to a bed while a monster attacked her.

How could she tell Michael that the thought of him or any man touching her made her sick? Or that the overwhelming love she’d once felt for him was gone? It had been replaced by numbness so deep and so pervasive she’d begun to wonder if she’d ever feel anything but nothing ever again.

“Want to meet me for lunch?”

Since that would require showering, getting dressed and leaving the cocoon of his comfortable home, she shook her head. “No, thanks.”

He sat next to her and reached for her hand. “I’m worried about you, Jeannie. Every morning I wake up hoping this might be the day you start to feel a little better, but it seems to be getting worse.”

“I need some more time.”

“I hate to see you in so much pain. There has to be something we can do. Maybe that counselor Sam suggested—”

“No,” Jeannie said sharply—more sharply than she’d intended. He’d been a pillar of strength and comfort in the dark days that followed the attack. He certainly deserved better than her snapping at him. “I’m sorry, but the last thing I need is to relive it all again.” Reliving it once with her lieutenant had been more than enough. Eventually, she’d have to relive it in court too. So no, a counselor was the last thing she needed.

“Whatever you want.”

He looked so tired and sad, which only added to her guilt over what she was putting him through. The days when they’d been blissfully happy and newly in love seemed like a long time ago rather than a few short weeks. She reached out to caress his face. “Maybe I should move back to my place. I’m not all that much fun to have around these days.”

He took her hand and kissed the palm. “That’s not necessary. You feel safer here because of the security system. I want you to feel safe.”

She didn’t feel safe anywhere. She was a cop, a homicide detective, and she’d been nabbed off the street in broad daylight. Would she ever feel safe again?

“I had hoped you’d feel better once they caught him.”

“I do.” How could she tell him that knowing her attacker was behind bars didn’t do a damned thing to erase the memory of what he’d done to her?

“I thought you’d want to get back to work, back to something that feels normal.”

What was normal anymore? In her eight years as a police officer she’d learned that you could lock up one monster but there were thousands more just like him roaming the streets looking for someone else to attack, someone else to change forever.

“I’m not ready yet,” she said. How could she tell him she didn’t think she’d ever be ready to return to work or any other part of the life she’d had before?

The doorbell rang, startling them.

“I’ll get it,” he said, kissing her forehead before he left her.

She wondered how long it would be before he left her for good.

He was back a minute later. “Someone here to see you.” The determined look on his face set her nerves on edge.

“I don’t want to see—”

Michael stepped aside to admit Lieutenant Holland into the room. She dropped a huge trash bag on the floor next to her.

Jeannie ran trembling fingers through her hair, wondering if she looked as awful as she felt.

“Sorry to bother you, Detective,” Sam said, all business. “But I could use your help.”

“Oh. Really?”

Sam told her about the threatening card she’d received and about the thousands of cards they now had to go through to see if there were others. “I thought you might be willing to lend a hand with the investigation.”

Since that would require effort and focus, Jeannie wanted to say no, but the pleading expression on Michael’s face stopped her from uttering the single world that hovered on the tip of her tongue.

“Can I count on you?” Sam asked.

Jeannie thought of the hours her lieutenant—and friend—had spent by her bedside as she endured the rape kit examination, the setting of her fractured wrist and the trauma of reliving the attack for the sake of the investigation. Now someone was threatening her sister officer, her friend. How could she say no to helping her? Clearing her throat, Jeannie said, “Of course.”

Smiling, Sam withdrew several pairs of gloves from one pocket and a fistful of evidence bags from the other and held them out to her.

Hoping her trembling legs would support her weight, Jeannie got up from the window seat and made her way across the room. Halfway there, she realized she couldn’t remember the last time she’d showered. She took the gloves and bags from Sam.

Sam waited for Jeannie to look up at her, to make eye contact. In her lieutenant’s eyes she saw a touch of sadness along with determination. “Let me know if you find anything.”

Jeannie nodded.

“Thank you.”

“No problem.”

After Sam left the room, Jeannie stared at the huge bag on the bedroom floor. All at once, a wave of panic hit her. Why had she agreed to help? She was on leave. They couldn’t make her work. What had Sam been thinking coming to her home and dragging her into an investigation when all Jeannie wanted was to be left alone?

Possibly sensing her growing panic, Michael put his arms around her, drawing her into his embrace.

Jeannie took deep, calming breaths of his familiar scent and fought back the panic that threatened to consume her.

“You can do this, Jeannie. I know you can. Sam must really need your help or she never would’ve bothered you.”

Jeannie nodded.

“Why don’t you take a nice, hot shower, and I’ll fix you some breakfast before you get started?”

“Okay.” She did as he suggested, but only because she was tired of seeing that worried, desperate look on his face. For the first time in weeks, he seemed a little hopeful.

Standing under the hot water, she thought about Sam and her senator husband and how happy they had been on their recent wedding day—the only time Jeannie had left the house since the attack. The idea of someone threatening them made Jeannie good and mad, which she decided was better than the numbness. Anything was better than that.











Chapter 4
 



So much for a nice easy return to work, Sam thought as she set up the murder board in the conference room. A double murder and some hate mail would complicate any day, but the post-vacation gods had been particularly harsh on her.

Crime scene had scoured the kitchen in Carl’s restaurant and hadn’t found a shred of useful evidence. After autopsies, Lindsey reported that both victims had asphyxiated from the lack of oxygen in the freezer. She placed time of death at right around ten-thirty. From what Sam could deduce, someone had come into the restaurant, maybe pulled a gun on Carl and Daniel, ordered them into the freezer and locked them in. By the time Daniel’s father arrived at eleven-thirty, they were long gone.

What bothered her most was the bag of cash that had been left sitting on the counter. Why hadn’t the perp taken it?

“What’re you thinking, boss?” Freddie asked as he came into the conference room with sandwiches for both of them. His was an extra-large meat-lovers while hers was a small veggie. And she’d be the one to gain weight from the meal. Life wasn’t fair.

“I’m thinking about the money.”

“What money?”

“The deposit bag full of cash on the counter at Carl’s. If someone came in there and forced them into the freezer, why didn’t they take the money?”

“Because they weren’t there to rob the place?” he said over a mouth full of sub.

“Who couldn’t use a couple thousand extra dollars?”

“So you’re saying regardless of why they were there, they should’ve taken the money.”

“Not so much should’ve. It’s just weird to me that they didn’t. Hell, I would’ve.”

Her phone chimed with a text message from Nick. “Very fitting that you should turn the picture upside down since you’ve already turned my life upside down. Revenge is sweet, my love. [image: image]” Sam’s insides went all fluttery. How many more hours until she could go home to him?

“What’s with the goofy grin?” Freddie asked, bringing her back to reality. “Must be the husband.”

Sam snapped her phone closed and jammed it in her pocket. “We need to find out if Carl had any disgruntled former employees.”

“How do we do that?”

“We go through his office and see what we can find. Eat up.” She downed the last of her sandwich and chased it with a bottle of water, all the while wishing it were a diet cola. Nick’s doctor friend Harry had made her give up diet soda when she’d gone to him complaining of vicious stomach pains. She still hadn’t forgiven Harry for that diagnosis, even if it had cured her stomach ills. Stepping into the pit, she gestured for her colleague Detective Tommy “Gonzo” Gonzales and his partner Detective Arnold to join them.

“What’s up, Lieutenant?” Gonzo asked.

Sam noticed he looked tired, no doubt from the late nights he was keeping with the infant son he’d recently learned he had fathered with an ex-girlfriend. The baby was now living with him and his fiancée, Christina Billings, who also happened to be Nick’s chief of staff. Sam loved the way her personal and professional lives kept butting into each other. Not.

“I need a favor.” She told the detectives about the threatening card that had cropped up in the mail she’d received while she was away on her honeymoon. “I need some help going through the rest of it.”

Gonzo and Arnold took a long look at the huge piles of cards on the conference room table and then glanced at each other.

“I know, believe me. It sucks. But if someone is threatening a police officer and a U.S. senator, we can’t just ignore it.”

“Well, we could ignore it,” Freddie added, flashing her his best ingratiating smile, “but because the police officer is our lieutenant, and because the senator happens to be her husband, we’re not going to ignore it.”

“That’s not why,” Sam snapped. “We’d investigate no matter who was being threatened.”

“Of course we would,” Freddie said, contrite. “Joke gone bad. My apologies.”

“No, no,” Sam said. “I know you were kidding, and believe me, it burns my ass to have to devote department resources to something so stupid. Maybe we should just ignore it.”

“We’re not ignoring it,” Gonzo said. “Go work your homicide. We’ll dive in here and see what we’ve got.”

“Thank you,” Sam said, relieved that he got it. He always did, which made him one of her most valued colleagues and closest friends. “I, um, I need you to make sure you’re careful with any of the cards that came from Virginia.” She could feel her face heating with embarrassment. “Nick has to…you know…acknowledge them.”

“Got it,” Gonzo said without blinking an eye even though he probably had something he was dying to say about her high-profile love life.

“Let’s hit it, Cruz.”

When they were in the car on their way back to Carl’s, Freddie turned to her. “Sorry about the crack back there. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“I know that. I hate all the attention Nick and I get in this city. I wish they’d get tired of us and move on to bothering someone else for a change.”

“I doubt they’ll get tired of you guys anytime soon, especially with him running in the November election.”

“It’s maddening. I just want to live my life in peace. Is that too much to ask?”

“Because you’re you and he’s him and people are interested in the two of you, I’d say that is indeed too much to ask.”

Sam scowled then moaned when her phone rang with the tone she’d set for the one reporter she’d learned to tolerate, Darren Tabor from the Washington Star.

“What?” she barked into the phone, wondering if the guy was psychic or something.

“I can see that two weeks in the tropics didn’t do a thing for your surly disposition,” Darren said.

“What do you want, Darren?”

“While I was hurt to not be invited to the wedding, I wanted to say congratulations.”

“Thanks. Anything else?”

“What’ve you got on the murders at Carl’s?”

“Not a goddamned thing.”

“You’re not usually so forthcoming, Lieutenant.”

“I’d ask you not to quote me on that, but I suppose it’s too late to go off the record now.”

“I won’t quote you if you tell me it’ll compromise the case.”

And that, Sam thought, is why she took his calls. That and a favor he’d once done for her that she wouldn’t soon forget. “Go ahead and quote me this time. Maybe it’ll generate some leads. We can use all the help we can get.”

“May I soften the goddamned to just damned?”

Sam snorted. “By all means.”

“Keep me in mind if you have an exclusive or two you can share with your favorite reporter.”

“Bye, Darren.”

“I really think he’s growing on you,” Freddie said after she ended the call.

“The way fungus grows on a tree.”

That cracked up her partner. “You have a way with words, Lieutenant. Speaking of which, I’d prefer if you wouldn’t use the one that starts with G and ends with D.”

“You mean good? Or are you referring to gonad? Then there’s always Galahad.”

Freddie’s scowl made her laugh.

They spent the afternoon pouring over Carl’s tidily kept books, bank accounts and personnel records and discovered that the last person he’d fired had been let go more than eight years earlier.

“Rules out a disgruntled ex-employee,” Sam said, frustrated. Rarely did she find herself in the midst of a homicide investigation without a single idea of what to do next. “We need a thread to pull, and we’ve got nada.”

“Maybe we should dig deeper into the kid,” Freddie said. “Perhaps he wasn’t as squeaky clean as his father thought.”

“Entirely possible. Still, I can’t shake the feeling that he was in the wrong place at the wrong time. But let’s go find out what we can about him.”

They spent three hours talking to teachers, coaches, the parents of Daniel’s friends as well as his devastated girlfriend and came away with an impression that was exactly in keeping with what his father had told them—a good kid on the right path with a bright future ahead of him.

“Depressing,” Freddie said on the way back to HQ. “The kid had everything in the world to live for.”

“This wasn’t random,” Sam said. “Someone went in there looking to take out one of them and the other was collateral damage. Since Daniel was as squeaky clean as it gets, my money is on Carl.”

“The guy was totally innocuous. Who’d want him dead?”

“I have no freaking clue,” she said.

Joseph Alvarez was waiting for them when they returned to HQ.

Sam’s stomach clenched the way it used to when she was strung out on diet cola.

“Lieutenant,” Joseph said, his face lined with grief and exhaustion. “Tell me you’ve figured out who killed my Danny.”

“Come into my office, Mr. Alvarez.”

She gestured for him to have a seat and leaned back against her desk. “I wish I could tell you we have something, but we don’t.”

His face fell with disappointment, which tugged at her. He’d already had more than his share.

“We suspect this wasn’t a random crime, but rather something planned and calculated. We believe one of them was targeted and the other was in the wrong place at the wrong time. What we don’t know is what either of them could’ve done to bring this about. From all reports, both were well liked and respected. Mr. Olivo was low-key and tended to keep to himself.” She took a deep breath. “I’m afraid we’ve hit a dead end. We don’t have a shred of evidence pointing to a third person in that kitchen last night.”

Dejected, he looked down at his feet. “So the person who did this to my Danny could get away with it?”

“Not if I have anything to say about it. I’d like to go through Danny’s room. While it might seem invasive, we need to do it anyway. If he has a computer, we’ll remove it for analysis. It would be quicker to have your permission so we don’t have to get a warrant.”

“Whatever it takes.”

“We’ll work every angle we can, but we’ll never give up. I promise you that.”

“I’ve read about you in the paper. I know how tenacious you can be.”

“I’ll put that tenacity to good use on Danny’s case, and I’ll keep you informed of every development. I’ll do my best for you, Mr. Alvarez, and for Danny.”

“I suppose I can’t ask for anything more than that.”

After he left, Sam stood there for a long time rethinking every second since she arrived at Carl’s just after midnight. Finally, she turned and called for Freddie.

 
 

They tore apart Daniel Alvarez’s bedroom as well as the basement computer room where he liked to hang out. The computer was sent to the lab for further scrutiny, but they found nothing else that would be useful to the investigation. Unlike many of his peers, Daniel had no deep dark secrets he kept hidden from his father. Sam was relieved they didn’t find anything that would add to Joseph’s grief, but the search hadn’t done a thing to further the investigation.

They had similar luck—or lack thereof—at Carl Olivo’s small house. All his paperwork was in perfect order. The house was neat and tidy and held absolutely no hints to explain why someone might want him dead.

Defeated and running on fumes after the night without sleep, Sam and Freddie returned to HQ to relieve Gonzo and Arnold who’d spent the day opening Sam’s mail. The grand total, at the end of the long day, was 4,132. More than thirty-five hundred cards had been sent to Nick’s office, the rest to Sam’s. Not one of the other 4,131 cards had contained a threat—thinly veiled or otherwise.

“Is it weird that I read maybe ten of the cards that were sent to me and managed to find the single threatening one?” Sam asked Freddie as they polished off a pizza just after nine.

“You think someone put it right on top where you were sure to see it?”

“It’s possible.”

“Which would mean it came from someone here. Who else besides Lieutenant Stahl would do something like that to you?”

“No one probably, but who knows? Someone could’ve walked in the front door, handed the card to an admin who dropped it on my desk. Or handed it to any cop and asked them to give it to me. Because of the wedding, no one would think twice about tossing it on my desk.”

“But it had been through the postage machine, so that rules out hand delivery.”

“Baffling,” Sam said. She rolled up the paper towel she’d used as a napkin and sent it arching into the garbage can. “Let’s clean this up and get out of here. I need to go home and tend to these paper cuts.”

“The hazards of this job never end.”

“I hear ya. Thanks for staying late.”

“No problem.”

“So how’s it going with Elin?”

“We’ve been seeing each other here and there since the wedding.”

“Define ‘seeing each other.’”

“Why do I have to define it?”

“Are we talking going out to dinner or all sex all the time?”

Flustered, he scowled at her. “None of your business.”

“Ahhh, sex fest revisited. I get it.”

“Whatever you say.”

“Did you ever go out with that girl your mother fixed you up with? The one from church?”

“Yeah. No spark. She just didn’t do it for me. She was a perfectly nice girl, though.”

“I’m sure she was if your mother liked her.” As they talked, they boxed up all the cards and letters. “So let me get this straight—while you continue to burn up the sheets with Elin, you’re dating these girls your mother fixes you up with.”

“Don’t make it sound like I’m cheating on Elin. She knows I’ve been out with other women, and she’s fine with it.”

“And are you fine with her going out with other guys?”

“As long as she doesn’t sleep with them, I don’t mind.”

Except he looked like he minded. He looked like he minded quite a lot. “Freddie, come on. Of course you do. You’re playing with fire.”

Throwing up his hands, he said, “What do you want me to say? My mother still hates her, and I’m sick of being in the middle of it.”

“I thought you were ready to tell your mother Elin is the woman you want.”

“I thought I was too,” he said, dejected. “Every time I try to broach the subject she comes up with another girl she wants me to meet. It’s like she knows what I want to tell her but doesn’t want to hear it.”

“In the meantime, the woman you might or might not love is dating other guys. But as long as you’re fine with that—”

“I’m not fine with it!” He ran his hands through his dark hair, leaving it disheveled. “I hate it! But how can I ask her to be exclusive when I’m not?”

“You didn’t ask my opinion, but it’s high time you took control of this situation. It’s making you crazy.”

“I know,” he said, slumping into his chair.

“You’re almost thirty years old, Freddie. At some point you have to live your own life and not necessarily the life your mother has in mind for you.”

“I’m not entirely a mama’s boy. If she’d had her way, I never would’ve stepped foot in the police academy.”

“And what a waste that would’ve been. You just proved my point.”

“Huh,” he said. “I hadn’t really thought of it that way before.”

“Go home and get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“See you then.”











Chapter 5
 



Freddie walked the boxes of cards to Sam’s office and piled them in the corner as she’d requested. As he was locking the office door, Lieutenant Stahl came around the corner.

“You’re working late tonight, Detective,” Stahl said, his jowls quivering with every word.

“As are you, Lieutenant.”

“What’s kept you here so late?”

“Nothing special. Just taking care of some paperwork.” Sifting through four thousand cards certainly counted as paperwork. Rather clever, if he did say so himself. “You?”

Stahl glanced at the closed door to Sam’s office—the office that used to be his—and then back at Freddie. “Nothing.”

“Did you need Lieutenant Holland for something?”

Stahl’s fat face twisted into a scowl. “Absolutely not.”

The animosity between the two lieutenants was no secret to anyone in the department. Stahl had made more than a few threats toward Sam, especially since he’d tried and failed to punish her for hooking up with Nick during the investigation into Senator O’Connor’s murder. Sam believed Stahl had fed information to her ex-husband’s defense attorney that led to Peter’s release from jail, but they’d been unable to prove that. Yet.

“I’ll see you later then,” Freddie said, getting out while the getting was good. The last person on the entire police force he wished to spend any extra time with was the lieutenant who used to oversee the detectives’ squad. No one had anything good to say about the guy.

As always after an encounter with Stahl, Freddie gave Sam a quick call to let her know the unsavory lieutenant had been skulking around the detectives’ pit after hours.

“What the hell is he doing?” she asked.

“Who knows?”

“I really wouldn’t put this card thing past him. How awesome would it be if the lab came back with his prints all over it?”

“Extremely awesome, but we’ll never get that lucky.”

“Sad but true. He knows I’ve got my eye on him. We’ll trip him up eventually.”

Freddie got into his Mustang, which was no less dilapidated after an expensive day in the shop, and turned on the engine to start the heat. The night was chilly for mid-April in Washington. “Can’t happen soon enough for me.”

“I hear ya. Thanks for the heads-up. See you in the morning.”

“Later.” Waiting for the car to warm up, Freddie contemplated the phone in his hand and the conversation he’d had earlier with Sam. Yes, he loved Elin. He loved everything about her. He loved her quick wit, her astute observations, those light blue eyes that looked at him with such desire and yes, he loved the sex, which was flat-out amazing. Not that he had anything to compare it to since she’d been his first, but he had a feeling he could sleep with an army of women and never find the kind of connection he had with her.

Then he thought of his mother and how completely she disapproved of his relationship with Elin, who she’d deemed too racy and worldly for her sainted son. She’d raised him alone, and their church had been central to their lives. When he was fifteen he’d taken a vow of celibacy that he’d stuck to for fourteen long years—until he met Elin and all vows went rushing out the window in a haze of lust. He’d been stunned to discover he was just like every other guy who let his little brain do the thinking for his big brain.

Before the interlude with Elin, he’d liked to think he was superior to other men who lived in constant pursuit of their next bed partner. Finding out that, despite his deep Christian faith, he was no better than the next guy had been a revelation, to say the least.

Which was why he was sitting here in the dark wanting to call her and knowing if he did, he’d end up at her place and they’d be going at it in under five minutes. And that was bad how, exactly? His cock hardened as he thought of her soft skin, the firm, toned muscles from hours at the gym where she worked, those amazing breasts with the pierced nipples that hardened to sharp points and brushed against his chest as he thrust into her.

Freddie groaned and pressed the speed-dial number he’d assigned to her. He hoped she wasn’t out with someone else. They’d been taking it day-by-day since she agreed to go to Sam’s wedding with him, and of course Sam had been absolutely right when she concluded that he and Elin were still mostly about sex.

“I wondered if you would call tonight,” she said when she answered. Her voice sounded hoarse from sleep. Imagining her in bed did nothing to help the situation in his lap.

“What’re you up to?”

“Nothing much. How about you?”

“Just getting out of work.”

“Long day. You want to come over?”

His erection surged in answer to the question, but he forced himself to ignore the lust. “We could go out,” he said, even though he had no interest in going anywhere other than her bed. “Hit a club or something.”

“I’m tired. I don’t feel like going out.”

“We can get together another night.”

Her soft laughter had him starting the car and driving toward her place. “I’m not that tired.”

“I’m coming.”

“Not yet, but you will be soon.”

Freddie swallowed hard. It was official—he was addicted to her, and it was time to take this relationship to the next level, with or without his mother’s approval.

 
 

Sam was in the car on the way home when her cell phone rang. She pressed the speaker button to take the call. “Holland.”

“Other Holland,” her father Skip said with a husky laugh. “I thought you were Cappuano now.”

Sam smiled. “Only at home.”

“Can you swing by on your way home? There’s a ton of mail for you here, and Celia has some questions about some of the stuff you have upstairs.”

Sam’s belly took a nosedive at the mention of mail. “Sure. I’m almost there. Why do you sound all stuffed up?”

“Just a slight cold. See you in a few.”

She used the remaining minutes in the car to place a call to her friend Roberto, a young man she’d met while undercover with the Johnson family.

“Is this my favorite lady cop?” he asked when he answered the call.

“One and the same. How are you, Roberto?”

“Gettin’ by. Saw some wedding pictures. I had no idea you were so fine.”

Sam hooted with laughter. “Save the bullshit. How’s the job?” She’d arranged for him to work as a clerk at city hall after he’d been caught in the spray of gunfire that killed young Quentin Johnson.

“Boring but safer than dealing drugs.”

“That’s what I want to hear.”

“So what can I do you for?”

“The killings at Carl’s.”

“Heard about that. True they was found in the freezer?”

“Yep.”

“Tough way to go. What’d ya wanna know?”

“Anything you hear. We’ve got dick, so I’ll take whatever you’ve got.”

“I don’t spend much time these days talkin’ to guys who’d lock people in a freezer. You saw to that.”

“I’m glad to hear you’re staying on the straight and narrow. Just keep your ears open for me, will you?”

“Anything for you, Lieutenant.”

“How’s your girlfriend? Still standing guard over you like a pit bull?”

That made the young man laugh—hard. “My Angel takes good care of me. Don’t forget you want me to meet your dad. Us paralyzed guys gotta stick together.”

“I’ll make that happen. Soon. Call me if you hear anything?”

“You know I will.”

After parking on Ninth Street, she retrieved latex gloves from the trunk of her car and stuffed them into her coat pockets. On the way up the ramp to her father’s house, Sam told herself there was no reason to worry about one random card among thousands of others. It was someone’s idea of a sick joke, she decided as she entered the house to find her father and stepmother in the living room.

“There’s my wayward daughter who used to visit her paralyzed old man once in a while.” Her father sounded hoarse and congested.

“What’s the matter with you?” Sam asked as she bent to kiss his warm forehead. She glanced at Celia. “Does he have a fever?”

“Low grade. I think he’s got the same crud I had at the wedding.”

Except, Sam thought, for a quadriplegic, a cold could quickly turn into pneumonia. A ripple of fear worked its way through her.

“Don’t worry,” her stepmother the nurse said, tuning into Sam’s worries. “I’m all over it.”

“I’m sure you are,” Sam said. “Have you called the doctor yet?”

Knowing how close father and daughter were, Celia sent her an indulgent smile. “Tomorrow, if he’s not better.”

“Quit hovering,” Skip said. “I’m fine. What’ve you got on the murders at Carl’s?”

“Not a damned thing. Less than nothing if that’s possible.” Like she often did, she went through the details of the case, hoping he might have an idea she hadn’t considered.

He listened and thought it over for a long quiet moment. “What about civic organizations? Business owners are often involved in the Chamber of Commerce or the Rotary. Maybe someone knew him through one of those groups and can shed some light.”

“It’s something,” Sam said. “I’ll check it out tomorrow. I’ve been working since just after midnight. I’m about to drop.”

“Then we won’t keep you,” Skip said. “Celia, what’d you want to ask her about the boxes in the attic?”

“Oh right. Do you want all of that to go to Nick’s too?”

“Nah, if it’s okay with you guys, that can stay here. It’s stuff from school and the academy. If I bring all that on top of everything else, he’ll divorce me.”

“Probably better to leave it here then,” Celia said.

“I still can’t believe I agreed to this plan of yours.”

Celia laughed. “With your crazy schedule, if I hadn’t packed for you, you’d be married five years and still living between two houses.”

Sam kissed her stepmother’s cheek. “I can’t deny that, and I can’t thank you enough.”

Celia’s pretty face radiated with happiness. “It was my pleasure, honey.”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve been mothered. I didn’t realize how much I’ve missed it.”

“Oh, well.” Celia’s green eyes went all misty. “That’s a lovely thing to say.”

“Yes, it is,” Skip said. “All that paper over there is yours and your husband’s.” Using his eyes, he directed her to the pile of mail on the table inside the door.

Sam’s eyes bugged at yet another huge stack.

“The cards have been flooding in,” Celia said. “We can’t get over it!”

Sam surveyed the pile and wondered if she’d find another threat in there. She also wondered how she’d manage to get them bagged without her father noticing. “Can you believe we got more than four thousand cards at work? Or I should say thirty-six hundred at Nick’s office and six hundred at HQ. He’s far more popular than I am.”

“And why do you know those exact numbers?” Skip asked, his shrewd eyes studying her intently.

Oh crap, Sam thought. She should’ve known the former chief of detectives would hone right in on what she’d planned to keep from him until she knew more. “No reason.”

“You expect me to believe that after being away on a rather long vacation, you had time today to count the number of wedding cards you received while you were gone? Excuse me if I don’t buy that.”

Cornered by the best detective she’d ever known, Sam squirmed.

“Spill it, Lieutenant. This minute.”

“For a guy in a wheelchair, you can be rather intimidating.”

He seemed pleased to hear that. The eyebrow on the side of his face that wasn’t paralyzed lifted to let her know she’d better start talking.

“One of the cards I got contained a threat.”

“What kind of threat?”

Reluctantly, Sam told him what the card had said.

“You’re running it through the lab?”

She nodded. “Could be nothing.”

“If you really thought it was nothing, you wouldn’t have gloves hanging out of your pockets so you can put that pile of mail into evidence bags.”

Sam stared at him, incredulous.

He smirked. “Nothing wrong with my eyesight, baby girl.”

No, she thought, wincing at the wheeze she heard coming from his chest. But there’s definitely something wrong with your lungs.











Chapter 6
 



Sam took the garbage bag full of cards to the home she shared with Nick, three doors down Ninth Street from her dad’s place. She had, finally, moved the majority of her clothes and a good chunk of her prized shoe collection into the spare bedroom Nick’s builder friend had made into a closet for her.

The items currently crammed into a storage unit—including the other two-thirds of her shoe collection—would be delivered at a later date. She figured she needed to do this in stages so she wouldn’t overwhelm Nick’s anal-retentive sensibilities with her utter disregard for order.

Celia had saved Sam a ton of time and aggravation by packing up the room she’d occupied at her dad’s since he was shot. No doubt her stepmother was right—without her help, Sam probably would’ve still been living between the two houses years from now.

Approaching the ramp that led to her front door, she glanced back at her dad’s place, wondering if she should’ve stayed to help Celia in case he worsened during the night.

The front door swung open. “Hey, babe,” Nick said. “You coming in?”

Celia had promised to call if she needed help, so Sam tore her eyes off the house down the street and let her husband usher her into their home, a renovated double-sized townhouse he’d bought so she could be near her dad and work. Of course its Capitol Hill location put him in close proximity to his office too.

“What’s the matter?” he asked, taking her coat and hanging it in the closet when Sam would’ve tossed it over the sofa. Why hang it when she’d need it again in the morning?

“I think my dad is sick. He’s all congested and wheezy sounding, and he has a fever.”

“What did Celia say?”

“She’s on it, but I’m worried about pneumonia.”

“And what’s this?” Nick asked, gesturing to the garbage bag full of wedding cards that sat on the floor next to her.

“More well wishes that went to Dad’s house—at least I hope they’re well wishes.”

Nick kissed her forehead and then her lips. “My poor wife’s first day back to work was far more stressful than it should’ve been, wasn’t it?”

She nodded. “And now this with my dad. Maybe I should go back over there. Just in case.”

“If that’s what you want to do, I’ll go with you. We can sleep over there tonight.”

“Really? You wouldn’t mind?”

“I’d rather have you there where you can be near him than watch you wear out a path in the carpet over here worrying about him.”

Sam hadn’t realized she’d been pacing as they talked. She stopped and looped her fingers together, filled with nervous energy. “Sorry. Anything with him totally freaks me out. We’ve been so lucky to get two pretty good years since the shooting. All that time we’ve known how precarious his health is now. A simple cold is anything but for him.”

Nick came to her and put his arms around her. He unclipped her long hair and combed his fingers through her curls. Breathing in the scent of Nick, the scent of home, Sam closed her eyes and rested her head against his chest. At times like this, she could no longer remember what it had been like to live without him.

“Sometimes I feel guilty because I’m so grateful he survived the shooting even if I hate the way he has to live now,” she said.

“I think he’s come to terms with it. In his own way.”

“Yeah, but it still sucks.” What really sucked was the case remained unsolved more than two years later, despite ongoing effort by Sam and all of Skip’s former colleagues at the Metropolitan Police Department. “I’m beginning to give up on ever solving his case.”

“You will.”

Sam drew back to look up at him. “You sound awfully sure of that.”

“I’m awfully sure of you.” Keeping his eyes firmly on hers, he lowered his head and captured her mouth.

Sam linked her hands around his neck and teased him with her tongue, making him groan.

“This was the longest day,” he said. “I spent most of it missing you and daydreaming about Bora Bora.”

She kept her lips close to his. “Me too.”

His hands found their way to her bottom and squeezed. “How soon until we can go back?”

Sam laughed. “Not soon enough.”

He surprised her when he suddenly lifted her and arranged her legs around his waist. “No reason we can’t relive some of the magic right here at home.”

“Is that so?”

“Mmm-hmm.” His kisses became more urgent as he lowered them to the sofa. “I feel like I’m going through withdrawal or something.”

“Just think,” she said, running her fingers through his hair, “we get to stay on this drug for the rest of our lives.”

“Do you promise the same number of daily doses I received in Bora Bora?”

Sam laughed and brought him down for more of those heated kisses he was doling out.

“So that’s a ‘yes’?”

“You’re rather persistent this evening, Senator.”

His hands were busy divesting them of clothes. “I’m rather horny too.”

Normally, he was the epitome of finesse, but tonight he was all about urgency. The moment they were both naked, he surged into her and dropped his head to her chest. “God, I needed this.”

She loved watching his legendary control waver and then break as he took fierce possession of her. Sweat dampened his back and brow. Sam gave herself over to him, loving him more than she’d ever imagined possible.

“Babe,” he whispered. “Can’t…” He moaned and tightened his hold on her.

“It’s okay.” She ran her hands down his back and clutched his backside, which seemed to send him careening completely out of control.

His face was tight with tension as he came hard. His fingers gripped her arm and shoulder so tightly she suspected there would be bruises, not that she cared.

“Sorry,” he said, breathing hard.

“For what?” She brushed the damp hair off his brow.

“You didn’t come.”

“You can make it up to me next time.”

“And I will. I promise.” He ran his hand down her arm and linked their fingers. “I wish we’d never had to leave Bora Bora.”

“Is that so?”

“They were the best days of my life. I could’ve stayed there with you forever.”

“You would’ve missed work and your friends and your life here after a while.”

“I had everything I needed right there with me.”

“You would’ve gotten fat and lazy and slovenly.”

He chuckled and brushed his lips over the side of her breast, sending a shiver of sensation rippling through her. “We found a good way to burn off calories.”

“We certainly did.”

“More than anything, I liked having you all to myself.”

“You’ll have me all to yourself every night.”

“Not the same. Not nearly enough.”

Sam placed her free hand on his face, urging him to look at her. “What’s this all about?”

Hesitating, he looked away for a moment before he brought his gaze back to meet hers. “Having you all to myself showed me how little time together we get at home.”

“It’ll be better now that we’re officially living together.”

“It won’t be better. We’ll always be competing against a million other demands for time to ourselves.”

“True, but as long as we make our relationship the top priority we’ll work it out.”

“I told Christina today that from now on I’m only giving two nights a week and one weekend day to the campaign.”

“Can you do that?”

“I have a sixty-five-point lead over my Republican opponent, so I’m willing to risk it.”

“Is that an unusually high lead?”

“I guess so,” he said modestly. “We got a nice bump out of the wedding.”

“Glad to be of assistance.”

That sexy grin of his made her go weak in the knees even when she wasn’t lying naked in his arms. “Anyway, since we’ve got a pretty solid lead, I don’t see the need to spend so much time campaigning. Especially,” he added, kissing her, “when I have so many other things I’d rather be doing.”

“You won’t get any argument from me.”

“I had a feeling you might approve.” He propped his chin on her chest. “So do you want to go over to your dad’s?”

Sam thought about that for a minute. “Celia said she’d call if anything changes, so I guess we can stay here.”

“Want some help going through the cards?”

“Sure. The faster I get that done, the faster I can go to bed.”

“Why do you think I offered to help?”

“And here I thought your offer was entirely unselfish.”

“Oh no, babe. Not entirely.”

 
 

Terry O’Connor paced on the sidewalk outside Lindsey McNamara’s stylish townhouse in the Adams Morgan neighborhood, working up the nerve to take the next step. They’d met at Sam and Nick’s shower and engaged in some harmless flirtation. At the wedding, they’d danced the night away. After a couple of weeks of exchanging texts and emails and more than a few multiple-hour phone calls, tonight was supposed to be their first official date. Except she’d been detained at work, so here it was close to eleven and he’d been invited over for a glass of wine.

Which was why he was pacing. He had to tell her. His sponsor had helped him see that waiting any longer would be unfair to both of them. The sponsor had also warned him, repeatedly, that he was endangering his recovery by becoming involved with someone so soon after leaving rehab. Terry had agreed to proceed carefully, and being honest with her was an important first step.

He rubbed damp palms over his jeans, summoning the courage he’d need to get through this. At the end of it, she’d either want to take a chance on him or she wouldn’t. All he could do was share the truth. The rest was up to her. Putting it off wouldn’t change the outcome. This was the story of his life now—and forever.

As the district’s chief medical examiner, he figured she probably knew he’d briefly been a suspect in his brother’s death, but she probably didn’t know the details about his years-long battle with alcohol.

“Let’s get this over with,” he said to himself. Stepping through the gate, he walked up the sidewalk and knocked on the door. While he waited for her, he took a series of deep breaths to calm his nerves.

And then there she was—all long legs and that lithe dancer’s body she’d wowed him with at the wedding. She had coiled her long red hair into a bun, and her green eyes danced with the mischief he was coming to expect from her. In typical Lindsey style, she took his hand and all but dragged him inside.

“This has been the longest day!” She led him into a contemporary living space that was warm, welcoming and entirely her. The open floor plan allowed him to see her in the kitchen uncorking a bottle of wine. “What’s your pleasure? Red or white?”

“None for me, thanks.”

As she spun around to maybe gauge whether he was serious, he thought, here it comes. They’d been so busy dancing at the wedding she hadn’t noticed he wasn’t drinking.

“Are you sure?”

He nodded and took a seat on the sofa.

She joined him, curling those endless legs under her.

Terry made an effort to keep his eyes on her face and not on the creamy expanse of skin above her pale pink tank top.

“Everything okay?” she asked.

“Yes. Of course.”

“Then why are you so tense?”

“Am I?”

She nodded.

Terry sat back and released a deep breath. “I have something I need to tell you.”

“Okay.”

Here goes nothing. “I recently spent two months in rehab.”

The statement hung in the air between them for what felt like an hour.

“Say something. Please.”

She put her wineglass on the coffee table. “What were you treated for?”

“Alcoholism.”

Her face had lost all expression. “How long have you been sober?”

“Eighty-six days.”

She blew out a long deep breath.

“That part of my life is over, Lindsey. I swear to you. I nearly lost everything, and now… The senator has given me a chance at a whole new life, and I’d never risk that.” He still couldn’t get over Nick asking him to be his deputy chief of staff. Terry was loving every minute of being back in the game of politics.

“I, um… It’s a lot to take in.”

His heart beat wildly as he slid closer to her on the sofa, took her hand and linked their fingers. “On the night my brother was murdered, I was so drunk I couldn’t remember who I’d been with. Because of that, the investigation focused on me for a time. Sam actually thought it was possible I’d killed my brother. And the worst part was I couldn’t say for sure I hadn’t, because I didn’t remember.”

“I don’t know all the details, but I knew she looked hard at you. Murders often involve family members.”

“The only reason John was a senator was because I blew my chance before I could even declare my candidacy.”

She eyed him tentatively. “What happened?”

“I got a DUI days before I was due to declare. All those years of preparing and planning down the tubes. My little brother, who didn’t even want the job, was suddenly the golden one, and I was the disappointment.” He dared to look directly at her and noticed her eyes had lost the animation he so enjoyed. “Do you know what it’s like to be a disappointment to Graham O’Connor?” His father had served forty years in the Senate. All his life, Terry had prepared for the day he would run for his father’s seat. But one big night out had changed everything—for him and his brother.

Lindsey remained quiet, so Terry kept talking. “Sometimes I wonder if what happened to John was sort of my fault.”

That got her attention. “How in the world could that be your fault?”

“If he hadn’t been forced to run for the Senate, maybe he would’ve moved to Chicago to live with the woman he loved and their son.”

“How old was he when he was elected to take your father’s place?”

“Just thirty. He barely qualified to run.” That was another galling fact of Terry’s life.

“So he was thirty years old and hadn’t yet moved to live with his son and the woman he supposedly loved, right?”

“My father put a lot of pressure on him to keep a lid on that situation. In those days, the fifteen-year-old son of a United States senator fathering a child would’ve been a huge scandal.”

“If he hadn’t taken a stand against your father’s directive by the time he was thirty, he probably wasn’t going to. You can’t blame yourself for the fact that his son killed him when he found out John was seeing other women. That’s not your fault, Terry.”

While he appreciated what she was doing, the weight of that guilt was something Terry carried with him every day. “Where does this leave us?”

She looked down at their joined hands and then back at him, sadness radiating from her. “I need to think about it.”

“I suppose that’s better than ‘I never want to see you again.’”

Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. “I didn’t say that.”

He held her hand between both of his. “Take all the time you need. You know where I am when you’re done thinking.”

When he would’ve withdrawn his hands, she tightened her grip. “Thank you for telling me.”

“I should’ve done it sooner.”

“When exactly is the right time for a conversation like this?”

“Damned if I know,” he said with a laugh. “This is all new to me.” Taking a big gamble, he leaned in to kiss her cheek just as she turned her face. Their lips collided and since his eyes were wide open, he watched hers flutter closed. Encouraged, he raised his hand to her face, keeping the kiss light and undemanding.

By the time he finally pulled back from her, his heart was racing again. She seemed to have that effect on him. “Sorry about that.”

“No, you’re not,” she teased.

“No,” he said, laughing, “I’m really not.” Reluctantly, he released her hand and stood. “I hope you’ll call me.”

“I will. When I’m ready.”

“Fair enough,” he said as she walked him to the door.

Terry stepped into the cool air and took deep breaths. In eighty-six days of sobriety, he’d never wanted a drink more than he did just then. But rather than head to one of his favorite watering holes, he reached for his cell phone and called his sponsor.











Chapter 7
 



Sam and Nick worked their way through the pile of cards and a bottle of wine.

“This one’s nice,” Nick said. “‘You’re a gorgeous couple. Can’t wait to see the gorgeous children.’”

Sam glanced at him. “Must be one of the six people in the region who hasn’t heard about my fertility issues.” The miscarriage she’d suffered just after Valentine’s Day had proven two things—one, that she was able to conceive despite what she’d been told after an earlier miscarriage, and two, she was not ready to try again. Before their wedding she’d had a contraceptive shot, which bought her three months of not thinking about “the issue” that loomed large over her entire life.

“They would be beautiful, you know—especially if they look like their mother.”

Taking a long sip of her wine, she studied him over the glass. “Something you want to say?”

He shrugged. “Just wondering.”

“About?”

“What happens at the end of the three months?”

Sam’s stomach sank. She almost preferred the days when she still thought the plumbing didn’t work anymore. “What about it?”

“Have you given it any thought?”

Sam stared at him. “Are you seriously asking me that? Like I don’t think about it all the time? I can’t remember what I used to think about before I knew it might be possible…” Her voice caught. Damn if this subject didn’t always get to her!

He wrapped his gloved hand around hers. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked it that way. I know you’ve thought about it.”

“Obsessed about it, you mean.”

His face set in an unreadable expression, Nick released her hand, reached for another card, used a letter opener on the envelope and scanned the message. He tossed it aside and reached for the next one.

“That’s it? End of conversation?”

“I wish I hadn’t said anything.” Sighing, he sat back against the sofa, took off the latex gloves and ran his fingers through his hair. “I can’t deal with how sad you get when we talk about this. It kills me.”

“When I think about getting pregnant again, I picture a baby growing inside me.” She rested her hand on her belly. “They say the quickening, when the baby starts to move, is like butterfly wings fluttering. Can you imagine what that must feel like?”

“Sam…”

“I’ve never gotten that far, so I don’t know what it’s like to feel the baby move. But because of what I’ve been through in the past,” she said, swiping at a tear that rolled down her face, “when I think of being pregnant, I also have to think about losing it. And it was bad enough losing your baby once. If it happened again…”

He drew her into his arms. “I want you to know what it feels like to have a baby move inside of you. I want that more than anything.”

“Somehow I’ve managed to get through four miscarriages. I don’t know if I could survive it again.”

“Then let’s not risk it. It’s not worth the gamble.”

“It’s just that knowing I can get pregnant again… That changes everything.” Desperate to finish the job and get to bed, she sat up and reached for another card. “Oh man.”

“What is it?”

She stared at the card.

“Sam?”

“It’s from my mother.”

“What does it say?”

“Um…That she saw the pictures, I looked beautiful, you’re so handsome, we look wonderful together.” She tossed the card aside. “Yada yada.”

Nick reached for it. “You left out the part about how she’d love to hear from you sometime and would like to meet me.”

“Like that’s going to happen.”

“When was the last time you saw her?”

“At my first wedding. She started a big fight with my dad—right in the middle of the wedding. After that, none of us wanted to see her again.” Sam stared at the card on the table for a long moment before she glanced at Nick. “She left him—for another guy. What right does she have to show up again years later and act like it was all his fault?”

“No right.”

“What? I can tell you’re dying to say something.”

“Just that only the two people in it know what really goes on in a marriage.”

Sam tossed the card into the pile they planned to trash. “He was totally devoted to her, which was way more than she deserved.”

“That’s what he wanted you to see, but who knows what really happened?”

Sam stared at him. “You can’t seriously be defending her.”

“I don’t even know her. I’m only saying there could be more to the story than what he’s told you.”

Before Sam could respond to that outrageous statement, her cell phone rang. Seeing Jeannie’s number on the caller ID, Sam took the call. “Hi, Jeannie.”

“I’m sorry to call so late, Lieutenant, but I thought you’d want to know I found another one.”

Sam let her head fall forward as she absorbed the implications. No longer was this about a single threat. Rather, they were dealing with a calculated, intentional campaign. “What’s it say?”

“‘Rose are red, violets are blue, bang, bang you’re dead, who will miss you?’”

Images of the massive crowds Nick’s campaign had been attracting flashed through Sam’s mind, leaving a sick, nauseous feeling in the pit of her stomach.

“Lieutenant?”

“I’m here.”

“Like the other, this one smelled like flowers—carnations, I think, and there was confetti.”

“Bag it all.”

“Already done.”

“Who was it addressed to?”

“Nick.”

Sam ran her fingers through her hair, hoping to buy a minute to absorb this latest development before she had to face him.

“Are you okay?” Jeannie asked.

“Yes, just thinking. Have you been working all this time?”

“Except for a dinner break.”

“Thank you, Jeannie. I appreciate the help.”

“I appreciate the nudge.”

“Any time you’re ready to come back…”

“I might be getting closer. It felt good to be back in the game today, even if it was from the sidelines.”

And that, Sam thought, had been the goal of involving the traumatized detective. “I’m glad. I’ll be by in the morning to pick up the card.”

“I’ll be here.”

Sam put her phone down on the table.

“What’d it say?” Nick asked.

She relayed the message, glancing at the handsome man who’d become the center of her world. And now someone was threatening his life. But why? “You need security.”

“So do you.”

“This one was directed at you. They’re talking about shooting you.”

“Why would someone want to shoot me? I haven’t been in office long enough to piss off anyone that badly.”

“If it’s someone I’ve put in jail and they’re out for revenge, what better way to get at me than to have someone take a shot at you?”

“Or if it’s someone who’s bitter that I got handed a Senate seat without doing a damned thing to earn it, what better way to get at me than to take a shot at you?”

She scowled at him. “I carry a gun. I work with a partner who carries a gun. I’m trained to be observant and vigilant. It’s not the same thing.”

“I’ll request security only after you tell me what special measures the department is taking to protect you—and not one minute before.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

“God, I’m tired.” She contemplated the two or three hundred unopened cards that remained in the pile. “My eyes are crossed.” While they finished going through the remaining cards, Nick polished off the wine.

“Can we go to bed now?” he asked when the last card had been opened.

Even though she was itching to go get that card from Jeannie, she said, “I guess so.” Back in the day she would have rushed off to take care of something that would keep until morning. But now she had a good reason to stay home—the best reason.

She followed him upstairs, going through the routine of brushing her teeth and getting undressed as she ran through the disturbingly long list of people who might want to do her—and her husband—harm. Tomorrow she’d start looking into the whereabouts of each and every one of them as well as others she’d no doubt forgotten all about.

In bed, Nick reached for her and brought her into his embrace. The heat of his skin against hers, his endlessly appealing scent, the brush of his chest hair against her face—that was all it took to make her want him—again.

“I know you’re tired,” he said as he bit back a yawn. “We don’t have to do anything.”

Sam wrapped her hand around his erection and stroked him. “We don’t have to do anything?”

He gasped and tightened his hold on her. “Keep that up, and we’ll be doing something.”

“I have a headache.”

“Want me to get you some pills?”

“I’m joking. Now that I’m your wife, I can’t be as easy as I was when I was just your girlfriend. And I’ve been pretty damned easy since our wedding.”

Laughing, he said, “Easy is good.” He shifted so he was on top of her. “In fact, easy is preferred.”

Sam looped her arms around his neck and held on tight, steeped in the magic that never failed to amaze and astound her.

“I didn’t realize,” he said, brushing his lips softly over hers, “what I was missing until you came along and showed me.”

“Nick,” she whispered, moved by his words. He’d been so alone for most of his life, but now they had each other, and she wanted to give him everything he’d missed out on—especially a family to call his own. “I love you.”

“Love you too, babe.” Entering her in one smooth thrust, he stayed perfectly still. “This is what I live for now. You are what I live for.”

Arching into him, she urged him to move. “Me too. What does it say about us that we can’t get enough of this?”

“That we’re pretty damned lucky,” he said, keeping his movements slow and deliberate.

“Yes, we are.” Sam’s orgasm built like a wave rolling toward the beach, and when it broke, she cried out, taking him with her. After, when he would have rolled to his side, she held on tight, determined to do everything in her power to protect this man and this love from whomever would do them harm.

 
 

Jeannie stood under the shower and let the pulsing water work out the kinks in her neck and back from the long day spent opening mail at Michael’s dining room table. She’d meant what she’d said to Sam, that being useful again had made her feel slightly better than she had since the attack.

Maybe it was time to get back to it, to rejoin her life already in progress, to stop hiding out in Michael’s comfortable home, sealed away from the world.

With her hand propped against the shower wall, she took another blissful moment to let the shower massage her shoulders. Emerging from the bathroom a few minutes later she found Michael already in bed, his eyes closed. She took a moment to study his broad shoulders, muscular chest and smooth dark brown skin. The first time she met him she thought he was the most handsome man she’d ever beheld. Struck by his six-foot, six-inch height, she’d been dazzled from the start. Add in the successful career in finance, his unfailing sense of style and the tenderness he’d shown her since day one, and it hadn’t taken her long to fall for him.

He’d been about to propose. Before. The signs had been hard to miss. Since then, he’d been a rock of support, unfailing patience and more of that legendary tenderness, even as she’d flinched under every touch, every caress. Not once, though, had they spoken of the future that had seemed so assured before the attack.

Without opening his eyes, he extended his hand. “Come to bed.”

“How did you know I was here?”

“I always know where you are.” He patted the bed again. “Come on. You worked hard today. You have to be tired.”

She was tired. Tired of hiding, tired of being a victim, tired of reliving the nightmare over and over again. Dropping the silk robe he’d bought her into a puddle at her feet, she slid between the cool sheets. Before she met Michael, sheets had been sheets. Now she was spoiled by Egyptian cotton. She snuggled up to him, and felt him tense as he realized she was naked.

“Baby, what’re you doing?”

“Holding you,” she said, even as her entire body was seized by panic reminiscent of that day. “Is it okay?”

He released an unsteady laugh. “Sure is. Could I hold you too?”

She appreciated that he’d asked, that he sensed what the effort was costing her. Nodding, she raised her head so he could slip an arm under her.

He drew her in close to him, but not so close she would feel confined.

She rested her head on his chest, remembering all the nights she had slept just like this, snuggled up to him, embraced in his strong arms, breathing him in. Telling herself he was nothing like the man who’d attacked her helped to calm her overactive imagination and her rampaging nerves.

“You’re okay, baby,” he whispered as his lips brushed her forehead. “You’re safe. You’re loved. Everything is just fine.”

Tears spilled from her tightly closed eyes, wetting his chest and her face. He’d been so good. So patient. So understanding. She wanted to give something back to him, to regain some of what they’d lost at the hands of a monster. If only she could be sure it wouldn’t somehow make things worse.

Tentatively, she moved her hand over his chest to find his abdominal muscles rigid with tension.

“Jeannie?”

If she spoke, if she said a single word, she might lose her nerve. So she stayed quiet as her hand relearned the body she had come to know so well—as well as her own.

Michael stayed so still she wondered if he was breathing.

Even as she caressed him, the tears continued to leak from her eyes. Summoning the courage to continue, she sent her hand under the covers. She found him fully erect and throbbing.

“Sorry,” he said through what sound like gritted teeth. “Can’t help—”

“It’s okay.” She raised herself up to trail kisses over his stomach as she stroked him.

He sucked in a sharp deep breath when he realized her intention. “Jeannie, honey, you don’t have to…Oh…Jesus.”

Taking him into her mouth, she used her tongue the way he liked, all the while telling herself this was not the man who had hurt her. This was the man who loved her, who had stood by her through the darkest days of her life. This was the man she loved. She let her hair cover her face so he wouldn’t see the tears that kept coming despite her desire to get through this without them.

“Oh, that’s good, baby. So good.” His fingers combed through her hair, encouraging her, but the rest of him remained still—even his hips, which would normally be contributing to this act. Without moving a muscle, he gave her exactly what she needed. Total control.

Jeannie had forgotten the power that came with taking a man in her mouth, of bringing him pleasure with her lips and tongue and hand.

“Jeannie…”

She recognized the note of warning in his tone.

“It’s been so long…I can’t…”

Rather than retreat, she used her free hand to cup his balls and lightly squeeze, sending him—as she knew it would—into intense release.

His chest expanded with each deep breath he took as she kissed her way to his lips. Strong arms encircled her, again not too tight, not confining. “Wow,” he said after a long period of silence. “Didn’t see that coming.”

“Are you complaining?” she asked, attempting a playful tone.

“No. No complaints.” He ran his hands over her back, soothing rather than seducing. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve been right here.”

“No, you haven’t.”

“I’m sorry.”

He shook his head. “Don’t apologize.” Brushing the dampness from her cheeks, he studied her face. “Could I…maybe…return the favor?”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“We could take it super slow. So slow.”

She could see the yearning in his face and hear it in his voice. “What if I can’t?”

“Then we stop and try again another time. And we keep trying until you don’t feel the need to stop.”

Her damned eyes filled again, and Jeannie brushed impatiently at the tears. They were putting a damper on her attempt to reclaim this important part of her life.

“Hey,” he said, using his thumbs to sweep away the tears. “We don’t have to.”

“I want to. Just ignore the tears. I can’t seem to stop them.”

With his big hands framing her face, he kissed her gently. When she thought of the devouring way he used to kiss her, his show of restraint made her sad once again for all they’d lost. But they would get it back. If it took the rest of their lives, they would find their way. That determination was new and, perhaps, an indication she might be recovering a small bit of who she’d once been.

“I want to turn over,” he said. “Can we do that?”

The new position would put him above her, over her.

“It’s okay if you don’t want to,” he said, tuning into her immediate anxiety.

“No, we can.” She rolled off him and settled on her back, looking up at him.

He stayed on his side, his head propped on a pillow as he placed his hand on her quivering belly. “Just say stop,” he said softly. “At any point.”

Jeannie bit her bottom lip and nodded as his hand began to move. Even though this man’s touch couldn’t be confused with that of any other, she kept her eyes open so there would be no mistaking whose hand took a slow journey over her belly, arm and neck. He made the same patient trip three times before he included her breast.

She reminded herself that she knew exactly whose hand caressed her, whose fingers coaxed her nipple to life, and this man loved her. Despite her best efforts to control the panic and keep it from taking over, it closed in on her anyway. As if an elephant were suddenly sitting on her chest, Jeannie fought for every breath.

Michael quickly removed his hand. “Breathe, honey.”

Try as she might, she couldn’t seem to get any air to her lungs.

He grabbed her shoulders, forced her to sit up and gave her a gentle but insistent shake. “Breathe!”

Spots danced before her eyes, and then as suddenly as the panic had seized her, it let her go. She sucked in deep, gulping breaths, grateful for every one.

“Christ almighty,” Michael whispered as he reached for her.

Despite her fear of the panic, she clung to him. “Sorry,” she said when she could speak again.

“No, no. It was me. Too much too soon. I shouldn’t have—”

Jeannie tightened her arms around him. “You didn’t do anything wrong. I thought I was ready.”

Now she had reason to wonder if she’d ever be ready. And if she eventually got there, would he still be waiting?











Chapter 8
 



On the way to pick up the card from Jeannie in the morning, Sam’s thoughts were full of her father and his rapidly deteriorating health. She’d been alarmed earlier to see how much sicker he’d gotten overnight. Celia had assured Sam that she would be taking him to the doctor first thing, and there was no need for Sam to stay home from work—except she probably should have because she’d be good for nothing today. Listening to him struggle for every breath had filled her with overwhelming anxiety.

She knocked on Jeannie’s door, wondering if she should’ve called first. Probably. Hearing the series of deadbolts disengaging, she stood up a little straighter, trying to shake off the dread that hung over her after seeing her dad.

The door swung open, and Sam was sorry to see that Jeannie looked like she hadn’t slept a wink.

“Come in.” She led Sam to the dining room table where the nonthreatening cards had been boxed up. “Here’s the one.” Jeannie had opened the card before she put it into the evidence bag so Sam was able to read both sides.

A chill traveled through her as she read the message. The “bang bang you’re dead” line certainly got her attention. Nick would be so vulnerable on the campaign trail.

“Why would someone do this to you guys?” Jeannie said. “I don’t get it.”

“Neither do we.”

Jeannie went into the living room and sat on the sofa, curling her legs under her. “So what’s the next step?”

“I suppose I have to inform the brass.”

“And arrange for some sort of security for Nick, I hope.”

“It’s on the agenda.” Sam sat in the chair across from Jeannie. “Everything okay?”

Jeannie shrugged. “Define okay.”

“I, um…”

“Don’t worry about it,” Jeannie said, waving her hand.

“If there’s something you want to talk about, you know you can talk to me.”

Jeannie shook her head. “You don’t want to talk about this. You want to get that card and get the hell out of here so you can start figuring out who’s threatening you and your husband.”

“I’ll admit I’m quite anxious to start looking into that, but if you want to talk, I’ll stay for as long as you need me.”

Jeannie eyed the lieutenant suspiciously for a long moment. “Why do you suppose we were never really friends? Before?”

Sam relaxed into the chair, resigned to sticking around for a while. “I, ah, I don’t know, but I suspect it probably was more a failing on my part than yours.”

Laughing, Jeannie said, “I’d have to agree with you there.”

Even as she raised her middle finger in protest, Sam was relieved to hear her detective’s laughter again. “Since we’re BFFs now, why don’t you tell me what’s got you so down when you seemed to actually be doing a little better.”

Jeannie brushed a hand over her black yoga pants. “I was doing better, or I thought I was, until I tried to…you know…with Michael.”

Sam winced. “What happened?”

“I freaked out. Hyperventilated. It was quite a show.”

Sam wanted to say the right thing, but damned if she had any idea what the right thing was. “I know it’s not the same—at all—but Nick and I had a heck of a time getting back on track in that regard after I miscarried.”

Jeannie gasped. “When did you miscarry?”

Sam wanted to shoot herself for bringing it up, because confronting the man who’d attacked Jeannie had led to the miscarriage. She knew she needed to tell her detective the truth before she heard it from someone else. “When I arrested Sanborn, I caught an elbow to the gut. One thing led to another.” Sam shrugged. “I was barely pregnant, but it knocked us for a loop.”

“Oh, God. No one told me.” Jeannie shuddered. “That bastard. What he took from both of us…”

Sam leaned forward, arms propped on knees. “He took a lot from us. No question about that. But we have to try to keep living our lives so we don’t let him win.”

“I know that, and I’m trying,” Jeannie said. She paused before she added, “I thought you couldn’t get pregnant.”

“That’s what I thought too. Surprise.”

“Oh, Sam! That’s great news! You can try again. When you’re ready.”

Trying again was the last thing she wanted to talk about. “The point is, it takes a while to get back in the saddle after something traumatic happens—especially what happened to you.”

“How long will it be before Michael decides he’s had enough of waiting for me to get better?”

“I doubt he’s put a time limit on it.”

“He has to be getting sick of having me moping around his house.”

“Then why don’t you get dressed and come to work with me for a while?”

“Oh. I don’t think I could.”

“Why not?”

“I just…I’m not ready.”

Even though she was dying to get to work, Sam crossed her legs, folded her arms and got comfortable.

“Don’t you want to get going?” Jeannie asked.

“Yep.”

“Well, then go already!”

“My dad is sick.”

Clearly startled by the sudden change in direction, Jeannie sat up a little straighter. “What’s wrong with him?”

“I suspect we’re going to hear he has pneumonia when Celia gets him to the doctor this morning.”

“Oh my God. I’m so sorry to hear that.”

“Pneumonia is doubly complicated for a quadriplegic.”

“I can only imagine. You must be freaking out.”

“I’m trying not to,” Sam conceded. “Do you remember the Tyler Fitzgerald case?”

Seeming puzzled by the shifting conversation, Jeannie thought for a moment. “The boy who was nabbed from a park and murdered. Years ago. Unsolved, right?”

Sam nodded. “It was my father’s case—the only one he wasn’t able to close. I’d like to take another look at it. Maybe a fresh set of eyes will see something that was missed the first time around.” After seeing her father so sick earlier, Sam felt a sense of urgency to tie up this loose end for him. She pushed aside the nagging doubt about whether he’d want her to look into it. All she could think about was being able to tell him they’d finally caught Tyler’s killer.

Jeannie sat perfectly still for a long time—so long Sam suspected she wasn’t going to take the bait. Then she stood. “Give me ten minutes.”

Watching her head upstairs, Sam smiled. “Yes,” she whispered to the empty room. Then she sent a text to Freddie, asking him to give everyone a head’s up that McBride was coming back—and to play it cool.

 
 

The sergeant working the front desk stopped Sam on her way into HQ. “Lieutenant, the chief is looking for you,” he said, nodding respectfully to Jeannie.

Sam debated for a moment, and then turned to Jeannie. “Come with me. He’ll be so happy to see you he’ll forget what he wants to get all over me about.”

Jeannie rolled her eyes. “You know what he wants.”

The man she’d called Uncle Joe as a child would no doubt be up in arms about the threatening mail she’d received.

“That’s why I want you with me.” Sam led the way to the chief’s office where the administrative assistant waved her right in.

“He’s been waiting for you, Lieutenant,” the perky assistant said.

“Fabulous,” Sam muttered. She swore she heard Jeannie snicker, but when she glanced over her shoulder the other detective was straight-faced.

In the chief’s office, she discovered he’d called in the cavalry. Deputy Chief Conklin and Captain Malone were seated in front of the chief’s desk. All three men rose when Sam came in with Jeannie.

“Detective McBride,” Chief Farnsworth said, walking around the desk to shake hands with Jeannie. “It’s so good to have you back.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m not sure I’m back, but I’m here today.”

“We’ll take what we can get.”

“I appreciate the support of the department during this difficult time, sir.”

“We appreciate your sacrifice in the line of duty.”

Sensing Jeannie’s composure was in danger of cracking, Sam said, “You wanted to see me?”

“Yes, Lieutenant, have a seat please.”

“That’s okay, I have to—”

“Sit,” Farnsworth said sternly, pointing to the available chair.

Conklin jumped up to offer his seat to Jeannie.

“What’ve you got there?” Farnsworth asked Sam, nodding to the evidence bag she was holding.

Reluctantly, Sam handed it over to him and watched his rugged face take on an infuriated expression. He handed the bag to Conklin who took a good look before passing it to Malone.

“I’ll pass this on to Tremont,” Malone said, referring to the chief of detectives.

“To do what?” Sam asked.

“To oversee the investigation,” Malone said.

“So let me get this straight—I’m the one being threatened, and someone else is going to investigate? Yeah, that makes a lot of sense, especially since they’d know firsthand who’d have a beef with me.”

“Save the sarcasm, Lieutenant,” Farnsworth said. “It’s a conflict of interest for you to investigate this case, and you know it.”

“What I know is no one could do it faster or better than I could. I already have a list of twenty possible suspects. How many days will be lost while another detective digs into my life and gets us to where I already am?”

Farnsworth and Conklin exchanged glances.

“She’s right, you know,” Malone said, and Sam sent him a grateful look. “This could be anyone—someone she arrested, someone she knew years ago, someone one of them dated.”

“Or was married to,” Sam said with a scowl, thinking of her vindictive ex-husband who’d love nothing more than to give her something to worry about during the early weeks of her new marriage.

“Or was married to,” Malone agreed.

“You think it could be Gibson?” Farnsworth asked.

Just thinking of her ex-husband was enough to make Sam sick. “I suppose anything is possible,” she said. When Peter pulled a gun on her the night before her wedding and said their relationship would never be over, was this what he’d meant?

“He’d be foolish to do something like this when he knows we’re watching him like hawks,” Malone said.

“That didn’t stop him from showing up outside my house the night before the wedding,” Sam reminded him.

“Let’s give him a good hard look,” Farnsworth said.

“Are you going to let me run this investigation?” Sam asked.

The chief’s face was unreadable.

Sam had begun to sweat by the time Malone spoke up.

“She does have an advantage over anyone else in this case,” he said.

“What about the investigation into the murders at Carl’s?” Conklin asked.

“At a total standstill at the moment. We’ve done everything we always do and have nothing. We’re hoping one of our informants will come through.”

They all looked to the chief expectantly.

“All right,” he finally said. “I don’t like it, but I’ll give you a week on this. After that we’ll reevaluate.”

“Thank you, sir,” Sam said, relieved.

“I want regular updates,” Farnsworth added.

“Of course. No problem.”

“Get to work.”

“Um, Chief, before we go, I wanted to let you know I’ve asked Detective McBride to reopen the Tyler Fitzgerald case.”

“Why now?”

“My father is sick.”

Chief Farnsworth sat up a little straighter. “What do you mean?”

Sam hated to put words to her fears, but she needed to make him understand. “I’m worried he may have pneumonia.”

“That can be treated.”

She was afraid she’d end up bawling in front of them if they talked about it any longer. “I want to give it a fresh look.”

He held her gaze for a long moment before he nodded. “Keep me in the loop—on both cases and your father’s condition.”

“Me too,” Malone said as Conklin nodded in agreement.

“I will,” Sam said, gesturing to Jeannie to follow her.

“Wow,” Jeannie said on the way to the detectives’ pit. “Are they always so intense?”

“Pretty much.”

“Better you than me.”

“You get used to it after a while,” Sam said, surprised to realize that at some point she’d become accustomed to being grilled—frequently—by the chief and his deputies.

As they navigated the corridors, the officers they passed seemed surprised but pleased to see Jeannie.

“I feel like a monkey at the circus,” she whispered to Sam.

“It’ll be weird for an hour or two, and then it’ll be business as usual.”

“Promise?”

Sam stopped and faced her detective. “Do whatever you feel like doing. Don’t answer any questions you don’t want to answer. You’re calling the shots. We’ll do this your way.”

Jeannie’s eyes filled but she blinked back the tears. “Thank you for all the support.”

Sam squeezed Jeannie’s arm, led her into the office and opened a file cabinet. Sam pulled out two thick folders and handed them to Jeannie. “These are my dad’s files on Fitzgerald. The case went cold about ten years ago, but my dad was on it right up until the day he was shot. I’ve had good intentions of getting back to it, but life keeps getting in the way.”

“You’ve been a tad busy, Lieutenant.”

“This is important to me.”

“I’ll give it everything I have.”

“I appreciate that. If you’d like to work in here, that’s fine.”

“I’ll see how it goes in the pit, but I might take you up on that.”

“Whatever works for you.”

Jeannie glanced at the pit, which was unusually quiet. “Did you warn them I was coming?”

“Maybe.”

Jeannie nodded and squared her shoulders.

“Remember—do only what you feel comfortable doing. If you’d rather work from home, let me know and I’ll take you.”

“I think I’m okay.”

“All right then.”

Freddie came to the door and stopped short when he saw Jeannie. “Detective McBride. Nice to see you here.”

“Thank you.” She stepped around him and headed for her cubicle. The other detectives offered subdued greetings and went right back to work.











Chapter 9
 



When Sam was certain Jeannie was okay for the time being, she turned to Freddie. “Thanks for laying the groundwork.”

“No problem. We’re all happy to have her back.” He gestured to the conference room. “Come with me, will you?”

“What’re you up to?”

“You’ll see.”

Sam was dismayed to find another huge pile of cards on the conference room table along with three towering stacks of file folders.

“More mail?” she said. “You gotta be kidding me.”

“Sucks to be so popular, huh?”

“Seriously. What’s with all the files?”

“All your cases.”

“All of them?”

“Every one. I figure we go through them and maybe we can figure out who might have a beef with you.”

“They all have a beef with me.”

“Until we get the report on the cards from the lab, we can narrow the list of suspects to who might’ve gotten paroled recently.”

Eyeing the huge pile of files, Sam yearned for the beach in Bora Bora. She so didn’t feel like dealing with this.

“Lieutenant?”

“I appreciate what you’ve done, gathering the files and the thought you’ve put into this.”

“But?”

“I’m afraid we’re spinning our wheels. In about four seconds last night I thought of a hundred people who’d never want me to know a minute of happiness.”

“We’ll look at every one of them,” he said fiercely. It bothered him, she knew, that someone was threatening her.

“It’s a waste of time, Freddie.”

“How can you say that? Someone is threatening you—and your husband. You can’t just ignore that.”

“I don’t plan to ignore it.” She thought of the week the chief had given her to investigate the threats, but the sheer magnitude of the task hadn’t settled on her until she saw the huge stacks of file folders on the table. “I’d much rather investigate Gardner’s role in my father’s shooting.”

“No reason we can’t do both.”

Sam felt like her head was going to explode. Her phone pinged with a text message. She reached for it and flipped it open, her heart sinking as she read the text from Celia: “Pneumonia. They are admitting him to GW’s ICU. Call when you can.”

When her legs seemed to liquefy beneath her Sam sank into a chair.

“What?” Freddie asked.

“My dad. He’s got pneumonia.”

“Oh God.”

“Yeah.”

“What do you need?”

“I have no idea.” The mountain of file folders seemed to get larger as she absorbed the news about her dad. Her phone rang, and Sam flipped it open. “Holland.”

“Sam,” Celia said, her voice wavering. “Your dad is asking for you. They’re talking about putting him on a vent and he wants to see you before then. Can you come?”

Sam’s stomach began to ache fiercely. “I’m on my way.”

“Hurry,” her stepmother added before ending the call.

“I’ll drive,” Freddie said after Sam filled him in.

With his hand on her shoulder, he urged her out of the chair and steered her from the conference room. In the hallway, they ran into Lt. Stahl.

“A moment of your time, Lieutenant,” Stahl said with a glare for Freddie.

“Not now,” he snapped.

Stahl’s beady eyes narrowed with rage. “Watch your tone, Detective.”

Freddie ignored him and propelled Sam into her office. “Get your stuff.”

Sam wanted to shake off her overly concerned partner the way she normally would when he tried to hover, but somehow she couldn’t seem to form the words. She grabbed her keys from her desk drawer.

Freddie was locking the office when Gonzo approached them. “Everything all right?”

“The lieutenant’s father is in the hospital. We’re on our way over there now.”

Gonzo turned his gaze on Sam. “What can I do?”

“Go through the unopened cards in the conference room. See if there are any others that need to go to the lab,” Freddie said. “Put some pressure on the lab for results on the first two.”

“Will do. Keep me posted?”

Sam nodded and glanced at the pit. “Keep an eye on McBride. Don’t let her do too much today. See her home after a while.”

“No problem. Just so you know, I’ve been doing some more digging on Gardner. I don’t have anything new yet, but I feel like I’m getting closer.”

“I appreciate that. Thank you.” Sam felt the eyes of everyone at HQ on her as she and Freddie headed for the main door. It wouldn’t take long for news of her father’s illness to whip through the ranks. A popular, decorated officer, Skip Holland had been three months shy of retirement when a gunman’s bullet changed their lives forever. Finding that gunman had turned out to be one of the more frustrating challenges Sam had faced in her life.

As Freddie drove them to George Washington University Hospital on 23rd Street, Sam called Nick and got his voice mail. Hearing his voice made her long for him. “Hey, it’s me. They’re admitting my dad to GW ICU with pneumonia. That’s where I’ll be for now. Freddie’s with me. I, um, I guess I’ll see you when I see you.” She closed the phone and returned it to her pocket.

“You know he’ll be there the second he gets that message,” Freddie said.

Sam looked out the window as the city raced by. “Yeah.” Just over two years ago, they’d come so close to losing Skip. Since then, he’d done an admirable job of adapting to the hand life had dealt him. At some point, Sam realized, his family had accepted his limitations and learned to live with them. To lose him now, especially before she caught the person who shot him, would be unimaginable.

They arrived at the Intensive Care Unit where Celia waited with Sam’s sisters Angela and Tracy as well as Tracy’s husband Mike. Celia’s green eyes were rimmed with red. She hugged Sam and then Freddie.

“What’re they saying?” Sam asked. Seeing her stepmother and sisters in tears didn’t do much to help her already out-of-control anxiety.

“They’re putting him on a ventilator, but he wants to talk to you first.” Celia put her arm around Sam. “He sounds awful, so prepare yourself.”

Sam nodded and let Celia lead her into the room where monitors were beeping and a nurse was typing into a computer. Her father’s labored breathing was all Sam could hear.

Celia leaned over the bed and kissed her husband’s forehead. “Honey, Sam’s here.”

Skip’s eyes fluttered open. “Sam.”

Sam rested a hand on his arm and was startled by the heat radiating from his skin. “I’m here, Dad.”

Skip shifted his eyes to Celia. “Give us a minute, hon.”

“I’ll be right outside,” she said.

Sam turned to the nurse. “Could we have just a minute?”

“The doctor wants him on the vent ASAP.”

“We’ll be quick.”

The nurse left the room, and Sam focused on her father. She brushed the hair off his forehead because she wanted him to be able to feel the caress. It occurred to her that this could be the last time she ever spoke to him, a thought so overwhelming she had to force herself to take the next breath.

“You remember,” he said between wheezing breaths.

Sam knew exactly what he meant. She thought of the prescription bottle she’d stashed in a safety deposit box.

“Sam. Please.” He gulped in a deep breath. “Don’t let this go on. Promise me.”

Her heart felt as if someone was squeezing it. “I promise. Don’t worry about anything.” Years ago she’d agreed to help him if the time came, but now… The thought of actually doing it was beyond devastating.

“Love you, Sam Cappuano,” he whispered, saying words they rarely uttered out loud.

Sam bent to press her lips to his forehead, tears spilling from her eyes. No doubt he could feel them too. “Love you too, Skippy. You’re going to beat this. I know it.”

“If I don’t…”

“I’ll take care of it. I’ll never stop looking for the person who did this to you.”

“Stop looking.” His eyes fluttered closed. “Live your life, baby girl.”

“Get some rest.” She wiped the dampness from her face and stayed with him until the nurse returned. Outside the room, she leaned against a wall, eyes closed, heart beating fast. The last two years had been a nightmare for him in so many ways. He had to be tired of such a limited existence. But Sam wasn’t ready. If she had another twenty years to prepare herself, she’d never be ready to lose him.

“Sam.”

She opened her eyes to find Freddie watching her with concern etched into his adorable face. He too was very fond of her father.

“How is he?”

“Not so good.”

“What can I do for you?”

She shrugged, helplessly. “Since you have a direct line to God, maybe, you know…”

“Already done.”

“Thanks. You don’t have to stick around. You can go back to work if you want.”

“If it’s all right with you, I’d rather be here. I’ll take vacation time.”

Grateful for his presence, she nodded. They rejoined the others in the waiting room where the doctor found them half an hour later. He reported that Skip was being given massive doses of antibiotics and had been put on a ventilator to help him breathe. They’d sedated him to keep him comfortable.

“It’s more or less a waiting game at this point,” the doctor concluded. “We’ll have to see how he responds to the medication.”

“So he could be all right,” Angela said hopefully.

“I don’t want to make any promises I can’t keep,” the doctor said. “The next twenty-four hours will be telling.”

“Thank you, Doctor,” Celia said.

“I’ll check on him again later. In the meantime, one visitor at a time, please.”

As the doctor left the room, Nick came in, his eyes seeking out Sam.

She got up and went to him, leading him into the hallway.

He put his arms around her. “I got here as fast as I could. I was in a meeting.”

“Glad to see you.” With her face pressed to his muscular chest she brought him up to date on her father’s condition.

“God, it happened so fast,” he said.

“I know.”

“I was thinking I should call Scotty and let him know we might have to postpone the trip.” Nick had befriended the adorable twelve-year-old in a state home for children in Richmond, and the boy had since become a close friend of theirs. In fact, before their wedding, Sam and Nick had discussed the idea of adopting Scotty, who they’d both come to love. Sam’s wedding gift to Nick had been tickets to opening day at Fenway Park in Boston for him and Scotty who, like Nick, was a huge Boston Red Sox fan.

“You can’t disappoint him,” Sam said. “My dad helped me get the tickets. He’d want you to go.”

“I can’t leave you with this going on.”

“I’ll be all right. I’ve got Celia and my sisters. Freddie will stay close. It’s okay. Really.”

Nick released a deep sigh. “Let’s see what tomorrow brings.”

Sam’s eyes burned with tears she fought to contain. Blubbering all over her husband wasn’t going to make her father any better. “Are you still going to talk to Scotty this weekend?” While on their honeymoon, they’d agreed that Nick would broach the subject of Scotty coming to live with them during the Boston trip.

“I was planning to, but we’ll see what’s going on.”

She knew he meant with her father. Everything was on hold until Skip recovered.

Nick tightened his arms around her. “Whatever happens, Sam, I’m here. I’m right here.”

She’d managed to contain the tears until he said that.

He kissed her forehead. “It’ll be okay, babe.”

While she’d never be ready to lose her dad, knowing Nick would be by her side somehow made this awful situation a little more bearable.

 
 

Jeannie went through the Tyler Fitzgerald file page by page. Skip Holland’s notes were thorough and detailed. He’d interviewed people who’d known the seven-year-old and his family, who’d frequented the school playground where he’d vanished on a Saturday night in June of 1986 and children who’d attended second grade with the boy. Jeannie read every word on every report. The family’s heartbreak was palpable, and her own heart ached imagining what they’d been through in the ten days from when he went missing until his body was found in a Maryland landfill. There were photos of the adorable child from before and after his death and a medical examiner’s report that detailed death by asphyxiation.

Skip had included articles from Washington newspapers and from papers around the country that had picked up the story that summer. Immersing herself in the file helped to keep her mind off her own troubles. For that she had to give her lieutenant credit. Coming back to work had been a good move.

“I heard you were here,” a familiar voice said.

Jeannie looked up at the smiling face of her partner, Detective Will Tyrone. Tall with close-cropped blond hair, a muscular physique and a sweet baby face, Will too had been a pillar of strength in the dark days after the attack.

“Hey there,” Jeannie said. “What’re you doing here?” They normally worked third shift, 11:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m.

“The LT has had me on days lately.”

“Who’ve you been partnering up with?”

“Cruz while she was on vacation, but now I’m not sure. Are you back to stay?”

“I don’t know yet. I’m taking it an hour at a time.”

Will grabbed a stray chair from another cubicle and straddled it. “What’re you doing?”

Jeannie explained about the Fitzgerald case and how Sam had asked her to take a fresh look at it.

“Can I help?”

“Actually, I was thinking I’d like to talk to the parents, but I don’t have my car.”

“I can take you.”

“That’d be great. Thanks.” She reached for a notebook in her bottom drawer and ran a hand over her hair to make sure it was under control. “Just let me tell Gonzo. Sam left him in charge of me.”

“Before we go…”

Jeannie took a closer look at his tormented expression. “What is it?”

“I want you to know I can’t stop thinking about that day, about whether there was something I could’ve done to change what happened.”

Seeing him so distraught saddened her. “It wasn’t your fault, Will. We’d gone our separate ways. There was nothing you could’ve done.” She put a hand on his forearm. “I’ve come to the conclusion that this happened to me for a reason. I don’t know why yet, but I hope down the road at some point it’ll become clear to me.”

“No one deserves what happened to you.”

“No, but sadly it happens far too often. Perhaps I’ll be a better cop because I understand the victim’s point of view now.”

“I’m glad you’re able to see some positives coming out of it. I’ve been hard-pressed to think about anything other than how I’d like to kill the son of a bitch who did this to you.”

“As tempting as that might be, it won’t change what happened. It wouldn’t do much for your career, either.”

At that, he finally cracked a small grin.

“I really appreciate your friendship and all the support. It’s meant a lot to me.” She smiled when the compliment made him blush. “How about I give the Fitzgeralds a call to let them know we’d like to talk to them?”

“Sounds like a plan.”











Chapter 10
 



During four hours in the ICU, Sam got a total of fifteen minutes with her dad. Listening to a ventilator breathe for him had shredded her nerves as she wondered if she’d ever again be able to bounce a case off him when she was stuck, to consult with him about every aspect of her life. He’d been her touchstone, and in many ways her very best friend for so long that she couldn’t begin to entertain the notion of having to spend the rest of her life without him. Being back in the ICU also brought back grim memories of the horrible days that followed his shooting when they’d been told to expect the worst.

Maybe now, like then, he’d defy the odds. In the meantime, the waiting was making her crazy. Nick had gone home to change out of his suit and to pick up a change of clothes for her. Listening to her sisters and stepmother run the scenarios of how her father’s illness could play out had driven Sam from the waiting room, and now she was doing laps of the long corridor outside the ICU.

Nick returned with the clothes just as Freddie came bursting through the double doors from the ICU.

“What’s up?” Sam asked him.

“We’ve got a murder.”

“Where?”

“Chevy Chase, near the Alice Deal Middle School.”

“A kid?”

Freddie shook his head. “Stay-at-home mom, discovered by her daughter when she got home from school.”

Sam glanced at Nick who watched her intently.

“There’s not much you can do here, Sam,” he said.

“I probably shouldn’t leave, though. Even for a little while.”

“Is there anything you need to say to him that you haven’t already said?”

He knew her so well it was frightening at times. “No.”

“Then go. That’s what your dad would want you to do. I’ll stay with Celia and the others, and I’ll call you if anything changes.”

“Are you sure you don’t mind? It’s not like you don’t have things to do too.”

“I cleared my schedule for the rest of the day, and I don’t mind.”

How, she wondered, had she ever managed without him? She went up on tiptoes to kiss him. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“I’ll be here.” He ran a finger over her cheek. “Be careful out there.”

“Always am.”

“Be extra careful today. You’ve got a lot on your mind.”

“You’ll tell Celia where I’ve gone?”

“Absolutely.”

“Thanks.” She kissed him once more and then followed Freddie to the elevator, still not entirely certain that she should leave. If the worst should happen while she was gone, Sam would deal with it because Nick was right—her father would want her to go. The job, he’d say, pauses for no one and nothing. She hoped her stepmother and sisters would understand. If they didn’t, Nick would smooth things over with them.

Sam and Freddie arrived a short time later at a two-story colonial home on a leafy street in Chevy Chase. Emergency vehicles lined the street, and the usual crowd of concerned neighbors had gathered outside the yellow crime-scene tape. Flashing their badges, Sam and Freddie pushed their way through and ducked under the tape. A patrolman greeted them.

“What’ve we got?” Sam asked.

The officer consulted a notebook. “Crystal Trainer, age thirty-five, found on the back patio by her daughter Nicole, age twelve, when the daughter arrived home from school.” He gestured to the yard where a female officer was comforting the distraught girl. “No sign of forced entry, and as far as we could tell, nothing had been disturbed inside the house. Mrs. Trainer’s purse and cell phone were found on the kitchen table. The cash in her wallet seemed to be untouched. The deceased’s son, Josh, age eight, is due home from school momentarily.”

Where, Sam thought, he’d learn his life had been permanently changed. “Husband?”

“Was notified by his daughter and is on his way home from work.”

“Neighbors?”

He gestured to the tapeline where two other officers were interviewing the people who’d gathered there. “So far no one has reported seeing or hearing anything out of the ordinary.”

“Good job,” she said to the patrolman. Sam snapped on latex gloves and headed for the open front door. To Freddie, she said, “Check on the canvass.”

“On it,” he said.

Inside the nicely furnished home, Sam nodded to the officer who greeted her.

“This way, Lieutenant.”

She followed him from the living room to a spacious kitchen that boasted modern appliances in brushed stainless. A designer purse sat on the kitchen table next to keys and a smartphone.

“I was sorry to hear your father is ill,” the officer said, jarring Sam from her thoughts about the case.

“Thank you.”

“We’re all pulling for him.”

“I appreciate that, and I’m sure he will too.”

They stepped through a sliding glass door to a stone patio that boasted a glass table and wrought-iron chairs with green-and-white-striped pads. Pots of well-tended blooms added a cheerful dose of color.

The officer pointed to the dead woman, who was sprawled facedown on the far side of the table. “Hit from behind with a blunt object is my guess,” he said, pointing to the back of her head. She’d bled so profusely that it was almost impossible to tell that her hair had been blond.

A gasp from behind them caught Sam’s attention, and she turned in time to watch the color drain from the face of a man in a dark business suit as he caught sight of the dead woman. He staggered and gripped one of the chairs to steady himself. Something about him was familiar to Sam.

“Oh my God,” he said. “Crystal. What happened?”

“We don’t know yet. What’s your name?”

“Jed. Jed Trainer.”

“And she’s your wife?”

“Yes.” He nodded and then glanced at Sam. “We’ve been separated for a few months, but we’d been working on it.” His voice caught, and his eyes filled. “God. Crystal. I can’t believe this.”

“One of the officers said your son is due home momentarily,” Sam said.

He raised a shaking hand to consult his watch. “Yes, any minute. How will I tell him? They were so close. And poor Nicole to come home and find this…”

“Go meet your son, and we’ll discuss this further when you’ve had a chance to tell him what’s happened.”

“Yes. Yes, okay.” He took another long look at the woman on the patio before he turned and went inside.

Lindsey McNamara came through the slider next. “We meet again,” she said to Sam, shaking her head with dismay as she took in the scene. She squeezed Sam’s arm. “I was sorry to hear about your dad. He’s a fighter.”

“We’re counting on that.”

“If there’s anything I can do—anything at all—you know where I am.”

“Thank you.”

Lindsey tugged on gloves, knelt on the patio and went to work examining the body.

“I need a time of death to get me started,” Sam said.

“Judging from the clotting and rigor, I’m guessing about three hours ago.” Lindsey lifted some strands of hair to better expose the wound on the back of her scalp. “Looks like one lethal blow from behind. Probably took her by surprise.”

An anguished scream came from inside the house, and Sam shuddered. “That’d be the son hearing the news.”

“How old?” Lindsey asked.

“Eight.”

“God. Poor kid.”

“Kids, plural. The twelve-year-old daughter found her.”

“Ugh.”

Sam had so many competing emotions storming around inside her—worry about her father’s health, thoughts of the new case and the poor children who’d lost their mother—that she had to force herself to focus on her job. She was concerned about McBride and whether she’d made a mistake bringing her recovering detective back to work so soon after the egregious attack. Then there was the matter of Gardner and the offer she’d made him hoping to gain some new information about her father’s shooting. And not to be forgotten were the threats they’d found in the wedding cards. It was all too much for one brain to process.

“Sam?” Lindsey jarred her out of the pensive state she’d slipped into. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, just thinking it through.”

“When you have a spare minute in the midst of the madness, I could use some advice.”

“About?”

“You want to do this now?”

“We’ve got a minute. What’s going on?”

“Terry O’Connor.”

“Ahh. What about him?”

“He told me about the alcoholism.”

“And?”

Lindsey glanced at the officer who was canvassing the yard. “We should probably talk about it another time.”

“I’ve got time now while I wait for the husband.”

“Well, he’s put the ball in my court. It’s up to me to call him.”

“So what’s stopping you?”

“I grew up surrounded by alcoholics. My father, grandfather, uncle. I’m not sure I have it in me, you know?”

“I can see how it would be daunting.”

As they spoke, Lindsey sealed Mrs. Trainer’s hands in plastic bags to preserve evidence and prepared the body for transport. “How well do you know him?”

“Not all that well. We didn’t get off to the best of starts with me accusing him of his brother’s murder and all that.”

Lindsey continued to prepare the body for transport. “And since then?”

“I see him once in a while when Nick and I go to Sunday dinner at the O’Connors’. For what it’s worth, he’s a much different person now than he was when I first met him.”

“How so?”

“For one thing, he’s sober and seems committed to staying that way. Nick made rehab and daily AA meetings a condition of his job offer.”

“He’s thrilled to be Nick’s deputy chief of staff,” Lindsey said.

“Nick has been pleased with his contributions so far. That’s all I can really tell you.”

“That’s quite a lot, actually.” She glanced up at Sam. “If you were me, would you give him a chance?”

Sam thought about that for a minute. As much as it drove her crazy to have her people dating Nick’s people, she liked Lindsey and wanted her to be happy. “In light of how hard he’s worked to reclaim his life, I’d guess he’s a pretty good bet right about now. Of course, I can’t know anything for sure, but since you’re only talking about dating not marriage, I can’t see what a few dates would hurt.”

At the word marriage, Lindsey made a grimacing face. “No talk of marriage.”

“Then I guess it’s up to you to decide whether he’s worth the risk.”

Escorted by Freddie, Jed Trainer stepped through the sliding door, his eyes red from crying. “That was the most brutal thing I’ve ever had to do,” he said, his voice catching on a sob. “I’ve sent the kids next door so they won’t have to see their mother removed from the house.”

“That’s a good idea,” Sam said. “However, I’ll need to speak with both of them.”

“I’ll take you over there when you’re done here.”

“I sent a patrol officer with the kids to keep them from talking to each other about their mother or speculating about what might’ve happened until you have a chance to talk to them,” Freddie said.

“Good, thank you.”

Crime scene detectives arrived, and Sam turned to Jed. “Mr. Trainer, could we please step inside for a few minutes?”

“Of course,” he said, taking a last look at the body on the patio before leading them into the living room to sit on the sofa. He tugged at his tie and released his top button.

Sam took a seat across from him on a love seat. Freddie sat next to her. “Can you tell me when you last saw Crystal?” she asked.

“The day before yesterday. I took the kids to dinner and saw her when I brought them home.”

“What was your custody arrangement?”

“They lived with her and spent every other weekend with me. I travel a lot for work, so I see them when I can during the week.”

“And Mrs. Trainer was okay with that?”

“We went out of our way to keep things cordial for the kids.”

“Who initiated the separation?”

“She did.”

“What was her reasoning?”

He ran a hand over his mouth as his posture tightened with tension. “I had an affair. She found out about it, and that was that.”

“You said you’d been working on the marriage. Were you in therapy?”

Nodding, he said, “We were making some progress, but now… I just can’t believe she’s really gone.”

“Where were you today?”

The implication of what she was asking settled on him all at once. His expression went from cooperative to angry in a flash. “At my office.”

“All day?”

“Except for twenty minutes when I went to get a sandwich.”

“We’ll need to confirm your alibi so we can rule you out as a suspect.”

“Fine.” He got up, went into the kitchen and returned with a pad of paper. Withdrawing a pen from his shirt pocket, he wrote down a name and number. “My assistant can confirm my whereabouts for the entire day.”

“Thank you.”

“I didn’t kill her. I loved her, and I wanted to fix our marriage. I screwed up. I was doing what I could to make amends. What am I supposed to do now?”

“You take care of your kids the best you can,” Freddie said.

“Mr. Trainer, did your wife have problems with anyone in her life? Family members, friends, anyone in the community?”

He shook his head. “Everyone loved Crystal. She had tons of friends and was president of the PTO at Nicole’s school. People liked her.”

“Is it possible she had problems with someone and didn’t tell you?” Freddie asked.

“Doubtful. Even though we were separated, we talked often. She would’ve told me if something was wrong.”

“Did she work?” Sam asked.

“No, but she did a ton of volunteer work.”

“Can you give us a list of the organizations where she worked as well as friends we might speak to?”

Jed added the names and addresses to the page he had given them.

“If you can think of any problem she might’ve had or anyone she was at odds with, please let us know.” Sam handed him her card. “Even the smallest thing can make a difference.”

“The officer outside said there was no damage to the doors, so does that mean it was someone we know?” he asked. “Did she let in a friend not knowing they’d come to do her harm?”

“That’s possible,” Sam said. “Or the door was unlocked, and this was totally random.”

“Do you really think that?”

“My gut tells me this wasn’t random,” she said, standing to take a closer look at some family photos. She knew this couple from somewhere. “Have we met before now?”

“I was thinking you seem familiar, but of course I saw the coverage of your wedding.”

“What was Crystal’s maiden name?”

“Martin.”

The name, like the face, was familiar, but Sam couldn’t place it. “Where did she go to high school?”

“Roosevelt.”

“College?”

“Maryland. College Park.”

That ruled out school. Sam had gone to Wilson High, American University and George Washington for graduate school. “Is there any chance she was romantically involved with someone else?”

Jed recoiled from the question. “No.”

“None at all?”

“Absolutely not. We were working on our marriage.”

“Tell me the circumstances of the affair.”

“Am I a suspect, Lieutenant?”

“Everyone’s a suspect until they aren’t.” Sam returned to the love seat and sat facing him. “Let me tell you how these things sometimes go. A husband makes a mistake—a mistake he regrets and goes home to put the pieces of his marriage back together. In the meantime, there’s another woman out there who’s in love with him. Maybe he made some promises, told her he planned to leave his wife. Maybe she took a huge gamble on this guy, fell in love, believed him when he told her she was ‘the one.’ You see where I’m going with this?”

Jed was shaking his head. “It wasn’t Janet. It was a short-lived thing. I made no promises. She knew I was married and would never leave my wife.”

“If you’d never leave your wife, why have an affair?”

“It sort of just happened. It wasn’t something I planned. And it didn’t happen because I no longer loved my wife. It had nothing to do with her.”

Um, okay, Sam thought. Whatever you say. “How did your wife find out about it?”

“She received a text message.”

“From whom?”

“We were never able to determine where it came from. It was an unknown number.”

“So either the woman you were involved with sent that message or someone else found out about it and sent the text.”

“Janet wouldn’t have done that. It’s just not how she’s wired.”

“We’ll need her name, address and phone number.”

“Do you really have to drag her into this?”

“Yes, we really do.” She gestured for him to add the information to the page he’d started. “Who else might’ve had a beef with Crystal?”

Jed ran a trembling hand over his jaw. “I’ve told you—everyone liked her.”

“Everyone. She never had words with anyone, a disagreement in the PTO, a meltdown in the mom’s club.”

“Not that I can think of. She got along with people and hated drama of any kind, so she avoided it.” He looked over at Sam. “I’d really like to be with my children right now.”

“We’ll walk you over so we can speak with them.”

“You go easy on them, won’t you?”

“Of course. I just want to know what Nicole saw when she got home and if they know of anyone who might want to harm their mother.”

Sam and Freddie followed Jed to the house next door where Nicole and Josh were under the care of an older couple. Josh got up and ran to his father.

“Martha, Larry, this is Lieutenant Holland and Detective Cruz,” Jed said to the neighbors. “They have a few questions for the kids.”

“We’d like to speak with both of you too,” Sam said to the older couple. “If you could wait in the kitchen, we’d appreciate it.”

Martha glanced anxiously at Nicole on the sofa. “But the children…”

“We’ll be quick,” Sam said. “I promise.”

“It’s okay,” Jed added.

Larry put an arm around his wife and escorted her from the room.

Sam glanced at Freddie.

“Mr. Trainer, would you and Josh join me in the dining room?” Freddie asked.

“Nicole?” Jed said. “Honey, do you mind talking to Lieutenant Holland?”

The girl sat up and shook her head.

“I’ll be right in the dining room with Josh, okay? Come get me if you need me.”

When they were alone, Sam sat next to Nicole on the sofa. “I’m so sorry about your mom.”

“Thank you.” Nicole wiped tears from her face. “I can’t stop crying.”

“That’s to be expected. You’ve had a terrible shock.” Sam gave the girl a moment to get herself together before continuing. “Can you tell me what happened when you got home?”

Nicole nodded. “Since school is only two blocks away, my mom and dad said I could walk this year. A lot of days my mom meets me halfway, but she wasn’t there today.”

“Did you think anything of that?”

“No, because sometimes she’s on the phone or something. She only gets worried if I’m not home by three.”

“When you got home today, was the door open?”

Shaking her head, Nicole said, “I went in through the garage. We have this door opener with a code we can punch in to open it. I thought it was weird that the front door wasn’t open because she’s usually waiting at the door, even if she’s on the phone.”

“So you came in the house, and then what?”

“I called for her, but she didn’t answer. I saw the sliding door was open, so I went out there and she was… There was so much blood. I started screaming for her to wake up, but she wouldn’t.”

“Did you touch her?”

A sob hiccupped through her. “I shook her shoulder, but she didn’t wake up.” She rubbed at eyes that were already red and raw. “I ran inside and called 911. I didn’t know what else to do.”

Sam reached for the girl’s hand. “You did everything right. You saw your mom was hurt, and you called for help.”

“But if I hadn’t stopped to talk to Jessica, maybe I would’ve gotten here sooner…”

“It wouldn’t have mattered. She’d been gone a while by the time you got home.”

“Oh.”

“Can you think of anyone who might’ve wanted to hurt your mom?”

Nicole’s pretty brown eyes filled again as she shook her head. “She was so nice. All my friends thought so. They liked coming to my house because she was always there and made us cookies and snacks.”

“If you can think of anyone she might’ve argued with or who was mad with her, will you call me?” She wrote her cell phone number on the back of her card and handed it to Nicole. “You can call me anytime.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Your mom would’ve been proud of the way you held up today,” Sam said.

“You really think so?”

“I know so.”











Chapter 11
 



As Freddie drove them downtown, Sam checked in with Nick and learned there’d been no change in her father’s condition.

“How’re you doing, babe?”

“I’m okay. Working takes my mind off it.” Her conversation with the grief-stricken twelve-year-old had helped to bring some perspective to her own situation. It could always be worse. “You should go home and get some sleep.”

“I’ll wait until you get back.”

“Could be a while.”

“That’s all right,” Nick said. “I talked to my dad. He wants you to know he’s praying for Skip.”

“That’s nice of him. Tell him I said thanks.”

“I will. What’s up with the case?”

“Thirty-five-year-old mother of two found murdered on the patio by her twelve-year-old daughter. The eight-year-old son came home just after we got here.”

“Oh, man. Those poor kids.”

“Yeah, it was rough.”

“Any suspects?”

“Of course not. We talked to the estranged husband, the kids, the neighbors. They all said the same thing—she was the perfect mother, and everyone loved her.”

“Another tough one.”

“Aren’t they all?” Sam glanced over at her partner, who seemed to be lost in thought. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

“Love you, babe.”

“You too.”

Freddie brought the car to a stop at a light in the Woodley Park neighborhood where he lived.

“Want me to drop you at home?” she asked.

“Nah, my car’s at HQ.”

Sam glanced out the window at a couple walking arm-in-arm on the sidewalk and did a double take. “Hey, isn’t that your mom?”

Freddie bent his head for a closer look and gasped. “Are you freaking kidding me? She’s seeing someone at the same time she’s busting my chops about Elin?” He continued to stare at the animated couple long after the light turned green and cars behind them started to blow their horns. The man with his mother turned toward the street to see what all the commotion was about, and Freddie let out a gasp. “Oh my God. That’s…”

The driver of the car behind them laid on the horn.

“Freddie? What is it?”

“I can’t even believe it.” His face had gone pale and his lips were white with rage. Sam had never seen him so furious. “She’s such a hypocrite!”

“Pull over,” Sam said, pointing to a parking lot in the next block.

Freddie did as directed and killed the engine. He continued to grip the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles were white.

“Talk to me. Who’s the guy?”

“The father I haven’t seen or heard from in twenty years.”

“Whoa,” Sam said. “How could you tell it was him? Is it possible it’s just someone who looks like him?”

Freddie shook his head. “It was him. I’d know him anywhere. I’ve spent two-thirds of my life looking for him in every crowd, sidewalks…”

“What’s he doing with your mother?”

“A very good question. While she’s making me feel like shit about dating Elin, she’s seeing him behind my back? She’s put me through hell, and this is what she’s doing?”

“You need to talk to her before you jump to any conclusions.”

“What do we need to talk about? You saw her. She was hanging all over him.”

“There might be something else going on. You won’t know until you ask her.”

“I don’t even want to talk to her right now. That son of a bitch left us without a word twenty years ago. What could she possibly have to say to him?”

“Why don’t you go ask her?”

He shook his head and started the car. “I need to cool off before I talk to her.”

Sam had no idea what she should say to him so she kept quiet.

Freddie drove faster than usual as he navigated rush-hour traffic.

At the downtown consulting firm where Jed Trainer was a managing director, Sam and Freddie took the elevator to the sixth floor.

Janet Nealson seemed shocked to have cops asking for her.

“What can I do for you?”

“Jed Trainer’s wife was murdered in their home today.”

Janet gasped, and her legs seemed to buckle beneath her. Gripping the table, she slipped into a chair.

“Where were you around noon?” Sam asked.

That seemed to snap Janet out of the stupor she’d slipped into. “I’m a suspect?”

“I asked where you were.”

“Here. I’ve been here since seven-thirty.”

“You never left for any reason?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “We’ve been in meetings most of the day. We ordered in for lunch.”

“And was Mr. Trainer here all day?”

“He left for a short time at lunch. He’s a vegetarian, so he wanted something different than the rest of us.”

“You were involved with Mr. Trainer?”

“Y-yes,” she said.

“How did that end?”

“His wife found out, which upset him very much. He… He decided to go back to her, to commit to his marriage.”

“How did you feel about that?”

“I was disappointed. We had a real connection.” She folded her hands, maybe to stop them from trembling. “Those poor kids. Jed always said Crystal was a great mother.”

“Were people here aware of your involvement?”

“No. We were extremely discreet.”

“Do you have any idea who might’ve told his wife about the affair?”

“Neither of us had any idea. We didn’t think anyone else knew.”

“You didn’t tell anyone?” Freddie asked with an edge to his voice that was unusual.

“No,” she said. “As much as I cared for Jed, I was ashamed to be seeing a married man. It wouldn’t have been good for me professionally if people here found out, and I certainly didn’t want my friends or family knowing I’d become such a cliché.”

“What was your professional relationship like after you ended the affair?” Sam asked.

“Cordial. We both went out of our way to maintain a collegial relationship.”

“That couldn’t have been easy.”

She shrugged, the gesture full of defeat. “I knew what I was getting into. I was hardly surprised when he went back to his wife.”

“Did he ever indicate that he planned to leave her?”

“We didn’t talk about the future.”

“So that’s a no?”

“He never indicated he might leave his wife for me.”

“Where did your liaisons take place?”

Her attractive face flamed with embarrassment. “We went to a hotel.”

“Which one?”

She named a hotel in Crystal City. Interesting, Sam thought, that he’d chosen a city for his trysts with the same name as his wife.

“Where did his wife think he was when he was with you?”

“He told her he was on travel for work. She never questioned him as far as I knew.”

“Did he ever express anger toward his wife?” Freddie asked.

“Not to me.”

“I can’t help but wonder,” Freddie said, “why he’d have an affair when he had such a great wife at home.”

“I wasn’t privy to his thought process. We didn’t talk about the ‘why’ of it. At least he didn’t share that with me. For what it’s worth, I never heard him say a bad word about her.”

Sam handed her a card. “If you think of anything that might help the investigation, give me a call.”

Janet took the card. “I know you may not believe this, but I’m truly sorry this happened to her—and to their family.”

“Thank you for your time.”

They confirmed Trainer’s alibi with his assistant and left the office.

“What now?” Freddie asked.

“We wait to hear from the lab and the autopsy,” Sam said, checking her watch. “Tomorrow we’ll look into her volunteer gigs.”

“You want to go right to the hospital? I can grab a cab to HQ.”

“That’s okay. I’ll drop you off and head over there.”

“I can come to the hospital with you.”

“That’s nice of you, but go home and get some sleep so at least one of us can function tomorrow.”

“If you’re sure.”

“About this thing with your mother….”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“I know her well enough to be sure she’d never do anything to hurt you. I bet there’s a perfectly good explanation.”

“There’s nothing she can say that will make me understand what she was doing with him.” He handed her the car keys. “One good thing about all this is now I don’t have to give a shit what she thinks about Elin.”

“Freddie… It’s not like you to talk this way.”

“Well, this is the new and improved Freddie.”

“I liked the old Freddie,” Sam muttered.

“The old Freddie was a pushover who let his mother have far too much influence over him. The new Freddie is his own man.”

Before Sam could respond, her cell phone rang. A glance at the caller ID indicated Captain Malone was calling.

“Captain.”

“Lieutenant, I understand you caught a murder this afternoon.”

“Yes, sir.” Sam brought him up to speed on the case thus far. “We’re waiting on crime scene and the lab. First thing tomorrow we’re looking at the places where she volunteered.”

“The husband checked out?”

“We just confirmed his alibi, but we’re going to run the financials.” She glanced at Freddie, and he nodded. Jed Trainer could’ve hired someone to kill his wife. A look at his bank accounts would tell that story.

“Excellent. Any word on your father?”

“He’s the same—on a ventilator with massive doses of antibiotics being pumped in. It’s a wait-and-see thing at this point.”

“I’ll be over to check on Celia in a while.”

“Thank you, sir. I know she’ll appreciate that. As do I.”

“Hang in there, Sam. He’s tough, and he’s survived worse.”

“Yes.” She swallowed hard. “Sir.”

“I’m also calling because Darius Gardner requested a meeting with you.”

Sam sat up straighter in her seat. “Really?”

“That’s the word from the jail.”

“Would you ask Detective Gonzales to meet me there?”

“Will do.”

“Thank you.” Sam ended the call. “Well what’d you know?” she said to Freddie. “Gardner wants to see me.”

“Wonder what that’s all about.”

“Maybe he’s had a fit of conscience.”

“Highly unlikely.”

“Wouldn’t it be nice to finally get a break in my dad’s case? An honest-to-goodness break?”

“Yes, indeed. You’re long overdue.”

“Of course it would have to happen at a time when my dad is unable to appreciate it. Isn’t that just my luck?”

“I know the situation with him is serious,” Freddie said. “I get that. But I don’t think this is it for him.”

“How do you know?”

“Just a feeling I have.”

“Normally I’d have no choice but to make fun of a statement like that, but right now it’s damned comforting.”

“I appreciate the show of restraint.” Freddie parked outside the jail and walked in with her.

Gonzo was waiting for them.

“Go run those financials and then go home,” Sam said to Freddie. “Meet you back here in the morning.”

“I’ll let you know if anything pops.”

He walked away, and Sam watched him go, concerned that new Freddie was going to make a mess of things for old Freddie.

“Everything okay?” Gonzo asked. As the senior member of her team, he was not only a good friend but often a sounding board too.

“He’s upset about something. Keep an eye on him, okay?”

They navigated the winding corridor to the city jail. “Will do.”

“Appreciate that.”

“How’s your father?”

“Same. Not good.”

“I’m sorry. If there’s anything I can do, just ask.”

“Thanks. How’s McBride making out?”

“She seemed to be doing okay. She went with Tyrone to talk to Fitzgerald’s parents.”

Sam nodded. “That’s good.”

“It’s a wise move,” he said.

“What is?”

“Easing her back in with a cold case.”

“Oh, well.” Sam never had figured out how to take a compliment. “Seemed to make sense.”

“It’s a good move.”

“Anything else in the mail?”

“One thing I want you to look at, but it can keep.”

“We’ll do it after this.”

At the jail they asked a deputy to bring Gardner to an interrogation room. When he was led into the room, Sam took perverse pleasure in seeing that he’d been in a fight. One eye was swollen shut and his nose had been splinted. No wonder he’d been so willing to talk to her.

“Mr. Gardner,” she said. “You remember Detective Gonzales.”

He nodded stiffly.

“You asked for this meeting. What can we do for you?”

“You want information about who shot your father, the cop.”

An electrical current worked its way down her spine. “That’s right.”

“It wasn’t me.”

Sam eyed him skeptically. “And I’m supposed to just believe that?”

“I swear on my son’s life, it wasn’t me. Anyone who knows me will tell you I’d never swear on his life if I was lying.”

“It’s good to know you’re so ethical.”

He glowered at her. “You want information or not?”

“I’m listening.”

Gardner seemed to be thinking over what he wanted to say. “There was this other guy who lived in the First Avenue house about the same time I was there. He came home one night all hopped up and high, ranting about something to do with a cop.”

Adrenaline zipped through Sam’s veins, making her heart race. She had to work at hiding her reaction from Gardner.

“Did this guy have a name?”

“Leroy. That’s all I know. I never caught his last name, and I don’t know how he ended up there, but I heard him talking about a cop.”

“And you think it was the week between Christmas and New Year’s 2008?”

He nodded. “I know it was. Someone had made a Christmas tree outta beer bottles and covered it with lights. Those blinking lights drove me crazy. That’s how I remember.”

“How come you couldn’t remember this the other day?”

His shrug was full of the insolence she’d come to expect from him. “It’s a long time ago. I can’t be expected to remember shit that happened years ago off the top of my head. I had some time to think about it.”

The fist to the face no doubt helped to move things along, Sam thought. “Can you give me a physical description of this Leroy fellow?”

“He was a big black dude. About six-six, two-fifty. Muscular.”

“You don’t know anything else about him?”

Gardner shook his head. “He wasn’t there for long.”

Sam placed her hands on the table and leaned in close to him. “If I find out you’re dicking me around, that mess on your face will be the least of your concerns, you hear me?”

“I ain’t dicking with you. I’m telling the truth.”

Strangely, Sam believed him. “You’d better be.” She turned to leave the room.

“Hey! What’re you gonna do for me?”

“Nothing,” she said. “You’re going away for a good long time on the rape charges. Not a damned thing I can do about that.”

“You bitch! You said you’d get me a deal if I gave you something on your dad’s shooting.”

She glanced at Gonzo. “Does that sound like something I would say?”

“Not that I’ve ever heard, Lieutenant.”

Sam smiled at Gardner. “You must’ve heard me wrong.”

“Motherfucking cunt.”

“I love when they roll out the C word, don’t you, Detective Gonzales? It makes me all tingly inside.”

Gonzo rolled his eyes at her. “Are we done here?”

Sam glared at Gardner. “We’re done.”

He screamed swears at her retreating back until the deputies subdued him. That was for Faith Miller, she said to herself, thinking of the assistant U.S. attorney Gardner had threatened.

“I’ll dig into the new lead ASAP,” Gonzo said. “I know you must be anxious to get back to the hospital.”

“That’d be great.” She checked her watch and couldn’t believe it was already eight o’clock. “I do need to get over there.”

“Go ahead. I’ll let you know what I find out.”

“Earlier, my dad suggested we look into Carl Olivo’s involvement in civic organizations like the Rotary Club,” Sam said. “It’s a stretch, but he thought we should check.”

“I’ll look into that too.”

“Thanks.”

On the way back to the detectives’ pit, Sam was stopped by at least ten other officers wanting to know how her father was doing. Their concern bolstered her sagging spirits. In the pit, Freddie let her know he was still digging through Trainer’s financials, but so far nothing unusual had appeared.

“Give it another hour and then get out of here,” she said. “I’m going back to the hospital. Call me if you hear anything from Lindsey or crime scene.” She started to walk out but stopped when she remembered the card Gonzo had mentioned. “Show me that card.”

“Oh, right.” He went to his cubicle and returned with the card, which was encased in an evidence bag.

“Dear Sam,” the letter began. “After all that you have done for others in your life, I hope you get absolutely everything you deserve. And then some. With much love from an Old Friend.” The word everything had been underlined three times.

“Wow,” Sam said. “That’s creepy.”

“I thought so too.”

“Get it to the lab,” Sam said, rubbing her temples. “I was hoping this was someone’s idea of a joke, but whoever it is, they’re not giving up.”

“I think it might be time for one of us to have a conversation with your ex-husband.”

A headache that had been threatening all afternoon was quickly coming to fruition. “I’ll do it. I don’t want any of you dealing with him.”

“Why not?” Gonzo asked with a glint in his eye. “Any one of us would love five minutes alone with him.”

“No,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

“Aw, you ruin all my fun.”

“That’s my job. I’m going. Call me if you hear anything.”

“You got it. Give my best to your stepmother and sisters.”

“I will.” As Sam was heading out of the pit, Lt. Stahl came around the corner. She tried to dodge him, but he blocked her path. She came perilously close to bouncing off his fat belly. The near miss added nausea to her growing list of ailments. “What do you want?”

“A moment of your time.”

“That’s more than I’ve got.” Ever since Sam had replaced him as the lieutenant in charge of the homicide detectives Stahl had been making her life miserable. He’d even used his new bully pulpit as an internal affairs officer to call her up on disciplinary charges for getting involved with Nick during the investigation into John O’Connor’s murder. Fortunately, he’d been unsuccessful, but he continued to badger her.

“Not so fast, Lieutenant,” he said, his jowls jiggling with every word.

“I have somewhere I need to be. Could you please get out of my way?”

“Internal Affairs is looking into your wedding,” he said with barely restrained glee.

What the hell? She kept the thought to herself to deny him any satisfaction. Pushing past him, she said, “Whatever.”

He followed her. “Is that all you have to say about how you invited some members of your squad but not others?”

Sam spun around to face him and once again came far too close to that protruding belly. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“There’s been a complaint.” Stahl positively beamed as he broke the news to her. “As you well know, a commanding officer can’t show favoritism to one of her subordinates over another.”

“I didn’t show favoritism. I invited my friends. Do you know what friends are, Lieutenant?”

His fat face went purple with rage as he pushed a sheet of paper at her.

Sam had no choice but to take the paper or be touched by him.

“Administrative hearing.”

“Again? You’re starting to become a bad cliché, Lieutenant. Don’t you have anyone else to pick on?”

“Must suck for you to be in trouble—again—and dear old daddy can’t do a thing for you this time.”

Sam’s blood went from simmer to boil in the flash of an instant. “Fuck you, you miserable excuse for a human being.”

Somehow his purple face got even darker, but Sam didn’t stick around to hear what he had to say. She’d had more than enough of this day.











Chapter 12
 



Sam called Gonzo from the car and told him about the encounter with Stahl.

“That son of a bitch,” Gonzo muttered. “He seriously needs to get a life.”

“Until he does, he’s out to make mine miserable.” Sam gripped the steering wheel, trying to contain the rage that threatened to consume her. “As much as I hate to dignify this with any kind of response, can you sniff around a bit and find out who complained about not being invited to the wedding?”

“Absolutely. For what it’s worth, I haven’t heard the slightest ripple about anyone being put out. But I’ll find out who it was.”

“Be subtle, and don’t let on that I asked you to.”

“Jeez, Sam, give me some credit, huh?” he said, his voice laced with humor. “I’m known for my smoothness.”

Despite her anger, the comment drew a smile from her. “Did I screw this up, Gonzo? Should I have invited everyone?”

“Don’t be crazy. How could you have done that?”

“I hate the idea that I might’ve walked right into another excuse for Stahl to dig into my business.”

“I wouldn’t sweat it. Whoever supposedly complained wouldn’t dare testify against you in a formal hearing. There’s not a detective in this squad that doesn’t think the world of you. I know that for a fact.”

“There’s at least one.”

“Go be with your dad. I’ll take care of things here.”

Sam appreciated his steady support and friendship. “Any word on the sergeant’s list?”

“Nothing yet.”

“I’m pulling for you, and I’ve already put dibs to keep you on my team.”

“I love when you talk dirty to me, Lieutenant.”

Sam snorted with laughter. “I talked kinda dirty to Stahl just now. I’m sure he’ll add a smack for that.”

“Eww, don’t even put the image of dirty talk and Stahl in my head. I’ll have nightmares.”

Still smiling, Sam said, “Talk to you later.” She grabbed the first parking space she could find at the hospital and half walked, half ran to the ICU. Nick was alone in the waiting room. He had his arms crossed and his head tipped back against the wall. Since he seemed to be asleep, Sam stepped out to find a nurse to get an update on her dad.

“No change,” the nurse overseeing his case said.

“Should there have been a change by now?”

“Not always. Let’s see what the next few hours bring. The antibiotics should begin to kick in soon.”

Dejected by the less-than-encouraging report, Sam trudged back to the waiting room and crawled into her husband’s lap.

His arms encircled her even as his eyes remained closed. “I sure hope you’re my wife, or I’m going to be in big trouble.”

“It’s me,” she said, burrowing into his chest and breathing in the comforting scent of home.

“Rough day?”

“Miserable day, and no change here.”

“Yet. They said it could be a while.”

“Where is everyone?”

“Angela took Celia to get something to eat. Tracy is in with your dad.”

“Have you gotten to see him?”

“Briefly a couple of hours ago.”

“Thanks so much for staying all this time.”

“I didn’t mind. It was a night off anyway.”

Sam touched her lips to his, and he finally opened his eyes.

His hand found its way to her face. “What’s wrong?”

“What isn’t wrong?” The frustration of the day threatened to boil over. “My dad is fighting for his life, we’ve got a murdered woman who everyone loved, and her poor kids are destroyed. I got a good new lead on my dad’s shooting, but I had to turn it over to Gonzo because I needed to be here. Freddie saw his mom canoodling with his deadbeat dad, and now he’s ‘new’ Freddie, and just now Stahl slapped me with yet another IAB summons because someone in my squad is pissed that he or she wasn’t invited to our wedding.”

“Wow. All that today?”

Sam nodded. “I want to go back to Bora Bora. Right now.”

“I wish I could wave a magic wand and make it happen.”

“If you had a wand, I’d want you to use it to fix my dad. In fact, make him whole again, would you?”

He pressed a soft kiss to her forehead. “I’d do it in a second if I could.”

“I love you for that—and many other things.”

“I love you too, babe. I’m so sorry you had such a shitty day.”

“How long is Tracy going to be in there? I want to see him.”

“You can go to the door and let her know you’re here.”

Sam snuggled deeper into his embrace, absorbing the comfort that only he could provide. “I will. In a minute.”

 
 

After finding nothing compelling in the Trainers’ financial records, Freddie texted Sam to let her know the results and headed for the parking lot. Since seeing his mother with his father earlier, Freddie had been grappling with the implications. He knew Sam was right—he should go talk to his mother and get to the bottom of what was going on. Except the last thing he wanted to hear was that his mother was giving that son of a bitch another chance.

How could she even talk to him after he’d left her alone with a young child? When Freddie thought about how they’d struggled to get by without the support of his father, he wanted to kill the guy. His mother had worked two jobs for years to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table. Without their church, they would’ve had no social life at all because they wouldn’t have been able to afford it. And now she was seeing him again? Laughing with him? Walking down a public street without a care in the world as to who might see her with the man who’d caused them such suffering?

The whole thing made Freddie sick. And it made him furious. His mother’s disapproval of Elin had been driving him slowly insane. Well, those days were over now. Never again would he allow his mother to influence his life or his decisions.

Normally, he would’ve called Elin to see if she was available, but tonight he was new Freddie, and new Freddie didn’t ask. New Freddie just showed up, and if she didn’t like it, too bad. By the time he arrived at Elin’s apartment, he was in one hell of a mood. He knew he was hardly fit for company tonight, but that didn’t stop him from taking the stairs to her place two at a time. It didn’t stop him from knocking a little too loudly on her door. And when she answered wearing a short silk robe and not much of anything else, it didn’t stop him from lifting her into his arms and carrying her straight to bed.

“Freddie, what—”

“Don’t talk,” he said. “Not now.” Capturing her mouth in a deep kiss, he moved quickly to get rid of clothes, only breaking the kiss to pull the shirt over his head.

She looked up at him with big blue eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” He shifted his attention to her neck, leaving a trail of open-mouth kisses on his way to the breasts that dominated his fantasies. Her pierced nipples sprang to life under the attention of his tongue and then his teeth.

She cried out and her fingers burrowed into his hair so tightly it probably would’ve hurt if all his attention hadn’t been focused on the burning need to possess her, to make her his.

He freed himself and plunged into her tight, wet heat. Oh my God, did that feel good!

“Freddie! Condom!” Her frantic tone snapped him out of the lust-filled haze he’d drifted into.

“Sorry,” he muttered. Withdrawing from her he reached for the bedside table where she kept a ready supply and rolled on the ribbed kind she preferred. When he returned his attention to her she was looking up at him, her face set in a puzzled expression.

“Why won’t you tell me what’s wrong?” she asked.

“I told you. It’s nothing.”

She rolled out from under him and tugged her robe closed.

Groaning he landed face-first on the bed. “Come on, Elin.”

“You come on. Tell me why you came in here acting like the big macho man when that’s so not you.”

“It’s the new me.”

Her face wrinkled up with dismay. “What the hell does that mean?”

“I’m tired of being so predictable and boring.”

“You’re neither of those things. Who told you that?”

“Doesn’t matter. I realized it’s time to make some changes.”

“What kind of changes?”

“Can we have sex first and then I’ll tell you?”

“Tell first, sex second.”

Freddie let out a long sigh. Why did all the women in his life have to drive him crazy? Couldn’t just one of them be easy to understand and manage? He took a visual trip down Elin’s long muscular leg, and his cock surged with renewed interest.

“Come here,” he said.

She inched down the bed.

“Closer.” He held out an arm to her. When she would’ve settled on his chest, he stopped her and turned to face her. He wanted to be able to see her for this.

She rested a hand on his belly. “You’re acting weird.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be. I have something I want to tell you, but I’m afraid it’ll freak you out. It’s something I’ve wanted to tell you for a long time now.”

“Okay.”

As she watched him expectantly, Freddie ran his fingers over her gorgeous face, tangling them into her white-blond hair. “I love you.”

Her eyes widened and her lips parted, as if there was something she wanted to say.

“I know you didn’t sign on for serious and committed, but somewhere along the way I became very serious about you and extremely committed.”

“But…I thought…You said you wanted to see other people.”

“I never wanted to see anyone but you.”

“Then why…? I don’t understand.”

“I was letting my mother twist me up in knots, but that’s done now.”

“What changed?”

“I’ve made up my mind that you’re the one I want, and I’m done playing games or doing what other people want me to do.” He leaned in to kiss her. “I love you. I want to be with you. I want us to move in together.”

She pulled back from him. “What did you say?”

“Which part do you need me to say again?” Freddie lifted up and moved so he was on top of her. “The part about I love you, or the part about I want to live together?”

“Both,” she said softly, still looking slightly dazed.

He bent his head and kissed her. “I love you,” he whispered. “I want to live with you.”

She linked her arms around his neck. “I thought you were looking for a way out when you said you wanted to see other people.”

“I never wanted out, and I’ve never wanted anyone else. Not since the first time I saw you.”

She ran her fingers through his hair. “I love you too.”

For a second, Freddie wasn’t sure he’d heard her right. Then the words registered and his heart skipped a happy beat. “You do?”

She nodded. “But I love old Freddie, not the guy who came in here tonight acting all alpha. That’s not you.”

Grateful to know she returned his feelings, Freddie reached between them to open her robe and reveled in the feel of her skin against his. Soft yet strong, sweet yet tough, she’d become everything to him. It was such a relief to be able to tell her how he felt and to know she returned the feelings.

He went out of his way to show her how much he loved her by worshiping every inch of her. Whereas before he’d been all about urgency, now he was about tenderness. She was the first woman he’d given his body to and now the first to receive his heart. He wanted to give her everything, to give her every reason to stay with him forever. Thoughts of his mother’s disapproval would normally be taking something away from his enjoyment of being with Elin, but tonight he refused to think of anything but the warm, willing woman who made him burn with desire.

Cupping her breasts, he ran his tongue over one nipple and then the other. He added suction and the light biting that drove her wild.

She clutched his backside and raised her hips, urging him to take her.

Even though he’d planned to take his time, he couldn’t resist her offer. Sliding into her, he sighed with completion. He was exactly where he wanted to be. As he moved slowly, prolonging the pleasure, he caught her gaze and held it.

He could tell by the trembling in her legs that she was close, so he picked up the pace. At times like this, when they were in total harmony, it was hard for Freddie to believe that only a few months ago he’d been a virgin. She suited him so perfectly, and as her legs tightened around his waist, it was all he could do to maintain control.

“Elin,” he gasped, clutching her ass to hold her still for his fierce possession.

She let out a sharp cry in the second before she came hard, triggering an explosive finish for him.

As he lay panting on top of her, Freddie had never been more content. He had staked his claim on the woman he loved. Knowing that she loved him, too, was the best gift he’d ever been given.

“Yes,” she said so softly he almost didn’t hear her.

He raised his head to meet her gaze. “What?”

“I want to move in together.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

She nodded.

He hugged her tightly. “You’ve made me so happy.”











Chapter 13
 



Jeannie sat with Will in his car outside Michael’s townhouse in Washington’s Foggy Bottom neighborhood.

“What’re you going to do?” Will asked.

“I honestly don’t know.”

“There has to be a reason why Deputy Chief Holland didn’t fully investigate the brother.”

“And we can’t exactly ask him.”

“Right,” Will said.

Jeannie’s mind had been racing since they left the home of Tyler Fitzgerald’s parents. After walking the parents step-by-step through the day their son was abducted, it had become obvious to both detectives that their son Cameron might’ve had something to do with his brother’s disappearance. But for some reason, Skip Holland had never dug into the brother who entered the army shortly after Tyler was kidnapped.

Cameron had had a contentious four-year tenure in the military, culminating in a dishonorable discharge. He’d been in and out of trouble ever since, all of it misdemeanor level, but he’d been escalating.

“What’ll you tell Sam?”

“I honestly don’t know.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t say anything until we know what’s going to happen with her father.”

“Good point.”

Jeannie turned in her seat so she could better see her partner. “I just can’t imagine what he was thinking. It was such an obvious lead. How could he not follow up?”

“We need to talk to the other brother, Caleb. He was with Tyler and Cameron at the school that night.”

“Did you read the statement he gave Skip?” Jeannie asked.

“Yeah and it left me with more questions than answers. What about a partner? Who was Skip working with?”

“The department was going through a major budget crunch, and they were seriously strapped. Most of the detectives were working alone during that period.”

“What about the medical examiner who worked the case?”

“Tracking him down is on my to-do list for tomorrow.”

“You know who might have some insight into Skip’s thinking…”

Jeannie shuddered at the thought of it. “The chief.”

“Yep.”

“Let’s keep that as an avenue of last resort.”

“Agreed. What about Sam?”

“I’ll tell her we’re working the case and don’t have anything yet. Let’s keep all of this between us until we know more.”

“You’re the boss, Detective.”

That drew a small smile from Jeannie.

“Feel good to be back in the game?”

“It’s good to feel useful again.”

“I’m awfully glad to have you back.” His smile was full of shyness. “I missed you.”

“I missed you too.” Her cell phone rang and Jeannie took the call from Michael. “Hey, I’m outside with Will.”

“Okay. I was just checking on you.”

“I’ll be in soon.” She ended the call and turned to Will. “See you in the morning?”

“Yes, you will.”

Jeannie got out of the car and waved to him as he drove off. The instant she realized she was alone on the same street where she’d been abducted her heart began to race. She wondered if the day would come when she could walk down a city street without worrying about who might be lurking behind her waiting to harm her.

By the time she took the eight steps to Michael’s front door, she was convinced her heart might actually burst through her chest. Her hands were shaking so hard that getting the key in the door was an exercise in futility.

Michael opened the door and ushered her inside. “Are you okay?”

“I am now,” she said, immediately comforted by his large, imposing presence. No one would get to her while he was around. That much she was sure of.

“Why are you trembling and sweaty?”

“Am I?”

“Jeannie, what’s going on?”

“Just a little panic attack on the street.”

He frowned. “I thought you said Will was with you?”

“He was. Happened after he left. I found myself alone on the street, just for a second, but that’s all it took.”

“Goddamn it. I should’ve gone right to the door to meet you, but I finished unloading the dishwasher.”

“It’s not your fault, and I’m going to have to be out there eventually. I may as well get used to it.”

“I hate the idea of anything scaring you so badly that you tremble.”

Jeannie stepped into his outstretched arms and let him surround her with his unconditional love. He kept one arm around her and used his free hand to set the alarm. The beep, beep, beep of the alarm engaging took care of the last of her anxiety.

For the first time since the attack, she was able to remember the way he’d made her feel from the very beginning. As he held her she experienced a reawakening of sorts, as her body reacted to him in the old familiar way.

“Michael?”

“Hmm?”

“Will you kiss me? Really kiss me, the way you used to. Before.”

“Are you sure? I don’t want to scare you.”

“You won’t.” Jeannie reached for him and brought his head down to meet her halfway. Their lips met and held for a long, breathless moment before he tipped his head to delve deeper. Jeannie let go of all the worries and fears and gave herself over to the desire. This was what she’d needed. He was what she’d needed. She held on tight to him, letting him take the lead as his tongue tangled with hers, and gave as much as she was getting.

By the time he finally broke the kiss, she was light-headed and the tingling sensation traveling through her body reminded her of better days.

“God, Jeannie,” he whispered, leaning his forehead against hers. “I’ve missed you. I’ve missed us.”

“I have, too.” She took his hands and held on tight. “I’m sorry about what happened last night. You have to be getting so frustrated.”

He straightened to his full height. “Come with me, will you?”

“Where are you taking me?”

His playful smile was infectious as he walked backward, leading her into the kitchen where the table was set for an intimate dinner for two. When her mouth watered, she released his hands so she could examine the stove and peek in the oven. “Did you make all this?” she asked, stunned by the effort he’d put into the meal.

“I can’t take credit. As you’re painfully aware, I’m a terrible cook, so I ordered the meal and somehow I’ve managed to keep it warm without screwing it up.”

She laughed and followed his directions to be seated at the table.

He poured them both a glass of wine and sat next to her. “To you,” he said, raising his glass to her. “The bravest, strongest, gutsiest gal I’ve ever known.”

His words went straight to her heart. “I haven’t felt so gutsy lately.”

“We’ve had a tough go of it for a while now, but I want you to know there’s nowhere else I’d rather be than with you.” He placed a jeweler’s box on the table.

Jeannie sucked in a sharp deep breath and stared at the distinctive blue box as if it were a grenade about to detonate.

“Now before you say anything hear me out. Okay?” When she didn’t reply, he said, “Jeannie?”

“Yes, yes,” she said, never taking her eyes off the box. “Okay.”

“I bought this two weeks before.”

That finally drew her attention off the box and back to him.

“I was going to ask you that weekend. I had it all planned.”

She’d suspected as much, but hearing of yet another thing her attacker had taken from her had Jeannie fighting off a wave of fury. She wouldn’t give him this moment, too, so she refocused her attention on Michael.

“I’m not going to ask you now.”

An odd sense of letdown overtook her. “Oh. Okay.”

“You’re hearing me out, remember?”

Returning his smile, she nodded.

“I’m not going to ask you now, but I’m not going anywhere. No matter how long it takes, no matter how many bumps we hit along the way, I’m here, and I’m staying.”

Jeannie bit her lip, hoping to hold back the tears that filled her eyes.

“Unless, of course, you’re sick of me, and this is the worst possible thing I could be telling you.”

Laughing, she reached for him and held on tight.

He tugged her closer, and she ended up on his lap.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“I know what you were thinking after last night. ‘How long will it be before he’s had enough?’ Am I right?”

“Maybe.”

“Now you have one less thing to worry about. I love you. I’ll always love you, and nothing could ever change that.”

“That’s good to know.”

“This is the part where the girl would usually say ‘I love you too, and when I’m ready I’ll want that ring and everything that goes with it.’”

“Hmm,” she said, playing with him a little, “could I maybe see the ring so I know what I’m agreeing to?”

With a playful scowl, he flipped open the box to reveal a breathtaking cushion-cut diamond in a platinum setting.

“Oh,” she said, at a loss for words.

“Do you like it? Your mom helped me pick it out.”

“She never said a word!”

“I swore her to secrecy.” He kissed Jeannie’s cheek and then her lips. “You didn’t answer the question.”

Jeannie was too busy staring at the gorgeous ring to remember what he’d asked.

“Do you like it?”

“I love it. It’s spectacular.”

“And it’s all yours whenever you’re ready. No rush, no pressure, no stress.”

“Am I allowed to try it on?”

“Not until you’re ready to leave it on.”

“Oh, that’s mean!”

He shrugged. “That’s my final offer.”

“You drive a hard bargain.”

He kissed her again, closed the ring box and put it back in his pocket. “How about some dinner?”

 
 

Lindsey finished up the autopsy on Crystal Trainer, concluding that she’d died of a single blow to the head, delivered most likely by a hammer or a similar flat-faced object. The senseless waste she encountered in her line of work often saddened her. Here was a young mother with everything to live for, and her life had been snatched away in the flash of an instant. No defensive wounds, no skin under her nails, nothing to indicate Crystal had any inkling that her life was about to come to a quick and dramatic end.

After she cleaned up and returned the body to the morgue, she alerted the funeral home the family had chosen, typed up her report and sent it off to Sam and Freddie.

As she left work, she was oddly out of sorts, sad over the death of the young mother and thinking, nonstop, about Terry and what he’d told her.

Her better judgment told her to run as far and as fast as she could, but there was this other voice nagging at her, wondering if this might be “it,” if he might be the elusive “one.”

“Ugh,” she said out loud as she unlocked her silver sports car and slid into the leather bucket seat. “So stupid. I’m an educated, professional woman sitting in the dark talking to myself about a guy. I suppose I could be more ridiculous but I’m not entirely sure how. Well, you could not call him. That would be kind of ridiculous. He’s a nice guy. He told you the truth about what he’s dealing with and didn’t wait for you to find out from someone else. That ought to count for something, right?”

If she were being truthful, she’d admit to being lonely and ready for a meaningful relationship. The last one ended disastrously five years earlier, and she’d stayed away from anything that smacked of commitment ever since. How had five years managed to go by without her really noticing? She’d been busy—working, building her career and reputation, nurturing friendships and spending more time with her family. So those years hadn’t been a total waste. Figures the first guy to turn her head in half a decade was right out of rehab and putting his life back together. Was he even allowed to get serious with someone so soon? Didn’t they have rules about that?

“I should just drive home and not get involved. He’s not even supposed to be dating.” She was familiar enough with rehab to know that much. So why then was she still sitting here, cell phone in hand, wanting so badly to call him?

“You’re probably going to regret this,” she said with a sigh as she found his number in her list of contacts and pressed Send. Her heart beat a weird staccato as she waited for him to answer.

“Hi there,” he said.

Lindsey couldn’t think of a thing to say.

“Lindsey?”

“Yes, it’s me,” she said. “How are you?”

“I’m good.” He sounded amused. “You?”

“Um, fine. Tired. You know, long day at work.” She cringed. Really? Was that the best she could do?

“I’m burning the midnight oil myself. The senator came back from his honeymoon with new rules about the campaign, so I’ve been rearranging his schedule all day.”

“What kind of rules?” she asked, grateful for the chance to talk about anything other than what the heck was going on between them.

“He’s willing to give the campaign two nights during the week and one weekend day—that’s all.”

“So he can spend more time with Sam.”

“Right.”

“It’s refreshing to hear of a guy who has his priorities straight,” she said, then winced when she realized how that might sound to him.

“I agree.”

“You do?”

“Why do you find that so hard to believe?” he asked, laughing. “He’s happily married and wants to spend as much time as he can with his new wife. I get it.”

“I’m happy for them.” Sam had been through the ringer with her ex-husband and deserved every ounce of happiness she could find with her handsome senator.

“I am, too, although I have to admit I wasn’t her biggest fan at first. She’s grown on me since she accused me of killing my brother.”

Lindsey chuckled at the ridiculousness of his statement.

“I’m glad you called,” he said. “I wondered if you would.”

“I needed some time. I hope you understand.”

“Of course I do.”

“My, um, my father was an alcoholic. It was, you know, a difficult situation.”

“I can imagine, and I understand that it’s probably too much of a gamble for you to get involved with someone who’s fighting the same battle.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Oh. Well, I just assumed…”

“He never fought the battle. He never even tried. At least you’re making an effort. That counts for something.”

“It’s a hell of an effort. A daily battle, but I seem to be winning. I’ve been going to the gym, I’ve lost thirty pounds at last check, and I feel better than I have in years. I love my job, and I’m enjoying my family in a way I never have before. I can’t imagine ever going back to the way I was existing—day to day with no purpose and nothing much to live for.”

Listening to him, Lindsey experienced a surge of hope. Maybe, just maybe, this could really work.

“I don’t mean to be trying to sell you,” he added. “I’d understand if I was too big of a risk for you to take, especially growing up the way you did.”

“I don’t feel like I’m being sold anything. I appreciate that you’re being truthful with me.”

“I am, Lindsey. I swear I am.”

“I believe you.”

“So what now?”

“I’m not sure yet, but I’ve missed talking to you since you left the other night.”

“I’ve missed talking to you too.”

“Have you eaten yet?”

“Nope.”

Lindsey closed her eyes, sucked in a deep breath and took the leap. “There’s a pizza place in my neighborhood that’s to die for. Interested?”

“In having to-die-for pizza or seeing you?”

Her face heated the way it used to in middle school when Johnny Lubock tossed his hair in her direction. “Either. Both.”

“I’m interested in both—one more than the other.”

She felt her face flush with heat as she told him the name of the place and the address. “Twenty minutes?”

“I’ll see you there.”











Chapter 14
 



Sam stood over her father, watching his chest rise and fall as the ventilator forced air into his lungs. All she could think about was the promise she’d made to him more than two years ago, shortly after the shooting when he’d pleaded with her to not let him live in a vegetative or unconscious state. If it ever came to that, he’d said, do something. At the time, Sam had given her agreement more to pacify him than anything. But she’d also taken steps to ensure she had what she needed should that day ever arrive.

Was it here now? She thought of the prescription she had stashed in a safety deposit box at the bank. She’d put it there during the dark days that followed the shooting, never thinking for a minute that she’d actually use it. When it came right down to it, how would she ever end the life of the man who’d meant everything to her all her life? Even knowing it was what he’d want didn’t make the idea of it any easier to handle. Imagining life without Skip Holland was like trying to picture an existence without air or water or food. Or Nick.

As if she’d conjured him up, he appeared behind her and began massaging her shoulders. “We should go home and get some sleep while we can.”

Before Sam could reply, a nurse bustled into the room and began checking the monitors. “How is he?” Sam asked.

“About the same.”

Hearing that, Sam wanted to scream with frustration. All those hours of high-powered drugs and he was exactly the same?

“The good news,” the nurse said, “is he isn’t any worse. He’s holding his own.”

Sam would take the good news where she could find it.

“I enjoyed the photos from your wedding,” the nurse added with a shy smile. “You made for a beautiful bride and groom.”

“That’s nice of you to say,” Sam said. The wedding seemed like such a long time ago. “If we leave for a couple of hours, he won’t die, will he?”

“I can’t say for sure, but I don’t think he’s in any danger of dying at the moment. If anything changes, we could certainly call you.”

“We’d appreciate that,” Nick said. “Let’s go for a while, babe.”

Sam leaned over the bed to kiss her father’s forehead. She liked to think he could feel it, that he knew she was there. “I’ll be back soon,” she said. “Hang in there, Skippy, you hear me? Don’t give up.”

Straightening, she was relieved to feel Nick’s arm around her shoulders. In the waiting room, Tracy jumped up when she saw them coming. “How is he?”

“The same,” Sam said, “which is apparently a good thing.” She repeated what the nurse had told her.

“That’s something anyway,” Tracy said. “You guys should go home for a while.”

“We are. Call me if anything changes? Anything at all?”

“I will,” Tracy said, hugging them both.

Sam and Nick walked through the quiet hospital to the parking lot.

“Why don’t you leave your car here?” he said. “I’ll bring you back in the morning.”

Since Sam was dead on her feet, she gladly agreed with his plan and sank into the comfort of his BMW. Her mind was racing with everything that’d happened that day. It was unlike her to be indecisive about next steps, especially in a murder investigation, but the worries about her father had scrambled her brain and shot her legendary concentration all to hell.

 
 

Hanging over everything was that damned promise she’d made him at a time when she would’ve given anything just to have him live for one more day.

“What is it, Samantha? I can hear you churning over there.”

Did she dare tell him? No, because then it would be his burden too. If she ever had to actually keep her promise and there was trouble over it, he could honestly say he hadn’t known about it. That would be better for him politically, even if it went against her effort to be more forthright with him.

“The woman who was murdered—I know her from somewhere, but I can’t figure out where.”

“I’m sure you’ll think of it when you have less on your mind.”

“Yeah, I guess. Tomorrow we’ll dig into her friends, and maybe something will pop there.” She looked out the window at the city rushing by as they headed for Capitol Hill. “Am I doing the right thing continuing to work while my dad is in there?”

“He’d hate to have you keeping a vigil at his bedside. He’d much rather have you out there solving a murder.”

“What about my sisters and Celia? Will they think I’m horrible if I keep working?”

“I was with them all night, and I never heard the first hint of anything like that. They know how your job is and that your dad would want you seeking justice for the woman who was killed.”

“I wish I could run this one by him. I have all this crap in my head about the new case, this lead Gardner gave us about my dad’s shooting, the creepy cards. It’s all floating around in my brain refusing to come to any kind of order.”

“It’s only natural you’d be off your game right now, Sam. This thing with your dad has to have you totally freaked out, even if you’re trying hard to hide that from everyone.”

Of course he saw right through her. Didn’t he always?

He parked at the curb outside their Ninth Street townhouse.

Emerging from the car, Sam noticed the lights were on at her dad’s house. “I’m going to check on Celia. I’ll be right there.”

“All right, but don’t be long. You need to sleep.”

What she needed was to burrow into his loving embrace and let it all go for a few hours. Nothing cured what ailed her more than sleeping in his arms. “Yes, dear.”

He rolled his eyes at her and headed for their place.

On the short walk to her father’s house, Sam glanced around at the murky shadows, hyper-vigilant since her ex-husband had waylaid her the night before the wedding. An odd sensation crept down her spine, and Sam was almost certain someone was watching her. She raced up the ramp to her father’s place and rapped on the door. “Celia, it’s me.”

The door swung open. “What’ve I told you about knocking here?” Her stepmother looked like she was ready to drop from exhaustion.

“I didn’t want to scare you.”

“Don’t be silly. Come in.”

“I saw the lights and figured I’d check on you.”

“That’s sweet of you, honey.”

“How’re you holding up?”

“Oh well, you know. Not so hot. I finally manage to get myself married and now he’s in the hospital fighting for his life.”

She was so dejected that Sam crossed the room and wrapped her stepmother in a tight hug.

Celia returned the hug, and the two of them stood there like that for a long time. “Of course I knew we might get very little time when I married him,” Celia said, wiping a tear from her face. “But I still want more. We haven’t had enough.”

“The nurse said it’s a good sign he hasn’t gotten any worse.”

“Yes,” Celia, a nurse herself, agreed. “It is. But if he’s not much better by this time tomorrow, it means the antibiotics aren’t working. We may have to make some tough decisions.”

Just the thought of it made Sam sick to her stomach.

“You still have the prescription, right?”

Startled, Sam stared at her. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t play dumb with me. I know all about it.”

“Oh, well…”

“If we need it, I want to know we have it. I’ll take care of everything. Don’t worry.”

“All day today,” Sam said, “I’ve been thinking about the promise I made to him at a time when we had no clue whether he’d have any quality of life at all. Since then, he’s had a rough go of it, but it hasn’t been all bad. I can’t help but think he’d want us to do everything possible to get him through this so he can come home and get back to his life with you.”

“I agree he’s not the same man he was days after the shooting when everything seemed so grim.” The two of them had been secretly dating before the shooting, which is why Celia had volunteered to oversee his care at home. “But as his wife and next of kin, I won’t allow him to exist tied to machines that are breathing for him.”

Sam had never heard her sweet, unassuming stepmother speak so forcefully.

“I want you to get that prescription from wherever you’ve stashed it, and bring it to me. The moment it’s in my hands it’s off your shoulders. Do you understand me?”

Stunned by the exchange, Sam couldn’t seem to form the words she needed. “But you won’t, you know, unless he’s…”

“I wouldn’t begin to consider it until I know there’s no hope of him recovering in any meaningful way.”

“And you know to be careful, to make sure no one would ever know.”

“I’m a nurse, Sam. I know exactly what to do, and as his wife, I’d ensure there’s no autopsy.” She put a hand on Sam’s arm and squeezed. “Let me relieve you of this burden.”

Sam held her stepmother’s gaze for a long moment before she nodded. “Okay. I’ll get it for you tomorrow.”

Celia let out an audible sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“I’ll see you in the morning,” Sam said, heading for the door.

“Oh, honey,” she said, sounding more like the Celia Sam knew. “Before you go, there’s more mail for you.”

Sam’s stomach dropped. “More?”

Celia went to the kitchen and returned with a plastic shopping bag full of envelopes. “It just keeps coming.”

“Great,” Sam muttered, taking the bag from her.

“Try to get some sleep.”

“You too,” Sam said, even though she doubted either of them would sleep at all that night.

On the short walk home, she replayed the conversation with Celia. She’d never seen such steel in her stepmother’s backbone before, but in hindsight, she probably should’ve suspected it was there all along. Sam’s phone chimed with a text message. She retrieved it from her pocket and flipped it open.

“Too bad someone had to die because of you. Who will be next? An old friend.”

Sam stopped short on the sidewalk. “What the hell?” She took another long look around, still having the odd sense that she was being watched the way she used to before she learned her ex-husband had, in fact, been stalking her. With a couple of stints in jail and a restraining order in place, she figured he’d know better than to screw with her again, but Peter never had been known for his common sense.

Of course the sender’s number was unavailable, but she’d have it traced anyway. She walked up the ramp to their house and used her key in the door. Once inside, she called HQ and instructed a third-shift detective to trace the source of the text message.

Wearing only a pair of gym shorts, Nick came downstairs just as she was finishing up the call.

She took a moment to enjoy the splendid sight of her husband’s muscular chest. Only his presence could make her mind go blank, which was rather welcome after the day she’d had.

“What’s going on, babe?”

“Weird text message.” She’d learned the hard way that telling him the truth about the crazy crap she encountered through her job made for a more harmonious relationship.

“Let me see.” He held out a hand, and she gave him her phone.

She watched his amiable expression harden. “What the hell does that mean?”

“I wish I knew. Are they inferring that Crystal Trainer died today because of me? I swear I know her from somewhere, but I can’t remember where.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Sam. What could you have possibly had to do with the death of a woman you don’t even know? So what if you recognized her. Think of all the people you’ve met during twelve years on the force, not to mention growing up here and living in the city for almost thirty-five years. You could know her from anywhere.”

“True.”

“Don’t take this on, babe.” He handed the phone back to her and extended his arms.

Sam went to him and rested her head on that chest she loved so much. Soft dark hair brushed against her face. “What if they’re referring to someone else besides Crystal? Maybe someone else has been killed, and I don’t know it yet.”

“If that’s the case, you’ll hear about it soon enough.”

“I suppose.”

“Let’s go to bed. You’re exhausted.”

Since she couldn’t argue with that, she let him lead her upstairs. She decided to take a quick shower, and by the time she emerged from the bathroom he was already in bed. As she crawled in next to him, she decided that being married was about the best thing since diet soda, a thought she shared with him.

Without opening his eyes, he chuckled. “That’s quite a compliment coming from the diet-cola queen.” He held out his arm, inviting her to come closer.

“I miss my soda,” she said with a sigh as she snuggled up to him.

Nick ran a hand up and down her back in a gesture that soothed and comforted her. It also turned her on, which she hadn’t expected after the day from hell. She slid a leg between his and pressed kisses to his chest.

“What’re you up to, Mrs. Cappuano?” he muttered, sounding half-asleep. One part of him, however, was very much awake.

“You haven’t gotten your daily dose today.”

“You’ve got other things on your mind tonight.”

“I did have other things on my mind, but then I got in bed with you, and it seems I have only one thing on my mind.” As she spoke, she curled her hand around his burgeoning erection.

One gorgeous hazel eye popped open, probably to gauge her intent.

“But if you’re too tired…”

Before she knew what hit her, he was on top of her, poised between her legs.

“The day I’m too tired for this,” he said, peppering his words with kisses, “is the day I’m no longer breathing.”

Sam combed her fingers into his hair, holding him still so he’d continue kissing her, and raised her hips, inviting him in.

He teased her, denying her what she wanted, until she let out a squeak of frustration that made him laugh.

Sam took matters into her own hands by reaching down and putting him where she wanted him.

Nick let out a gasp as she clutched his backside and took what she wanted from him. His forehead landed on her shoulder as he slid into her.

She loved him this way, overcome by the heat they generated together. If she knew him, he’d rally in a minute and take her where no one else ever had. Only he could drive the thoughts of the day and the worries about her dad from her mind. She rolled his earlobe between her teeth and whispered, “I love you. More than anything.”

“Samantha.” He pushed into her again and stayed there, filling her with everything she needed to survive. His arms came around her, her legs encircled his waist and they rocked together as his mouth came down on hers once again.

She wouldn’t have thought she could climax like this, but he was hitting all the right spots, and sure enough the familiar tingle began to grow.

He never stopped kissing her as they continued to move together. Her orgasm broke suddenly and triggered his explosive release. For a long time afterward, they stayed right where they were, joined and breathing the same air. Touching his lips lightly to hers, he said, “I love you too.”

Today had totally sucked. Tomorrow would no doubt be worse. But tonight—tonight had been bliss.











Chapter 15
 



“I’ve been thinking,” Nick said the next morning as he forced some eggs and toast on her.

Sam would’ve preferred to skip breakfast so she could get to the hospital earlier. A call to the nurses’ station had yielded the news that nothing had changed overnight. “About what?”

“Scotty.”

“What about him?”

“Remember how we decided I would talk to him during the trip to Boston about possibly coming to live with us?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, with your dad in the hospital and everything, it doesn’t seem like the right time.”

“It’ll never be the right time. Something will always be going on. If we’re going to do this, then let’s do it. We’ll work it out somehow.”

“Are you sure?”

Leaning over to kiss him, she said, “I’m very sure. You can’t keep running back and forth to Richmond when you have a campaign to think about.”

He took her hand and kissed the diamond band she wore without her engagement ring when she was working. “And a new wife to tend to.”

“That too. Of course.”

Smiling, he released her hand and downed the last of his coffee. “I’ll drive you back to the hospital to get your car. I’d like to check on Skip too.”

“Don’t you have to get to work?”

“I have a committee meeting at ten, but nothing before that, so let’s go.”

Grateful that he was coming with her, she helped him clean up the kitchen before they left together.

 
 

After Nick left for the Capitol, Sam spent another hour with her dad before Celia shooed her along to work, promising to call if there was even the slightest change in his condition. In Sam’s opinion, his breathing seemed less labored than it had the day before, but she wasn’t sure if that was just wishful thinking. Because she suspected it was the latter, she didn’t mention it to Celia.

Sam’s sister Tracy was on her way in as Sam was leaving. They embraced in the hallway.

“How is he?” Tracy asked.

“About the same, although if you ask me, he seems to be breathing easier.”

“That’s good.” Tracy glanced up at her younger sister, who towered over her. “I wasn’t ready for this.”

“I wasn’t either. But he’s been living on borrowed time for two years now.”

“Still.”

“I know. Believe me.”

“Are you going to work?”

Sam nodded. “I feel bad leaving—”

“Dad would want you to go catch the person who killed that poor woman in Chevy Chase.”

“You really think so?”

“I know so.” She hugged her sister again. “Go. I’ll be here with Celia.”

“Thanks, Trace. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“We’ll be here.”

Sam felt less guilty about leaving after receiving her sister’s blessing. On the way to her car, she sent a text ordering a staff meeting in thirty minutes at HQ. She needed to get her team together and shift all these investigations into high gear. Her first stop when she arrived at HQ was the morgue.

“Hey,” Lindsey said when Sam came through the double doors. “Did you get my email from last night?”

“Not yet. Haven’t been near a computer.”

“Before we get to that, how’s your dad?”

“They say about the same, but he seemed to be breathing easier in my educated opinion.”

Lindsey smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. Everyone here is pulling for him.”

“I appreciate the concern. So what’ve you got for me?”

Lindsey explained the findings of the autopsy and her theory about a hammer as the probable murder weapon. “No defensive wounds, no skin under her nails. I believe she was attacked from behind and never saw it coming.”

“Thanks for the quick work, Doc.”

“Wish I could’ve given you more to go on.”

“I do too. I’ve got a well-liked woman killed in her own home while in the midst of reconciling with a man who’d cheated on her but seemed genuinely distraught over her death.”

“You’re not looking at him?”

“His alibi checked out. Cruz was running the financials last night. We’ll see if he found anything. He could’ve hired someone to knock her off if he was faking the reconciliation thing.”

“I suppose anything’s possible.”

“I’ll be heading back to Chevy Chase today to see if the Trainer family hammer is missing.”

“Before you go, I wanted to tell you—I saw Terry last night.”

“How’d it go?”

“Actually, quite well,” Lindsey said, her pale skin flushing with color.

“Are you blushing?”

“I don’t know.” Lindsey raised her hands to her face. “Am I?”

Sam leaned in for a closer look. “Yep. Must’ve been some night.”

“It was just pizza. Nothing special.”

“Then why are you blushing?”

Lindsey laughed. “You’re a pain in the ass.”

“So I’m told—often. Does this mean you’ve decided to give him a chance?”

“I’ve decided to take it slow and see what happens.”

“That sounds like a smart move.”

“I guess we’ll find out if it was smart or the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.”

“Even though I can’t stand all this cross-pollination between my husband’s world and mine, I hope it works out for you.”

“Gee, thanks. I think.”

Sam laughed. “Well, come on! First Gonzo gets engaged to Nick’s chief of staff, and now you’re dating his deputy chief of staff. Where does it end?”

“While I can understand your dismay over the cross-pollination, don’t forget I spend most of my time with dead people. I gotta grab hold of a live one whenever I can.”

“When you put it that way…”

“Keep me posted on your dad.”

“Will do. Keep me posted on your boyfriend.”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” Lindsey said.

“Yet,” Sam shot over her shoulder as she exited through the double doors.

 
 

Nick was getting ready for a hearing of the Senate Homeland Security Committee when the receptionist let him know that Irene Littlefield, the director of the home where Scotty lived, was on the phone for him. Right away, Nick was worried that something had happened to the boy.

“Mrs. Littlefield?”

“Good morning, Senator. Thank you so much for taking my call, and please, accept my profound thanks for your help in getting our funding restored for the coming year.”

Nick relaxed a bit when he realized there was no emergency. “It was my pleasure. Your program is extremely worthy.”

“I’m glad you think so. These children mean the world to all of us, which is why I’m calling. You’re coming later to pick up Scotty, am I right?”

“Yes, I’m due to pick him up around seven. Were you able to clear the day off tomorrow with the school?”

“I spoke to the principal. This is the first day he’ll miss this year, so she was fine with it.”

“Ouch,” Nick said with a wince. “He didn’t tell me he’d be ending his perfect attendance record.”

“To go to Fenway Park? I think it’s safe to say he’s okay with it.”

Nick laughed. “I suppose he’s probably a little excited.”

“Just a little. I wondered if you might be able to get here a few minutes early tonight. There’s something I’d like to speak with you about.”

“I hope there’s nothing wrong.”

“No, no. Nothing like that. I know you’re awfully busy, and I’ll only keep you a minute.”

“Of course. No problem. I’ll see you about six forty-five if the traffic cooperates.”

“Thank you very much, Senator.”

Now what was that all about, Nick wondered, as he gathered his files and headed to the hearing.

 
 

Sam had just enough time to set up a murder board for Crystal Trainer before the meeting she had called.

Freddie ambled in carrying a couple of donuts and looking well rested. “Hey,” he said. “How’s Skip?”

Sam filled him in and then took a minute to study his face. “Did you talk to your mom?”

“Nope.” Putting his feet up on the conference table, he took a bite of his donut. “She called a couple of times, but I’m not ready to talk to her.”

“You know she’ll worry if you don’t call her back.”

Freddie shrugged. “I’m sure she’s keeping so busy hanging out with my dad behind my back that she won’t have time to worry about me.”

Sam frowned her disapproval.

“I’m moving in with Elin.”

Her mouth fell open at that news. “Since when?”

“Since last night. We talked about it, and we agreed it’s what we both want.”

How had he gone from seeing other women the day before to making a huge commitment to Elin? The shock of seeing his mother with his father had clearly addled his brain. “Freddie, are you sure—” Before she could finish the thought, Gonzo came into the room with his partner, Detective Arnold. Jeannie and Tyrone were right behind them with Captain Malone bringing up the rear. The conversation with Freddie would have to wait until they were alone.

“Thanks for coming in,” Sam said, gesturing to the murder board. “I want to go over what we’ve got so far on the Trainer murder. Cruz, what did the financials show?”

He wiped the donut residue from his lips with the sleeve of his shirt. “Nothing out of the ordinary for any of their accounts. No large sums of money in or out in the last twelve months.”

“That rules out the husband paying someone to kill her,” Sam said, picking up Lindsey’s report. “Dr. McNamara has determined the murder weapon was a hammer or a similar flat-surfaced weapon. She places time of death right around noon, which was three hours before her daughter came home and found her. Cruz and I will be heading back to Chevy Chase today to talk to Mrs. Trainer’s friends and to look into the places where she did volunteer work. Moving on to baffling mystery number two, Gonzo, where are we with the cards?”

“No word yet from the lab. They’re backed up and the exact words of the admin were ‘We’ve got real cases and don’t have time to work on pranks.’”

“What the hell?” Freddie asked. “Since when do threats against a police officer and a United States senator not count as not a real case?”

“They’re only perceived threats,” Sam said, and Gonzo nodded in agreement.

“I’ll see what I can do to move things along,” the captain said from the back of the room.

“I’d appreciate that,” Sam said. She gestured to the bag of cards that had arrived at her dad’s, to which she’d added the new batch that had been delivered to her own house. “We’ve got more.”

Gonzo groaned. “Why do you two have to be so popular?”

“I ask myself that question every single day.”

“We’ll go through them,” he said, eyeing the full bag with disdain.

“Um, remember to keep all the envelopes.” This was so embarrassing! “Nick has to acknowledge a lot of them.”

Gonzo rolled his eyes.

Before he could crack a joke about her new status as a senator’s wife, Sam turned her attention to Jeannie. “What’ve you got on the Fitzgerald case?”

Jeannie glanced at her partner before meeting Sam’s gaze. “Nothing yet. We talked to the parents yesterday, and we plan to speak to one of the brothers today.”

Sam nodded. “Stick around for a minute when we’re done, please.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jeannie said.

“All right, everyone,” Sam said. “We’ve all got work to do. Let’s get to it.” They began to file out of the room. “Gonzo? Give me a minute with McBride and then I need you.”

“You got it, L.T.” He closed the door, leaving Sam alone with Jeannie.

“How’s it going?” Sam asked her.

“Fine.”

“I was sort of surprised to see you back again today. Are you sure you’re up for being back full time?”

“I’m taking it a day at a time. For right now, I’m feeling okay.”

“Good. Just make sure you’re not overdoing it.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Jeannie pursed her lips, as if there was something else she wanted to say.

“Something on your mind, Detective?”

“I was just wondering…”

“About?”

“Why didn’t you ever look into the Fitzgerald case yourself?”

“I’d always planned to when I got around to it, but then my dad got shot and finding his shooter has sucked up all my extra time—such as it is. Plus he told me not to bother, that he’d exhausted every avenue, and it was a waste of time to reopen that one.”

An odd look flashed across Jeannie’s face, but then it was gone as fast as it had come. “Oh, I see. That makes sense.”

“Something else you want to talk about?”

“No, I’m good.”

“Then I’ll let you get to work.”

Sam watched her go, wondering what her friend wasn’t telling her. Something. But the last thing she wanted to do was push her when Jeannie had been so fragile lately.

Gonzo came in and closed the door. “What’s up, Lieutenant?”

“What’ve you found on Leroy?”

“We’ve got more than two hundred active records with the name Leroy.”

“Seriously? It’s not that common of a name.”

“I ran first and last names, since Gardner only gave us that one name.”

“Good thinking.”

“I’m working my way through them,” Gonzo added. “So far I have two possibilities. I’ll keep you posted.”

“Thanks, and sorry to stick you with card duty, but I need to keep working the Trainer case.”

“Yeah, yeah. You’d rather work a murder than open wedding cards. You can’t fool me.”

Sam laughed. “You are so right about that.”

Gonzo’s scowl only fueled her amusement.

“How’s the baby?” He’d recently learned he’d fathered a baby with a woman with whom he’d had a brief relationship. After a contentious hearing, he’d been granted temporary custody of the boy he’d named Alejandro or Alex, as Gonzo called him. To say his life had been turned upside down was putting it mildly.

“He’s great. I can’t believe how big he’s getting.”

“Happens fast the first year.”

“So I’m told.”

Sam cleared her throat, knowing she needed to show interest, but damn this colliding worlds thing bugged the shit out of her. “And the wedding plans?” He was engaged to Christina Billings, Nick’s chief of staff.

“Coming along. We’re looking at next spring. We’re moving in together in the next month or two.”

“Sheesh, it’s an epidemic.”

“What’d you mean?”

“Cruz is shacking up too.”

“With Elin?”

“So he says.”

“Wow. Is that a good idea?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Very interesting.”

“By the way, any movement on figuring out who’s pissed about the wedding?”

“He hasn’t talked to you yet?”

“Who?” Sam asked, confused.

Looking annoyed Gonzo went to the door. “Arnold! Get in here.”

Gonzo’s partner came running from the pit. “What’s up?”

“You were supposed to tell her something.”

“Oh. Yeah. Um, well, the whole wedding invitation thing with Stahl is probably my fault.”

“How so?” Sam asked the young detective.

“Well, the day of your wedding, I was, um, taking a leak in the men’s room along with another officer, and I made a crack about getting stuck working so everyone else could go to your wedding. Then a toilet flushed and Stahl came out with this creepy smile on his face. My stomach sank, because I knew he’d probably find a way to use that against you. I’m really sorry, Lieutenant.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to invite you.”

“Oh, please, it’s fine. I know you couldn’t have everyone, and I didn’t mind working that day at all. Really. I was totally kidding around.”

“Thanks for clearing that up.”

Arnold scurried out the door.

“Mystery solved,” Sam said to Gonzo. “Thanks for getting to the bottom of it.”

“No problem. I about smacked him upside the head when I realized what he’d done.” He walked over to pick up the bag full of cards. “Better get to work.”

“Thanks again for dealing with the cards.”

“You owe me one—a big one.”

“Put it on my tab.”











Chapter 16
 



Darren Taber from the Washington Star was waiting for Sam when she emerged from HQ on her way to Chevy Chase.

“Not now, Darren.”

“I just need a minute, Sam.”

Since he’d done her a favor or two in the past, she slowed to a normal pace as she headed with Freddie to the parking lot. “What?”

“Is there any truth to the rumor that you’ve received threatening mail?”

“Where’d you hear that?”

“Answer the question.”

“Off the record?”

“Aw, come on, Sam.”

“Off the record or no deal.”

“Fine.” He jammed the reporter’s notebook into his back pocket and held up his hands.

“We received a few strange messages in some wedding cards that were sent here and to Nick’s office while we were away.”

“Define strange.”

“We’re looking into it. That’s all I’m saying. Now tell me how you heard about it.”

“Phone call to the paper’s tip line.”

At that Sam stopped walking and turned to face him. “Explain.”

“We got a call that you’ve received threatening mail, and the caller was wondering why they hadn’t seen any mention of it in the media.”

“Is that right? So our pen pal is looking for some publicity. Was the caller a man or woman?”

“We couldn’t tell. I listened to it four times, and I still wasn’t sure.”

“Did you make me a copy?”

“Sam, you insult me.” He withdrew a thumb drive from his pocket and handed it to her.

She took it from him before he could change his mind. “I hate being indebted to you.”

“I know,” he said with a big grin.

“What’s this going to cost me?” Sam asked.

“What’ve you got on the housewife murder in Chevy Chase?”

“Not a damned thing yet.”

“When you do, how about an exclusive for your favorite reporter?”

“I’ll see what I can do. Now, we’ve got to get to work.”

Darren stepped aside to let them pass.

“Hey, Darren?” Sam called over her shoulder. “Thanks.”

“No problem.”

“He’s not as bad as some of them,” Freddie said when they were out of earshot from Darren.

“True.” Sam would never forget that Darren had tipped them off that one of the rags was going to run a story about her near-abortion years ago. Thanks to the tip, they’d been able to get ahead of the rag with the truth—that she’d actually suffered a miscarriage.

When they were in the car, Freddie pulled his laptop out of his bag and plugged in the thumb drive. They listened to the recording five times, and neither of them could place the voice as someone they knew. Nor could they tell if it was a man or woman. As Darren had indicated, the caller was clearly looking for some publicity about the letters.

“Seriously narcissistic,” Sam said.

“No kidding.”

On the way to Chevy Chase, Sam tried to come up with a tactful way to broach the subject of Freddie’s plans to move in with Elin. “Are you sure you’re ready to shack up with Elin?” Okay, so tact wasn’t her thing. “You’ve only known her a couple of months.”

“You got married after a three-month relationship.”

He had her there. “We’re older,” Sam said. “And more experienced.” That sounded lame, even to her. Apparently, he thought so too because he snorted.

“I’m sorry you don’t approve, but I’d appreciate you dropping it. I’m through with doing what everyone else wants me to do. It’s my life, and I’m going to live it the way I see fit.”

Sam glanced over at him, wondering where her sweet, accommodating partner had gone. Seeing his mother with his father had clearly contributed to this new hard edge. “Did you tell Elin about seeing your mom with your dad?”

“Nah. It’s got nothing to do with what happened with her.”

“Except you weren’t even thinking about shacking up until yesterday.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Whatever.”

“I know you think you’re looking out for me and all that, but let it go, okay? I’m doing what I want to do, and that’s the end of it.”

“I still say you need to talk to your mother.”

“And I will. When I’m good and ready, and not one second before.”

“It’s not fair for you to make her worry.”

“I sent her a text this morning to let her know I’m busy, and I’ll call her when I can.”

That was something, anyway. “Good.”

“Now, can we drop it?”

“Whatever you want.”

They passed the rest of the ride in unusual and uncomfortable silence. As they’d requested, Jed Trainer was waiting for them outside the house. He was leaning against his silver sedan staring at the house when they pulled up. Crime scene detectives had finished their work, but the yard was still roped off with yellow police tape.

As Sam and Freddie approached him, Trainer stood up straight. He looked like he hadn’t slept a wink, and yesterday’s polished exterior had been replaced by an old T-shirt and jeans. His face was unshaven and his hair stood on end. Judging by his appearance he was taking the death of his wife hard.

“Thank you for meeting us,” Sam said.

“Anything it takes to find out who did this to Crystal.”

“How are the kids doing?” Freddie asked. The question was one she expected from old Freddie, so it was a relief to hear him ask it.

“Horrible. They were up crying all night. It’s a nightmare.”

“We’re sorry for your loss,” Sam said. She always felt awkward speaking to the family members of murder victims. Nothing she could say would ever be enough. “Do you have tools in the house?”

He seemed surprised by the question. “The usual stuff.”

“Can you show us?”

“Sure,” he said, seeming confused. “Right this way.”

He led them to a basement work area with a pegboard boasting a variety of screwdrivers, wrenches and pliers. A hammer was held up by two hooks, one on either side of the handle.

Sam nodded to Freddie, who pulled on latex gloves and put the hammer into an evidence bag. “Take the sledgehammer too,” she said.

“I don’t understand,” Jed said. “Why are you taking them?”

“The medical examiner has determined that your wife died of a single hit to the back of the head, administered by a flat-surfaced instrument, such as a hammer. We’ll be asking the lab to determine whether either of these hammers were used in the attack.”

He slumped against the bench. “Someone smacked her in the back of the head with a hammer. Why?”

“That’s what we’d like to know. While we’re here, could you take another look to make sure none of the valuables are missing? Cash, jewelry, silver if you have it. That kind of stuff.”

“I did that yesterday with the crime scene detectives, but I’ll look again.”

“We’d appreciate that.”

They accompanied him through the house as he investigated Mrs. Trainer’s jewelry box where he pointed to her wedding rings. “Would it be possible,” he said, his voice catching, “to have her buried with her wedding ring? I’d like to save her engagement ring for my son to give his wife someday.”

“Go ahead and take it,” Sam said, touched by his overwhelming grief. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have screwed up a marriage so royally and be on the road to fixing the damage only to lose a spouse to murder. As a newlywed, the idea of such a staggering loss sent a shiver down her spine.

“Are you all right?” Freddie asked her as they followed Jed to the office downstairs.

“I’m fine.”

When Jed had confirmed that nothing of any value had been taken, they let him go back to his kids, whom he’d left with his parents. They asked him to stay local and to keep them apprised of the funeral plans.

“I feel so bad for them,” Freddie said, sounding more like the Freddie Sam knew so well.

“I do too.”

“Those poor kids will never be the same.”

“No kidding.”

Their next stop was Alice Deal Middle School where the grief-stricken principal, Mrs. Nesbitt, confirmed that Crystal Trainer had been a tireless volunteer and a well-loved member of the school community.

“Did she have issues with anyone that you know of?” Sam asked.

“She was very well liked by the other parents and the faculty. We all appreciated how much she did to raise extra money for the school. It was her idea that each classroom sponsor a theme basket to raffle off during our winter festival. That fund-raiser brought in more revenue than anything we’ve ever done. I can’t imagine what we’ll do without her.”

“Is it possible,” Freddie said, “that another parent was put out by Mrs. Trainer’s success as a volunteer?”

Mrs. Nesbitt thought about that for a moment. “I can’t think of anyone who’d be jealous. We’re all working toward the same goal of making sure the kids have what they need, especially in the last few years during the economic downturn. A lot of our families were adversely affected, and volunteers like Mrs. Trainer were indispensable to us.”

Sam left her card with Mrs. Nesbitt in case she thought of anyone who might’ve had a problem with the oh-so-perfect Crystal Trainer.

“Do you know anyone,” Sam asked Freddie on the way back to the car, “who’s as universally well liked as this woman was?”

“Other than yourself, of course.” He smirked and drew a laugh from Sam. “I’d have to say only my mother would qualify. I don’t know of anyone who doesn’t adore her.”

“Except for you at the moment.”

That made him smile, as she’d hoped it would. “What’s next?”

“I want to talk to Donna Kasperian,” Sam said. “Jed listed her as Crystal’s best friend.”

They drove to the address that was several blocks from the Trainers’ home. A number of cars were parked in the Kasperians’ driveway. An older woman was approaching the door carrying a covered plate when Sam and Freddie pulled up to the curb.

“Ugh,” Sam said. “Grief central. I hate this.”

“I do too. Let’s get it over with.”

When a man answered the door, they flashed their badges.

“Mr. Kasperian?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Lieutenant Holland. This is my partner, Detective Cruz. We’d like to have a word with Mrs. Kasperian.”

“She’s not well at the moment. Would it be possible to do this another time?”

“I’m sorry,” Sam said, “but this is a murder investigation. We really need to speak to her.”

“Come in.” He stepped aside to admit them and showed them into a nicely furnished living room. “I’ll get her.”

A low murmur of voices from another room was the only sound in the otherwise quiet house. The man who’d admitted them returned with his arm around a woman who was clearly relying on him to hold her up. She had short blond hair and green eyes that were red from crying.

“Mrs. Kasperian,” Sam said, “I’m Lieutenant Holland—”

“I know who you are. Crystal and I watched the coverage of your wedding together.”

“Oh, I, um, thank you. This is my partner, Detective Cruz. We’re sorry to intrude during this difficult time.”

“Who could’ve done this?” Donna asked, her eyes swimming with tears.

“That’s what we’re trying to find out. Could we sit for a moment?”

“Yes, of course.” She and her husband took one sofa while Sam and Freddie perched on the other.

“When was the last time you spoke with Mrs. Trainer?”

“Yesterday morning. It was her day ‘off’ with no outside commitments. She had a hair appointment and then she was going to yoga. We’d talked about taking a walk after dinner, but…”

“And you’d been friends for some time?”

“Since the girls were in kindergarten. Our Melanie is in Nicole’s class. We volunteered together. Our families became friends. It’s just so hard to believe.”

“Can you think of anyone who might’ve wished to harm her?”

“No! She didn’t have an enemy in the world!”

“Did she ever mention problems with people from before you knew her?”

Donna shook her head. “Never.”

“Would she have told you? If something had happened in the past?”

“In more than ten years of friendship, there was no subject we didn’t cover.” She tried but failed to stifle a sob, and her husband patted her knee with his free hand. “She was the best friend everyone wished they had.”

“You were aware then of the problems in her marriage?”

Donna seemed to sag a bit, and her husband scowled. “We were so shocked when we heard about Jed’s affair,” she said. “Even all this time later, we still can’t believe it. They had a marriage others envied. You know the type—still affectionate with each other even after a decade of marriage. It was a total shock to everyone who knew them.”

“They were working to reconcile?”

“They’d been going to counseling for quite some time.”

“How was that going?”

“Depends on what day it was. On one day she’d say they were getting back together and then on the next she would wonder how she could ever trust him again. It was a roller-coaster ride.”

“Did he seem genuinely committed to putting the marriage back on track?”

“Yes,” Donna said softly. “He was extremely contrite and willing to do whatever she asked of him. In fact, just the other day, I told her it might be time to give him a break or cut him loose. It was sucking the life out of her.”

“He knew he’d screwed up,” Mr. Kasperian interjected. “He was determined to do whatever it took to fix it.”

“Was there any chance she’d told him their marriage was over?”

The couple exchanged glances. “If she did,” Donna said, “she didn’t tell me she planned to do that, and she would have. We would’ve talked about it first.”

Sam stood, and Freddie followed her lead. “Thank you for your time. We really appreciate you speaking with us.”

“Find the person who did this to her. Please.”

“We’re doing our best.” When they were outside, Sam turned to Freddie. “We need to talk to their marriage counselor.”

“You read my mind, Lieutenant.”

 
 

The offices of Dr. Taylor Kingsley were located in a brick building on Connecticut Avenue. After asking Jed Trainer to call ahead and give consent for her to speak with them, Sam and Freddie caught her between patients.

Tall with shoulder-length brown hair and hazel eyes, the doctor stood to greet them with handshakes.

“You spoke to Mr. Trainer?” Sam asked.

She nodded. “I’m still in shock over this whole thing. Ever since I saw the news on TV last night, I’ve been reeling. She was such a lovely person.”

“So we’ve heard. What can you tell us about their sessions with you?”

“Since I have his permission, I can tell you they were working very hard to put the pieces of their marriage back together. She’d been terribly hurt and disappointed by his infidelity, and he was ashamed, contrite. They were making real progress.”

“One of her friends called it a roller-coaster ride.”

The doctor thought about that for a second. “That’s an apt description. She went back and forth with the trust issues. That was the major sticking point for her—whether she’d be able to trust him to be faithful in the future if she allowed him back into her life. They still had a long way to go, but as I said, they were definitely getting there.” She paused before she added, “He’s not a suspect, is he?”

“Not at this time, but we haven’t completely ruled out anyone.”

“Judging from what I saw in here, he was very devoted to her. Other than one short-lived affair, he’d been faithful.”

“Or so he said.” Sam was unable to keep a hint of sarcasm from infecting her tone.

“Or so he said,” the doctor acknowledged.

“Did she ever talk about anyone from her past who she might’ve had a problem with?”

“After I heard the news last night, I reread all my notes in their file because I figured you’d want to speak to me eventually. I found no references to problems with anyone other than her husband.”

Sam handed her a business card. “Please call if you think of anything else that might aid in our investigation.”

On the way back to the car, Sam called Celia to check in. “Any change?”

“His fever has broken,” Celia said, sounding euphoric.

Sam had to stop walking for a second as relief flooded through her. “That’s great news.”

“He’s not out of the woods yet. Not by a long stretch, but it’s a good sign.”

“Yes,” Sam said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“No problem, honey. You’re where he’d want you to be.”

“Good news?” Freddie asked when she ended the call with her stepmother.

“His fever has broken.”

“I’m so glad to hear that.”

“I’ll meet you at the car in a minute, okay?”

“Sure.”

After he walked away, Sam called Nick’s cell.

“Hey, babe, what’s up?” When she didn’t answer, he said, “Sam?”

“I’m here.”

“What is it, honey?”

“My dad’s fever broke.”

Nick let out a low whistle. “That’s terrific news. What a relief.”

“He’s got a long way to go, but it’s a good sign.”

“Yes, it is. Are you okay?”

“I’m just… I’m afraid to get my hopes up, you know?”

“I can understand that, but this is a good sign. It’s probably okay to feel a little optimistic now.”

“I suppose.”

“How’s the case going?”

“It’s going nowhere fast, just like the Carl’s case. I’ve yet to hear anyone utter a bad word about any of our victims.”

“Did you figure out how you know her?”

“Nope. It’s hovering on the periphery.”

“I hate when that happens.”

Sam laughed. “Sure, like it ever happens to you who never forgets a face or a name.”

“Now that is just not true.”

“Sure, Senator. Whatever you say.”

“Speaking of the Senate, I’ve got to go vote on the new energy bill. Will you be okay?”

“I’m much better now that I’ve talked to you.”

“Good. I’ll see you tonight when I get home from Richmond with Scotty.”

“Can’t wait to see him—and you.”

“Be careful out there today.”

“Always am. Love you.”

“Love you too.”











Chapter 17
 



Jeannie and Will found Caleb Fitzgerald at work at a small accounting firm on Massachusetts Avenue.

“I don’t have much time,” he said when he joined them in the conference room. “Tax season.”

He looked much as Jeannie suspected his slain brother would’ve looked had he lived to adulthood. Tall with a muscular build, short brown hair and warm brown eyes, Caleb studied them with a wary edge, as if he was afraid of what they were there to tell him.

“I heard you talked to my parents yesterday. What’s with the renewed interest in my brother’s case? We haven’t heard a word from the MPD in years, and now suddenly, twice in two days?”

“Our lieutenant asked us to take a fresh look at the case,” Jeannie said.

“Look, we appreciate the interest and the attention, but I can’t deal with watching my parents get their hopes up again only to see them dashed when nothing comes of it.”

“Could we ask you about your brother Cameron?” she said.

Caleb went rigidly still. “What about him?”

“When was the last time you spoke to him?”

“I don’t know. A month ago maybe.”

“So you’re not close?”

“Not particularly. He has his life. I have mine.”

“You were both with Tyler the night he was abducted?”

Caleb’s face tightened with tension and a muscle ticked in his cheek. He gave a short nod in reply to the question.

“What do you remember from that night?”

“I don’t like to think about it. I try not to remember anything.”

“If you could just tell us the sequence of events, from the time the three of you left your home until the moment you realized Tyler was missing—”

“I’ve given that statement a hundred times since it happened. I don’t see the need to do it again.”

“We’re taking a fresh look,” Will said. “We might hear something the others missed.”

“Mr. Fitzgerald,” Jeannie said, inflicting her tone with compassion. “I know it’s a terribly difficult thing to talk about—”

“How would you know?” His eyes flashed with anger and despair. “Every time I think I’ve managed to move past it, something happens to rip open the wound again. It just goes on and on. It doesn’t end. We never get any peace.”

“I’m so sorry to be reopening that wound,” Jeannie said. “It’s not my intention to cause you more pain. If we could finally close this case, maybe then your family can find some peace.”

Caleb seemed to be considering that. He dropped into a chair and leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. Propping his head on his hands, he was quiet for so long Jeannie wondered if he was going to give them what they’d come for.

“My parents wanted me and Cam to take Tyler to the playground,” he finally said.

Jeannie glanced at Will.

He nodded, seeming encouraged, and gestured for her to take the lead.

“He’d been stuck inside all day because it’d been raining. I didn’t mind taking him, but Cam was pissed.”

“How come?” Jeannie asked. It was all coming back to her—the rhythm of the interview, the flow of the questions. She had to admit it felt good to be back in the groove.

“He had a girlfriend, and he was supposed to meet her, but my parents said he couldn’t go out until he spent some time with Tyler.”

“Did they often force the two of you to spend time with him?”

“They never had to force me. Ty and I were always close, even though I was quite a bit older. He didn’t get on my nerves the way he got on Cam’s.”

“So they’d had issues?”

“I wouldn’t call it that. It was more that Ty bugged Cam. He was always getting into his stuff, ratting him out. You know, typical little brother crap.”

“Did he do that same stuff to you?”

“Yeah, but it didn’t bother me the way it bothered Cam.” Still hunched over in the chair, Caleb linked his fingers and seemed far away from the conference room. “They’d had a big fight because Ty told my mother that Cam’s girlfriend had been in his bedroom when Mom was at work. My mom hit the roof, and Cameron got grounded from seeing his girlfriend for a week.”

This was all news to Jeannie. None of that had been included in previous reports about the events leading up to Tyler’s death. “Did you tell the other officers all of this?”

“Yeah, I guess. I’m not sure who I’ve told what to. I’ve told this story so many times.”

A knock on the door interrupted them. An older man stuck his head in, glancing first at Jeannie and Will and then at Caleb. “Everything all right, Mr. Fitzgerald?”

Caleb had sat up straighter when the other man appeared. “Yes, sir, Mr. Barrett. I’m sorry for the interruption. I’ll only be another minute.”

“Are you in some sort of trouble? We don’t want any trouble here.”

“Mr. Fitzgerald is helping us with an old case,” Jeannie said. “He’s not in any trouble.”

Barrett didn’t seem entirely convinced, but he nodded briskly. “Carry on then.”

“Fabulous,” Caleb muttered. “I’ve never told anyone here about what happened to my brother.”

“You don’t have to now if you don’t wish to,” Will said.

“I’d rather tell them than have them speculating.”

“You were saying that Tyler had gotten Cameron in trouble,” Jeannie said.

“That’s right,” Caleb said, glancing at the door.

Jeannie realized she’d lost him the minute his boss interrupted them. The rest of what happened that night was in the files. The brothers had gone to the park and played a game of cops and robbers, during which Tyler had gone missing in the dark. “Who’s idea was it to play cops and robbers at the park?”

“I don’t remember. It wasn’t mine, but I don’t know which one of them suggested it.”

“At some point, you became separated from your brothers, is that right?”

“They were the robbers. I was the cop. I was looking for them, when Cam came running back, all freaked out because he couldn’t find Tyler.”

This was the same story they’d heard the day before from Mr. and Mrs. Fitzgerald—the story that wasn’t included anywhere in Skip Holland’s reports.

“What did you do then?”

“I went with Cam to try to find him.” He rubbed a hand over his jaw. “We looked everywhere, but we couldn’t find him.”

“What did Cameron tell you about what happened?”

“He said they were running away from the base, and he was in the lead. When he looked back to tell Tyler to hurry up, he was gone. Cam turned back, calling for him, but he’d vanished.”

“Did either of you see anyone else on the way to the playground or in the aftermath of Tyler’s disappearance?”

“No.”

Jeannie glanced again at Will, who nodded, as if to give her permission to ask what they both wanted to know, the question that had been on their minds since the day before.

“Caleb, do you think there’s any chance that Cameron could’ve harmed Tyler?”

“No! Of course not! They’d had their problems, but Cameron would never hurt him.” Even as he proclaimed his brother’s innocence, Jeannie saw the fear. The thought had definitely crossed his mind. “He wouldn’t do that.”

“You’re sure of that?”

“Please,” he said, his eyes imploring. “It wasn’t Cameron. I don’t know how you could even ask me that.”

“We know this is so difficult—”

Caleb stood. “I’m done. If you’re targeting my brother, you’ll do it without my help.” He strode purposely from the room, but turned back at the doorway. “Leave my parents alone. They’ve been through enough. If you go after Cameron, it’ll destroy them. Keep that in mind before you start a witch hunt.”

The moment they were alone, Jeannie said, “We need to talk to Cameron Fitzgerald.”

 
 

“I was thinking,” Sam said when she and Freddie were back in the car.

“About?”

“What if the chick at work wasn’t the only one Trainer was banging.”

“An interesting theory.”

Sam reached for her cell phone and handed it to him. “Get him on the phone.”

“You’re just going to come right out and ask him?”

“Hell yes, I am. Let me tell you something about men, my friend. There are those who cheat, and there’re those who don’t. You’re one or the other. Nothing in the middle, no gray area. My research has shown that those who cheat, cheat. You follow?”

“You’re a regular font of knowledge, Lieutenant.”

Sam laughed. “Aren’t you lucky I share so much of it with you?”

“Very lucky,” he said drolly as he dialed the number. “Mr. Trainer, this is Detective Cruz. Please hold for Lieutenant Holland.” He handed the phone to her.

“Mr. Trainer, I’m sorry to disturb you, but I have another question I need to ask you.”

“Whatever I can do to help with the investigation.”

“I need to know if Janet Nealson was the only woman you were seeing outside your marriage.”

“Of course she was! What kind of question is that?”

“It’s a fair question. Your affair with Ms. Nealson was only uncovered because someone told your wife, so you came clean. That’s not to say you don’t have other skeletons sitting in your closet.”

“I don’t have to put up with this abuse. My wife, the love of my life, was viciously murdered in our home. I’ve got traumatized children and devastated in-laws to contend with. Having the rest of my life ripped apart is the last thing I need right now.”

“I understand this is a difficult time for you, but you can either come clean with me now or I can bring you in for a polygraph. If you think I’m ripping apart your life now, wait ’til I really get going.”

Freddie smirked at her from the passenger seat.

A long moment of silence passed.

“What’s it going to be, Mr. Trainer? The easy way or my way?”

“I’ve heard you were a heartless bitch, you know that? I told my friends last night that your reputation wasn’t fair because you’d been nothing but nice to us.”

“I’m devastated to hear that I’m known as a heartless bitch.” Glancing over at Freddie as she navigated the car through traffic, she added, “Isn’t that awful, Detective Cruz? He agrees that’s a terrible insult, Mr. Trainer.”

“I can tell you’re having a good laugh at my expense.”

“I’m not finding anything funny about a murdered mother with a philandering husband who refuses to share information that could be vital to my investigation into the murder of a woman he claimed to love.”

“I did love her.”

“I never said you didn’t.”

Now he was blubbering. Sam held the phone away from her ear.

“You don’t understand.”

“You’re right. I don’t. I’m married to a man who would never, ever cheat on me.” There were few things in life she was absolutely sure of. That she’d married a man who wouldn’t stray was one of them.

“You think so now,” Trainer said. “Talk to me in a few years.”

“I could talk to you every year for a hundred years, and that would never change.”

“You sanctimonious bitch.”

“I’m losing my patience, Mr. Trainer. Are you going to tell me what I already know or should I have patrol come by to pick you up?”

“Fine,” he snarled. “There were others.”

Sam flashed a thumbs-up to her partner. “Are we talking one? Two? Or a baseball team?”

Freddie choked back a laugh.

“A few.”

“I need names, addresses, phone numbers, dates that you saw them, promises you might’ve made them. Do me a favor and rank them—most significant to least.” Sam couldn’t deny she was enjoying this. Hey, he’d called her a bitch. Twice! “You can send your dirty laundry list to my email. Are you ready for the address? Here it is.” She rattled it off. “Have it to me in thirty minutes, or you’ll be spending the night in the city jail.”

“Will this be all over the media?”

“I suppose that’ll depend on whether one of your ex-lovers killed your ex-wife with a hammer.”

“She wasn’t my ex-wife.”

“Which was too bad for her. Twenty-nine minutes.” Sam slapped her phone closed. “Damn, that was fun.”

“It was fun to listen to.”

“I aim to not only enlighten but to also entertain.” She swung into the parking lot at HQ. “Let’s regroup and figure out what’s next.”

 
 

Nick arrived at the state home for children in Richmond twenty minutes before seven. While he was excited to see Scotty and to take him on his first plane ride as well as his first trip to Fenway Park, he was nervous about why Mrs. Littlefield wanted to see him. He parked on the street and took the cement stairs to the door. Buzzing the intercom, he gave his name to the security officer.

“Come in, Senator.”

Even all these months later, Nick still wanted to look over his shoulder for John when someone called him that.

“Nice to see you again, sir,” the guard said.

“Likewise.” Nick had become a familiar face around the home since he’d met Scotty on a visit a few months ago and bonded instantly with the boy.

The guard gestured to a door. “Mrs. Littlefield is expecting you.”

“Thank you.” Feeling almost like he’d been summoned to the principal’s office, Nick knocked on her closed door.

“Come in.”

Nick stepped into an austere room where the older woman waited for him. She wore a sensible navy-blue suit and kept her steel-gray hair cut short.

She stood up and extended her hand. “Thank you so much for coming early.”

“Not a problem,” he said, even though it had required a mad sprint through hellish rush-hour traffic.

“Have a seat, please. Can I get you a drink? Soda or water?”

“No, thank you. I’m good.”

“The reason I asked you to come in is I wanted to talk to you about Scotty.”

“Is everything all right? He promised he’d get all his schoolwork done early so he wouldn’t fall behind by missing tomorrow.”

She smiled. “He’s got it all done.”

“Oh, good,” Nick said, relaxing slightly.

Propping her chin on the tips of her fingers, she seemed to choose her words carefully. “You know how much we appreciate your help with our funding.”

“I was just doing my job.”

“We appreciate it. And we appreciate all the time and attention you’ve given to Scotty.”

His gut tightened with an odd sense of dread. “But?”

“With all due respect, I’m interested in your intentions toward him, Senator.”

Of all the things he’d thought she might say, that hadn’t been one of them. He couldn’t help but laugh. “My wife’s father once asked me the same question.” Referring to Sam as his wife never got old. He suspected it never would.

Mrs. Littlefield returned his smile. “Please don’t misunderstand me. You and your wife have been wonderful friends to him. He talks about you both all the time. I can see that he’s getting attached, and while I’m so happy for him to have made such lovely new friends, I worry too. He’s had so much heartache in his short life. I couldn’t bear to see him hurt if you were to suddenly lose interest.”

“Let me put your mind at ease. Sam and I intend to adopt him if he’ll have us.”

“Oh,” she said, her hand covering her heart. “Oh really?”

“I was planning to speak to him about it on this trip, in fact.” Nick’s announcement seemed to have sucked the life out of her. “I thought you’d be happy to see him settled with a family.”

“Of course I’m thrilled for him. And not just any family, but a senator and decorated police officer.”

“We may have interesting jobs, but at the end of the day we’re regular people, and we’ve come to love him very much. I want to give him the chance to play baseball and hockey and anything else he wants or needs. I want to give him everything.”

Mrs. Littlefield brushed subtly at a tear. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Your news caught me off guard. I feel I need to explain my reaction. You see, I too have become extremely attached to him. I can’t imagine this place without him.”

“There’s no reason you couldn’t see him anytime you wish to.”

“That’s very kind of you to say, but it wouldn’t be the same as seeing him every day.” She picked up a pen from her desk and balanced it between her fingers. “I can’t help but wonder…”

Because she seemed embarrassed by whatever she’d been about to say, Nick said, “Please, feel free to speak your mind.”

“You’ve only just gotten married. Are you sure you’re prepared to take on the responsibility of a child so soon?”

“That’s a fair question and one we’ve asked ourselves. We’ve come to the conclusion that just as we didn’t expect to find love when we did with each other, we didn’t expect to find it with him, either. Yet there it was, and now we want to make him part of our family.”

“You keep reducing me to tears,” she said, reaching for a tissue. “He’s a lucky boy to have two such fine people interested in being his parents.”

“We’re the lucky ones.”

“Well, I won’t keep you any longer. I appreciate your honesty.”

“So I can count on your support with the state and the social workers?”

“Absolutely.”

Nick stood and extended his hand. “Thank you.”

She shook his hand. “He gave up on ever finding a family a long time ago, so thank you.”

“Every minute with him has been my pleasure.”

“Have a good time in Boston.”

“I’m sure we will. I’ll talk to you when we get back on Sunday.”

“I’ll see you then.”

Nick stepped out of the office just as Scotty came through the doorway to the reception area. His face lit up with pleasure when he saw Nick waiting for him.

When Nick held out his arms, Scotty ran to him. Only one other time in his life had Nick felt the instant connection to another human being that he’d experienced when he first met Scotty—and that was the night he met Sam. Holding the boy close to him, Nick was overcome by the rightness of having this child in his life. They’d become close pals, but he wanted so much more than that. He wanted the boy to be his son.

“Good to see you, buddy,” Nick said as he released Scotty.

“You too. I thought today would never get here.”

Nick took Scotty’s backpack from him. “I don’t think you really want to go to Fenway.”

“That’s so funny I forgot to laugh.”

“Scotty.”

The boy turned to Mrs. Littlefield. “Sorry, Mrs. L. I’m so excited I forgot to say goodbye.”

“I’ll forgive you this one time.” She smiled as she put a new fitted Red Sox cap on the boy’s head.

“Oh wow! Thanks!” He gave her a hug. “That’s so awesome!”

“You can’t go to Fenway for the first time with that ratty old hat,” she said, gesturing to the one hanging from his backpack. “Be a good boy this weekend.”

“I will. I promise.”

Over the boy’s head, Nick shared a smile with Mrs. Littlefield.

Outside, Nick held the passenger door for Scotty who’d insisted he could ride in the front seat now that he was officially twelve. When he got into the driver’s seat, Nick switched off the passenger-side airbag, just in case.

“I’m afraid I’ll forget to tell you when we get back that this was the best weekend of my whole life.”

For a brief moment, Nick couldn’t find the words. “I know it’ll be one of the best weekends of my life too.”

Scotty glanced over at him, hesitant. “Really?”

“You bet. It’s not every day I get to take one of my favorite pals on his first-ever trip to Fenway.”

“And his first plane ride.”

“That too. Before we go, there’s something I have to tell you about what’s going on at home. Sam’s dad is in the hospital.”

“Oh.” Nick watched the boy process the information. “Is he okay?”

“He’s pretty sick. We hope he’ll be okay, but we don’t know for sure yet.”

“She must be really freaking out. They’re super close, right?”

“Yes, they are.”

Scotty fiddled with the strap on his backpack. “I’d understand if this wasn’t a good time for you to go to Boston. You must want to be with her.”

Nick was pleased and touched by his insight. “That’s good of you to say, but we talked about it, and we agreed that Skip would want us to go on our trip. She told me he helped her get the tickets, and he’d hate to see you disappointed.”

“Are you sure? Because I’d totally understand if this isn’t a good time for you to go.”

“Sam has her family all around her. And I don’t want to hear about it from Skip when he wakes up and finds out I didn’t take you to this game because of him. He’d really hate that.” Nick started the car. “What do you say we get this show on the road?”

“Let’s go,” Scotty said.

Nick could tell he was still thinking over what Nick had told him. It pleased Nick that he saw the big picture and was willing to sacrifice his own dream coming true if it meant doing what was best for his friends. Who wouldn’t love a boy like that?











Chapter 18
 



When Sam and Freddie returned to HQ they ran smack into Chief Farnsworth in the lobby.

“Lieutenant,” he said in that stern voice he did so well. Sometimes it still made her want to giggle, because the “Uncle Joe” she’d known as a child was anything but stern. “What’ve you got on the mail situation?”

“Nothing yet, sir. The lab has been dragging its feet, and we’ve been working the Chevy Chase homicide.”

“Anything there?”

“Not a damned thing. We’ve got a wife and mother loved by all who knew her. The husband was a serial philanderer so we’re looking into the girlfriends next.”

“Keep me posted, and let me know if there’s any more mail I should be concerned about.”

“I will, sir.”

“Officers Hernandez and St. James miss you,” he said with a teasing grin. The two officers had been assigned to tail her when she’d been threatened during the call-girl investigation. “They’d love nothing more than to be back on your detail.”

Sam glowered at him. “I’m sure they have much better things to be doing than following me around.”

“Actually, I can’t think of anything more important than protecting one of my top detectives. Officer Hernandez said something about ‘enjoying the view’ on his last assignment. I can’t imagine what he means by that. Can you?”

As Freddie wisely choked back a snicker, Sam said, “Where’s Lieutenant Stahl when I need him? I’m being sexually harassed by my superior officer.”

Farnsworth chuckled. “Speaking of Stahl, I hear he’s up in your grill again.”

Sam had almost forgotten about the summons to the IAB hearing. “Over who I chose to invite to my own wedding! Can you make it go away?”

“I’m doing what I can. I hate to see department resources wasted on foolishness.”

“So do I.”

“But as always where you’re concerned, I’m walking a fine line. If I get too involved, he’ll scream foul over our longtime personal relationship.”

“So much for everyone thinking I get away with murder because my Uncle Joe is the chief,” Sam muttered.

“You often do get away with murder, but not because I’m your Uncle Joe. It’s because your case closure rate is so high. Keep up the good work, Lieutenant, and keep me posted.” He nodded to Freddie. “Detective.”

Sam and Freddie continued on to the pit.

Gonzo saw them coming and gestured for Sam to join him in the conference room. Her stomach dropped when she saw another card encased in a plastic evidence bag. “What now?”

“A first anniversary card,” Gonzo said, handing it to her.

Inside, the sicko had written, “After so much happiness, let’s hope you get to celebrate your anniversary. From, An Old Friend.”

“Jeez,” Freddie said from over her shoulder. “That’s nice.”

“This is starting to seriously piss me off,” Sam said. After all she’d been through with her father being shot and her miserable marriage to Peter, didn’t she deserve just a tiny bit of happiness with Nick? Didn’t she deserve a small interlude in which no one was out to get either of them? A month? Maybe two? Was that too much to ask? “I’m going to talk to Peter on the way home.”

Speaking of feeling sick. The idea of spending even a minute in her ex-husband’s presence was enough to make her seriously ill. Sam reached up to touch the diamond key necklace Nick had given her as a wedding gift, drawing on the strength he’d brought to her life. It seemed like she’d need it before this day was out.

“Any word yet from the lab?” Freddie asked.

Gonzo shook his head. “Captain Malone leaned on them, but it doesn’t seem to have done any good.”

“Do me a favor and let the chief know about this latest card,” Sam said to Gonzo. “Might go over better coming from you.”

When his cell phone rang, Gonzo glanced at the caller ID. “Sorry, I need to take this but don’t go away. I have something else for you.” He moved farther into the room to take the call, which seemed to be from his fiancée Christina who, from the sound of his side of the conversation, was having trouble with Gonzo’s baby son. He gave her a couple of suggestions and ended the call by saying he’d be home soon.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “Alex is teething. It’s a nightmare.”

“Ouch,” Freddie said.

“Good thing we can’t remember getting teeth,” Gonzo said. He turned to Sam. “So I dug deeper into this Leroy dude that Gardner gave us.”

Apparently, the news wasn’t good or Gonzo would’ve led with it, knowing how badly she wanted to catch her father’s shooter—especially right now.

Gonzo reached for a folder on the conference room table and withdrew a photo of a strapping black man. “Leroy Augustine.”

“What do we have on him?”

“A rap sheet a mile long.”

“This is awesome,” Sam said. “Let me see it.”

Gonzo glanced at Freddie. “Sam…”

“What?”

Reaching into the folder again, he pulled out a second photo of Leroy Augustine, this one taken in the morgue.

“You gotta be fucking kidding me,” she said as she took the photo from him and dropped into a chair.

“Shit,” Freddie muttered from behind her. Since he saved curse words for only the most extreme of circumstances the single word told Sam he was as upset by this news as she was.

“Killed by a drive-by shooter a year ago,” Gonzo said, filling in the blanks.

“If we weren’t talking about my dad and the person who made him a quadriplegic, this would be funny, wouldn’t it?”

“We’ll get a break, Sam,” Gonzo said. “One of these days, someone will come forward with information.”

“No, they won’t,” she said. “It’s been more than two years. Almost two-and-a-half. This case is colder than an Alaskan mountaintop.”

“I’ll track down some of Augustine’s known associates and see what they can tell me. Maybe he bragged about the shooting, and now that he’s dead, people might be more willing to talk.”

“Do we know who shot him?”

Gonzo shook his head. “That case is also open.”

“Of course it is.”

“I’ll talk to the detectives who worked that case as well as Augustine’s associates. You worry about your dad and leave this to me.” Gonzo’s dark eyes were fierce with emotion—and anger. Skip Holland was well loved by everyone who knew him. “I’m on it.”

Sam stood to face her colleague and close friend. “Thank you.” She simply didn’t have the mental capacity to take on another thing at the moment. “I need to get to the hospital.”

“Keep us posted on how he is,” Freddie said.

“I will.”

“I’ll get the list of Trainer’s girlfriends from your email and get going on that,” Freddie added.

“Good, thanks.” Sam glanced at her watch. How had it gotten to be seven already? Nick would be getting home with Scotty soon, and she was anxious to see them. “Give it another hour and then go home. I’ll see you back here in the morning.”

“You got it, L.T.”

To Gonzo, she said, “Go home to your family. It’ll keep until the morning.”

“I’ll give it another hour too.”

“You guys are the best of the best,” Sam said in a rare moment of sentiment. “Thanks for all you do.” She stopped in her office to collect her belongings and was on her way out when Jeannie and Will came into the pit.

“Oh good, Lieutenant,” Jeannie said. “I’m glad we caught you.”

“What’s up?” Sam asked, taking a close look at the other woman. Jeannie seemed tired, but her eyes were more alive than Sam had seen them since the attack.

“We need authorization to travel to Cincinnati,” Jeannie said. “To talk to Cameron Fitzgerald.”

“Tyler’s older brother?”

“That’s right. He was the last one to see Tyler alive, and we have some questions for him.”

“Walk with me,” Sam said, anxious to get to the hospital. “Hasn’t he been interviewed before?”

“Yes, but we have some new questions for him.”

“Like what?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Sam watched her detectives exchange glances.

“If it’s just the same with you,” Will said, “we’d prefer to give you a full report when we complete our investigation.”

As Sam thought that over, they pushed through double doors that led to the parking lot. “All right. I’ll authorize the travel.” Normally, she would’ve allowed only one of them to go, as she was always mindful of her limited travel budget. But there was no way she was sending Jeannie anywhere alone, and since her traumatized detective was clearly engaged in the investigation she didn’t have the heart to send just Will.

“Thank you, Lieutenant. I’ll forward our itinerary as soon as we have it.”

“Keep me posted.” She took another minute to study Jeannie. “You doing all right?”

Jeannie nodded. “It’s good to be back to work.”

“Don’t overdo it.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m keeping a close eye on her,” Will said.

“Shut up, Will,” Jeannie said.

“What? I am keeping an eye on you.”

“Get your eyes off me before Michael has you killed,” Jeannie retorted.

“I’ll let you two work this out on your own,” Sam said, unlocking her car. They were still bickering when she drove past them and out of the parking lot. Will had been so deeply distressed by what happened to his partner. Sam had no doubt that he was indeed keeping close tabs on her now that she was back to work and seemingly coming back to life at the same time. It made Sam feel better to know her wounded detective had such a fiercely loyal partner looking out for her at this critical juncture in her recovery.

On the way to the hospital, Sam called Nick. After hearing the news that another promising lead in her father’s investigation had led nowhere, she wanted to hear his voice.

“Hey, babe,” he said. “Where are you?”

“Leaving work on the way to see my dad. You?”

“Stuck in traffic outside Springfield.”

“Going or coming?”

“On the way back to the city with Scotty.”

“How is he? Excited?”

“Just a tad, although he’s also concerned about Skip.”

“You didn’t need to tell him about that.”

“I thought he should know, and he offered to stay home with you if that’s where I thought we should be.”

Hearing that, Sam couldn’t help but smile. What a sweet kid he was. “You told him Skippy would have a cow if you did that?”

“Yes, indeed. I’ll see you at home in a bit?”

“Yep. After I see my dad there’s one other thing I have to do and then I’ll be home.”

“We’ll be waiting. I’ve been coerced into pizza for dinner.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Love you, babe.”

“Love you too. Both of you.”

“I’ll pass that on.”

“Please do.”

“See you soon.”

At the hospital, Sam learned that Skip was much improved and the doctors were considering removing the ventilator in the morning if he continued to make progress overnight. He’d also been moved from ICU into a regular room. Celia, Tracy and Angela were elated by the good news, but Sam refused to get her hopes up until Skip opened one of those blue eyes and said something about how foolish they were being for blubbering over him. Then, and only then, would Sam be able to breathe again.

Maybe tomorrow, she thought more than an hour later, as she stood by his bed and ran her fingers through his wiry gray hair.

“So many things I need to talk to you about. Nick picked up Scotty for the trip to Boston. How excited do you think he is?” Imagining it, Sam smiled. “I’ve spent so much time trying to have a baby. Now this twelve-year-old kid has come into my life, and all I can think about is how cool it would be to get the chance to be his mom. We could do so much for him, you know? All of us. Not just Nick and me, but you, Celia, Tracy, Ang, Nick’s dad, the O’Connors. I told Nick that Scotty would be surrounded by a village, and you’re a big part of it. You know that, don’t you?”

Sam bent to rest her forehead on his chest, relieved to hear the wheezing had subsided considerably since the day before. “We had another big lead on your case blow up in our faces. Just when I think we’re really getting close…” Suddenly, she was exhausted—mentally, physically, emotionally. Only a few days back to work and it was like the lovely vacation had never happened.

“Sam, honey,” Celia said, resting her hand on Sam’s back. “Why don’t you go on home? There’s nothing you can do here, and I can only imagine how tired you must be.”

Sam stood up straight and turned to face her stepmother. “What about you? You have to be on your last legs. Let me give you a ride home?”

“I’m going to stay.” Celia glanced at her husband. “Just in case he needs me.”

Sam understood that. No way would she go home if Nick had been the one in that bed. Shuddering at the thought, she hugged Celia. “Try to get some rest.”

“I’ve been grabbing catnaps when I can.”

As Sam released her stepmother, she let out a gasp of surprise when Nick and Scotty appeared in the doorway.

Nick had his hands on Scotty’s shoulders as his eyes met hers. “He wanted to see Skip.”

Scotty looked nervous but determined.

“Hi, buddy,” Sam said, reaching for him.

He stepped into her embrace and held on tight.

She pressed a kiss to his soft hair. “Good to see you.”

“You too, Sam. I’m sorry about your dad being sick.” He hugged Celia and stepped closer to Skip’s bed. “Does it hurt? Whatever he’s got?”

“No, honey,” Celia said. “They’ve given him lots of medicine.”

While Scotty spent a moment with her dad, Sam went to her husband.

Nick put his arms around her, giving her the comfort she needed.

Sam breathed him in, comforted by his presence, his scent and the muscular chest that provided the perfect place to land after another hellish day. She put her arms around him and closed her eyes.

Too bad she still had to drive home because she could doze off right here and be perfectly content.

“Samantha.” She felt his lips on her forehead. “Babe, are you with me?”

“I’m here.” Had she actually fallen asleep? Sam forced herself back into the moment and gave Nick one more squeeze before she turned to kiss her dad goodnight. “See you in the morning, Skippy.” Lowering her voice even further, she whispered, “I love you.”

On the way out of the hospital, Nick held her hand and kept up a steady stream of chatter with Scotty who seemed to be making an effort to curb his excitement over the trip in light of Skip’s illness.

“Are you okay to drive home?” Nick asked when they arrived at Sam’s car.

“Of course I am.”

“You say that as if you didn’t just fall asleep on your feet.”

Sam scoffed at him. “I wasn’t asleep. I was relaxed.”

When Nick rolled his eyes at her, Scotty giggled.

“You were so asleep, Sam,” Scotty said.

“I can see whose side you’re on.”

“He’s taking me to Fenway,” Scotty said with a teasing grin.

“Hey!” Sam cried. “Who got you the tickets?”

“Oh, that was you? I’d forgotten about that.”

Sam wrestled him into a headlock. By the time she let him go, Scotty was laughing hysterically.

“You think you’re so funny, don’t you?” she asked.

“I am pretty funny.”

Sam glanced at Nick and found him enjoying the show. His smile warmed her all the way through. “I’ll see you boys at home.”

“Didn’t you have something else you needed to do?” Nick asked.

Sam thought of her ex-husband and the conversation she needed to have with him. All she wanted at the moment was to be home with her new husband and the boy they wanted to make their son. “I can take care of it in the morning.”











Chapter 19
 



Nick came into their bedroom, closed the door, locked it and leaned back against it. He wore a T-shirt with gym shorts and looked almost as sexy as he did in a suit and tie, which was Sam’s favorite look on him.

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. She most preferred him in nothing at all.

“If you’d asked me to bet on whether or not he’d sleep tonight, I would’ve said no way.”

“And?”

“Out like a light.”

“Oh good. I didn’t want him exhausted for his first trip to Fenway.”

He moved from the door to the adjoining bathroom. “You were so cute with him earlier. I love watching the two of you together.”

“Then you know how I feel watching you with him. I was lying here thinking about how he fits with us. He just fits.”

Nick finished brushing his teeth and returned to the bedroom.

Sam got to watch him peel off the shirt and shorts before he crawled into bed with her. “Mmm,” she said as he reached for her. “Best part of my day.”

“Mine too,” he said, leaning in to kiss her. “I count the hours until I can feel you next to me.”

His hand never left her hip, but he managed to set every inch of her on fire using only his lips and tongue. “You’re so tired.”

“Not too tired for you.”

“You fell asleep standing up.”

“I did not.”

“Yes,” he said, kissing her again as his eyes danced with amusement, “you did.”

“Well, I’m wide awake now.” Sam kissed her way from his lips to his chest. Pushing him onto his back, she continued her trip south. When her hair brushed against his erection, he jolted.

“Sam.”

“Hmm?”

“We don’t have to… Oh shit.”

She took his cock deep into her mouth, stroking him with her tongue and hand, loving the taste and feel of him. “Mmm,” she said, knowing how the vibration of her lips against his shaft would drive him crazy.

His fingers tightened in her hair. “Come here, babe,” he said, sounding breathless. “Let’s do this together.”

Sam thought about finishing him off this way, but his offer was too appealing to be ignored. After a few final lashes of her tongue, she straddled him. His eyes were closed, his breathing heavy, but he rallied, cupping her ass and surging into her.

Nothing in the world could compare to the way he made her feel—desired, sexy, powerful and loved. Always loved. Even when he suddenly turned them so he was on top, even when he surrounded and possessed her, she felt his love in every look, every touch, every breath.

The orgasm that had been so unattainable in past relationships hovered just below the surface, waiting to overwhelm her with sensation. When he took her this way, with such utter abandon, she held back, wanting to prolong the moment rather than rush to the finish. But then he bent his head and sucked her nipple into his mouth. The combination shattered her control and sent her flying.

His arms tightened around her and his mouth found hers as he surged into her one last time, hot and deep and powerful. “Jesus,” he whispered against her lips. His head dropped to her shoulder.

Sam kept one arm tight around him while she ran the fingers of her other hand through his thick hair. “We’re going to ruin our unbroken streak of married sex tomorrow night,” she said after a long period of silence. The thought of spending a single night without him was nearly unbearable, not that she’d ever tell him that. He felt bad enough about taking this trip with her dad still in the hospital.

“Believe me, I know. I have half a mind to change our tickets to come home tomorrow night.”

“Don’t do that. I think it’s important that you take him to Lowell on Saturday and show him where you’re from.” She’d seen the humble home he’d shared with his grandmother when they’d gone to Boston for Julian Sinclair’s funeral earlier in the year. “Let him see you weren’t born the successful senator you are today.”

“Are you sure you’re okay with me talking to him about coming to live with us when it’s just him and me? I keep feeling like that’s something we should do together.”

“It all started with the two of you, so it’s probably fitting that you take the next step with him. He’ll know it’s coming from both of us.”

“As long as you’re sure that’s the right way to handle it.”

Sam laughed at that. “I’m not sure of anything. We’re talking about adopting a child. It’s so huge.”

Stealing one more kiss, Nick withdrew from her and shifted to his back, bringing her with him. “It is huge, and I feel that too. Don’t get me wrong.”

“But?”

“Because it’s him, it doesn’t feel as overwhelming to me as it probably should. It feels meant to be.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m not saying it right.”

“No, you are. I know what you mean, because I feel the same way. Like he belongs here with us, and the rest is just details.”

“Exactly,” he said, sounding relieved. “I love that you understand.”

“I love that you met this boy and you saw something in him from the first day and you nurtured it and brought him to me and made us a family.”

He turned on his side and cupped her face before kissing her softly. “Just when I think I can’t love you any more than I already do, you go and top yourself.”

Sam smiled. “My goal in life.”

“So about that unbroken streak…” He raised himself up so he could see the bedside clock. “It’s five after twelve.”

She smothered a yawn. “So?”

“If we get in another round now, we won’t miss a day, and the streak will remain intact.”

“You gotta be kidding me.”

He cupped her breast and tweaked her nipple between his fingers. “Does it look like I’m kidding?” For emphasis, he pressed his reawakened erection against her hip.

Sam moaned and then gasped when he replaced his fingers with his lips.

“It’s for the record, babe,” he said against her breast.

“Well, when you put it that way, I suppose I could be persuaded.”

“That’s my girl.”

 
 

“I don’t understand why you have to go to Cincinnati,” Michael said as he followed Jeannie into the walk-in closet. “Why can’t they send Will?”

“Because. This is my case. Sam assigned it to me.”

“Three days ago you wouldn’t leave the house, and now you’re going to Cincinnati? I don’t get it, Jeannie.”

“Are you mad at me because I’m getting back to my routine?”

Standing with his hands on his hips, Michael stared at her. “I am not mad at you. I’m confused about what suddenly happened that made it possible for you to not only go back to work but travel too when a few days ago I couldn’t get you to meet me for lunch.”

Unable to bear the confusion she felt coming from him she averted her gaze. “I can’t say exactly what happened. The lieutenant asked me to look into this cold case, and it’s caught my interest. It feels good to be interested in something again.”

“I’m worried.”

“About?”

“That you’re doing too much too soon. I don’t want to see you have a setback.” He crossed his arms and stepped closer to her. “What if something happens and you’re all the way out in Ohio? What if you need me, and I can’t get to you?”

“Michael…” She met him halfway and slipped her arms around him.

Returning her embrace, he held her close. “Let Will do the interview. There’s nothing you can do that he can’t do too.”

She drew back from him so she could look up at his face. “I understand what you’re saying, and I appreciate why you’re saying it, but I need to do this. I need it, Michael. I need you to kiss me goodbye in the morning the way you used to and send me on my way like everything is normal.”

“I don’t know if I can do that.”

She patted his chest. “Please try.” Turning away from him she began rifling through the clothes she had at his place, hoping to find something that would be appropriate for a day of travel.

“This one,” Michael said, reaching over her shoulder for a blue dress shirt that had gotten stuck between two other hangers. “Black pants.” On the top shelf he found a black sweater and handed it to her. “In case it’s cold on the plane.”

As he picked out the clothes, tears stung her eyes. “Thank you.”

“I still don’t like it.”

“I know.”

“But I get it.” He turned her to face him and kissed her. “You’ve got a long day ahead of you. Let’s get to bed.”

“I’ll be right there.” When she was alone, Jeannie leaned back against the wall. Still grasping the shirt he’d chosen for her, she focused on breathing—in through her nose, out through her mouth. She could do this. She had to do this.

While she hoped she was ready to take the trip, she really hoped she was ready to deal with whatever she might learn there.

 
 

The dream returned with relentless disregard for Sam’s newfound happiness or her efforts to put the darkness behind her. Gunfire echoed through the rundown house where Marquis Johnson ran his drug operation. His young son Quentin wasn’t supposed to be there. In all the months Sam had spend undercover with the Johnsons, she’d never once seen Quentin there. So why now, on the night when they’d finally decided they had enough to prosecute and could raid the house, why had Marquis decided to bring his son here?

Every instinct in Sam was crying out to turn and run, to get out of there before anyone else got hurt. But her job here tonight was to arrest Marquis, to confiscate the evidence of his far-reaching drug ring, to close the case she’d devoted her life to for half a year.

But the shrieks of the crying child were all she could hear. What was he doing here? She almost called off the whole operation, but they were too far along to stop now. Doing so might cost the life of one of her people, which was an unacceptable risk. So she pressed on and ordered her officers to return fire. With her own weapon leading the way, she moved stealthily through the darkened house, following the sounds of the screaming child. All at once the child went silent, and the father began to scream. The sounds coming from Marquis were unlike anything she’d ever heard from him or anyone else for that matter.

Swinging around the corner into the bedroom where he’d kept the lion’s share of his drug stash, the first thing Sam saw was the blood. So much blood. Sitting on the floor, Marquis kept up the inhuman screams, but when she looked down to the bloody child in his lap, it wasn’t Quentin she saw. No. God. No.

Scotty.

“Samantha. Baby, wake up.”

Sam jolted awake, a scream dying on her lips as she realized where she was, who she was with and what had happened—again.

“I’m here, babe. I’ve got you. It’s okay. Just a dream.”

She couldn’t seem to draw air into her lungs. Every time she tried, her mind took her back to the scene in that squalid room, the broken and bloodied child. This time her child. Her son. The boy she loved. Not just a dream. Her greatest nightmare.

“Nick.”

He held her so close she could feel his heart beating in time with hers. “I’m right here.”

“What if…”

“What, honey?”

“If we take him in and we love him and something happens?”

His lips were soft against her forehead. “Nothing will happen. We’ll take such good care of him. We’ll keep him safe always.”

She took comfort in his words, but the nagging worry remained.

“You’re starting to feel like a mother,” Nick said.

A mother. After so many miscarriages, she’d given up on ever having that title attached to her name.

“Would he really be safe with us? Look at what’s going on with these damned cards. People are always threatening me. I can’t expose an innocent child to that kind of danger. We should think about this some more.”

Nick raised himself up. In the faint light from the street filtering in through the blinds she could see him well enough to know he was looking at her with concern. “Do you have any plans to take our son to a crackhouse?”

“Of course not.” The idea of it sent a shudder rippling through her.

“We’ll do everything we can to keep him safe. We’ll surround him with love and family and baseball and hockey and all the things he doesn’t have now. He’ll be fine, Sam.”

“But what if—”

Nick kissed the question right off her lips. “He’ll be fine.” He settled her head on his chest and kept his arms around her. “Now go back to sleep. You never have the dream twice in the same night. It’s okay to sleep.”

Sam blew out a deep breath, but the anxiety refused to let go. Her cell phone rang, and even though she was used to middle-of-the-night calls, they took on new meaning with her dad in the hospital.

Nick released her so she could grab the phone from her bedside table.

Her heart stopped beating for a second as she glanced at the phone and saw the number for dispatch. “Work,” she said for Nick’s benefit. “Holland,” she said into the phone.

“Lieutenant, we have a report of a possible homicide in Mount Pleasant.” The dispatcher rattled off the address.

“Got it. On my way.” Sam ended that call and rang Freddie. When he answered she passed along the information.

“Okay.”

“Are you awake?”

“What? Yeah. I’m awake. See you there.”

Since she was looking at another long day, Sam took a two-minute shower and pulled on jeans along with a long-sleeved T-shirt. In the closet Nick had made for her in one of the spare bedrooms, she topped off the ensemble with a Washington Redskins sweatshirt and running shoes.

Nick was sitting up in bed when she returned to their bedroom.

“Sorry to wake you before,” she said, sitting on the bed to tie her shoes.

“Don’t apologize for that. I hate the way those dreams plague you.”

“I do too.”

“Am I still talking to Scotty about the adoption while we’re on the trip?”

Sam thought about that for a second. “I guess so. I can’t let fear run my life, right?”

“Right,” he said, as he hugged her from behind.

She turned to him and looped her arms around his neck. “Have the best time in Boston. Enjoy every minute and take lots of pictures for me.”

“I will.” He kissed her. “Wish you were coming.”

“Next time. This one is for you and your boy.”

“My boy. I love the sound of that.”

Knowing how he’d yearned for a family to call his own, Sam loved the sound of it too. “I’ll see you, Senator.”

“Yes, you will. Day after tomorrow. I’ll be back before you have time to miss me.”

She kissed him one last time and stood up to wrap her hair into the clip she wore to work. From the bedside table, she retrieved her weapon and strapped it on, slipping her badge and cuffs into her pockets. “No, you won’t.”

“Go on before I drag you back to bed.”

“I’m going,” she said, leaving him with a jaunty wave. “Love you.”

“Love you too, babe. Be careful out there.”

“Always am.”

She ran down the stairs and out the door, doing a time check on her phone as she went. Ten minutes from call to the car—with a shower. Not bad.











Chapter 20
 



Sam drove northwest toward an address off 16th Street, arriving along with the medical examiner. Nodding to the deputy ME, she ducked under the yellow crime-scene tape and headed up the stairs at the well-kept Cape Cod-style home. The smell of death smacked her face the second she crossed the threshold.

Making an effort not to gag from the odor, Sam took a quick look around at a tidy living room on one side of the center staircase. A dining room was on the other side. In the kitchen, she found disarray and the sign of a possible struggle. “What’ve we got?” she asked the patrol officer who met her as she took in toppled chairs and broken glass on the floor next to the body of an older man.

“Raymond Jeffries, age seventy-three,” the officer said, consulting his notes. “A phone call from his daughter, Sabrina Campion in Albany, New York brought us here on a well-being check.” The young officer was clearly battling the need to vomit. “When we got no response, the daughter asked us to enter the home. We found the front door unlocked and entered the dwelling. The odor indicated the homeowner was most likely deceased. We investigated further and found him here in the kitchen.” The officer placed a handkerchief over his mouth and nose.

Over the years, Sam had trained herself to breathe through her mouth at times like these. She tugged latex gloves from her pockets and pulled them on.

“It appears,” the patrolman continued, “as if he was pushed or fell and possibly hit his head on the table.” The officer pointed to a wound on the side of the dead man’s head.

“Possibly,” Sam said, squatting for a closer look. He had wiry gray hair, a beak of a nose and lips that had turned blue in death.

“He had something cooking on the stove that burned. We turned off the heat.”

“Lucky the place didn’t burn down,” said Deputy Chief Medical Examiner Byron Tomlinson when he joined them. Handsome, arrogant and far too brash for Sam’s liking, she put up with him since Lindsey couldn’t work twenty-four hours a day. “Judging by the smell, he’s been dead awhile. Maybe thirty-six hours or more.”

“While you do your thing, I’d like to talk to the daughter,” Sam said, rising.

The patrolman produced his cell phone and handed it to Sam. “Press Send. She was the last call I made. She’s rather distraught, naturally.”

“Thank you, Officer…”

“Huff.”

Sam nodded and took the phone outside where she could breathe normally.

Freddie ambled across the lawn, looking half-asleep and rumpled.

“Take a look,” Sam said. “Plug your nose.”

“Oh God, one of those?”

“Yep.” Sam pressed Send on the cell phone and closed her eyes while she waited for the daughter to answer. She hated making calls to victims’ families.

“Hello?”

Sam wasn’t expecting a man to answer. “This is Lieutenant Holland, Metropolitan Washington Police. May I please speak with Sabrina Campion?”

“One moment please.”

The woman who came to the phone a moment later was crying so hard Sam could barely understand her.

“Ms. Campion, I’m sorry for your loss. I realize this is an extremely difficult time for you, but I need your help in determining what happened to your father.”

“I just talked to him,” she said between sobs.

Sam rubbed her tired eyes. “When was the last time you spoke to him?”

“Two days ago. Maybe three.”

“Can you try to be exact?” Sam told herself to be patient. Wasn’t she worried about her own father at the moment?

“Monday night. Yes, it was Monday because I’d been to book club and called him on the way home.”

Three days ago.

“That’s helpful, ma’am. Did he live alone?”

“For the last five years since my mother passed.” That set off a new round of crying. “I can’t believe they’re both gone. How can they both be gone?”

Since Sam had no answer that would satisfy the grieving woman, she pressed on with the questions. “What else can you tell me about your father and his routine?”

“He was a retired high school chemistry teacher.”

“Which school?”

“Roosevelt.” Sam stood up a little straighter. This was the second time recently that Roosevelt High School had been mentioned during a homicide investigation. “How long had he been retired?”

“Twelve years.”

“Any health problems that you knew of?”

“Nothing major. He was on medication for cholesterol, but that was it. He was still very active, played golf and tennis. He was in good health.”

“Can you tell me about a typical day for him? Any problems he might’ve had with his neighbors or anyone else?”

Sam was treated to a ten-minute dissertation of a rather ordinary life with no particular issues that his daughter knew of. “If he had problems, would you know?”

“Yes, of course. I was his only living child. My brother, Jimmy, a marine, was killed in the Beirut barracks bombing in the ’80s.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It was a long time ago,” Sabrina said softly. “I was after Dad to move here to be with us, but he always said his whole life was in Washington. I teased him about that, about how it hurt my feelings that he’d rather be there than here with me. But I knew he didn’t mean it that way. Now…” She faltered. “I’m sorry, but I need to go be with my family. I’ll be traveling there tomorrow if you have other questions.”

“I may need to speak with you again. Could I give you my cell number so you can call me when you’re free?”

“Let me find a pen.”

While Sam waited for her to return, Freddie emerged from the house looking pale and wide awake. He took deep, gulping breaths of the cool air.

“Brutal,” he said.

Sam nodded in agreement.

“I’ll never take fresh air for granted again.”

Sabrina Campion returned with a pen, and Sam gave her the number. “I’m sorry for your loss. I’ll speak with you tomorrow.”

“Could I ask you…?”

“Anything you need to.”

“Did he suffer?”

“It’s hard to say for sure, but at first glance, it doesn’t seem so.”

“That’s good.”

Sam waited a moment in case the other woman wanted to ask anything else.

“Are you the officer who married the senator?”

Sam winced. If she lived to be a hundred years old she’d never be comfortable with all the attention she and Nick received. “That’d be me.”

“I’m glad you’re the one assigned to my dad’s case. You seem like a real nice person.”

“Well. I try to be. We’ll do everything we can to figure out what happened.”

“Thank you.”

Sam ended the call and turned to Freddie. “Impressions?”

“Are we sure this is a homicide?”

Sam smiled to herself. Her young protégé was coming along rather nicely. “Not entirely. No.”

“I can see two chairs toppled over if he falls, but how do you account for the third one?”

“Maybe he stumbled, grabbed one, it went over, and then he fell against the other two.”

“I suppose that’s possible, but there’d have to be a physical cause for him to fall, right?”

“Yep. That’s what we’ll need the ME to tell us.”

“So what do we do now?”

Sam glanced at the predictable gathering of people outside the crime-scene tape and noticed one of the patrol officers taking a video of the crowd to refer back to later, if necessary. “Let’s speak to the neighbors, find out if they heard a disturbance or know of any problems he might’ve been having, and then we go home.”

“Really?”

“We’ll let crime scene do their thing and the ME do his thing, and then we’ll see what we’ve got in the a.m.”

“So we’re really going home? In the middle of the night. When we might have a homicide.”

Sam laughed at his befuddled expression. “Don’t get used to it. Most of the time we’re pretty damned sure when we’ve got a murder on our hands. But this time…” Sam shrugged. “I really don’t know.”

“Well, then let’s get to it. I want to go back to bed.”

“You want to get back to your girlfriend.”

He flashed her a shit-eating grin. “That too, Lieutenant. That too.”

 
 

“Well, that was a gigantic waste of time,” Freddie said. They had conducted an hour’s worth of interviews and had as much at the end as they’d had when they started.

“No kidding. Go on back to your love shack. I’ll see you at…” Sam checked the time on her phone. Three-thirty. “Nine.” Normally they were on duty at eight so they could piggyback all three shifts.

“Your generosity knows no bounds.”

“I agree.”

“I’ve got some stuff on Trainer’s other ladies that we need to go over in the morning.”

“Sounds like a plan.” When he hesitated, she said, “Why aren’t you running for your car?”

“How’s your dad?”

“Out of ICU and doing better.”

“How about you? You have to be disappointed over what we heard earlier. About Leroy.”

“At this point, I’d be shocked if something actually went our way.”

“It will. Eventually. Probably when we’re not even looking. You know how these things go.”

“Yes, I do, and I appreciate the concern. But I’m okay.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“So while we’re being all mushy here, I want you to do something for me.”

“Whatever you need.”

Expecting that reply, she smiled. Sure, she was being sneaky, but if she got the result she wanted… “I want you to call your mother.”

“Oh jeez—”

“Wait. Hear me out.” Sam took a moment to get her thoughts together. “On the day my dad was shot, we had one of the biggest fights we’ve ever had.”

“I can’t imagine the two of you fighting. You get along so well.”

“We always have.”

“So what happened that day?”

“I told him I wanted to take another look at the Fitzgerald case. To say he reacted badly would be an understatement.”

“Did he say why he was so opposed?”

“We never got that far. He told me to butt the hell out and he stormed off. That was the last time I ever saw him walking and moving normally. The next time I saw him was in the hospital. For three of the longest days of my life, I didn’t know if my last words to him would be, ‘You stubborn old bastard.’” She looked up at Freddie. “I’ve never told anyone about the fight we had. Do you get why I told you?”

“I think so.”

“Call her, Freddie. Find out what she’s doing with him. Give her a chance to explain.” Sam rested a hand on his arm. “You never know what’s waiting right around the next corner. What happened that day with my dad taught me to allow nothing to go unsaid. The most important person in my entire life could’ve died, and those would’ve been my last words to him.” Her heart ached just thinking about it. “How would I’ve lived with that?”

Freddie rubbed at the stubble on his chin. “I’ll call her.”

Sam nodded. “Good.”

“What’ll you tell your dad about reopening the Fitzgerald case now?”

The stomach that used to run her life chose that moment to make its presence known. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“He’s apt to still be angry.”

“Maybe McBride and Tyrone will tell me what he’s got to be angry about.” She rested a hand over her churning belly. “I’m sort of afraid of what they might uncover.”

“Whatever it is, we’ll figure out what to do about it. You don’t have to deal with it on your own.”

For some reason that made her feel a thousand times better. “Thanks. Go on home. Get some sleep while you can.”

“You too.” As Sam left Mount Pleasant a few minutes later, she pondered her options. Since she’d already said goodbye to Nick, she decided to take care of another matter she’d been postponing.

The apartment her ex-husband had rented after their separation and divorce was located only a few blocks from her Ninth Street home. Peter had, of course, done that to goad her. In the two years that followed their divorce, she’d done her best to ignore him until he’d strapped bombs to her car and Nick’s. When her car exploded a few days before Christmas, injuring her and Nick, it had blown the cover off her then-secret relationship with Nick as well as Peter’s ongoing obsession with her.

Sam hadn’t seen him since the night before her wedding to Nick when Peter had confronted her on the street outside her home to let her know their relationship would never be over. Thankfully, Nick had put an ex-cop on retainer to keep an eye on the newly released Peter, which had saved her ass.

The idea of willingly seeking out Peter’s company for any reason made her sick. Thinking about what Nick would have to say about this middle-of-the-night visit filled her with anxiety. Despite that, Sam parallel-parked on the street outside Peter’s building, locked her car and checked her weapon to ensure it was easily accessible should the need arise.

She took the stairs to his third-floor apartment and rapped on the door. When he didn’t answer, she pounded harder. A minute later she heard him shuffling to the door so she held up her badge over the peephole. As the locks disengaged, all she could think about was that Nick would fucking flip when he heard about this.

Peter pulled open the door. “Don’t tell me you’re already sick of your fancy new husband. If you’re here for a booty call—”

“Shut up, Peter.” As she took in his graying hair and bitter expression, she tried once again to remember what she’d ever seen in him.

“Still cranky when you don’t get enough sleep, I see.”

“Shut up and listen. Whatever crap you think you’re pulling, cut it out. You’re way past pathetic and cruising straight to laughable, you got me?”

“If you’re done hurling insults at me, maybe you can tell me what the hell you’re talking about.”

“As if you don’t know.”

“I have no freaking clue.”

A door across the hall opened. “People are sleeping around here, asshole.”

“Fuck off,” Peter replied.

“Eat shit and shut the fuck up,” his neighbor said, slamming the door.

“Nice,” Sam said, making an effort to lower her voice.

“I know you’d love to pin something on me to get me out of the picture. I’m sorry to disappoint you, sweetheart, but whatever you’re fishing for, it’s not me. Maybe whatever you think I’ve done is the work of some other dude you banged who’s put out by all the press you’ve been getting lately. I really had no idea you were such an attention whore.”

“Peter,” a female voice said from inside the apartment. “Who is it?”

He reached behind him for the blonde bimbo. “My ex-wife. She misses me.”

Sam flashed her badge. “Do yourself a favor, sweetheart.” Sam leaned in closer to the startled young woman. “Run. As fast and as far away as you can.”

“That’s it,” Peter said, thrusting the girl back into his apartment. “Conversation over.”

When he would’ve slammed the door in her face, Sam stopped it with her hand. “Don’t fuck with me or mine, or I swear I’ll make your life a living hell.”

“Too late. You already have.”

Since she’d said what she needed to, she let him have the last word. Unfortunately, she believed him when he said he had no idea what she was talking about. If he wasn’t her vindictive pen pal, who was?











Chapter 21
 



Thrilled to be on his way home and longing for his bed and his girl, Freddie parked outside his apartment building and jogged to the door. The second he became aware of a dark shadow in the entryway, he reached for his weapon. “Freeze!”

“It’s me, Frederico,” his mother said.

“For God’s sake, Mom! What’re you doing? It’s five in the morning. I could’ve shot you.”

“You haven’t answered my calls, so I was hoping to catch you before work.”

He reholstered his gun. “Were you planning to skulk around out here for two more hours?”

She folded her arms and gave him her best mulish expression. “If I had to. You’re avoiding me. Want to tell me why?”

A jolt of anger lanced through him, and he fought it back. This was his mother, and as furious as he was with her at the moment, he refused to show her an ounce of disrespect. She’d raised him better than that.

Juliette Cruz reached up to caress his face. “What is it, Freddie?”

“What’re you doing with him? I saw you!” The words tumbled from his mouth in a rush of emotion, and suddenly he was ten years old again and wondering what he’d done to drive his father from their lives.

“Oh, honey,” she said with a sigh as her hand dropped to her side. “I’m so sorry you were caught off guard.”

“Off guard? Seeing you with him was one of the most shocking moments of my entire life. Tell me you’re not back with him, Mom. I swear to God—”

“Don’t swear to God.” She linked her arm through his and drew him away from the building, away from the windows of sleeping neighbors. “Take a walk with me.”

Even though he feared what he might hear and craved Elin’s warm body, Freddie went with his mother. The conversation with Sam echoed in his mind, reminding him of his promise to address the issue with his mother.

“Are you back with him, Mom? That’s all I want to know.”

Juliette hesitated before she answered. “It’s complicated.”

Freddie let out a huff of disbelief and tugged his arm free. “You have to be kidding me. He left us! You had to work three jobs to support us, and you had no life of your own for years because all you did was work. If you tell me you’re taking him back after all that—”

“Frederico Cruz, listen to me!”

Chastened by her unusually stern tone, Freddie forced himself to breathe normally and listen to what she had to say.

“I ran into him at a restaurant about six months ago.”

“Six months? When were you going to tell me?”

“Soon. I’d planned to talk to you about this very soon.”

“Sure,” he said, not bothering to hide the bitterness.

Even though he could tell she didn’t care for his tone, she pressed on. “Needless to say, I was shocked to see him. I had no idea he was back in town.”

Freddie stared at her. “Did you know where he was? All the time he was gone, did you know?”

She shook her head. “I only suspected he was probably in the Midwest with his mother’s family. He was always close to them and had talked about wanting to move back there someday. When he disappeared, I assumed that’s where he’d gone.”

“If you knew where he was, why didn’t you try to find him?”

“Because he left, Freddie. I refused to go chasing after him. Clearly, he preferred to be elsewhere.”

Freddie’s mind was spinning as he tried to process it all.

“The night I saw him, in the restaurant, he asked if he could have thirty minutes of my time. At first I said no, but he said it was important and that I needed to hear what he had to say.”

“It’s probably a pack of lies. You shouldn’t have let him suck you in.”

“Do you know why I did?”

“I can’t imagine.”

“I did it for you. So I could get some answers to the questions you used to ask me when you were little. Do you remember?”

A stab of pain struck him right in the heart as he traveled back in time. Doesn’t my daddy love me? Why did he leave me? What did I do? When will he be back? He’d asked the questions over and over for years until she pleaded with him not to anymore. She didn’t have any of the answers he’d needed.

“Yes,” he said softly, not sure he was any more prepared to hear the answers now than he’d been then.

“When I finally agreed to meet with him, he told me something I’d never heard before.” She took a deep breath and under the glow of the streetlight he noticed her hands were shaking. “When he was twenty-one, he was diagnosed with bipolar disorder. Do you know what that is?”

Freddie nodded. He’d seen plenty of it on the job.

“Apparently at that time, he had a major breakdown and was hospitalized for a few months. Afterward, he was able to manage his illness with medication. In all the years we were together, I never knew. That’s something I’m still coming to terms with—that I could’ve been married to a man coping with something so significant and not had the first inkling of what he dealt with every day of his life.”

“If he was well medicated, what was he dealing with?” Freddie asked, unwilling to forgive and forget.

“The fear of it coming back. Even when he was in the midst of the first breakdown, he was still somewhat aware of what was happening to him, that his behavior wasn’t normal. He said it was the most frightening thing he’s ever been through, and he lived in mortal fear of another episode for years after the first one.”

Freddie had no idea what to make of any of this. “Why didn’t he say anything?”

“You have to remember, son, this was twenty years ago. People went to great lengths to hide mental health disorders because of the stigma attached to them. We’ve made great strides since then, but back then…” She shrugged. “I wish I could say I would’ve been supportive and understanding, but more than anything, I probably would’ve been terrified.”

“So what does he want? Why did he come back?”

“You may find this hard to believe, but he’s concerned about you.”

Everything in him tried to rise up and reject any overture from his deadbeat father, but the ten-year-old living deep inside couldn’t help being intrigued by his father’s interest in him. “Why me?”

“Bipolar disorder can run in families.”

Freddie let that settle for a minute. “I’m not bipolar.”

“I know, and I told him that. He was extremely relieved.”

Freddie shook his head in disbelief. “I find it hard to swallow that he’s suddenly concerned about me when he left without a word twenty years ago and hasn’t shown a lick of interest in me since.”

“He left because he had another breakdown. He was in the hospital for a year this time, and by the time he was released he figured he wouldn’t be welcome with us, which was probably true.”

Freddie stood with his hands on his hips, every inch of him rigid with tension and despair and a multitude of other emotions he couldn’t begin to identify. “And you just believe all of this? Where’s the proof?”

“He showed me the records from both hospitalizations as well as a third one from five years ago. He’s telling the truth, Freddie.” Her quiet dignity in the face of what had to be life-altering information for her, too, struck him as odd, but then again she’d had months to absorb what he was only now hearing. Then she dropped the final bomb. “He wants to see you.”

“No. Absolutely not.” The words erupted from his mouth.

“I told him you’d say that, and he understood. He wants you to know he’s so proud of you and how you grew up to be such a fine man and outstanding police officer. I told him how you’d been shot earlier this year, and he was very upset to hear that.” She paused before she added, “And I told him I think you might be in love for the first time.”

Startled by her acknowledgement, Freddie let his gaze meet hers. “Did you tell him how much you hate her or how difficult you’ve made things for me?” Freddie knew it wasn’t fair to lash out at her, that none of this was her fault—except the part about her hating Elin—but he couldn’t seem to stop himself.

“That’s between you and me,” his mother said. “It’s our business.”

“And Elin’s, since she’s the one I love and you hate.”

“I don’t hate her or anyone.”

“You certainly act like you hate her, but that’s your problem not mine. I love her, she loves me and we’re moving in together.”

Juliette gasped. “But you’re not married!”

“No, we’re not. Maybe we would’ve gotten married if my mother hadn’t hated her so much, but whatever.”

“Honestly, Freddie, I feel like I don’t even know you anymore.”

“Ditto.”

They stood there staring at each other for a long moment until he finally looked away, unable to bear the pain he saw in her eyes.

“I need to go to bed,” he said. “I have to be back to work in a couple of hours.”

“Will you think about seeing your father? He’s only asking for a few minutes of your time.”

“He’s asking for much more than that, and you know it as well as I do. I won’t see him, and as long as you’re seeing him, I won’t see you, either.”

“Freddie! For goodness sakes! What has gotten into you?”

“Take care, Mom.” Since they had ended up by her car, he walked away with a heavy heart. Even as he said no to seeing his father, a small part of him was curious. “Curiosity killed the cat,” he muttered as he entered the building and took the stairs two at a time. In his apartment, he shed his clothes in the living room, set the alarm on his phone and slid into bed with his girl. Her warm softness went a long way toward curing what ailed him.

Even though he was exhausted and emotionally drained after the exchange with his mother, he lay awake for a long time thinking about what she’d told him. By the time sleep finally claimed him, he still had no idea what he was going to do about it.

 
 

Jeannie got up early to take a shower. The trembling began as she squeezed liquid soap into a loofa. Recognizing the signs of the panic attacks that had plagued her since the rape, she stepped out of the shower and gripped the sink. Her heart raced, her stomach surged with nausea and her legs were so unsteady she sank down to the closed toilet. As she struggled to get air to her lungs, tears poured from her eyes, an unstoppable river of pain.

That was where Michael found her.

She had no idea how long she’d been there by then.

He, too, had become accustomed to the attacks and scooped her up into his arms to carry her into the bedroom. Sitting on the bed, he kept her on his lap. “Breathe, baby,” he said. “Breathe, Jeannie.”

Focusing on the sound of his voice, she forced air into her lungs. One breath at a time, her heart rate returned to normal but the trembling continued.

“Keep breathing,” he said.

Jeannie clutched the hand he offered, holding on for dear life. At some point she’d lost her towel, and suddenly she was cold.

Michael reached for a blanket at the foot of the bed and covered her.

“Sorry,” she said through chattering teeth.

“Don’t apologize. Ever. None of this is your fault.”

“Need to get ready. Will’s going to be here soon.”

“Baby, come on. You can’t go today. The trip caused the panic attack. Don’t you see that?”

“It’s my case. I have to go.”

“You don’t have to go. Send Will. He can handle it. You know that. What if this happens again while you’re away?”

Jeannie was about to argue with him, but then she noticed the dampness on his face.

Using the corner of the blanket, he dried the tears from his cheeks.

“Michael…”

“I can’t bear to see you suffer. I can’t bear it.”

Hearing her strong, fearless boyfriend so defeated made her ache. “I won’t go.”

“Not because of me.”

“Because you’re right. I’m not ready.”

Michael tightened his arms around her. “I’ll stay home today too. We’ll spend the day together.”

“Are you sure you can do that?”

“It’s fine.”

“Let me call Will.” Jeannie attempted to get up from his lap but her legs faltered.

Michael got up and steadied her. “Sit. I’ll get you the phone.”

Jeannie made the call and then slid into bed, feeling worn out from the battle. She’d been so certain yesterday that she had beaten back her demons, that she’d be able to go to Cincinnati and come back with the information Sam had asked her to get.

Michael called his office and then joined her in bed. His body was warm and comforting as he wrapped his arms around her. “You’re going to be okay, Jeannie. You’re not quite there yet, but you’re getting closer.”

“You sure about that?”

“Mmm hmm.”

Suddenly she became aware they were both naked, and he was aroused. She shifted to her back so she could see his face. His eyes were closed, but his jaw twitched with tension. She hated that she was putting him through such a painful ordeal. Her hand found its way to his face where she attempted to caress away the tension.

“Feels good,” he whispered, “to have you touch me again.”

Jeannie leaned in to press her lips to his. At that, his eyes flew open.

He kept his gaze locked on hers as their lips met.

She ran her tongue over his bottom lip, drawing a gasp from him.

He stayed perfectly still, letting her take the lead as the kiss became more sensual, as tongues met and mated.

“Touch me, Michael,” she said, breathless from the passionate kiss.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded and went back for more as his arms encircled her. As his hands moved slowly over her back, she realized he was making an effort to hold back, to keep from scaring her. The knowledge saddened her, especially when she remembered the passionate no-holds-barred lover he’d been before she was brutally raped.

“What?” he asked.

Startled by the question, she raised her head to look him in the eye.

“You got tense all of a sudden. What’re you thinking?” He brushed the hair back from her face and ran a finger over her lips.

“I want you. I want this. I’m just afraid I’ll freak out at the last minute like I did the other night. I don’t want to ruin it again.”

“I told you—we’ll keep trying until we get it right. However long it takes. I’m not going anywhere, Jeannie. No matter what.” He shifted his hand to the back of her neck and drew her into another kiss.

A sharp tingle of desire settled between her legs, making her itchy with need. She ran her hand down his back to his muscular backside.

He let out a tortured groan that told her how much it was costing him to hold back.

With her hands on his face she directed him to her breast, and sighed with satisfaction when he drew her nipple into his mouth.

Jeannie arched into him, wanting more. Her hand found him hard and throbbing and ready. “Michael,” she said as she stroked him. “Make love to me.”

He surprised her when he shifted to his back and encouraged her to straddle him. “Like this. You’re in control, baby. Whatever you want.”

Her heart ached with love, while another part of her ached with the familiar desire he’d stirred in her from the first night they met. She slid her moist heat back and forth over his substantial length, watching his reaction with delight and anticipation. All the while, she kept waiting for the panic to return. She waited for the memories of a yellow room to resurface and ruin this for both of them. But she forced herself to keep those memories where they belonged and to remain present in this moment.

Michael’s hands shifted from her hips to her bottom, encouraging her to take whatever she wanted from him. “Do we need protection?”

“I never stopped taking the pill.” She glanced at him and found him watching her intently and warily, as if he too was waiting for the demons to return. Thinking of the ring he’d shown her the night before, of the promises he’d made, of the unconditional love he’d given her at the lowest point in her life, she was able to keep the demons at bay as she took him in slowly, reveling in each inch as she slid down on him.

“Oh God, that feels good,” he said.

Nothing about this had anything to do with what had happened to her. She kept telling herself that over and over again as she raised herself up and came down on him again, this time pivoting her hips to take him even deeper.

“Yes, Jeannie. Yes. I love you so much.”

Tears filled her eyes at his sweet words.

He sat up and worked her legs around his hips, bringing his chest in tight against hers. “Is this okay?”

She nodded, loving the feel of his skin, loving the feel of him buried deep inside her, loving him more than she’d ever imagined possible.

Keeping on hand on her bottom, he urged her to move as he drew her nipple into his mouth again. The combination had often sent her over the edge into mindless orgasm, but tonight it was enough to have gotten this far, to be able to give him this much.

She surrendered to the sensations, to the love and the relief at having been able to do this.

“I can’t hold back, baby,” he said, gasping as she came down on him again.

“Don’t. Don’t hold back.” She urged him into another deep kiss and felt him go rigid beneath her as he came hard, surging into her with a cry that seemed to be ripped from his very soul.

His forehead landed on her shoulder as he sucked in one deep breath after another. He stayed like that for a long time before he lifted his head and found her eyes. “You’re so beautiful, and I love you.”

“I love you too. Thanks for being patient with me.”

“My pleasure,” he said with a goofy smile that reminded her of the carefree days before a madman attacked her and changed both their lives. “Speaking of pleasure,” he said, kissing his way down her neck, “one of us got more than the other just now.”

“That’s okay,” she said.

He smoothly shifted them so she was on her back. Withdrawing from her, he kissed his way down the front of her. “No, it isn’t.”











Chapter 22
 



On the way to HQ, Sam decided she needed to call Nick. This new “full disclosure” policy with her husband went against everything she believed in, but it went a long way toward keeping the peace with him.

“Samantha,” he said when he answered the phone.

“You’re rather chipper at this ungodly hour.”

“You weren’t my first call this morning.”

“Oh. Really?” Her stomach pitched and rolled. Something about his tone set her on edge. “What does that mean?”

“Something you want to tell me?”

Sam scowled. Of course he already knew she’d been to Peter’s. “I thought you said you weren’t going to have him watched anymore.”

“When did I say that?”

“I told you I didn’t want you wasting your money on having someone watching him. Remember? We were in that bar in Bora Bora.”

“You mean that one time we left our room?”

“Yes! I knew you remembered!”

“I remember you saying that, but I don’t recall agreeing to anything.”

Sam let out a frustrated growl. “You did too.”

“Did not.” He seemed to be enjoying this a lot more than she was. “Do you want to tell me what the hell you were doing there?”

“I was sure it was him sending the cards.”

“So you thought it would be a good idea to go over there in the middle of the night by yourself to confront a man who has—at last count—stalked you, bombed you and pulled a gun on you?”

“My gun is bigger.”

“I’m not fucking around here, Sam. What the hell were you thinking?”

Startled by his tone and choice of words, she chose hers carefully. “I was thinking I was going to pin this pen pal shit on him and be done with it.”

“And if he’d come at you again? What then? You’re there in the middle of the night with, as far as you knew, no backup, and no one even knowing where you were.”

“It seemed like a good time to check it off my to-do list.”

“You’re making me seriously mad, Samantha.”

“Yeah, I got that.” She rubbed the bridge of her nose where a headache had formed. The nights without sleep were catching up to her all of a sudden. “Look, I’m sorry I went over there by myself. Call me crazy that I chose not to trot out my dirty laundry to my coworkers. Peter has put on enough shows in front of the people I work with to last me a lifetime.”

“He’s an unbalanced psychopath, and you know it.” He paused and softened his tone. “It’s bad enough that I have to worry about something happening to you every time you walk out the door, but when you go looking for it… That makes me crazy.”

Sam pulled into her parking space in the HQ lot and killed the engine. “I hate that you worry so much.”

“I hate that you’re always in some sort of danger, and there’s not a goddamned thing I can do to protect you.”

“I don’t need you to protect me.”

“What about what I need?”

“Nick…”

“Forget it. I know you’re just doing your job, and to you he’s just an annoyance that has to be dealt with. But to me, he’s the guy who’d rather see my wife dead than with anyone but him.”

She leaned her head against the wheel. “I’m sorry. You’re absolutely right. I shouldn’t have been there by myself.”

“Wait, back up. What did you just say?”

Even though she hated to give an inch, she couldn’t help the small smile that made her lips quiver. “You heard me the first time.”

“I’d love to hear it again.”

“Dream on. You said the F word.”

“You drove me to it.”

“Do you promise to stay mad until you get home tomorrow so we can have make-up sex?”

He snorted with laughter. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Is Scotty up yet?”

“Up, showered—without being told—and fully decked out in Red Sox attire. I’d better get him some breakfast and get to the airport before he busts his buttons.”

“Could I talk to him? Just for a sec?”

“Sure, let me get him. Before I let you go, I love you, and you’d better behave while I’m gone, got me?”

“Whatever you say.”

“No more unnecessary chances?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“For some strange reason, I love you more than life itself.”

“Back atcha, Senator, which is why you’re getting security for the campaign trail. In fact, I’ll be arranging it while you’re away.”

“Wait a minute—”

“You don’t get to do all the bossing in this family. Put Scotty on.”

“We’re not done with this subject.”

“Yes, we are. Hello, Scotty?”

“Let me go get him,” Nick said stiffly.

“Hi, Sam,” Scotty said a minute later. “What did you say to make Nick mad?”

“I didn’t let him get his own way.”

“Ahh, well, he’s pretty steamed.”

“Good. That was my intention. How are you?”

“I’m so excited. I was awake at like five o’clock.”

Sam couldn’t help but smile. He was so adorable. “I want you to have the best time ever, and make sure Nick behaves, okay?”

Scotty giggled, and in the background, she could hear Nick asking what she was saying.

“Don’t tell him. Our secret.”

“You got it.”

“Tell him to put his BlackBerry to good use and send me lots of pictures.”

“We will.”

“See you tomorrow.”

“Thanks again for the tickets. This is going to be the best day of my whole life.”

“Enjoy every minute.” She ended the call and sat there for a moment thinking about Nick and Scotty and the family they were becoming. Before she went into HQ, she called the hospital to check on her father and learned he’d had a good night. They were expecting him to be awake later in the day. Sam couldn’t wait to talk to him. She couldn’t believe how much she’d missed him after only a few days without him.

She went into HQ and ran into Lieutenant Stahl in the lobby.

“Ah, Lieutenant Holland,” he said with a smarmy grin that made his jowls jiggle. “I’m looking forward to our meeting this afternoon.”

Sam pretended to pay significant attention to her phone so she wouldn’t have to look at him. As she tried to read a text message from her sister, the words swam before her eyes. Goddamned dyslexia. “What’re you talking about?” she asked Stahl, not that she cared.

“The administrative hearing? About your wedding?”

“I’m running multiple investigations at the moment. What makes you think I have time for your foolishness?” She glanced up in time to watch his fat face turn the delightful shade of purple she so enjoyed. “Get out of my way. Unlike you, I have real work to do.”

“You’d better be there at 2:00 p.m. sharp, or I’ll bring you up on charges.”

“Do what you gotta do, Lieutenant.” She left him fuming and headed for the pit, which was surprisingly quiet a few minutes before shift change. Grateful for the peace, Sam went into her office, dropped into her chair and gave in to the headache for a few minutes.

“Big night out?” Captain Malone asked.

Sam startled, astounded to realize she’d actually dozed off at work. She sat up straight and rubbed the sleep from her face. “Middle-of-the-night call.”

“Homicide?”

“Not entirely sure.” Sam brought him up to speed on the Raymond Jeffries case. “Waiting on the ME’s report to tell me what we’ve got.”

“It’s an odd day when we can’t say for sure if a DOA is a homicide.”

“No kidding.”

“What’s the latest on your pen pal?”

“Nothing yet from the lab, and we haven’t gotten any more mail, but I want to arrange security for Nick while he’s campaigning. All I can think about is that ‘bang bang you’re dead’ line. It would be so easy for some lunatic to take him out.”

“Conklin has all kinds of contacts in the government. I’ll ask him to look into it.”

“That’d be great. Make sure he tells them we’re dealing with a hostile candidate who doesn’t think he needs protection.”

“Got it,” Malone said with a chuckle. “Where are we with the Carl’s and Chevy Chase murders? The press is all over us.”

Dreaming of blissful days and nights in Bora Bora, Sam smoothed her hands over the hair she’d clipped up for work. “In the Chevy Chase case, we’re digging into the husband’s stable of mistresses today. Nothing new with the Carl’s case. I have all this crap circulating in my head, making me feel like I’m missing something really obvious in all three cases. But what?”

“I wish I could tell you, but I have no doubt you’ll figure it out. How’s Skip?”

“Better. They said he could be awake later today, but of course I’ll be stuck in Stahl’s stupid hearing rather than with my father.”

“So blow off the hearing.”

Sam wondered if she’d heard him right. “Are you seriously telling me to blow off a summons from IAB?”

“Everyone knows it’s part of Stahl’s witch hunt against you. What’s he going to do if you don’t show?”

“Um, bring me up on charges?”

“And who will care?”

“The media will jump all over it.”

“Only if it is leaked, and he’s the only one who would do that—and he knows it.”

“I gotta say—I like the way you think, Captain.”

“I figured you might. Keep this between us, but the chief is trying to get Stahl to take early retirement.”

“Oh my God. That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.”

“Apparently, he’s resisting, so don’t get your hopes up.”

“Of course he is, because he has no life outside the department.”

Lindsey McNamara appeared at the door. “Oh, sorry to interrupt,” she said when she saw Captain Malone. “I’ll wait out here.”

“Come in, Doc,” the captain said. “Tell us what you’ve got on our maybe-homicide.”

“Not much, I’m afraid.” She handed a file folder containing the autopsy report to Sam. “The head injury killed Mr. Jeffries, and the injury is consistent with him striking the table with some velocity. Unfortunately, I can’t tell you if he fell on his own or if he was pushed.”

“So we’re right back to square one,” Sam said. “The fact that three chairs were toppled is bothering me. I can see someone falling and taking out two chairs around a table, but not three.”

“Not much to build a case on,” Malone commented.

“Hopefully crime scene can give me something else I can use. In the meantime, what do I tell his daughter when she gets here later today?”

“The same thing we always tell them—we’re looking into it, and we’ll let you know when we have more,” Malone said.

Sam nodded in agreement.

Malone stood. “I’ll let you ladies get back to work. Keep me posted.”

“Will do.”

After the captain left, Lindsey took the chair he’d vacated.

“What’s up?” Sam asked, noting that the other woman looked unusually fatigued. “Boyfriend trouble?”

“He’s not my boyfriend.”

“Methinks she doth protest too much.”

Lindsey laughed. “Lighten up, Shakespeare.”

“Have you seen him?”

“Not since the night we had pizza. I was supposed to call him, but…” She shrugged.

Sam couldn’t believe she actually felt a little sorry for Terry O’Connor, a man she’d once suspected of murder. “What’s stopping you?”

“You know.”

“I can understand your reluctance in light of your family history. Maybe you should just call it a day with him if it’s too much for you to deal with.”

“I would, except… There’s something there. You know what I mean?”

Sam nodded. She knew all too well what Lindsey meant. That “something” was how she’d ended up married three months after reconnecting with a guy from her past whom she’d never forgotten. “So what’re you going to do?”

Lindsey sighed. “I have no idea.”

“What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know that either.” Lindsey moaned. “This is so not me. I’m not an indecisive twit who doesn’t know what she wants.”

“It’s not like you don’t have good reason to be concerned.”

“I know.”

Sam massaged her temples as the headache took a turn for the worse. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but, maybe you just need to dive in and see where it takes you. Worst case, you get your heart broken. Best case, you get everything.”

Lindsey seemed to brighten a bit as she considered what Sam had said. “When you put it like that, it doesn’t seem quite so scary.”

Sam shrugged. “Sometimes you just gotta say what the hell and go for it.”

“That strategy worked out pretty well for you.”

“Yes, it did, but I fought it at first because it was so big and scary. When you’re with the right person, big doesn’t stay scary for long.” Putting what she felt for Nick into words, even abstract words, made her wish he was there with her.

Seeming reenergized by the conversation, Lindsey stood. “I think I know what I need to do. Thanks, Sam.”

“Anytime.” As she watched Lindsey leave her office, she hoped she hadn’t made a mistake by encouraging her friend to pursue a relationship with Terry. That whole “worlds colliding” thing continued to nag at her, but with her skull being split in two by a worsening headache, she had bigger problems at the moment. She was rooting around in her top drawer in search of pills when Gonzo came in.

“We got the report from the lab on the cards,” he said, handing it to her. “Of the prints they were able to get, none were in the system. The cards were bought at various locations around the city, curiously all in places that don’t have any kind of consumer program where you have to scan a card that would identify the purchaser.”

She tried to read the report but once again the words appeared scrambled. “Because that would’ve been too easy.” Sam closed her eyes, took a deep breath and tried again. No luck.

Gonzo frowned as he studied her. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Bad headache.” Which was the truth. Only Freddie knew about the dyslexia that plagued her.

“You look like hell.”

“Gee, thanks.” Sam finally located two ibuprofen pills and downed them using a bottle of water left over from God knows when. A surge of nausea made her wonder if they’d be coming right back up. She managed to keep them down, but the battle only intensified the drumbeat in her head. “Wow, I’ve never had a headache like this before.”

“Do you think it’s a migraine?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“You should go home.”

“Too much to do. We’re looking at Trainer’s girlfriends today. How much you want to bet that one of his chicks got pissed that he went back to his wife and took her out?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Gonzo said. “Give me the list. I’ll dig in a bit while you take thirty to see if those pills work.”

“I’m okay.”

“No, you’re not. Your face is so white it’s see-through.” He held out his hand. “The list?”

Sam reluctantly handed it over to him. “Don’t tell anyone what I’m doing in here.”

“Your secret is safe with me.” He went out and closed the door behind him.

Sam heard him telling someone the lieutenant was not to be disturbed for the next thirty minutes because she was in a meeting. She smiled to herself as she tipped her head back, seeking relief from the blinding pain. It was good to have friends who looked out for her, even if being sick at work and taking a nap went against everything she believed in. But she felt so shitty at the moment, she doubted she could even get herself home.

As she closed her eyes, she told herself she would rest for a minute or two. Then she’d get back to work.











Chapter 23
 



Will Tyrone found Cameron Fitzgerald working in a warehouse outside of Cincinnati. Taking this trip alone had turned Will into a nervous wreck. In his two years as a detective, he’d never once interviewed a suspect by himself. Sure, maybe his more experienced partner had spoiled him by holding his hand a bit, but he hadn’t objected. Will swallowed hard as he watched the blond man hoist boxes. The muscles bulged on Fitzgerald’s tattooed arms as he worked.

What if he screwed this up somehow and the lieutenant got pissed? He had so much respect for her. She was one bad-assed chick, but he’d rather swallow his own tongue than express such a thought to her. The idea of somehow messing up a case that had meant so much to her father was unimaginable to him.

“So don’t screw it up,” he muttered to himself, grateful for the noise in the warehouse.

“What’s he done now?” asked the supervisor who’d led Will onto the floor.

“Nothing. I just need to speak with him for a few minutes.”

The supervisor checked his watch. “He’s due for a break. Tell him he can take five.”

Will nodded and headed over to Cameron Fitzgerald. Whereas Caleb had been smooth and refined, Cameron was all hard edges. He had long sideburns and rough stubble on his jaw.

“Mr. Fitzgerald?” Will said.

“Yep,” he said without so much as a glance at Will.

“I’m Detective Will Tyrone, Metropolitan Police Department in Washington, D.C.”

Cameron briefly shifted his eyes to rest on Will before he returned his attention to the boxes he was moving. “What’d you want?”

“We’ve reopened your brother’s case, and I need a few minutes of your time.”

A box slipped through Cameron’s hands, startling both men when it crashed to the floor.

Cameron cast a nervous glance at his supervisor.

“Take it easy, Fitzgerald!” the guy yelled across the floor.

Cameron signaled for someone to take his place and pulled off his work gloves. “Come with me,” he snapped at Will as he wiped sweat from his brow.

He led Will into a dingy break room, bought a bottle of water from the vending machine and downed the whole thing before he turned to Will. “Why now?”

Will shrugged. “My lieutenant asked me to take a fresh look. That’s what I’m doing.”

“You’ve read all the reports. You’ve seen my statement. There’s nothing I can tell you that I haven’t already told ten other cops.”

Here goes nothing, Will thought. “Your brother Caleb mentioned you had gotten in trouble earlier in the day Tyler went missing. He’d told your parents you’d had your girlfriend in your bedroom when they weren’t home.”

Cameron’s already hard eyes got even harder. “Caleb said that, did he?”

“We talked to him yesterday and asked him what he remembered about that day.”

Cameron put his hands on his hips. “And how is my dear brother? Busy and successful as always?”

“You don’t talk to him?”

“Only on the first Sunday of the month when he calls like clockwork. Sometimes I take the call, other times I don’t. Depends on my mood.”

“Were you angry with Tyler for telling on you to your parents?”

“Of course I was. He was a constant pain in my ass, always ratting me out for one thing or another.”

“And you were the last person to see him alive?”

“I guess I was.” He ran a hand over the stubble on his jaw.

“What do you remember from that night?”

Cameron eyed him warily. “I really gotta go through this again?”

“If you wouldn’t mind.”

He told the same story Caleb had shared about the game of cops and robbers and how Tyler had gone missing while they were running away from Caleb, the cop. “I looked back over my shoulder, and he was gone. So I backtracked, calling for him. I figured he was hiding from me, which would’ve been just like him. That kid loved to push my buttons.”

“Did that bother you?”

“Sometimes.”

“Like when he told your parents about your girlfriend being in your bedroom?”

“That pissed me off,” he said, his face tightening with anger. Will decided in that moment he wouldn’t want to cross Cameron Fitzgerald without his weapon handy.

“What was your girlfriend’s name?”

The question seemed to startle Cameron. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Maybe nothing.” Will’s heart was beating so rapidly he wondered how he managed to breathe normally. “I’d still like to know her name.”

“Lauren Holbrooke.”

“Spell the last name, please.”

Cameron did so through gritted teeth. “I don’t get why you have to drag her into this.”

Will couldn’t believe it’d taken this long to drag her into it. “You went into the military just two days after your brother went missing.”

“So?”

“Why so quick?”

“It’d been in the works before my brother disappeared. My parents and I didn’t see any reason to postpone it.”

“Your brother had been kidnapped and was missing, yet you decided to leave your family at that difficult time.”

Cameron’s stare made Will’s blood run cold. The other man moved toward the door. “If you’re insinuating I killed my brother, prove it. Until you can, leave me and my family alone. My parents have been through enough.” Cameron stalked out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

Will didn’t know if they’d ever be able to prove it, but he felt like he’d just looked directly into the eyes of a killer.

 
 

Gonzo stared at the card on his desk, wishing he hadn’t been so diligent about staying on top of the mail flooding in for the lieutenant and her new husband. If they’d had any doubt about whether someone was playing a joke or wanting to cause serious harm, they didn’t have to wonder anymore.

“Dear Sam” the sicko had written. “What do I have to do to get your attention? I’ve already started killing all the people who’ve pissed me off over the years, but no one seems to care, even the police officers like you who are paid to care. I suppose I’ll have to strike a little closer to home to get your attention. In the meantime, I want to see you out telling the media all about the spate of murders that have broken out in your fair city. If I don’t see you out there at the microphone today, someone else will have to die. Let’s hope it’s not someone you love this time. Signed, An Old Friend.”

Gonzo was on his feet and heading for Sam’s office before he reached the last line. “Lieutenant,” he said when he opened the door. “We’ve got a problem.” He took one look at her and realized he had an even bigger problem. “Someone call for paramedics! Hurry!”

Her face was devoid of all color, her lips were bluish and when he pressed his hand to her forehead, she was cold and clammy. His partner rushed through the door.

“What’s wrong with her?” Arnold asked.

“I don’t know,” Gonzo said. “Sam, wake up. Sam?” He checked her pulse and found it rapid and irregular. “Jesus Christ, what’s taking so long?”

“They’re on their way,” Arnold said, staring at their boss.

“Shh,” Sam finally said. “Bad headache. Need quiet.”

“You’re okay, Sam. Help is on the way.” He looked over his shoulder. “Keep everyone out of here and let Malone know.”

Arnold scurried out of the office, and Gonzo returned his attention to her. He eyed her cell phone on her desk and wondered if he should call Nick.

She clutched his arm. “Don’t.” Her voice was so faint it came out as a whisper. “Don’t let anyone call him. Scotty’s big day.”

“Whatever you want, Sam.” The greenish tint to her skin was scaring the hell out of him. “Just hang in there.”

“Out of the way, Detective,” the lead paramedic said as she rushed into the office.

Gonzo stood back to watch them quickly assess Sam’s condition and load her onto a gurney.

“We’re taking her to GW,” the paramedic said to Gonzo on the way out.

They passed Captain Malone as he came running into the pit. “What the hell happened?” he asked Gonzo.

“She said she had a bad headache, so I suggested she take a break.” Gonzo realized his hands were shaking so he jammed them into his pockets. “When I went back in a few minutes later, she was totally out of it. They’re taking her to GW.”

Malone spun around to follow the paramedics. “I’ll go with her.”

“Wait! Sir. Before you go, she got another card.” Gonzo grabbed the bagged card off Sam’s desk and thrust it at the captain.

“This is a whole new ballgame,” the captain growled as he read it. “We need people on every member of the lieutenant’s immediate family. Get that set up right away.” He glanced at Gonzo. “You’ll need to talk to your fiancée about the senator’s schedule and work out security arrangements. Talk to Deputy Chief Conklin. He’s already been in touch with the Capitol Police.”

“Yes, sir, I’ll take care of it.” Gonzo wished his hands would quit shaking. “Will you let me know the minute you hear anything about Sam?”

Malone answered with a curt nod and bolted from the pit.

“Holy shit,” Arnold muttered when he and Gonzo were left alone in the pit. “She’s going to be okay, right? There can’t be anything seriously wrong with the lieutenant.”

“I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Gonzo said with more confidence than he felt. “But until we know more, we’ve got work to do.”

 
 

Freddie woke ahead of the alarm he’d set for 8:00 a.m. Since Elin was still sleeping he stared at the ceiling and rehashed the odd pre-dawn conversation with his mother. His father wanted to see him. That was the only part Freddie could seem to focus on as the words ran through his mind like a refrain from a favorite song.

What would it be like, Freddie wondered, to come face-to-face with the man who’d left them without a word more than twenty years ago? What would it be like to have a chance to talk to him, to hear his voice, to see his face up close? If he’d seen the man somewhere other than with his mother would he have recognized him as the father he’d once loved with his whole heart?

“What’re you thinking about?” Elin asked, her voice husky with sleep.

“Nothing,” he said, turning to her.

“Did you know,” she said, reaching out to run a finger over the furrow of his brow, “that when you’re not telling the full truth, you get a line right here.”

“I do?” Freddie asked, startled by the revelation.

“Uh huh.”

“Well, that’s not fair. How do I know when you’re not telling the truth?”

She flashed a saucy smile that made his blood race. “You’ll have to figure that out for yourself.”

He slid an arm around her to bring her closer to him, but she resisted.

“Don’t try to change the subject by distracting me.”

“Is that what I’m doing?”

She once again traced the line between his brows as she nodded. “Tell me.”

So he did. He told her about the father who had suddenly reappeared in his life twenty years after checking out. He told her his father wanted to see him and that he’d said no.

“That’s a mistake,” she said without hesitation.

“How can you say that? He left us without—”

Elin pressed her fingers to his lips. “I’d give everything I have, everything I’ll ever have, for one more day with my dad. Just one day.”

Freddie knew her father had died of a heart attack when she was twelve and that a part of her had never recovered from the shock of the sudden loss.

“It’s not the same thing,” he said.

“Isn’t it? The only difference is your father’s ailment didn’t kill him.”

God, when she put it like that… “I don’t know if I could do it. What would I say?”

“You don’t have to say anything. Just listen.” She snuggled into his embrace, her head on his chest and her arm around his waist.

Normally when she was close to him like this, he had one thing on his mind. This time, however, he was comforted by her closeness and the simple wisdom of what she’d said. “You really think I should see him?”

“I really do. What if something happens and you never get the chance to talk to him? Won’t you always wonder what he would’ve said? How it would’ve changed things?”

“That’s sort of what I’m afraid of—that it’ll change things.”

“Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.”

“What if I let him back in and he does the same thing again?”

Elin was quiet for a long moment as she pondered that. “I have to think you’d be better equipped to deal with it as a thirty-year-old man than you were as a ten-year-old boy.”

He wasn’t at all sure that was true.

She tipped her head up to kiss him. “Think about it. You don’t have to do anything today. See how you feel about it in a couple of days. Maybe once the shock of him wanting to see you wears off a bit, it won’t seem so overwhelming.”

In a move he considered rather smooth, Freddie turned so he was on top of her, looking down at her brilliant blue eyes. “When did you get so wise?”

“I’ve always been wise. You’re just too busy thinking you’re wiser to listen to me.”

Shocked by the statement, he stared at her. “That is not true.”

“Oh, yes, it is,” she said, giggling. “Mr. Wise Detective, who knows everything about everything.”

“Are you trying to piss me off?”

She ran her hands down his back to cup his ass. Her smile was nothing short of victorious when she realized she’d turned him to putty under her hands. “Don’t forget you love me.”

He planted a kiss on her pouty lips. “As if I could ever forget that.” Just as he was about to show her how much he loved her, his phone rang. “Ugh. She said I could have until nine,” he muttered as he reached for the phone on the bedside table.

Elin continued to knead his rear end until he was so hard he could pound nails.

A quick glance at the caller ID showed Gonzo’s number. “What?” Freddie growled.

“Something’s wrong with Sam.”











Chapter 24
 



A bright light aimed at her eyes brought Sam back to reality. The searing pain that followed the flash of light made her wish she were dead. Why was he yelling at her? Why wouldn’t he stop yelling? Her stomach heaved, and Sam was forced to decide between focusing on the stabbing pain in her head or the fact that she was going to puke any second. The head pain won.

“It’s all right, Sam,” a familiar voice said. She couldn’t work up the focus to figure out who it was.

“Stomach,” she muttered as a final surge of nausea led to vomiting that nearly split her head right down the middle.

Someone held her head, which was the only thing that kept it attached to her neck. When the heaving finally stopped, Sam opened her eyes and discovered she was in the hospital, surrounded by medical personnel. The voice she recognized belonged to Captain Malone. God, this was embarrassing. He’d just watched her puke up her guts.

“Sam, can you hear me?”

She looked up at Nick’s friend, Dr. Harry. “Where’d you come from?”

“Heard they brought you in.”

Sam fought against whatever was restraining her as she tried to sit. Her head fought back against the movement. “Don’t call Nick,” she said to Harry. “Don’t let anyone call him.”

“But Sam—”

“Don’t call him.” Each word cost her everything she had. “Scotty’s day.”

“Someone needs to know you’re here.”

“Tracy. Call her.”

“Tell me what hurts,” Harry said.

“Head. Like it’s gonna explode.”

“Just relax. We’ll take good care of you.”

The next time Sam opened her eyes, her sister was hovering by her bedside. “Hey,” Sam said, her voice gravely.

Tracy reached for her sister’s hand. “Are you okay?”

“Not sure. What happened?”

“Harry says it’s a severe migraine.”

“Jesus. I had no idea they were this bad.” Sam felt a tiny bit better than she had before, but her head was still pounding. Thankfully, they’d turned the lights way down in the room. “Why would I get one now when I’ve never had one before?”

“They aren’t sure, but Harry said the fact that you’ve had two recent concussions might’ve triggered something.”

“Fabulous.” Sam tried to get more comfortable and closed her eyes when her head nearly exploded. “I guess dyslexia, a lousy stomach and infertility wasn’t enough. How’s Dad?”

“Better. Groggy and out of it but conscious.”

“At least one of us is.”

“If you’re joking, that’s a good sign.”

“No one called Nick, did they?”

“Not that I’m aware of. Harry said you didn’t want us to call him.”

“Scotty’s big day in Boston. I didn’t want to ruin it.”

Tracy patted Sam’s hand. “Don’t worry about anything. Get some rest.”

“I want to go home.”

“Harry is keeping you overnight for observation.”

“No. Give me a ride home?”

“Sam—”

“Please.”

“Let me talk to the nurse.”

 
 

Sitting in her office in the lab, Lindsey stared at the phone for a long time. If she made this call she’d be committing to an actual relationship with Terry. He’d put the ball in her court. She could make the call. Or not. The conversation with Sam earlier had been on Lindsey’s mind all day.

She’d had her heart broken once before, and it was an experience she wouldn’t wish on her worst enemy. But she’d never managed to have everything with any guy. She’d never met anyone who’d come close to that for her. Until now. From the first time she ever talked to Terry she’d felt something different for him.

She picked up the phone and then put it back down. Her deputy, Byron Tomlinson, appeared at the door. “What’s up?”

“We’ve got a call. Want me to take it?”

“I thought you had a hot date tonight.”

Byron shrugged. “She knows what I do.”

Lindsey glanced at the phone one last time, relieved to have the decision taken out of her hands—at least for now. “That’s all right,” she said. “I’m not doing anything tonight. I’ll take it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yep.”

“Did you hear about Lieutenant Holland?”

Lindsey stopped short. “What about her?”

“She got really sick in her office, and they took her to the ER. I heard it was a severe migraine.”

“Oh my God. I’ll check on her later.” Lindsey grabbed her field kit and locked her office. “See you tomorrow.”

She drove to the address in the northwestern corner of the Woodley Park neighborhood, thinking of Sam and wondering how she was. Emergency vehicles had gathered outside yet another well-appointed suburban home. This was becoming a pattern lately. Nice house, regular people, no criminal connections and vexing, unexplainable murders. She had a feeling this one would be more of the same.

Detective Gonzales greeted her outside the house.

“What’ve we got?”

Gonzo led her through the nice house to the backyard where a body floated in the pool. “James Lynch, age forty. According to his wife, Amanda, who found him, he was terrified of water and stayed far away from the pool.” Another officer was comforting Amanda, who was hysterical. “Apparently, he nearly drowned as a kid, and ever since then he never went near the water.”

“So how’d he end up in the pool?”

“Good question. Because she was so adamant that he’d never go near it on his own, patrol called us in.”

Mr. Lynch was dressed in what appeared to be work clothes—dark gray slacks, a pale blue dress shirt and still had his shoes on.

Lindsey grimaced as she waded into the shallow end of the pool and made her way to the body. As she turned him over, his wife screamed and then broke down into gut-wrenching sobs.

“Jimmy! No!”

Lindsey glanced up at Gonzo, imploring him to get the woman out of there.

He signaled to the patrolman to take the woman inside.

“Thanks,” Lindsey said when they were gone. “Help me get him out of here.”

Between the two of them, they lifted him out of the pool and laid the dark-haired man on the pool deck. On first glance, the body showed no obvious signs of trauma or injury. Lindsey would need to transport him back to the lab to determine the cause of death.

“Why do I have a feeling this one is going to go just like the last two?” Gonzo said. “A well-liked guy who didn’t have an enemy in the world.”

“Clearly someone had a problem with him.” Lindsey examined Lynch’s eyes and mouth. “Any word on how Sam is?”

“Last I heard she was in the ER with a severe migraine.”

“Poor kid. She’s got enough going on with this crazy pen pal and her dad in the hospital.”

“I heard he’s a little better today.”

“That’s good.” Lindsey closed Mr. Lynch’s eyes. “I’m ready to transport him.” She stood and tugged off her gloves, signaling to the team that had accompanied her.

“Can you stick around for a minute, Doc?” Gonzo asked, eyeing the house warily.

“Sure. What do you need?”

“We’re short-handed today, so I’m here by myself. I could use a more senior witness to the interview with the wife than the probie who’s with her.”

“And you don’t deal well with hysterical females, am I right?”

“I never said that,” Gonzo said, feigning offense.

“Lead the way, Detective.” Lindsey followed him inside even though she’d rather be anywhere other than at ground zero of Amanda Lynch’s grief. She instructed her people to load the body in the truck and wait for her outside.

Mrs. Lynch was inconsolable.

Gonzo glanced at Lindsey, seeming to be asking for her help.

“Is there someone we could call for you, Mrs. Lynch?” Lindsey asked. “A friend or relative maybe?”

Amanda shook her head. “If I call people, I’ll have to tell them. I can’t tell them.”

“You’ll have to eventually, ma’am,” Gonzo said gently.

“Not yet.”

“Do you have children?” Lindsey asked.

“No, it was just Jimmy and me.”

“If your husband was terrified of water, I have to ask why you have a pool,” Gonzo said.

“We just moved in a month ago. We’d planned to have it drained and filled in. I fell in love with the house, so he said we shouldn’t let the pool stop us from buying it. And now…” She looked up at them, her pretty face a mask of devastation. “What’ll I do without him? He was my whole world.”

“Can you think of anyone who might’ve wanted to hurt him—or you?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Everyone loved Jimmy. He had so many friends. I had trouble keeping track of them all.”

“What did he do?”

“He’s a lawyer. A partner in a firm in Bethesda.”

Amanda’s use of the present tense pained Lindsey and made her sad to think about the journey this woman had ahead of her as she learned to live without her husband.

“What kind of law did he practice?” Gonzo asked.

She wiped new tears from her face. “Civil litigation.”

“Has he been involved in anything particularly contentious?”

“Nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “In fact, he’d complained lately of being bored and had even said it might be time to quit his job and pursue his lifelong goal of writing a legal thriller.” It seemed to settle on her all of a sudden that he’d never reach that goal now. “How can he be gone? He was just here. This morning. We had breakfast together.”

“Where were you today?”

Amanda stared at him, her face frozen in shock. “What does that have to do with anything? I came home and found my husband dead in our pool.”

Gonzo swallowed hard, and Lindsey felt for him. He had to go down this road, but it couldn’t be easy to insinuate that the obviously devastated woman might’ve had something to do with her husband’s murder.

“We’ll need to confirm your whereabouts to rule you out as a suspect.”

Grief turned to outrage in the fraction of an instant. “That is ridiculous! I could no more harm him than I could myself!”

To his credit, Gonzo didn’t waver. “I need to know where you were so I can rule you out.”

Amanda glanced at Lindsey, as if to ask if he was for real. “It’s a formality, Mrs. Lynch,” Lindsey said. “If you can answer the question, we can get busy finding out who did this to your husband.”

Gonzo sent her a grateful look and refocused on Amanda.

After a long moment of silence, she said, “I was at the hospital having tests.” She spoke so softly they had to strain to hear. “Jimmy and I… We’d been trying for a long time to have a baby. We’re running out of time.” Her voice caught on a sob. “Because I just turned forty. I never thought… This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“Did your husband know where you were?”

She shook her head. “We…I…had a miscarriage last year, and it was so devastating to both of us. I didn’t want to get his hopes up.”

“Could you please write down the name and address of your doctor?” Gonzo asked, extending his notebook and pen to her.

She scowled at him, snatched the pad from his hand and wrote down the information.

“Please also add the name and address of your husband’s firm.”

Amanda did as instructed and thrust the pad back at him.

Lindsey glanced at Gonzo. “May I?”

He gestured for her to go ahead.

“Mrs. Lynch, do you by any chance know Crystal Trainer or Raymond Jeffries?”

“Crystal Trainer’s name is familiar, but I’ve never heard of Raymond Jeffries.”

“Is it possible you heard Mrs. Trainer’s name in the media in recent days?”

“Oh, yes, she’s the mother who was killed in Chevy Chase. Such an awful tragedy.” Amanda’s eyes widened all at once. “Do you think there’s a connection between her murder and what happened to my husband?”

“We don’t know yet,” Gonzo said. “But there are some similarities that require further scrutiny before we can say for sure if they’re connected.”

“Who is Raymond Jeffries?” Amanda asked.

“He was found dead in his home last night,” Gonzo replied. “He’s a retired chemistry teacher. Taught at Roosevelt—”

“I went to Roosevelt,” Amanda said, her eyes widening. “But I don’t remember Mr. Jeffries. Then again, I never took chemistry.”

“I really need you to think if there was anyone who might’ve had a conflict with you or your husband, anyone with a score to settle or a grudge,” Gonzo said. “Perhaps someone involved with one of his lawsuits at work or someone you met through your work.”

“I haven’t worked since Jimmy and I got married six years ago. He wanted to take care of me, and I’d worked for so long by then that I was happy to let him. Of course, we thought we’d have a family by now, but that never happened.”

“There’s no one else you can think of? Someone who might’ve begrudged your happiness together—an old boyfriend or girlfriend maybe—or someone through his work.”

Amanda shook her head the whole time he was talking. “Nothing like that. We’re low-key people. We have friends we enjoy but prefer to keep to ourselves most of the time. We’re happiest when we’re together, just the two of us.”

Lindsey’s heart broke for her.

Gonzo handed Amanda his card. “If you think of anything he might’ve mentioned about problems with other people or at work, please let me know.”

“Find the person who did this to my Jimmy,” she said. “Please find them.”

“We’ll do all we can. There has to be someone we can call. I don’t feel comfortable leaving you here by yourself.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Lindsey noticed an eerie sense of calm had come over the grief-stricken woman and saw that Gonzo had tuned into it, as well. She followed him out of the house.

“I don’t feel right leaving her,” he said.

“Call Dr. Trulo,” Lindsey said, meaning the department psychologist. “He’ll be able to hook you up with grief counselors.”

“Good idea.” Gonzo looked around at the upscale suburban neighborhood. “Is it odd that she would have no one to call when her husband has been murdered?”

Freddie Cruz ambled up the lawn to join them. “I’ve been working on Trainer and Jeffries all day. Just heard about this one.”

“How’s Sam?” Gonzo asked.

“She was diagnosed with a severe migraine and checked herself out of the hospital against medical advice because she didn’t need to be observed overnight.”

“Sounds like she’s feisty,” Lindsey said. “That’s a relief.”

“For sure,” Gonzo added. “Finding her like that scared the shit out of me.”

“What’ve we got here?” Cruz asked.

Gonzo brought him up to speed and outlined their dilemma about leaving the man’s widow alone in the house where he’d been found dead.

“My mom volunteers at a grief group at our church,” Freddie said. “I could give her a call and see if they can send someone over to be with Mrs. Lynch.”

“That’d be great,” Gonzo said. “Thanks.”

As Freddie stepped aside to make the call, Lindsey turned to Gonzo. “I’m going to head in to HQ and get going on the autopsy. I’ll let you know what I’ve got the minute I’m done.”

“Thanks for staying.”

“Anytime.” Lindsey headed for the curb and climbed into the back of the ME’s truck to accompany Mr. Lynch to the lab. She rapped on the window to give her guys the go-ahead. As the truck lurched forward, she studied the face of the man Amanda Lynch had loved with her whole heart. Lindsey wanted to know what that was like, to love so completely and to be loved the same way in return.

Without allowing herself another minute to ponder the implications or to consider all the reasons why making this call might be the worst thing she’d ever done, Lindsey found Terry’s number on her list of contacts and pressed Send.

“Hey, gorgeous,” he said when he answered, making her smile.

“Hi, there.”

“Funny, I was just thinking about you.”

“What about me?”

“I was wondering if your legs are as long as they look. I hope I get the chance to find out.”

Even though the truck was kept cold in deference to the cargo, Lindsey was suddenly on fire. “I have a few more hours at work, but I was wondering if you might be free later.”

“I’ve got a few more hours to go, too, but I’ve got nothing going on later.”

“How about I give you a call when I’m done?”

“Sounds like a plan.” He paused for a long moment. “Lindsey?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m really glad you called.”











Chapter 25
 



While he waited for the crime scene detectives to finish their work at the Lynch house and for Cruz’s mom to show up—she’d insisted on coming herself—Gonzo took another look at his watch and realized he was going to be late. Again. Christina was awesome about stepping up to help with his baby son when he needed the assistance, but lately he knew he’d been taking advantage of her. He kept waiting for her to say enough already. With that in mind, he placed a call to her.

“Hi, hon.”

“Hey, where are you? Alex and I just got to your place.”

“Thanks for picking him up again. I really appreciate it.”

“I don’t mind. You know that.”

He closed his eyes and released a sigh of relief. “I keep waiting for you to tell me he isn’t your problem.”

“Why in the world would I do that?”

“Because, technically, he isn’t your problem.”

“I love him, Tommy, and I love you. I’m not going to suddenly get annoyed because you need me to help you with your son. I know your hours are crazy and unpredictable.”

“So are yours.” As Nick’s chief of staff, she put in long hours at the office and on the campaign trail.

“What you’re doing is more important.”

“I don’t know what I did to get so lucky to find you.”

“Well, it didn’t hurt that you’re hot.”

Gonzo smiled. “Back atcha, baby. I caught a homicide late in my tour.”

“In that case, I’ll feed Alex and give him a bath. Hopefully, you’ll be home in time to say good-night.”

“I hope so.” He lived for his evenings with her and his son.

“If not, I’ll wait up for you. Go do what you need to do, Tommy. It’s okay.”

“Love you.” He loved her so damned much he couldn’t recall how he’d ever lived without her. Freddie’s mom pulled up to the curb and got out of the car. “I’ve got to go, hon. I’ll be home as soon as I can.” Jamming his phone in his pocket, he crossed the lawn to meet Freddie and his mom.

“You remember Gonzo, right, Mom?” Freddie said.

“Of course. Good to see you again, Tommy.”

Gonzo shook her outstretched hand. “Thanks for coming, Mrs. Cruz.” He told her about Mrs. Lynch and her terrible loss.

“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of her.”

Gonzo knocked lightly on the front door and found Amanda Lynch right where they’d left her. He introduced her to Freddie and Juliette Cruz and asked if she’d be willing to speak with her for a couple of minutes.

“Is it about Jimmy’s case?” Amanda asked.

“No, ma’am. She’s here for you.” Thankfully, Juliette stepped forward and took over before Gonzo had to explain further.

Once the women were seated together talking, Gonzo and Cruz stepped outside again.

“Thanks a lot for getting her over here,” Gonzo said.

“No problem. Are you thinking this one is related to Trainer and Jeffries?”

“Hard to tell, but there are similarities. We’ve got a connection to Roosevelt High School with all three murders. Tomorrow we’ll dig a little deeper on that.”

“I spent all day interviewing Jed Trainer’s girlfriends. The guy was a total man whore. I can’t believe he only got caught once.”

“Anything pop?” Gonzo asked.

“Not a thing. They all have airtight alibis.”

Frustrated, Gonzo ran his hands through his hair. “What the hell is going on with all these low-key, well-liked people ending up dead? I don’t get it.”

“We don’t even know if they’re related in some way.”

“Sam got another card today that said something about being disappointed that there hasn’t been more media coverage of the letter-writing campaign.”

“You think the pen pal case is related to the three murders?”

“I don’t know what to think. Everything about all three of these cases feels off to me.”

“We need one of Sam’s threads to pull. Something to tie them together.”

“We’ll start digging in the a.m. As soon as crime scene is done, I’m going back to HQ to do the paperwork on this one before I head home.”

“I’ll to stick around here and wait for my mom, so go on ahead.”

“Really?”

“Sure. I don’t mind.”

“All right then,” Gonzo said. “See you in the morning.”

“If not before,” Cruz said, referring to the odd spate of murders that had struck their city in recent days.

“If not before.” Gonzo jogged to his car with renewed hope that he might get home in time to see his son before bed after all.

 
 

Sam trudged into the house and made a beeline for the kitchen. After she plugged her phone into the charger, she poured a glass of ice water and downed a big swallow.

“Go easy, tiger,” Tracy said. “Your stomach is totally empty.”

“I’m so thirsty.” She checked her text messages and saw a quick note from Jeannie expressing concern about Sam’s health and mentioning that she’d like to talk to Sam when she felt better. “I’ve got McBride looking into the Fitzgerald case.”

Tracy seemed shocked to hear that. “Why?”

“I know it bothers Dad that he was never able to solve it. I thought it was time for a fresh look.”

“Does he know that?”

“I decided to do it after he got sick. Why?”

“No reason.” Tracy got busy putting dishes away. “How about some toast or something? Remember how Mom always fed us cinnamon toast when we had the stomach bug?”

Sam hadn’t thought about that in a long time. “Yeah.” While her head was still pounding, they’d given her something that made her feel woozy and mellow. Whatever it was had taken the edge off the god-awful pain from earlier.

“So you want some?”

“I couldn’t keep it down.” She refilled her glass and leaned unsteadily against the counter. “I got a wedding card from her.”

Tracy looked up from the text message she was sending. “From who?”

“Mom.” Sam now had her sister’s full attention.

“What’d it say?”

“The usual stuff. She said we made for a beautiful bride and groom, and she’d love to meet Nick sometime.”

“Wow.”

“You ever hear from her?”

Tracy shrugged. “Here and there. Nothing regular.”

“You never told me that. I figured she didn’t bother with any of us.”

“Ang went to see her last fall.”

Sam stared at her sister. “Are you kidding me? Why didn’t she say anything?”

“We both know how you feel about her.”

“I thought you felt the same way. After what she put Dad through…”

“It wasn’t all her, Sam. He played a part in it too. You were too young to remember a lot of it.”

She had no idea what her sister was talking about. “A lot of what?”

“That’s a conversation for another time. Let’s get you upstairs to bed.”

Even though she wanted to finish the conversation, Sam’s legs were on the verge of collapse, so she let Tracy guide her upstairs. On the way, though, it occurred to her that she’d encouraged Freddie to make amends with his mother. Was it time for her to take her own advice? That would be something she’d have to think about once this case was closed. “I need a shower. I smell like puke.”

“Sit here for a minute,” Tracy said, guiding Sam to the bed. “I’ll get you some clothes and help you into the shower.”

“You must have stuff to do. I can take it from here.”

“I’m not leaving you alone. I signed a form that gave me custody of you, so you have to do what I say.”

“Oh jeez,” Sam said, shuddering. “Just like the old days.”

“You got it, little sister. Sit tight.”

Sam watched her sister leave the room and cross the hall to the bedroom that had been made into a closet.

Tracy stopped, raised her hands to her face and let out a shriek. “Oh, my God! Oh, my God!”

Sam struggled to her feet and staggered to where her sister stood watch over the shredded remains of Sam’s clothes. At first, Sam couldn’t figure out what had happened, but then she took a closer look. Her eyes landed on the gorgeous wedding gown Vera Wang had made just for her, which lay in tatters on the floor next to the ice-blue gown she’d worn the night Nick proposed to her in the White House Rose Garden.

“Oh,” Sam said as a new wave of nausea demanded her full attention. She fought it back, reached for the weapon still holstered to her hip with one hand and grabbed her sister with the other hand. “Get out.” The headache began a new relentless tempo as she half dragged Tracy to the stairs. “Might still be in the house. Go. Now.”

“What about you?” Tracy whispered, her eyes wide with fear and shock.

“I’m coming too.” Under normal circumstances, Sam would do a full canvass herself to make sure the house was clear. But at the moment she couldn’t decide if she was going to puke or pass out, so getting her sister out of there was her top priority.

Ignoring the pounding pain in her brain, Sam steered Tracy downstairs and out the front door. “Call it in,” she said, breathing through the pain.

Tracy, who seemed frozen, fumbled with her phone and finally succeeded in calling 911. “What the fuck, Sam?” she asked when she ended the call. “Who would do that to you?”

“God only knows.”

“How’d they get in?”

“The alarm wasn’t on, so it wouldn’t have been all that difficult.” She couldn’t believe Nick had failed to set the alarm when he left. That wasn’t like him. If anyone were going to forget, it would usually be her. Scotty must’ve had him seriously distracted to miss that step. Thinking of how upset he’d be when he heard about what’d happened made her sad. He would blame himself, of course.

The idea of someone breaking into her house and shredding her clothes… Who could possibly hate her that much? A lot of people, she conceded, recalling the huge pile of folders containing all her case files. So many people had reason to hate her. How would they ever narrow it down to one suspect?

Dots danced before her eyes, returning her attention to the headache from hell. She must’ve stumbled because Tracy grabbed her arm.

“Sit,” she said, guiding Sam to the curb as the scream of sirens filled the early evening air.

Sam dropped her pounding head into her hands, trying not to think of her glorious wedding gown reduced to shreds. Tears burned her eyes, but she blinked them back. She wouldn’t allow her colleagues to find her bawling on the curb when they arrived. Right now she needed to be a cop. She could be a devastated recent bride later.

 
 

Nick sat across from Scotty at one of his favorite Italian restaurants in Boston’s North End. The boy’s face was slightly sunburned from the afternoon in Fenway Park’s Green Monster seats, his mouth was red from spaghetti sauce and his brown eyes still danced with excitement. Nick had enjoyed every minute of watching Scotty’s awe at flying for the first time and visiting Fenway Park—also for the first time. It had been quite a day for both of them.

“What was your favorite part of today?” Nick asked as he nursed a beer while Scotty devoured his second plate of spaghetti.

Scotty rolled his eyes. “Duh.”

Amused, Nick said, “Don’t talk with your mouth full.”

Scotty swallowed the huge mouthful of spaghetti and wiped his face, succeeding in better smearing the sauce on his face.

Nick leaned over and finished the job.

“Thanks,” Scotty said with a chagrinned smile. “Meeting Big Papi was the best part of the day. You still haven’t told me how you made that happen.”

“I’m friends with a senator from Massachusetts. He went to college with one of the team owners, and they helped me arrange it.”

“Seriously, I almost passed out when I realized we were going to meet him.”

Nick laughed. “I had to remind you to breathe, remember?”

“It was the coolest thing ever. I’ll never forget it.”

“Neither will I.” Nick had no doubt he’d always remember the awestruck expression on Scotty’s face when David Ortiz strolled toward them, and Scotty got that he was coming to talk to them. What was even more priceless was the worshipful expression he’d directed at Nick when he realized his friend had arranged the meeting in advance.

“So, listen,” Nick said. “There’s something I want to talk to you about.” He’d asked for a private corner in the restaurant so they wouldn’t be overheard.

Scotty put down his fork, and his entire demeanor changed. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No, buddy. Of course not. It’s nothing bad.”

“Oh, good,” Scotty said, visibly relieved. “I would hate it if you didn’t want to be friends with me anymore.”

“Scotty…” Nick’s heart broke at the fear he heard in Scotty’s voice. “That’s not going to happen.” Nick reached out to put his hand on top of Scotty’s. “There is nothing you could ever do that would make me—or Sam—not want to be your friends anymore. Nothing.”

He looked up at Nick with big eyes. “Really?”

“Really. That’s kind of what I wanted to talk to you about.” Here goes nothing, Nick thought, suddenly as nervous as he’d ever been in his life.

“If it’s nothing bad, why do you look so freaked out?”

Nick laughed, which helped to defray the nerves a bit. “Because it’s not every day I ask a boy who has become my very best friend if he’d like to come and live with me and my wife.”

Scotty’s mouth fell open, and his eyes got even wider. “You…you guys want me to live with you? Like every day?”

Nick was besieged by a thousand different emotions that settled into a lump in his throat. Clearing it away, he nodded. “Sam and I love you very much. We’d like to make you part of our family—officially. Not just occasional weekend visits.”

Scotty took a full minute to process that. “So you want to like adopt me?”

“If you’ll have us.”

“And she wants me too?”

“Very much so. We talked about whether we should ask you together, but we decided I should talk to you about it when it was just us guys. But she wants you to know how much she loves you and wants you in her life—not just once in a while but all the time.”

“Wow,” Scotty said, seeming blown away. “It’s a lot to think about.”

“I know it is, and you should take your time and really think it over. We’d give you everything we have—and I don’t just mean money, but our time and attention and the love of a big, extended family.”

Scotty’s eyes filled. “That’s really nice of you guys, but I just wonder…”

“What?”

“Why me?”

“Aww, buddy, we love you. But that’s not the only reason.” Nick propped his chin on his fist and studied the handsome boy. “Have I ever told you about when I was a kid?”

“You said you grew up in Massachusetts, but that’s it.”

“I was going to tell you about it tomorrow when I take you to Lowell to see the house where I lived, but I suppose I can tell you now.” Nick took a deep breath and made an effort to keep his emotions in check. Revisiting his childhood was something he did as infrequently as possible. “My parents were still in high school when they had me, so my father’s mother ended up raising me. She was a nice enough lady, but she’d already raised her family, so she wasn’t thrilled with the idea of having another child to take care of.”

“That must’ve been hard for you.”

Nick nodded in agreement. “I was about ten when I realized she didn’t want me around. I was kind of oblivious before that. So I asked if I could go live with my dad.”

“He seems really nice.”

“He is—now—but then he was in his twenties, enjoying the single life. He didn’t want to be weighed down with a kid. The one thing he did for me—and it was a big thing at the time—was send the money I needed to play hockey. That was my favorite thing to do, and he paid for it.”

“How about your mom?”

“She’s another story—I barely saw her when I was growing up.” Nick thought of her showing up uninvited at their wedding and how Sam had sent her away before she could ruin the day for him. Thinking of Sam sticking up for him like that made him miss her like he hadn’t seen her in a week rather than the few hours they’d been apart. “My mother never wanted me and didn’t do much to try and hide that. Everything changed for me when I got into Harvard on a scholarship and met John O’Connor. His father, Senator O’Connor, who you’ve met, was the first one to make me believe I could really make something of my life.”

Scotty hung on his every word.

“Are you surprised to hear this?”

“Sort of. I didn’t know you’d been through all that.”

“I wanted you to know I wasn’t born a senator. I had to work really hard—for a lot of years—and then my best friend died suddenly and tragically, creating an opening in the Senate that I was asked to fill. I’ve never run for office before, and who knows what’ll happen between now and November? I could end up just a regular guy again if the people of Virginia don’t like the job I’m doing.”

“That won’t happen,” Scotty said confidently. “You have a sixty-five point lead over the Republican dude.”

Astounded, Nick stared at him. “How do you know that?”

“I read the paper.”

Nick tossed his head back and laughed. “You are too much.”

“So you want to do for me what Senator O’Connor did for you. Is that right?”

“Yes,” Nick said softly, appreciating that Scotty got the connection. “I want that very much. I want you to be able to play Little League or hockey or whatever else appeals to you. I want you to have your own room and all the posters on your wall that you can fit. Hell, you can even put them on the ceiling if you want to.”

Scotty smiled at the reminder of their first meeting when Nick had been annoyed that the boy wasn’t allowed to hang posters on his wall in the state home. “I want you to know… I really appreciate that you and Sam want me to come live with you.”

A pang of fear struck Nick just below his heart. “Why do I hear a ‘but’ in there?”

“Would we still be friends if I don’t come live with you?”

“Of course we would. Don’t ever worry about that. You’re stuck with me.”

“Oh good. That’s good.”

“Talk to me,” Nick said even though he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear what was on Scotty’s mind. “There’s nothing you can’t say to me.”

“It’s just, you know, I’ve gotten used to where I live now. I have a family there. I know it’s not a regular family, but the other kids and Mrs. Littlefield and all the people who work there are like my family, and they need me. I’ve been there a long time. I barely remember living with my mom and grandpa.”

Nick really hadn’t entertained the possibility that Scotty might say no to their offer, that he’d be reluctant to leave the only home he’d ever really known, which, in hindsight Nick should’ve considered. “I can understand that leaving there would be really scary, but Sam and I would do everything we could to make it as smooth as possible for you. And of course we would take you to Richmond to visit anytime you wanted.”

“It’s a really nice offer,” Scotty said softly.

Nick’s cell phone rang, but since he didn’t recognize the number in the 202 area code, he let the call go to voice mail. “Let’s make a deal, okay?” he said to Scotty.

The boy nodded.

“Think about it. You don’t have to decide anything right now, okay?”

“Okay,” Scotty said, looking relieved.

“I promise that no matter what you decide, Sam and I will always be your friends, and we’ll always be there for you.” He squeezed Scotty’s hand. “I promise.”

Scotty surprised Nick when he got up, came around the table and hugged him. “You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.”

Tears filled Nick’s eyes as he returned the embrace. “Back atcha, buddy.” He released the boy and looked up at him. “What do you say we get to our hotel? I hear there’s a pool.”

“Awesome!”

Nick’s phone rang again, and he saw the call was from the same number. Just in case it was Sam borrowing someone’s phone, he took it. “Nick Cappuano.”

“This is Darren Tabor.”

Nick was immediately sorry he’d taken the call. “Not now, Darren. I’m busy.”

“What’s wrong with Sam? No one will tell me.”

Nick sat up straight. They’d tried to call her as they left Fenway, but she hadn’t picked up. Since she was at work, he hadn’t thought anything of it. “What do you mean?”

“You haven’t heard? They took her out of HQ on a stretcher. I haven’t heard what was wrong with her, but a 911 call from your house just came over the scanner. What’s going on? Senator? Are you there?”

Nick hung up on Darren and tried Sam’s phone again. When he got her voice mail, he also tried Freddie, Tracy, Angela and Christina, but no one answered.

As his heart jackhammered in his chest, Nick pocketed his phone, tossed some bills on the table, grabbed Scotty’s hand and made for the door. “Sorry, buddy, but we’ve got to go home.”











Chapter 26
 



While Jeannie had been disappointed to miss the trip to Cincinnati, the day with Michael had done them a lot of good. They’d talked and laughed and made love again before taking a long nap. While there was still an undercurrent of strain between them, she could feel them edging toward a new version of normal.

She was slowly realizing that her attacker had changed her life forever, and there would be no going back to the way things had been before. They could only go forward and define a new future as they went. It was a relief, however, to know they’d be going forward together. A lot of guys wouldn’t have stuck around after what happened to her. She was grateful that her guy was stronger than that. Turning onto her side in bed, she studied Michael’s face as he slept. The poor guy had worried himself sick over her in the last few weeks and was no doubt exhausted.

Jeannie eased out of bed so she wouldn’t disturb him and headed for the shower. Afterward, she pulled on yoga pants and a long-sleeved T-shirt. Grabbing the Fitzgerald case files, she went downstairs to find her cell phone. Will had texted a short time ago that he had just landed and was anxious to speak with her. Rather than reply by text, she called her partner.

“Hey,” he said when he answered.

“Where are you?”

“Just leaving Reagan on the Metro. Do you mind if I come by on the way home?”

“Sure, no problem. See you in a few.” Jeannie went to turn on the porch light for him. In the past, she might’ve propped open the door, but now she kept it locked.

While she waited for Will, she looked up the phone number for retired medical examiner Dr. Norman Morganthau and placed a call to him. He answered on the third ring.

“Dr. Morganthau, this is Detective Jeannie McBride with the MPD. I wondered if you might have a minute to answer a couple of questions about an old case?”

“You’re the one who was kidnapped.”

Jeannie closed her eyes. Would that word always be attached to her name now? “Yes, sir.”

“How are you doing, honey?” he asked, his voice softening.

His compassion brought tears to her eyes. “Good days. Bad days. But overall, I’m better. Thank you very much for asking.”

“The entire brotherhood—and sisterhood—stands behind one of its own in a time of need. I hope you’ve felt the support of your colleagues.”

“Very much so.”

“Glad to hear it. Now what can I do for you today?”

Jeannie explained about reopening the Tyler Fitzgerald case.

“Ahhh,” Morganthau said with a deep sigh. “That was a tough one.”

“So I’m hearing from everyone we’ve talked to.”

“How can I help?”

“I wondered if you might be able to share any impressions from that time. If you tell me what you remember, I might hear something I don’t already know.”

“That’s a wise strategy, young lady. You have good instincts.”

Jeannie smiled and wished she’d gone to see the old man in person rather than calling him. “Thank you, sir.”

“Let’s see,” he said. “I got the call that a body had been found in the landfill late on a Thursday night.”

“Did you have jurisdictional issues because he was found in Maryland?”

“Since the body was that of a child, and we’d been overseeing the search for Tyler Fitzgerald, Maryland State Police called us in as a courtesy. It was obvious to them that it was him based on the clothing and other distinguishing characteristics.”

“I have your autopsy report in the file, but if you could tell me in your own words—”

“You might hear something new.”

“That’s right,” Jeannie said, amused by him.

“Tyler had been manually strangled. Unfortunately, after a few days in the landfill we were unable to get usable prints off his neck. The only other trauma to the body was from exposure to the elements.” He paused and cleared his throat. “That one stayed with me. I have children of my own, grandchildren. It bothered me that we were never able to get the bastard who killed him. Pardon my language.”

“No pardon necessary. I happen to agree with you. Was there any talk of Tyler’s brothers as suspects?”

“Not that I ever heard. That doesn’t mean they weren’t considered. If they were, I wasn’t privy to the conversations.”

“Talk to me about Skip Holland.”

“What about him?”

“I’m interested in your impressions of him and his handling of the case.”

“He was a good cop. Thorough. We always worked well together.”

“Was that true during the Fitzgerald case too?” The long pause that followed her question set Jeannie’s nerves on edge. If she uncovered something untoward about Sam’s sainted father, how would she ever tell Sam that? “Dr. Morganthau?”

“I have nothing but the utmost respect for Skip Holland.”

“But?”

“He was going through a rough patch around the time of the Fitzgerald case.” Jeannie wanted to put her head down and moan. While part of her wanted to hear what he had to say, the part that considered Skip’s daughter a close friend wished she’d never made this call.

“Rough in what way?”

“This is just between us, right?”

“Are you aware that his daughter is now our lieutenant?”

“I am.”

“I’ll have to brief her at some point on what we’ve uncovered.”

The doctor released another rattling sigh. “I find myself between a rock and a hard place.”

“In what way?”

“Do I share things my friend told me in confidence if they could help to break an old case, or do I keep my mouth shut the way I have for years?”

“Doctor Morganthau, if you know something that could help us find Tyler’s killer—”

“I don’t know anything about who killed that boy. I never would’ve sat on information like that. What I do know is Skip was going through a tough time around then, and that’s all I’m going to say. You can leave it up to his daughter to decide whether or not she wishes to pursue it further with him.”

“Thank you very much for your time.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t give you more.”

“I understand.” Jeannie put down the phone and leaned her head back against the sofa, processing what she’d learned. The ringing doorbell interrupted her thoughts. She got up to let Will in.

“Hey,” he said.

“Come in.”

He seemed a bit uncertain as he took a seat on the sofa. “Are you okay?”

Jeannie sat next to him and curled her legs up under her. “I’m good. I’m sorry I couldn’t go today.”

“That’s okay.”

“Were you nervous about interviewing Cameron on your own?”

“Hell, yes, I was nervous.” Will recapped the conversation with Cameron.

“Sounds like you covered all the bases. What’re your impressions?”

“I think he had something to do with it.”

“Now all we have to do is prove it.”

“I’d love to get him on a polygraph.”

“We can check tomorrow with the AUSA to see if we have enough to make that happen,” Jeannie said.

“What’ll we tell Sam?”

Jeannie brought him up to speed on what had happened to Sam earlier in the day as well as the conversation with Morganthau.

“We need to talk to her before we go to the U.S. Attorney.”

“Agreed. I’ll do that as soon as she feels up to working again.”

“This whole thing is freaking me out,” Will said. “We all know how close she is to her dad. What if he bungled this case and we have to be the ones to tell her?”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

 
 

The second their flight touched down at Reagan National Airport, Nick powered up his phone and tried to reach Sam again. Her voice mail picked up, which made Nick want to scream with frustration. With Scotty watching his every move, Nick was forced to keep himself in check so he wouldn’t scare the boy.

He called Christina next. “Senator,” she said, sounding breathless when she answered. “I’m so sorry I missed your earlier calls. I was giving Alex a bath, and then I fell asleep with him.”

“Have you heard anything about something happening to Sam at work today?”

“No, I haven’t. I talked to Tommy a couple of hours ago, but he didn’t mention it.”

“I hate to ask you this, but would you call him and see what you can find out? Her phone is going straight to voice mail.” Sam would be furious at him for using Christina and Gonzo to gain information about her, but he needed to know what the hell was going on.

“Sure, hold on. I’ll call him.”

While she clicked over to the other line, Nick glanced at Scotty who was watching him with big eyes.

“Is Sam okay?”

“I’m sure she’s fine. There must be a good reason why she hasn’t been answering her phone.” At least there had better be a good reason, or he was going to raise holy hell with her.

Christina clicked back on. “Ahhh, he said she told everyone not to call you because she didn’t want to ruin Scotty’s big day. Apparently, she got sick at work, but she’s okay. Gonzo said there’s something going on at your house. He didn’t have the details, but he’s on his way over there now.”

Nick thanked her for the info and ended the call, his mind racing with worries.

As the captain announced a delay in reaching their gate because the other flight hadn’t yet departed, Nick wondered if he was having a heart attack. His chest was tight, and he couldn’t seem to breathe.

“It’s okay,” Scotty said, patting his arm. “If something was really wrong, she would’ve called you.”

Nick blew out a deep breath. “You’re right. I know. I’m sure she didn’t want to mess with our day in Boston, but she knows I hate when she keeps stuff from me.”

“She did it for a good reason today.”

Forcing himself to relax since he had no choice, he eyed Scotty. “If you come to live with us, I’ll need you to be on my side during all disagreements. You were my friend first.”

Scotty laughed, which Nick had hoped he would. “I don’t play favorites.”

“Now you tell me,” Nick grumbled.

“I want you to know… It’s really cool that you and Sam like me so much you want to adopt me. I’m afraid I didn’t say it right before.”

“No, you did. We’re asking you to change your whole life, and it’s only natural that you’d want some time to think about it.”

“Will you tell Sam I really appreciate that you asked me?”

“I will, buddy.”

The plane lurched forward, delivering them to the gate. Since they were in the front of the plane, they were the first ones off. Two Capitol Police officers met them.

“Senator? I’m Officer Clarkson. This is Officer Griffin. We’re under orders to escort you home.”

Stunned, Nick stared at them. “Why?”

“We’ve received a credible threat against you and Lieutenant Holland. The two of you, along with your immediate families, have been placed under protection.”

“What kind of threat?”

Officer Clarkson glanced at Scotty and then at Nick. “I’d rather not get into the details right now. If you can please come with us, we’ll get you home.”

Nick glanced down to find Scotty giving him that wide-eyed look again. “It’s okay, buddy,” he said. “Whatever it is, I’m sure Sam is taking care of it.” At least he hoped that was true. Either way, she had some serious explaining to do.

 
 

Lindsey felt like a teenager waiting for her first boyfriend to come over. She’d changed her clothes three times so far, and still wasn’t entirely thrilled with the outfit she’d settled on. The scoop-neck top showed too much skin and the jeans she’d chosen were extra snug. She didn’t want him to think she was easy.

“Oh my God,” she said as she blew out half the candles she’d lit earlier, fearing she was giving him the wrong idea. “Will you stop it already?”

By the time the doorbell rang ten minutes later, she was on the verge of a complete meltdown. Was she really about to officially start a relationship with a recovering alcoholic after the way she’d grown up? Was she out of her freaking mind? Since it was too late to back out now, she gritted her teeth and opened the door, prepared to get rid of him as quickly as she could without being rude.

All thoughts of getting rid of him dissolved when she saw the dozen pale pink roses he’d brought for her. “Oh,” she said as the wind left her sails in one big exhale.

“I know,” he said with an adorably boyish grin. “Totally cliché, but I wanted to bring you something.”

“They’re beautiful,” she said, finally daring to make eye contact with him. Oh, boy… She led him into the kitchen where she found a vase for the flowers. Grateful to have something to do with her shaky hands, she trimmed the stems and arranged them. “Thank you. I love the color.”

He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and traced a finger lightly over her cheek. “It reminded me of you. The exact shade of your skin when you blush.”

Lindsey swallowed hard as her heart beat frantically.

“Come here,” he said, his voice gruff.

“I’m here.”

“Closer.”

“I, um, Terry…”

“I won’t bite. At least not yet.”

Her eyes darted up to find his dancing with amusement. He held out a hand to her. Lindsey studied that hand for a long, charged moment, knowing if she put her hand in his the attraction zinging between them would become something more. Something significant.

“Trust me, Lindsey. I promise I won’t let you down.”

Everything in her was drawn to him. Like a magnet that couldn’t resist the pull, her hand landed in his, and she let him bring her into his embrace. He held her close, but not too close.

Her mind had gone blank, and her arms hung awkwardly by her side.

He ran his hands down her arms, urging her to put them around him. “There,” he said. “That’s better.”

Lindsey rested her face against his chest and closed her eyes to listen to the rapid beat of his heart. They stood there like that for a long time. Lindsey had no idea how long. All she knew was that it felt good to be held by him. It felt right.

When he started to pull back from her, she resisted, which made him laugh.

She looked up at him, and their eyes met in a heated moment of awareness that sent desire rippling through her.

His gaze shifted to her lips. “Is it okay if I—”

Lindsey slipped a hand around his neck and pulled him to her for a kiss that went from zero to ninety in about two seconds flat. In the single most explosive moment of her life, he took her mouth like a man who’d been starving and she was the only thing that could sate his hunger.

His tongue teased and enticed. One of his hands was buried in her hair while the other slid down her back to better align their bodies.

Lindsey had never before experienced passion like this and had to pull herself out of the moment to remember that just a few short minutes ago she’d been thinking of ways to get rid of him. Breathing hard, she broke the kiss and turned her face away.

He took advantage of the opportunity to explore her neck, which made the rest of her throb with need. “Terry…”

“What?” he whispered, his breath hot against her sensitive skin.

“We, I…”

“Say the word if you want me to stop.”

She was under some sort of hypnosis. That was the only possible explanation for why she didn’t stop him as his lips laid a trail from her neck to her throat. His hands shifted from her hips to her breasts. He cupped them and ran his thumbs over the tight buds of her nipples, sending a shudder all the way through her.

And then his mouth was devouring hers again. His hands were under her top and pushing up her bra to free her breasts.

The word stop hovered on her lips, but somehow she never actually said it. As he pinched her nipples between his fingers and caressed her lips with bold strokes of his tongue, the last thing in the world she wanted was for this feeling to stop.

“Lindsey,” he gasped, his face warm against hers. “Tell me to stop or find us a bed.” He maneuvered them so her back was against the counter and pushed his erection against her.

She’d never wanted a man the way she wanted him, and even as alarms went off in her mind that it was too much too soon, she took his hand and led him upstairs to her bedroom.

Once there, he held her from behind, his erection nestled in the cleft of her ass. He reached for the hem of her top and drew it up and over her head. Unclipping her bra, he removed it too, and then proceeded to drive her mad with his hands on her breasts and his lips on her neck. When she tried to turn to face him, he stopped her and made her moan with frustration.

“Easy, baby. Just feel.”

She’d begun to wonder how much longer her legs would support her weight when his hand traveled to the button of her jeans. He had the button open and the zipper down so fast she had no time to prepare before his hand was inside her panties, exploring the slick heat between her legs.

She was so primed, so ready, that it took just a few strokes of his fingers over her clit to send her flying into orgasm so intense that her legs finally buckled beneath her.

His arms tightened around her, keeping her standing as he continued to stroke her sensitive skin. “Again,” he whispered.

“I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.” He set out to prove her wrong with relentless determination, and before long she was climbing again.

The second explosion was even greater than the first, rocking through her with such force that she cried out from the shock of it. Still in a daze, she was barely aware of him removing her jeans and panties and lowering her to the bed. Focused on catching her breath, she managed to keep her eyes open as he unbuttoned the dress shirt he’d worn to work and dropped it on the floor. His undershirt, pants and boxers followed before he stretched out on the bed next to her.

“Hey,” he said, resting a hand on her belly. “Fancy meeting you here.”

Lindsey laughed, but as she let her eyes travel over his chest and belly and below, her mouth went dry. Oh, my.

“You sure about this?” he asked.

“I wasn’t.” She forced her gaze up to meet his and found him watching her face intently. “But somewhere between the kitchen and the second orgasm I stopped worrying about all the reasons this is a bad idea and started focusing on all the reasons it’s a good idea.”

Smiling, he propped himself up on one elbow and bent to kiss her softly, gently. “I think it’s the best idea we’ve ever had.”

“You do, huh?”

He nodded as he started all over again with drugging kisses and teasing caresses that soon had her primed and ready for more.

“Terry,” she gasped. “Please.”

“What do you want?” he asked in a playful tone.

“You know.”

“Tell me.”

She found his impressive erection and stroked the length of him once and then again, drawing a groan from him. “I want you. Now.”

“Hold that thought.” He got up and found his pants on the floor, withdrew his wallet and found a strip of three condoms. Ripping off one, he threw the other two on the bedside table.

“You came prepared.”

“I’ve been carrying them since the day after I met you.”

For some reason, she was ridiculously flattered by that. “Such confidence,” she teased.

He brought her to the edge of the bed and settled between her legs. “It was more hope than confidence.” Bending over her, he kissed her again. “I’ve been anything but confident where you were concerned.”

Lindsey smoothed her hands over his back. “I didn’t mean to drive you crazy.”

“Yes, you did,” he said, chuckling as he entered her.

She closed her eyes and floated on a cloud of sensation.

“Look at me.”

Opening her eyes, she found him watching her.

“Good?” he asked.

“Soooo good.”

“I knew it would be.”

Lindsey reached up to run her fingers through his hair. “I think I knew too, which is why I was so freaked out.”

“No need to be freaked out. We’ll take it slow.”

In light of what they were currently doing, that statement made her laugh. “Not too slow I hope,” she said, lifting her hips to meet his thrusts. That seemed to make him a little crazy, and he picked up the pace.

Lindsey held on for the ride as he drove them both to an explosive finish.











Chapter 27
 



Emergency vehicles lined Ninth Street as cops secured Sam’s home and scoured for evidence. Normally, she’d be in the thick of the investigation, but the blinding headache wouldn’t allow her to do anything other than sit on the curb and try not to vomit again.

“Looks like they jimmied a window in the back of the house to get in,” Captain Malone reported. Only about twenty minutes had passed since Tracy and Sam discovered the carnage in her closet, but it felt like a year to Sam. The lights, the sirens, the people and the activity all around her made her want to weep from the agonizing pain.

“Let me take you to Dad’s so you can lie down,” Tracy said.

“I should wait. They might need to talk to me.” The idea of her home, her private sanctuary, invaded by a stranger and now crawling with cops was enough to make her sick on its own, even without the headache.

“We’ll be fine, Sam,” Malone said. “Your sister is right. You need to be in bed.”

Sam wanted to argue with them, but she couldn’t seem to find the words. Between the pain and the medication they’d given her in the hospital, she was totally out of it.

Tracy helped her stand, guided her to their father’s house and up the stairs to the bedroom that had been Sam’s from the time of her father’s shooting until the recent move up the street.

Sam drifted in and out after that, grateful for the quiet and the darkened room. Somewhere in the back of her mind it occurred to her that she should probably call Nick. But then she remembered he was in Boston with Scotty and decided she’d tell him when he got home. That would be soon enough.

 
 

When Nick saw the emergency vehicles lining Ninth Street, he nearly stopped breathing. “Oh my God.” He turned to Scotty. “Wait here. I’ll be back for you.”

“But Nick—”

“Wait.” To one of the Capitol Police officers, Nick said, “Will you stay here with him?”

“Of course, Senator. Not a problem.”

Nick ran down the street and grabbed the first cop he encountered, a patrolman he didn’t recognize. “What’s going on?”

“Ah, Senator, let me get the captain for you.” The young man gestured to Malone and pointed to Nick.

Captain Malone walked over to them.

“Where’s Sam?” Nick asked. “What’s happened?”

“She’s at her father’s. Someone broke into your house and from what we can tell they had one thing in mind—shredding every ounce of clothing she owns, including her wedding gown.”

Nick tried to process it. “But the house is alarmed. How did someone get in?”

“Apparently, the alarm wasn’t set.”

“That’s not possible. I set it myself.” He ran through the morning in his mind, thinking of Scotty’s excitement and nonstop chatter as they’d prepared to leave. Of course he’d set the alarm. He’d never forget something so important.

“All I can tell you is when the lieutenant and her sister arrived home earlier, the alarm wasn’t on.”

Nick suddenly felt sick. “I need to see Sam.” He strode purposefully down the street and up the ramp to Skip and Celia’s place.

Tracy was coming down the stairs as he came in. “What’re you doing here?” she asked, clearly surprised to see him.

“What’s wrong with Sam?”

“Severe migraine that came on out of nowhere at work earlier. How did you hear?”

“I got a call from a reporter that Sam had been taken to the hospital and that something was wrong at the house, so we came home early.”

“I’m sorry you had to find out that way. She asked us all not to call you because she didn’t want to ruin Scotty’s day.”

“That’s what I figured. I need a favor.” He explained about leaving Scotty with the police officer.

“I’ll go get him.”

“Thanks, Tracy.” Nick ran upstairs to his wife. In the doorway to the room where so many significant moments had transpired between them, he took a moment to drink in the sight of her. Watching the rise and fall of her chest filled him with relief. Despite the workings of his rather active imagination, the thing he most feared hadn’t happened. She was fine, and as a result, so was he.

Mindful of the pain she must be in, he moved carefully to stretch out next to her, linking his hand with hers. After three of the longest hours of his life, he was finally able to breathe normally again.

“Who called you?” she murmured.

“Shh. Don’t talk. Just rest.”

“Are you mad?”

“No.” He brought her hand to his lips. Normally, he’d be furious that she hadn’t called him, but he knew she’d been making a sincere effort to be more forthcoming with him. Today she’d held back for Scotty’s sake, so he couldn’t fault her for that.

“Where’s Scotty?”

“With Tracy.”

“We should get him out of here.”

“Everything’s fine. Don’t worry.”

“Everything’s not fine,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “Someone was in the house.”

“Your people are all over it. They’ll figure out what’s going on.”

“People keep dying. Tied to me somehow. What did I do?”

He hated the pain and bewilderment he heard in her voice. “Nothing, babe. You didn’t do anything.”

A tear slipped from her closed eye and ran down her cheek. “They ruined my beautiful wedding dress.”

Nick brushed away the tear. “I’ll buy you a new one.”

“Won’t be the same.”

“They can ruin everything we have, but they can’t touch us unless we let them.”

“Hurts.” He knew she meant more than the migraine.

“I know.”

“Need you.”

“I’m here, baby. I’m right here.”

She turned gingerly onto her side and brought their joined hands to her chest. “I stink like puke.”

Smiling, he pressed his lips to her forehead. “No, you don’t. Where does it hurt?”

She pointed to her temple.

Nick replaced her finger with two of his, massaging the area as gently as he could. “Is that good?”

“Yeah. Don’t stop.”

“I won’t.” He massaged her temple for a long time, until he felt her drift off to sleep. As he held her, he thought of what she’d told him and the staggering implications. People were dying, and somehow it was all linked to her? What crazy person from her past had come back to torment her? How would they ever narrow down the suspects? And most important of all, how would he keep her safe until they did?

 
 

Nick waited until he was sure she was asleep before he got up to check on Scotty. He had to be concerned about what was going on with Sam, especially since they’d arrived home to emergency vehicles all over the street. Nick went downstairs where Scotty was enjoying a big bowl of ice cream under Tracy’s watchful eye.

He brightened when he saw Nick. “Is Sam okay?”

“She will be.” Nick ruffled the boy’s hair. “She had a really bad headache.”

“A migraine, right?”

“You know about migraines?”

“Uh huh. Mrs. Littlefield gets them sometimes. She has special pills she has to take when she feels them coming on. Can we get some for Sam? I can find out what it is.”

“That’d be really helpful.”

Scotty shoveled in another scoop of ice cream. “I’ll ask her.”

“How’s your dad?” Nick asked Tracy.

“Much better today. Celia said they might let him come home in a couple of days. She’s on her way home now.”

“Did you tell her we’ve invaded her house?”

“Yes, and of course she’s fine with it.”

Nick turned a kitchen chair and straddled it to face Scotty. “Buddy, there’s some weird stuff going on with Sam’s work—”

“That’s why the police are here.”

He said it so matter-of-factly that Nick was taken aback. “Yes, that’s why. Until we know what we’re dealing with, we’re going to have some extra police around. If Sam wasn’t so sick, I’d run you home tonight to get you out of here, but I can’t leave her.”

“I don’t want you to leave her. I’m fine with being here with you guys. Don’t worry about me.”

“Sam is worried about you, and so am I. We’d never want to put you in any kind of danger.”

“I know that. So what happened at your house?”

Nick glanced at Tracy, who nodded. He was past the age of sugarcoating the truth. “Someone broke in and cut up Sam’s clothes.”

Scotty’s mouth fell open and his spoon froze midscoop. “Why would they do that?”

“We don’t know, but the other detectives are looking into it. I have no doubt they’ll find the person who did it.”

“They haven’t found the person who shot Skip,” Scotty reminded him.

“Don’t let Sam hear you say that. She’s been trying to solve that case since the day it happened.”

“She’ll solve it.” Scotty choked back a yawn. “I know she will.”

“Time for you to hit the hay,” Nick said.

“Already?”

“You’ve had a long day.”

“The best day ever. Until Sam got sick and everything.”

Nick walked Scotty upstairs, made sure he brushed his teeth and tucked him into one of the spare bedrooms. He’d considered sending the boy to Tracy’s for the night, but decided against it, preferring to have him close by. When Nick looked in on him a few minutes later, he was already asleep. He checked on Sam before he went downstairs and then outside looking for information—but stayed right near Skip’s front door.

Gonzo was consulting with Captain Malone on the sidewalk. Keeping one eye on the house where Sam and Scotty were sleeping, Nick went over to them. “What’ve you got?”

“Oh, Senator, I didn’t see you there,” Malone said, startled. He looked tired and furious. Sam was one of his, and he would take an attack on her personally.

“Any idea who could’ve done this?” Nick asked.

“I wish I had answers for you, but we believe this is a calculated campaign,” Malone said. “Someone is exacting revenge on people who’ve done him or her wrong in the past. In the morning, we’re going to start looking at connections between the various victims.”

“How do you know this is revenge, and how is Sam involved?”

Malone and Gonzo exchanged glances.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“Show him,” Malone said.

Gonzo produced a photocopy of a greeting card with a handwritten message.

Nick took it and, still facing Skip’s house, he tipped the paper so he could use the streetlight. A stab of fear went through him as he read the chilling words. “Has Sam seen this?”

“Not yet,” Gonzo said. “She got sick before I could show it to her.”

“May I keep this?”

“Sure,” Gonzo said.

Nick tucked the page into the back pocket of his jeans. “So this is why the Capitol Police met my flight.” The two officers were standing in the street watching his every move.

“Yes,” Malone said. “Until we know more about what we’re dealing with, it might be a good idea to avoid large public gatherings. Stick close to home and your office.”

“I’m in the middle of a campaign. How do you suggest I avoid public gatherings?”

“Hopefully, it won’t take long to get to the bottom of this. When you look at the totality of the messages the two of you have received, it’s clear to us you’re being targeted.”

“If someone’s looking to exact revenge on Sam,” Gonzo added, “you’d be a handy target.”

“Fine, I’ll tone down the campaign for a few days. But I’m far more interested in what’s being done to protect Sam from this lunatic.”

“We’ve ordered twenty-four-hour protection for her and every member of her immediate family.”

“Does that include Skip in the hospital?”

“It does. We have two men positioned outside his room.”

“Good, because if someone is trying to hurt Sam, they probably know he’s a weak spot.”

“Agreed,” Malone said. “I know the threats against Sam have to be getting tiresome, Senator, but we’re doing everything we can to get to the bottom of this situation and to figure out who is targeting you and Sam.”

Nick had a lot of things he’d like to say about why his wife was constantly being threatened, but he knew Sam wouldn’t want him to go there. “I’d appreciate being kept in the loop.”

“Of course. It would help us if you could take a look through the house and let us know if anything else has been disturbed or if you notice anything missing.”

“I’ll take a quick look, but I don’t want to be away from Sam any longer than I have to.”

“We understand. We’ll make it quick.”

Nick glanced at Skip’s. “Will one of you keep an eye on things here while I’m in there?”

“I will,” Gonzo said. “Go on ahead.”

Nick moved quickly through the home he shared with Sam, focusing on things of value that might’ve been stolen by an intruder. “I don’t see anything else disturbed,” Nick said to Malone, who had accompanied him.

In the room he’d had made into a closet for Sam’s vast wardrobe and shoe collection, Nick was overwhelmed with sadness as he studied what remained of her gorgeous wedding gown. He made a mental note to contact their wedding planner, Shelby Faircloth, to see about having it replaced. It wouldn’t be the same, of course, but he had to do something to make this right, especially since it was his fault it’d happened in the first place. He winced when he saw the wrecked remains of her prized Jimmy Choos and the new Manolos he’d bought her to wear the night they got engaged. He’d replace them as fast as he could.

“Senator?” Malone asked after Nick had stood in the doorway to the closet for several minutes.

Nick tore his eyes off the shredded silk and moved on to check every other room of the double-sized townhouse. “As far as missing items,” he said as they went downstairs, “I can’t say for sure, but it doesn’t look like anything was touched except for Sam’s clothes and shoes.” An icy ball of dread settled in his gut as the implications registered—this was a calculated, personal attack on his wife.

“We’ll find the person who did this, Senator,” Malone said, his tone fierce and angry. “He or she has come after one of our own. We’ll find them.”

Nick wanted to quiz the captain on the plan of attack, but he was far more anxious to get back to Sam in case she woke up. Tomorrow would be soon enough to get the details. Tonight he would watch over his family.

 
 

Freddie spent the night in his car outside the Lynch home. Even though he and his mother were in an odd place in their relationship at the moment, no way would he leave her unprotected in a place where murder had occurred earlier in the day—even when his partner’s home had been broken into. He’d followed the radio traffic about the incident on Ninth Street all night, and had heard from Gonzo that Sam was sleeping through most of the drama.

While he was tired after multiple sleepless nights this week, he kept a watchful eye on the Lynch house, which is why he saw his mother step outside and gaze up at the stars. Freddie got out of his car and shut the door with a thwack so she’d know he was there.

In the moonlight, he saw her tip her head and her expression soften at the sight of him. “What’re you doing here?”

“Keeping an eye on things. How’s Mrs. Lynch?”

“Not so good.” Juliette gathered her long hair into a ponytail that she secured with a tie as she sat on the porch swing. “The poor thing cried herself to sleep. She’s got a long road ahead of her.”

“I appreciate you coming.”

“I was glad—and surprised—you called.”

Freddie shrugged. “I figured you’d know someone who could help Mrs. Lynch.”

“I hate having all this conflict between us.”

“I do too.” Freddie sat next to her on the swing and gave it a gentle push. “It was like he died, wasn’t it?”

“Your father?”

Freddie nodded.

“Yes.”

“For years after he left, I tried to figure out what I’d done to drive him away.”

“Oh, Freddie.” She rested her head on his shoulder and wrapped her hand around his. “It still breaks my heart to hear you say that.” Her voice caught. “He loved you so much. From the first instant he ever saw you…”

They sat in the darkness, swinging and listening to the chorus of crickets and frogs.

“I’m told I owe you an apology,” she said after a long period of contented silence.

“Who told you that?”

“Your father.”

Freddie didn’t want to be curious, but he couldn’t help it.

“He told me I was wrong in the way I’ve acted toward Elin—and toward you since you’ve been with her.”

“Is that so?”

She nodded. “He reminded me that when we were first together, my father didn’t approve of him and how difficult that was for us. I’d forgotten. It was such a long time ago, but I haven’t forgotten how it felt to be torn between the two most important people in my life.”

Flabbergasted by her revelation, Freddie had no idea what to say.

“I haven’t given her a fair chance, and I’ve put you in a terrible spot. I’m sorry for that.”

“You’re freaking me out here. Have you been abducted by aliens or something?”

Juliette laughed. “I’m trying to practice what I preach by treating others the way I’d want to be treated. That extends to my precious son, as well. I’ve been unkind to someone you care for, and I’m ashamed of that.”

“Aw, Mom, stop. You’re killing me here.”

“Do you forgive me?”

Freddie raised his arm and put it around her. “Yeah.”

She snuggled into his embrace. “It’s been just the two of us for such a long time. I was unprepared to share you with someone else.”

“And my father helped you to see all this?”

“He did.”

“Huh.”

“After he came back, the first time we talked, he wanted to know everything I could think of about you. I wish you could’ve seen his face when I told him you were a police officer, and a homicide detective, no less. He was proud. So, so proud.”

Freddie felt the walls tumbling down around him. He was once again ten years old and desperate for his father’s approval. “He really wants to see me?”

“Oh, Freddie, he wants that more than anything. He wants the chance to explain what happened and why.”

“I don’t want to know what happened twenty years ago. You told me about that. I want to know about the future. If I see him, if I let him back into my life, will the same thing happen again?”

“I wish I could tell you his troubles are behind him, and you can trust him to not let you down again, but I can’t do that. He has an illness—a serious and often debilitating illness. Right now, it’s under control. Will it still be in six months or a year? No one knows. It’s a gamble—for both of us—to allow him back in. I’ve decided the risk is worth it. You have to decide that for yourself.”

Freddie pushed the swing as he processed what she’d said. “I’d like to see him. No promises about anything beyond a single meeting.”

“That’s fair enough.”

“I’m doing this for you.”

“Don’t do it for me, honey. Do it for you. If nothing else, maybe you’ll get some closure.”

“Maybe.” Freddie looked up at the star-filled sky. “Remember that camping trip when Dad taught me all the constellations?”

“Sure I do.”

“I wanted to sleep outside, but you were afraid I’d get eaten alive by mosquitos. He talked you into letting us sleep out there.” Freddie studied the stars, remembering that long-ago night. “I think about that every time I look up at the stars.”

“You should tell him. It would mean a lot to him to hear that.”

“Maybe I will.”

She patted his leg. “You ought to go home and get some sleep.”

“I’m not going anywhere as long as you’re here. Someone was killed here today, and the person who did it is still out there.”

“Then come inside and stretch out on the sofa. No reason you can’t be comfortable while you stand watch over your mama.”

Freddie let her take his hand and lead him into the house.











Chapter 28
 



Sam opened her eyes slowly, anticipating the blast of pain that had ruined her day yesterday, but the only pain that registered was in her heart as she remembered the shredded remains of her wedding gown.

She found Nick standing by the window, wearing only a pair of well-worn jeans. Hands in pockets, he stared intently through the glass.

“Hey,” she said.

Turning to her, he smiled but his eyes were troubled. “Oh, you’re awake.”

Sam focused on the ridiculously sexy stubble on his usually smooth jaw. He hadn’t shaved once on their honeymoon, and she’d discovered she loved him a little scruffy. “What time is it?”

“Just after six.”

She noticed he also seemed tired and haggard, a look she’d never seen on him before.

“Did you sleep?”

“Some.”

“What’s wrong?”

He sat on the bed next to her and reached for her hand. “How do you feel?”

“I asked first.”

Shaking his head, he looked down at their joined hands. “I’ve been over it and over it in my mind and for the life of me, I can’t remember setting the alarm yesterday morning. Scotty was all excited, he was talking a mile a minute—”

Sam reached up to rest a finger over his lips. “It’s not your fault. How often do I leave without giving a thought to the alarm?”

“But you were going to be there alone last night. What if they’d still been in the house when you got home? What if—”

“Nick…come here.” She held out her arms to him and wrapped them around him. When he dropped his head to her chest, she ran her fingers through his hair.

“If anything had happened to you… I don’t know what I’d do, Samantha. After all we’ve had together, how would I ever live without you?”

“Stop.” She framed his face and forced him to look at her. “I’m right here, and I’m fine. I’m also a little relieved to find out that contrary to past evidence, you are indeed just like the rest of us.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You actually forgot something. You never forget things. It’s rather annoying to live with. This proves you’re as human as the rest of us.”

“What a thing to forget, something that could’ve gotten my wife killed.”

Sam pressed a kiss to his pouting lips. “Get over it. I know it’s a terrible shock to discover you aren’t perfect, but you’ll be glad to know you’re still perfect for me.”

That earned her a small, reluctant smile. He leaned his forehead against hers. “We have stuff we need to talk about.”

“First, I want to hear about Boston.”

Nick stretched out next to her but kept a firm grip on her hand. “It was fantastic. He was so cute and appreciative.”

“What did he think of meeting Big Papi?”

“Just what you’d imagine. For a minute there, I thought he might pass out from the shock.”

“You came home early so you didn’t get to take him to Lowell.”

“No, but I told him about it.”

“Did you ask him about coming to live with us?”

Nick nodded.

“And?”

“And, I think he said no.”

Sam stared at him, incredulous. “Really?”

“Yep.” Nick relayed the highlights of the conversation with Scotty. “I loved that he got the connection between what Graham did for me and what I want to do for him without me having to draw him a map. But I guess he’s too entrenched in Richmond to shake things up now.”

“I never imagined he’d say no.”

“Neither did I.”

“You’re disappointed.”

“Hell, yes, I’m disappointed. I’d gotten my hopes up, you know?”

Sam rested her head on his chest and put her arm around him. “Yes, I know. Maybe when he has some time to think about it he’ll change his mind.”

“Maybe.” He brought their joined hands to his lips. “We need to talk about what happened at our place yesterday.”

“Do we have to?”

“We got another card.”

That got her full attention. “What did this one say?”

Nick tugged the sheet of paper Gonzo had given him from his back pocket and handed it to her.

Sam skimmed it and gasped. “Oh my God, it’s all related. When did we get this? I need to make a statement to the press, or someone else is going to die!” She sat up quickly and was hit with a head rush that stopped her short.

Nick’s hands on her shoulders steadied her. “Babe, hang on. You’ve been really sick. You need to take it easy.”

“I need to stop this person before they kill someone else.” As she got up, her stomach let out a huge growl. In the boxes Celia had packed for her, Sam found an old pair of jeans, some underwear and a T-shirt. She’d have to make due with yesterday’s bra. “Did you check the rest of the house last night?”

“Quickly. I didn’t see anything else missing, but we’ll have to check closer when we have more time.”

In the shower, she washed her hair and was loading it with conditioner when Nick stepped in behind her. “Don’t start any funny business,” she warned. “I need to get to work.”

He filled his hands with liquid soap and washed her back. “You think my business is funny?”

Despite the lingering effects of the migraine, the investigation that had just taken a turn for the personal and the disappointment over Scotty’s decision, he still made her smile.

She turned to face him. “You know what I like best about being married?”

He put his arms around her and brought her in close to him. “What’s that?”

As his nearness made her tingle with desire, Sam really wished she had more time. She went up on tiptoes and planted a lingering kiss on him. “I can do that anytime I want.”

“You could do that anytime you wanted before we were married.”

“But now no one else can ever do it but me. I like that.”

“I like it too.”

She kissed him once more. “Gotta go, Senator.” They dried off and threw on clothes.

Downstairs they found Scotty devouring bacon and eggs that Celia had made for him.

“You guys are up early,” Sam said.

“Oh, Sam, honey, how’re you feeling?” Celia asked, rushing over to hug her stepdaughter.

“Much better. How’s Dad?”

“Also much better. He had a good night, and they’re talking about letting him come home maybe tomorrow. We’ll see how he’s doing twenty-four hours from now.”

Sam nearly swooned with relief. “That’s such great news. Tell him I’ll get over there as soon as I can today.”

“I will. How about some breakfast?”

“I’d love some. I’m starving.”

“We can fix that. Sit.”

“You don’t have to wait on me.”

“Sit,” Celia said, pointing to a chair. To Nick, she added, “You too.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nick said.

Scotty snickered at the exchange and then zeroed in on Sam. “Are you really okay? We were worried.”

“I’m fine. I’m sorry you got cheated out of a night in the hotel.”

“That’s okay. As long as you’re better that’s all that matters.”

“Thanks, pal. I heard you had a great time in Boston.” Sam listened to his animated report as she ate as fast as she could without making herself sick again and downed two tall glasses of ice water. “I hate to say it, but I’ve got to get to work.”

“But it’s Saturday,” Scotty said.

“Unfortunately, criminals never take a day off.” She bent to press a kiss to the boy’s forehead. “I’m glad you had a great time at the game.”

“It was awesome. Thanks again for getting the tickets.”

“My pleasure.” She kissed Nick and thanked Celia for breakfast. “I’ll see you boys when I get home. Try to stay out of trouble.”

“Can we go to the farm to ride horses?” Scotty asked Nick.

He glanced at Sam, troubled.

“There’s nothing you can do here today, so go on ahead. We’ve all got protection.”

“My officer is adorable,” Celia said, blushing.

“Easy, Mrs. Robinson,” Sam said on her way to the front door. She was almost to a clean escape when her sisters rushed in, bearing shopping bags.

Angela hugged her. “I can’t believe what that psycho did. Tracy and I were out early to get you some essentials. The slutty stuff was her idea. She reminded me you’re still a newlywed.”

Sam rested a hand on her sister’s pregnant belly. “You need your rest more than I need new clothes.”

“Don’t be silly. An excuse to shop with Nick’s credit card? I was all over that.”

Sam should’ve guessed he’d had something to do with it. “Thanks, guys.” She hugged them both. “I appreciate it. I gotta get to it, but I’ll see you later?”

“We’ll be with Dad,” Angela said.

“Are you sure you feel up to working today?” Tracy asked. “You were in rough shape yesterday.”

“I don’t have any choice. Either I show my face to the media or some other innocent person is going to die.”

“God, your job sucks the big fat one,” Angela said.

“Sometimes, it really does. Later.” She was outside in the street when she realized her car was at HQ. “Goddamn it.”

“Good morning, Lieutenant Holland. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

Confronted by the officers who’d been assigned to her detail, she groaned. Officers Hernandez and St. James, the same two fresh-faced recruits who’d guarded her during the last investigation, were back for another tour.

“We meet again, Lieutenant,” Hernandez, the cheekier of the two, said. Sam had suspected he was lusting after her the last time around.

“Great,” Sam muttered. “Make yourselves useful and give me a ride to HQ, will you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison, snapping to. St. James held open the back door of their patrol car for her while Hernandez rushed around to the driver’s seat. They practically fell over themselves in their haste to do her bidding.

This was going to be a long day.

 
 

After Mrs. Lynch’s sister arrived, Freddie saw his mother home and then went to his own place to shower and change. Elin had already left for work, which was a relief because he had so many thoughts cluttering up his brain at the moment he feared he’d make for lousy company.

He’d replayed the middle-of-the-night conversation with his mother a million times, and while he was anxious to tell Elin about his mother’s change of heart, he was still trying to process it himself. And he’d agreed to see his father. That thought sent a wave of panic all the way through him. What would they say to each other after all these years? How could he risk letting his father back into his life when he’d caused such pain in the past?

The questions had kept him awake for what’d remained of the night on Mrs. Lynch’s sofa.

As he was getting ready to leave for work, he called Sam. “How’re you feeling?” he asked when she answered.

“Better. I’m on my way to HQ now. Tweedldee and Tweedledum are back on my detail.”

“Awww, that’s so sweet. They must be thrilled. I think Dee was totally in love with you last time. Or was that Dum? Hmm.”

“Are you through?”

Freddie laughed. “Yeah, I think I am.”

“Good because I’ve requested protection for you too.”

“Why me?”

“This whole thing has taken a personal turn, and whether I like it or not, you’re…you know…personal. To me.”

“Oh. Well. Okay then.” He cleared his throat. “I really need to talk to you. Some stuff has happened. I don’t know what to do.”

“We’ll talk when you get in.”

“I’m going to interview the staff at Lynch’s office before I come in. Just making sure you’re cool with that.”

“Good. We need to find someone who didn’t love him. If we can find one person any of our vics was having problems with, we’ll probably be able to link all these killings.”

“I’m on it, boss.”

“Watch your back. Someone’s gunning for me, which puts you in jeopardy too.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“See you when you get back to HQ.”

Freddie vowed to put aside his personal turmoil and focus on closing this baffling case before anyone else had to die.

 
 

Terry O’Connor woke with an armload of soft woman and an erection so hard it hurt. Checking his watch, he was glad he still had some time before the daily AA meeting he attended on Capitol Hill.

“Does this mean you’re happy to see me?” Lindsey asked sleepily as she wrapped her hand around his cock and stroked him.

Terry gritted his teeth and stopped the movement of her hand.

“You don’t like?”

“Like it too much.”

“Ahh, I see.” She grabbed their last remaining condom from the bedside table and made quick work of rolling it on him. Straddling his hips, she took him in.

Terry rested his hands on her hips as he watched her ride him, her small breasts bouncing in time with the movement of her hips. He’d never seen anything more provocative than the blush that stained Lindsey McNamara’s fair skin when she was aroused.

She threw her head back and sent them both spiraling into orgasm in no time at all. Panting, she fell forward onto his chest.

Surrounded by her scent, the soft cascade of her red hair and riding the aftershocks of their coupling, Terry had never been more content—or more afraid. Here, finally, was everything he’d ever wanted. No doubt he’d find some way to screw it up. He always did.

“I hate to say it, but I have to go.”

“So early? You have to work on Saturday?”

“No, but I have a meeting to go to. Every day.”

“Oh.” She shifted off him and settled next to him.

Here it comes, he thought as he waited for her to say something.

“Could I go with you sometime?”

Startled by the question, Terry glanced at her. “If you want to. Sure.”

“You wouldn’t mind?”

Terry shrugged. “I have no secrets, least of all from you.”

“You mean that?”

“I’ve spent most of the last decade screwing up my life. I don’t want to live like that anymore. I have a job I love, a reason to get up in the morning that doesn’t revolve around getting loaded. My father is looking at me with respect again, the way he used to before I destroyed my life. And now,” he said, turning on his side and putting his arm around her, “I have you. So please, come to AA. Hear my story and you’ll know why I never want to be that guy again.”

“Could I maybe come today?”

As she looked at him with big eyes and a seemingly open heart, he looped a strand of her long hair around his finger. “Yeah, you can come today.”











Chapter 29
 



Chief Farnsworth was waiting for Sam when she arrived at HQ. “Lieutenant, a moment of your time please.” He gestured for her to follow him to his office.

Sam glanced at the sergeant working the reception desk, hoping he might throw her a lifeline. Instead he just chuckled and shook his head to tell her she was on her own. Fabulous. The chief walked purposefully into his office where a man in a suit waited for him.

“Lieutenant Sam Holland meet Special Agent Avery Hill.”

As Sam stared at the movie-star gorgeous FBI agent in the sharp dark blue suit, her stomach turned. “You called in the Feds? What the hell?”

“We have a serial killer targeting people in my city, and from what I hear from everyone other than the lieutenant in charge of my homicide detectives, the same killer is targeting the lieutenant in charge of my homicide detectives.”

Sam swallowed hard. “I just found out it’s all related this morning, sir. You couldn’t give me a day to figure this thing out?”

“Last I knew you were flattened by a migraine. I need to stop a killer, and I had no idea if you’d be able to work today.”

“But my team—”

“Is stumped. Agent Hill isn’t here to take over your investigation. He’s here to assist as needed.”

Sam scowled at the smugly handsome agent. “Sure he is.”

“I’m wounded, Lieutenant.”

“Sure you are.”

“As the chief said, I’m here to help in any way I can. You’re the boss.”

“See that you don’t forget that. I have work to do.” Sam headed for the door, but the chief called her back.

“How’s your father?”

“Much better from what I’m told. I’ve been the world’s worst daughter since he’s been in the hospital.”

“He wouldn’t see it that way, and you shouldn’t either. You’ve been doing exactly what he’d want you to be doing.”

Even though she was still annoyed with him for calling in the Feds, she appreciated the kind words. “Thank you, sir.” She cleared her throat. “Let’s go, Hill. Time’s wasting and I have a press conference to host.”

“We’re with you, Lieutenant,” Farnsworth said as the two men followed her to the courtyard outside the main doors of HQ where the media waited like wild animals anticipating feeding time at the zoo.

At the sight of her, the TV reporters positioned their cameras to capture the briefing.

Darren Tabor from the Washington Star began the feeding frenzy. “We’ve heard there was a break-in at your home, Lieutenant. What can you tell us about that?”

“I’d like to take you through it from the beginning, if I might,” Sam said and watched their faces register shock as they realized she planned to be unusually forthcoming. Stonewalling them was one of her favorite pastimes. “On the night before I returned to work after two weeks off, I was called to a double homicide at Carl’s Burger World on Massachusetts Avenue. There I found seventeen-year-old Daniel Alvarez and sixty-two-year-old Carl Olivo. Both victims were found locked inside the freezer. A deposit bag full of cash was found on the counter next to some items belonging to the victims. Chief Medical Examiner Dr. Lindsey McNamara determined the victims asphyxiated in the freezer before Mr. Alvarez’s father discovered them.”

The reporters were writing frantically. Smiling to herself, Sam continued in the same flat tone. “Upon returning to HQ the next morning, I discovered an enormous amount of mail had been sent to myself and Senator Cappuano while we were away. Among the thousands of wedding cards that wished us well, were a few from ‘an old friend’ who hoped we ‘lived long enough’ to enjoy our happiness. We immediately went through the rest of the mail we’d received and found a few other cards that indicated our old friend was anything but happy for us.”

“Can you tell us exactly what the threatening cards said?” one of the TV reporters asked.

“We’ll get you the full text of the cards after this press conference. We were then called to the Chevy Chase home of Crystal Trainer, age thirty-five. She was found dead on her back patio by her daughter Nicole, age twelve, when the daughter arrived home from school. Mrs. Trainer was well liked in her community, was an active volunteer in her children’s school and was, by all accounts, a devoted mother. Dr. McNamara determined the cause of death to be blunt force trauma, most likely caused by the single strike of a hammer or other flat-faced object.

“Our next victim was Raymond Jeffries, age seventy-three. He was found on the floor of his dining room in Mount Pleasant and had been dead for some time when officers went to his house at the request of his daughter in New York who’d been unable to reach him. Deputy Chief Medical Examiner Dr. Byron Tomlinson determined that Mr. Jeffries died from a blow to the head, possibly caused when he hit his head on the table during a fall. We’re not one hundred percent certain that Mr. Jeffries was murdered.”

“How can you not know that?” Tabor asked, his expression rife with skepticism.

“The only signs of struggle were three toppled dining room chairs. Because three chairs had been turned over, we deduced that someone else had been in the house, but again, that is supposition on our part. Like our earlier victims, Mr. Jeffries, a retired chemistry teacher at Roosevelt High School, was well regarded by family, friends and colleagues. We could find no one in his immediate circle of acquaintances who knew of any problems he had with other people.”

“Where did Mrs. Trainer go to school?” a blonde TV reporter asked.

“Roosevelt. The school has come up several times over the course of the investigation, and we’re looking into connections the various victims had to the school. The final victim, James Lynch, age forty, was found floating in his backyard swimming pool in Woodley Park. From all reports, Mr. Lynch had a lifelong fear of the water and never would’ve gone near the pool on his own.”

“If he was afraid of the water, why did he have a pool?”

“We asked his wife that question, and she said they fell in love with the house and planned to have the pool filled in at a future date.”

“What’s this got to do with the threatening mail?”

“I’m getting to that.” Sam gripped the podium and forced herself to finish the story. Baring her soul to the media went against everything she believed in, but if it saved a life and helped to crack the case, so be it. “Yesterday, we received a new card that was the first solid indication we’ve had that all of this is related.” Sam flattened the photocopied page on the podium and tried to keep her voice steady as she read the chilling message.

“That explains the lieutenant’s unusual frankness,” Darren quipped to chuckles from the others.

“Last night,” Sam said, “I returned home to find that someone had entered my house and shredded most of my clothing.”

A gasp went through the gaggle of reporters.

“Just about everything I own was ruined. As far as we can tell, nothing else in the house was disturbed.”

They fired a flurry of questions at her.

Sam held up her hands to quiet them. “I’ve told you everything we know so far. I’ll keep you posted as more information becomes available.”

Agent Hill was right on her heels as she headed back inside.

“Now you’re all caught up, Agent Hill,” Sam said, affecting an unusually sweet tone.

“So it seems,” Hill replied.

Freddie joined them as they approached the door.

“How’d you make out with Lynch’s coworkers?” she asked.

“Same story we’ve heard on all the others—he was well liked by his colleagues, well respected by his peers, even opposing counsel. He’s been involved in a few high-stakes litigations, but nothing someone would kill over.”

“I think this could go down as the most baffling case of our careers,” Sam said.

“We’ve certainly never seen less motive for murder than we have this week.”

“Which is why I’m here,” Hill said, introducing himself to Cruz who shot Sam a confused look.

She shrugged. “Take it up with the chief.”

Gonzo was waiting for them in the pit. He too stopped short at the sight of the agent.

“Gonzo, Agent Hill,” Sam muttered.

“What’s he doing here?” Gonzo asked.

“Beats me.”

“Your chief thought y’all could use some help,” he said in a honeyed Southern accent that made Sam’s hackles rise. She couldn’t stand guys who played the Southern gentleman role and then stabbed you in the back at the first opportunity.

Still eyeing Hill with suspicion, Gonzo said, “I’ve been through the financials of all our vics, and nothing unusual stands out.”

“Of course it doesn’t.” Sam smoothed her hands over the hair she’d clipped up. “Give me fifteen minutes, and then let’s gather in the conference room. We’ll start from the beginning and hopefully find some new threads to pull.”

“Sounds good, L.T.,” Gonzo said, studying her. “You feeling better today?”

“I feel beat up, like I’ve been through the wringer or something, but at least I’m able to function.”

Gonzo turned his back to the agent and lowered his voice. “Scared the crap outta me.”

“Sorry.” If there was anything she hated more than being the center of attention, she couldn’t think of what it might be. Oh wait, she hated flying more. And needles. Yeah, needles were at the very top of her list of hated things. No wait, she hated Lt. Stahl more than needles.

As if she’d conjured him, he came storming into the pit, jowls wiggling with righteous indignation. “Lieutenant, you missed a critical IAB hearing yesterday.”

“Not sure if you heard, but I was in the hospital during your precious hearing.”

“No doubt you manufactured this incident to get out of answering for your bad behavior.”

“Now wait a minute,” Gonzo said.

Sam stopped him with a hand to his chest. The last thing she needed was one of her most valued detectives taking an insubordination rap. “Please feel free to check with the emergency room doctors at George Washington. They’ll attest to the status of my health yesterday afternoon. Tell them to call me if they need me to sign something. Now, if you don’t mind, I have real work to do, something I know is a foreign concept to you.” She loved watching his face get all purple with rage. Making that happen was becoming her favorite pastime.

He shoved a piece of paper at her.

Since she’d rather be shot than have him touch her, she snatched it from him before he made contact.

“The hearing has been rescheduled for tomorrow at three. Be there or be suspended.”

Sam turned, dropped the paper into the closest trashcan and continued into her office, slamming the door behind her. The faint tingles of pain in her forehead forced her into her chair where she took deep breaths. No way could she afford a return engagement of the headache from hell today. With a few minutes until the meeting she had called, she dialed in to her voice mail to get her messages from yesterday and this morning.

Predictably, there were messages from Joseph Alvarez, Jed Trainer, Carl Olivo’s oldest son and Raymond Jeffries’s daughter, all looking for updates on the investigation. She wrote down their numbers with the intention of returning the calls as soon as she had something more concrete to tell them.

The next message made her blood run cold. It had come in a few minutes after she concluded her press conference and the voice was the same techno-sounding tone from the last time. “Very impressive rundown this morning, Lieutenant. It took you long enough to figure out it’s all related. Now let’s see how smart you are in figuring out who could possibly be committing these random crimes. Oh and by the way, your inventory of victims was missing one or two. Better get to work. Bye now.”

Before the recording finished, Sam was out of her seat and running for the door. “Someone get Archie down here right away.” Lt. Archelotta ran the department’s IT division and was the only fellow cop Sam had ever dallied with romantically, but that had happened years ago, after her split with Peter.

“What’ve we got, L.T.?” Gonzo asked as Cruz made the call.

“Come listen.” She replayed the message for him and then again when Cruz and Hill joined them.

“Same voice as the earlier call,” Cruz said.

“I want it traced,” Sam said, writing down the exact time the call had come through the department’s voice-mail system.

“You rang,” Archie said as he came in looking as tall, dark and handsome as always. “I had a note to call you because that text you asked us to trace led to a throw-away phone.”

“Figures. Listen to this.” After she replayed the message, Sam filled him in on what they needed and handed him the page with the time.

“I’m on it,” Archie said, flying out the door.

“So we’ve got bodies we haven’t found yet,” Sam said. “That’s just fabulous.”

Detective Arnold came to the door. “Lieutenant, your father is on line four. He says it’s urgent.”

“My dad’s in the hospital.”

Arnold shrugged. “Sounded like him to me.”

Sam picked up the phone and punched the flashing number four. “Dad?”

“Sam, you need to get over here right away.” His voice was congested and strained, but it was definitely Skip Holland. She dropped into her chair, overcome with relief at the sound of his voice.

“Dad,” she said softly. “It’s so good to hear your voice. You’ve had us so worried.”

“We can talk about all that later, baby girl. This is about the case. I saw your press conference this morning, and I think I might know who your perp is.”

“Who?”

“Come. Quickly.”

“On my way.” She put down the phone and grabbed her portable. “Cruz and Gonzales, come with me.”

“Wait a minute,” Hill said. “Where’re you going?”

“To see my dad in the hospital,” Sam said. “Is that okay with you?”

“Why’re they going with you?” he asked, gesturing to Gonzo and Cruz.

“Because they’re friends with my dad. Is that okay with you?”

Hill kept his hands on his hips as he eyed her with suspicion. His crisp white dress shirt stretched taut over a broad chest. In another life, Sam might’ve found him attractive—that is if he hadn’t been a Fed and if she hadn’t been married to the love of her life.

“Let’s go,” Sam said.

The three of them ran from the pit and were in the lobby when McBride and Tyrone came through the main door.

“Lieutenant,” McBride said. “I really need to speak with you. It’s somewhat urgent.”

Wasn’t everything somewhat urgent today?

“I need an hour. Maybe two. Can we do it then?”

The two detectives exchanged glances.

Sam turned to Gonzo, who most likely would be promoted to detective sergeant when the list was posted any day now. “You take care of them.”

“It, um, it needs to be you, Lieutenant,” Tyrone said, shifting from one foot to the other.

Sam felt like she was made of clay and being pulled in every possible direction.

“Does it involve the current spate of homicides?”

“No,” Jeannie said. “It’s about the cold case.”

“I’ll be back in an hour. We’ll do it then.” To Gonzo and Cruz, she said, “Let’s go.”

On the way to GW, Sam ran the case through her mind every which way, but nothing clicked for her. Leave it to her paralyzed, pneumonia-weakened father to emerge from his illness as sharp as ever. Thank God, she thought, blinking back tears when she thought of how close they’d come to losing him.

In the rearview mirror, she noticed Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum following close behind her in a squad car. She’d totally forgotten they were tailing her.

“My father wants to see me,” Freddie blurted out, breaking the tense silence in the car.

“What?” Gonzo said from the backseat. “When did this happen?”

Freddie brought him up to speed on what had happened recently and told them both about the two late-night conversations with his mother.

“Wow,” Sam said. “What’re you going to do?”

“I told my mother I’d see him. She seems to really want me to, and after everything she’s done for me…” He shrugged.

“God, man,” Gonzo said. “I can’t imagine how weird that must be for you. The guy disappears off the face of the earth twenty years ago and then reappears with a story about being mentally ill.”

“So you think it’s a story?” Cruz asked. “That’s what I thought too.”

“No,” Sam said. “I don’t believe that. Why would he make that up? Especially knowing what you do for a living. It’s not like you couldn’t do a little digging and verify his story. We’re all trained to be cynical, but don’t let that carry over into your personal lives. There’s no place for it there. The guy wants to see his son. He wants to make amends. Don’t make it about anything other than that until you have reason to.”

“See?” Cruz said to Gonzo. “This is what I get to work with every day. She never fails to amaze me with her wisdom and spot-on advice.”

“Bite me, Cruz, and quit sucking up.”

“And she talks dirty to me. Life is good.”

Gonzo howled with laughter.

Sam choked back her own need to laugh. She wouldn’t give her partner the satisfaction. It would only encourage him. They parked at the hospital and hustled to Skip’s room on the fourth floor.

Celia, Tracy and Angela were with him when they arrived.

“Oh thank goodness you’re here,” Celia said. “He’s been driving us crazy wondering what was taking you so long.”

Sam stepped up to her father’s bedside as he looked up at her with blue eyes that were the exact same shade as hers. “Nice to have you back, Skippy.” She dropped her head to rest it on his shoulder. “Scared me,” she whispered.

“Sorry about that, baby girl. It’s gonna take more than a coupla nasty germs to take out your old man. Now, enough of the maudlin stuff. Let’s talk shop.”

“That’s our cue,” Tracy said, signaling her sister and stepmother to step out with her.

“No,” Skip said. “Stay. You girls might be able to help.”

“How so?” Ang asked.

“Let me lay out my theory. Tell me what you think.”

Sam stood up straight and took a step back so she could better see his face, but she kept a firm hold on his right hand, the one place below his neck where he retained some sensation.

“Melissa Morgan,” Skip said.

“No way,” Sam said, snorting with disbelief. “Come on! She’s a total drama queen but not a murderer.”

“Really, Dad,” Tracy added. “There’s no way.”

“Let me finish,” Skip said, choking on a cough.

Celia ran her fingers through his hair. “Take it easy, Skip. You shouldn’t get too worked up after being so sick.”

“If they would listen to me,” he said with a pointed look for Sam and her sisters, “I wouldn’t need to get worked up.”

“Girls,” Celia said sternly, “listen to your father.”

“Okay, Dad,” Sam said, deciding to humor him. “We’re listening. Lay it on us.”

“She went to Roosevelt High School and worked for Carl Olivo. Do you remember why she left that job?”

“Not off the top of my head,” Sam said as an itch of discomfort began to niggle at her.

“He fired her when her drawer kept coming up short. Remember how furious she was about that because she needed the job to pay for her dance classes? She had some big idea about being a professional dancer.”

“Yeah,” Sam said as it all came back to her. To be honest, after she and Melissa had a falling out a few years ago, she’d been so relieved to be rid of the nonstop drama, she’d barely given the woman a thought. “Then she wanted to be a doctor for a while.”

“That was before she flunked chemistry in high school,” Skip reminded her.

Sam sucked in a sharp deep breath. “Most of all she wanted to be famous, remember that? Famous dancer, famous doctor, famous actress.”

Tracy nodded in agreement. “She thought she was going to grow up to be some sort of star. We used to make fun of that.”

“Yes!” Sam said.

“I bet if you do a little digging, you’ll find out that Raymond Jeffries was her teacher.”

“Oh, my God,” Angela said. “So she’s going around systematically getting rid of everyone who’s ever done her wrong?”

Sam’s mind raced as she tried to process the possibility that someone she’d once considered a close friend was capable of mass murder. “What’s the connection to Crystal Trainer?”

“Not sure about that one or James Lynch, but I bet it won’t take you long to find it.”

“I know I’ve met Crystal somewhere before,” Sam said. “It was probably through Melissa.” Adrenaline zipped through her body as all the pieces began to fall into place.

“But what’s she got against you, Sam?” Tracy asked. “You two were always such good friends.”

“No, we weren’t,” Sam said. “She kept pulling these weird disappearing acts on me. The first time was after high school. She didn’t speak to me for years and then popped up and asked me to be in her wedding. Oh! Oh my God! That’s it! I met Crystal and her husband at Melissa’s wedding. That’s why they looked so familiar to me!”

“Remember the dress thing at her wedding?” Tracy asked.

“Yes!” Sam said, adding for the others, “She picked out this frilly, lacy dress and then accused me of trying to steal her thunder at the wedding because the dress looked good on me.”

“I remember you being so pissed about that,” Tracy said. “And then there was the incident with the ATM card.”

“Right,” Sam said, thinking back.

“What?” Angela asked.

“She got ahold of Sam’s ATM card and tried to use it to withdraw money from her account,” Tracy said. “The bank called Sam, asked her to come in and view the video, and she saw it was Melissa.”

“But when I confronted her, she denied it. That’s when I stopped talking to her.”

“I remember now,” Angela said. “You had to talk Dad out of pressing charges against her.”

“I was ready to nail her ass,” Skip said.

Sam turned to Freddie. “Was her name on the list of Trainer’s bimbos?”

“No Melissa Morgan, but there was a Melissa Woodmansee.”

“That’s her married name! What was her alibi?”

“She claimed to be out of town that day. She had train tickets to prove it.”

“I bet she never stepped foot on a train that day.” To Gonzo, she said, “Put out an APB for Melissa Morgan Woodmansee.”

“She’s not married anymore,” Skip said. “Celia and I ran into her mother at the grocery store a couple of months ago. She said Melissa got divorced, and her ex-husband got custody of her children.”

“We need protection on the husband and children immediately,” Sam said. “Justin Woodmansee. They lived in Gaithersburg the last I knew.” To Cruz, she said, “Use both names on the APB, but keep it off the airwaves. I want our people looking for her, but I don’t want her to know we’re on to her yet.”

“I’ll take care of that,” Cruz said, reaching for his cell phone.

“I still don’t understand why she has a beef with you,” Ang said. “She tried to steal from you, not the other way around.”

“Remember Debbie Donahue?”

Her sisters nodded.

For the sake of Gonzo and Cruz, Sam said, “A mutual friend of mine and Melissa’s had a cookout a couple of years ago and she invited me. I found out afterward that Melissa had asked her to have a party and invite us both. Melissa was looking for a way to talk to me again after years of silence. Poor Debbie didn’t know anything about all the crap Melissa had pulled on me. When I got there and saw that Melissa was there, I told Debbie I couldn’t stay—and I told her why. Melissa chased after me, but I refused to speak to her. I’d just had enough, you know?”

“I can understand that,” Tracy said. “I had no idea she’d pulled all that crap with you.”

“It was a total cry for attention,” Sam said. “Typical Melissa.” Sam shook her head. “I can’t believe she’d do something like this. To kill innocent people all because they did her wrong in some way.”

“She had an awful time with her parents, remember?” Angela said. “How many times did she run away from home when she was in high school and end up at our house?”

“Too many to count.” Sam leaned over her father’s bed and kissed his forehead. “It’s a good thing you got better when you did, Skippy. You’ve probably saved some lives today. Good work, Deputy Chief.”

He beamed with pleasure, which made Sam as happy as she’d been since before he got sick.

“Good work, Deputy Chief Holland,” Gonzo said, squeezing Skip’s right hand on his way out of the room.

“Thank you, sir,” Freddie said, saluting Skip before he followed Gonzo.

“Go to work, Lieutenant,” Skip said.

“See you at home, Dad.”

“I’ll be there.”

Sam left the room and had to take a moment to absorb the implications. Her friend, her once close friend, had become a serial killer. What did that say about Sam’s ability to judge people? And what did it mean that she’d needed her dad to connect the dots for her? She liked to think she would’ve figured it out eventually, but it would’ve taken a lot longer without his help.

As she navigated the hallways on her way to the parking lot, she ran through the whole thing in her mind and wondered how she could’ve missed it. Everything from the murders themselves to the threatening cards to the demand for Sam to spell out the case to the media was a classic Melissa cry for attention.

Gonzo and Freddie were waiting for her in the car, both talking on their cell phones.

“I’ve updated Malone,” Gonzo said when he ended his call.

“Good, thanks.”

“What’s our first move?” Freddie asked when he completed his call.

“I want to see her parents.” Sean and Frieda Morgan had always reminded Sam of fire and ice. Sean had a larger-than-life personality that mortified his daughter while his uptight, rigid wife tried to control Melissa’s every thought and action. Melissa was a combination of both, warm one minute and frosty the next. The three of them had fought over everything—Melissa’s clothes, her taste in music, her grades, her choice of friends. Sam remembered how devastated Melissa had been the summer before their junior year when her parents had moved her from Wilson High to Roosevelt, supposedly to get their daughter away from the influence of the group of kids she’d become friendly with at Wilson, including Sam.

Interestingly, Sam thought as she drove to the Morgans’ home several blocks north of Capitol Hill, that particular group had gone on to have successful lives and careers whereas Melissa had never figured out what she wanted to be when she grew up.

While she had a minute, she called Nick to bring him up to date.

“Wow,” he said when she’d laid out the case for him. “So you never thought of this woman as a possible suspect.”

“Not for one second, although once my dad put it all together for me, it made perfect sense.”

“Don’t beat yourself up, babe. Why would you think someone you once considered a close friend would be capable of this?”

“It’s so freaking obvious—now. If only I’d talked to her that night at Debbie’s. Maybe none of this would’ve happened.”

“If she was this unglued, it wasn’t just because of you.”

Sam wanted to believe him, but she couldn’t help but take some of the blame. “Are you out at the farm?” she asked, meaning the Leesburg home of his adopted parents, Senator Graham O’Connor and his wife Laine.

“Yeah. You should see Scotty riding. He’s come a long way in the last few weeks.”

Hearing the pride in his voice made her smile. “Do me a favor and stay put there for the night, will you?”

“Dream on, babe. I’m coming home to sleep with my wife.”

“I might not make it home tonight.”

“Either way, I’ll be there whenever you get home.”

“Leave Scotty there. I don’t want him anywhere near what’s going on here. Will you do that?”

“That’s not a bad idea. I’m sure Graham and Laine would be happy to have him.”

“I’d feel much better if he was out of the city. You too, but I’m not going to argue with you.”

“There’s a change.”

“Don’t get used to it. I’ve got to go. I’ll see you when I see you.”

“Let me know if I can help in some way.”

“You’ll be the first to know.”

“Be careful with my wife, Samantha. I love her very much.”

His softly spoken words made her insides go all soft and gooey. “Will do.”











Chapter 30
 



Nick ended the call and stashed the phone in his pocket. His every nerve felt raw and exposed after the story Sam had relayed about her former friend Melissa.

“Everything all right?” asked retired Senator Graham O’Connor, his close friend, mentor and surrogate father. They stood at the rail overlooking the practice ring where Scotty rode the gentle mare he’d befriended on his first visit to the farm weeks ago.

“Sam’s in the midst of a really weird case that apparently involves a former friend who’s got a grudge to settle against her.”

“So naturally you’re worried.”

“Seems like I’m always worried since she and I got together. I’m starting to accept it as a permanent fact of my life now.” Nick waved at Scotty as he trotted by. “He’s really gotten the hang of it.”

“He’s a natural. I’ve said that all along. All he needed was a bit of confidence.” Graham studied Nick. “You’re not yourself tonight. You weren’t even before the call from Sam. What’s on your mind, Senator?”

As Nick watched Scotty’s infectious joy on the horse, his heart ached a little when he thought of how badly he’d wanted to make the boy his son. “I talked to him about coming to live with Sam and me.”

“And?”

“He turned me down.”

“No.”

“I think it might be too late. He’s too old to start all over again with a new family. He’s happy with the one he’s created for himself at the home in Richmond.”

“That’s a load of horse pucky,” Graham said with a vehemence that surprised Nick.

“What’d you mean?”

“The poor kid is scared shitless—not of leaving his home or coming to live with the two of you. I’ve seen him with you guys. He loves you both with all his heart.”

“Then what is it?”

“He’s afraid if he allows you to see the full scope of his love for you and takes this huge risk to come live with you that you’ll change your mind about him at some point. Then where will he go?”

“But that’ll never happen!”

“You know that, and I know that, but does he? It has to be on his mind.”

Nick thought about the conversation they’d had in the restaurant. Had he come right out and told Scotty his offer was a forever proposition? Had he done a good enough job of letting Scotty know how much he and Sam had come to love him? If Graham was right, clearly he hadn’t.

“I’ll talk to him again.”

“Don’t give up on him. Maybe he needs to see that you mean it when you say you’re not going anywhere before he’ll feel comfortable to committing to a permanent arrangement.”

“That’s certainly a better scenario than the alternative.”

“It’ll all work out. He’d be damned lucky to have the two of you as parents. Don’t think he doesn’t know that.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“Anytime.” Graham returned his attention to the ring. “Thatta boy, Scotty. Show her you’re in charge. That’s the way.”

The winning grin Scotty sent to Graham went straight to Nick’s overcommitted heart. “Could I ask a favor?”

“Anything.”

“Would it be okay if I left him here with you and Laine for the night? Sam’s concerned about him being in the city with this investigation coming to a head.”

“Of course he can stay. We’d love to have him.”

“I’ll have to clear it with Mrs. Littlefield.”

“Make sure you refer to me as Senator O’Connor.”

Laughing, Nick said, “Will do. Thanks, Graham.”

Graham squeezed Nick’s shoulder. “Our pleasure, son.”

 
 

“My name is Terry, and I’m an alcoholic.”

From the third row of chairs in the church hall on Capitol Hill, Lindsey watched him intently, rubbing her sweaty palms on her jeans as her heart beat so fast she wondered if she might be having a heart attack. Why had she asked to come? What had she been trying to prove? That she could handle this better as an adult than she had as a kid?

She’d been to her share of AA and Al-Anon meetings. Heard her share of stories. Shed her share of tears. What the hell was she doing here again? Just as the panic was about to get the better of her, she looked up at him, met his gaze, and the eye contact calmed her. That was why she was here. Because of him. For him. But for her too. She needed to hear his story.

“For years,” he said with a self-deprecating grin that didn’t quite reach his dark eyes, “I was the heir apparent, the one slated to run for my father’s Senate seat when he retired after forty years. While I waited for my turn, I was given the Ivy League education and the pampered life of a rich man’s son. After college, I went around this town with a sense of entitlement. That Senate seat was mine. I’d been groomed for it all my life. I’d earned it just by being born, and the powerful people in this city sucked up to me because they knew my day was coming. I was invited everywhere. I had all the women I could handle. My campaign war chest was fat with cash. I was the next senator from Virginia, and I had the world by the balls as my father’s final term wound down. Everything in my life had led me to this moment, and nothing was going to stop me. Until one night three weeks before I was due to declare my candidacy, I got loaded with a couple of college friends and thought it would be a good idea to drive home afterward.”

Lindsey’s heart ached at the hurt she heard in his voice. Gone was the arrogance he’d begun with. It had been replaced by raw pain.

“I got caught on the 14th Street Bridge of all places.” He uttered an ironic chuckle. “You gotta love the symbolism. I was halfway between Virginia and Washington when the life I’d planned for myself went up in smoke. I was charged with driving under the influence, and my blood alcohol level was twice the legal limit. All the political influence in the world couldn’t get me out of that. Overnight I went from the anointed one to persona non grata. I didn’t just stumble. I went into free fall. The same people who’d clogged my phone with messages the day before my arrest acted like I had leprosy the next day. My mug shot was all over the Washington papers. The same news programs that had once fought to book me now mocked me. The silence from my ‘friends’ was deafening.”

At some point, Lindsey became aware that he was speaking directly to her. Even though she was undone by his naked honesty, she couldn’t look away from his intense gaze.

“Worst of all, however, was my father’s disappointment. The only thing I’d ever really wanted was to make him proud of me. I’ll never forget, for the rest of my life, the look on his face when he came to bail me out of jail. Even my mother couldn’t seem to look me in the eye. When everyone else seemed to have abandoned me, my good friends whiskey and beer were there for me. The three of us became the very best of friends.” Terry paused, took a drink of water and still, he never took his eyes off her.

“My father turned away from me, and suddenly my younger brother was the heir apparent even though he had absolutely no interest in running for elected office. He was the co-owner of a successful business and wanted nothing to do with politics. However, our father is a persuasive man, and when he wants something, it’s damned difficult to say no to him. My brother finally buckled under enormous pressure and agreed to run. He had just turned thirty, so he barely qualified. On the night my brother declared his intent to seek the office our father had held for four decades, the office that was supposed to be mine, I drank myself into a blackout for the first time.”

Tears rolled unchecked down Lindsey’s face.

“Of course my brother won. With my father’s machine behind him, he was almost unbeatable. I don’t remember much of the next five years. All I cared about was getting drunk and staying drunk so I didn’t have to watch my brother do the job I should’ve been doing—the job he didn’t even want. The job I’d wanted with every fiber of my being. I was a constant source of disappointment and shame to my parents and family. My father got me a job at a lobby firm downtown. They gave me an office and a title but nothing of any substance to do. That gave me plenty of time—and money—to feed my addiction. And feed it I did. I lost entire days to blackouts. I often woke up in strange places with strange people and had absolutely no idea how I’d gotten there. I was completely and totally out of control. After a couple of years of this my parents and siblings stopped trying to get me to stop. They quit begging me to seek treatment. They left me to find rock bottom all on my own.”

Lindsey brushed frantically at the tears that cascaded down her face.

“And then my brother was murdered in his Washington apartment, and I was considered a prime suspect in part because he was killed on the eve of his first major legislative victory. I was outraged by the accusation that I could’ve had something to do with the murder of my own brother, but why not me? People have killed for a lot less than the kind of jealousy I’d harbored for years by then. I was questioned by the police and was unable to tell them who I’d spent the night with, because I couldn’t remember. I knew I’d been with a woman, partied with her, had sex with her, but I couldn’t remember a single thing about her or where we’d been. So here I was with plenty of motivation and no alibi.

“If I thought I’d disappointed my father before, that was nothing compared to this. On the day my brother was killed, when he realized I couldn’t produce my alibi witness because I’d been too drunk to remember her, he looked at me with such disdain and revulsion. I have no doubt he was thinking that if he’d had to lose one of his sons, why couldn’t it have been this loser rather than the golden boy who was such a source of pride to him. To be honest, I couldn’t blame him. I would’ve felt the same way in his shoes. I spent the next few days frantically trying to retrace my steps that night. I went to all my usual places, talked to the bartenders, the people I drank with all the time. No one could remember seeing me leave with a woman. I went days without a drink, and the withdrawals nearly killed me. My hands were shaking so hard I could barely drive, and I was awake for four days straight, gripped in utter panic.”

He took a deep breath, and Lindsey noticed his hands were trembling, but still, he never looked away from her. “The reason I was so panic-stricken is because I couldn’t say for sure that I hadn’t killed my brother. It wasn’t like I hadn’t wished him dead a couple thousand times since he ‘stole’ my life. It wasn’t like I hadn’t fantasized about what it would be like to choke the life out of him so that maybe my father would once again look at me the way he used to. By then I’d rewritten history so that it was my brother’s fault my life had fallen apart. He was the root of all evil. My first thought upon hearing my brother had been killed was oh God, did I actually do it? The lowest point, my rock bottom, was when the police hauled me out of my parents’ home at dawn and arrested me for suspicion of murder. As if my parents weren’t going through enough planning a funeral for their younger son. Now their older son was looking at murder charges for killing his brother. I spent ninety of the longest minutes of my life being interrogated by one of the best homicide detectives in the nation, and the whole time I was proclaiming my innocence I wasn’t entirely sure I was innocent. Other than vague recollections of a party and a woman, I couldn’t remember a single thing about that night.

“Luckily, the police didn’t have a shred of evidence tying me to the crime. Later I heard the woman I was with that night came forward after she saw on the news that I’d been arrested. I still don’t know her name or what she looks like or where we were that night. I was released from custody and sent home to join my family for my brother’s funeral. My brother’s best friend and chief of staff was tapped to complete the last year of his Senate term. I went to his swearing in because I knew my parents expected me to be there, and I was tired of disappointing them. Afterward, the new senator took me aside and asked me a question that, to this day, I still can’t believe. He asked me to be his deputy chief of staff. He said he wanted my political acumen on his team. After I picked myself up off the floor and started breathing again, I accepted his offer. It came with one condition—thirty days in-patient alcohol rehab or no deal. I took the deal and spent sixty days in rehab, just to make sure I was ready to face life without booze.

“I haven’t had a drink in the nearly one hundred days since my brother was murdered. I finished rehab and started my new job, which also includes running the senator’s campaign for reelection. I’m back in the game I love. I get up every day with a sense of purpose I’ve never had before. I have new people in my life.” He paused to collect himself. “I have new people who make me feel things I’ve never experienced before. My father calls me every day to find out what I’m working on and to talk about the issues. He values my opinion, and I value his wisdom. He no longer looks at me as if I’m the biggest disappointment in his life. I can’t imagine any scenario in which I’d start drinking again or return to the go-nowhere life I was leading before. I’ve learned that no one is entitled to anything, and that the best things in life are love and respect and hard work. This program saved my life, and I’m grateful every day for the life I have now. Thanks for listening.”

The gathered group applauded as Terry returned to his seat next to Lindsey. She didn’t trust herself to look at him just then, so she reached for his hand and held it between both of hers.

 
 

“You looked great out there today, buddy,” Nick said as he supervised Scotty washing up for dinner. He’d just spent an hour on the phone with Christina and Terry, rearranging his campaign appearances per the request of the Capitol Police. “Graham says you’re a natural on a horse.”

The boy’s face lit up with pleasure at the compliment. “Really?”

“Yep, and he knows what he’s talking about.”

“They told me I should call them Graham and Laine, but I don’t feel right doing that. Mrs. Littlefield says it’s disrespectful to call adults by their first names, especially older people.”

“You call Sam and me by our first names.”

“That’s different.”

Leaning against the vanity in the bathroom, Nick crossed his arms. “How is that different?”

“It’s you and Sam. You’re different.”

A warm sense of rightness filled Nick as he studied the boy he’d come to love so much. “Is that so?”

“Uh-huh.” He ventured a glance up at Nick. “I was thinking about what you said. Yesterday.”

Play it cool, Nick thought. “What about it?”

“Well, there’s something I want to ask you, but I don’t want you to think I’m taking advantage of you or anything because we’re friends. You’ve already done so much for me.”

“Whatever it is, all you have to do is ask. I’ll never think you’re taking advantage of me. Why do you think I asked you to come live with me? Sam and I want to do everything for you.” So much for playing it cool.

“That’s so nice of you. I still can’t believe you guys feel that way about me.”

“Well, we do, and here’s something else you need to know—our love and our friendship is forever. No matter what you decide about coming to live with us, we’ll always be there for you in whatever capacity you want.”

“That’s really cool,” Scotty said softly, his big brown eyes shining with unshed tears.

Looking to lighten the moment, Nick ruffled his dark hair. “Now, take advantage of me. What do you want to ask?”

Scotty hesitated for a moment and then took a deep breath. “One of my friends at school is going to this insanely cool baseball day camp in D.C. this summer. It’s three weeks, and I’m sure it’s too expensive—”

“Of course you can go. I don’t care how much it costs.”

“That’s not a responsible answer. Mrs. Littlefield says you should always know how much something costs before you agree to buy it.”

Laughing, Nick couldn’t resist the urge to hug the boy. “Mrs. Littlefield is absolutely right about that.”

Scotty’s arms encircled his waist, and he held on tight. Nick hoped he’d never let go. “If it’s okay with you guys, maybe I could stay with you and Sam during the camp, and we could see how it goes?”

“Yes, buddy,” Nick said, closing his eyes tight against the emotional wallop. “We’d love that.”

 
 

Sam pulled up in front of the Morgans’ home, a place where she’d once spent a considerable amount of time, although she’d never felt entirely comfortable there.

“What’s the plan?” Freddie asked.

“I’ll go to the door and act like I was in the neighborhood,” Sam said. “See if I can find out where Melissa might be.”

“What if she’s in there waiting for you?”

“She won’t be.”

“And how do you know that?” Gonzo asked.

“That would be too anti-climatic,” Sam said, in the zone and tugging the thread her father had given her. “She’d want a big scene, something dramatic. A standoff at her parents’ house won’t feed her narcissistic need for glory.”

“Still,” Freddie said, “I don’t think you should go up there alone.”

“Fine. Stand outside the car and provide backup, but stay out of sight.” Sam got out of the car and headed up the front stairs to a spacious porch decorated with white wicker furniture and pots full of colorful blooms. She knocked on the door and tried to peek in a window, but couldn’t see through the sheer curtains.

After she knocked again, she looked around at nearby houses. An older woman was watering plants on the porch next door.

“Haven’t seen them around in a couple of days,” the woman said.

“Is that unusual?”

“Somewhat. They normally tell me if they’re going to be away so I can water their plants and take in the mail. We do that for each other. Have for thirty some years now.”

“Has their daughter been around at all?”

The woman’s sunny smile turned to a frown. “Not that I’ve seen. Why, is something wrong?”

“We’re not sure.” Sam showed the woman her badge. “Would you happen to have a key?”

“Why yes, but I don’t know…” She fussed with the collar of her housedress. “I wouldn’t feel right letting a stranger into their home.”

“I’m a police officer, ma’am. Lieutenant Sam Holland with the Metro Police Department.”

“Oh! You’re the one who married that handsome senator!”

Sam felt her face heat up. “Yes, ma’am.”

The woman leaned over the rail of her porch. “Is he as handsome in real life as he is in the pictures?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I thought so.” She fanned her face. “You’re a lucky gal.”

“Yes, I am. Now, about that key?”

“Since I feel like I know you, I’m sure the Morgans wouldn’t mind if I let you in. I’ll be right back.”

As she scurried off, Sam turned to find Freddie and Gonzo crippled with silent laughter. “Shut up,” Sam said through gritted teeth.

“Soooo famous,” Gonzo said.

“I said to shut up.”

“Personally, I think he’s more handsome in the pictures than he is in person,” Freddie deadpanned.

Sam flipped him the bird, which set the two of them off again. It was her lot in life to be surrounded by clowns.

The neighbor returned and came down her stairs, nodding to Freddie and Gonzo as she made her way next door. She joined Sam on the Morgans’ porch and produced the key.

“I’m going to need you to wait out here,” Sam said. “Just in case.”

“In case of what?”

“I don’t know yet.” An uneasy sensation worked its way down her spine, and Sam had learned to trust those feelings. She inserted the key in the door and pushed it open. The stench of death smacked her square in the face.

Apparently, the neighbor smelled it too because she gasped and let out a squeal of dismay.

“Cruz, Gonzales,” Sam said, “please take care of her and call for backup. Now.” With her hand over her mouth and nose, Sam stepped into hell. If Melissa’s other murders had been marked by their sparseness, here she’d gone for high drama as if to leave no doubt that these people were, in fact, murdered. Blood stained the floors, walls and carpeting.

Mr. Morgan lay prone in the front room his wife had always reserved for company. From what Sam could see, he’d been bludgeoned with a blunt object.

Breathing through her mouth, Sam ventured farther into the house where nothing much had changed in the twenty years since she’d last been there. She found Mrs. Morgan, also bludgeoned, in the kitchen. On the floor next to her was a two-foot piece of metal pipe covered with blood and brain matter.

Sam was overwhelmed by sadness. They’d been difficult, rigid parents, but no one deserved this. “Oh, Melissa,” Sam whispered. “Why?”

“Holy Moses,” Freddie said when he joined her and took in the carnage. “Quite different from the others, huh?”

“I was just thinking the same thing. She wanted there to be no doubt here.”

“Gonzo got word from patrol that Melissa’s ex-husband and children are out of town on vacation this week.”

“And the source is certain they actually went on the trip?”

“Drove them to the airport.”

“Thank goodness,” Sam said. “That vacation probably saved his life, if not all of them.”

They took photographs of the victims and worked the scene in silence until Lindsey McNamara joined them.

“What’ve we got?” she asked.

Sam asked Freddie to start a canvass of the neighborhood before she brought Lindsey up to speed on the case and what they’d learned about Melissa.

Lindsey took it all in without comment and went right to work, first on Mrs. Morgan and then, after her body had been removed from the home, Mr. Morgan. “I’d estimate the time of death as sometime early yesterday. I can narrow it down for you when I get them back to the lab.”

“Everything all right, Doc?” Sam asked.

Lindsey looked up at her. “Why do you ask?”

“You seem a little preoccupied.”

Lindsey returned her attention to Mr. Morgan.

“Have you seen Terry?”

Lindsey nodded. “You could say that.”

“Ohhh, well… How was it?”

“Astounding.”

Sam started to laugh but reined in her amusement in deference to where they were and what they were doing. “I’m glad for you. Both of you.”

“I went with him to an AA meeting today and heard his story.” She looked up at Sam, her expression fraught with emotion. “I had no idea what he’d been through. The best part was he totally owned it, you know? No excuses, no woe-is-me stuff.”

“That’s promising.”

Lindsey nodded. “I was afraid I’d hear a litany of excuses and blame passing like my father used to do, but there was none of that.”

“He seems to have really turned his life around. I just wonder…”

“What?”

“He hasn’t been out of rehab all that long. I’d hate to see you hurt if he relapses.”

Lindsey stood and tugged off her latex gloves. “I guess I have to own that possibility. At least I’m going into it with my eyes wide open.” She gestured for her assistants to go ahead and remove the body.

“I hope it works out for you,” Sam said as they watched Mr. Morgan be removed from the house.

“I guess we’ll see.”

Sam turned the house over to crime scene detectives and met Malone, Gonzales and Cruz at the curb. She brought Malone up to date. “We need to keep the fact that we’ve found her parents out of the media,” Sam said with a meaningful look for Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum, who were wide-eyed and white-faced after watching the bodies be removed from the house.

“I’ll take care of that,” Malone said.

“What’s the plan, L.T.?” Gonzo asked.

“Give me a minute,” Sam said. “Let me think.” Pacing the sidewalk in front of the Morgans’ home, under the watchful eyes of her colleagues and the Morgans’ neighbors, she thought about the woman she’d once known so well, the woman she’d once counted among her closest friends until being her friend had become too much work.

While she paced, Malone talked to the neighbors, probably asking them not to speak to the media.

She and Melissa had been silly teenagers together, suffered through crushes and first loves together, and shared just about every detail of their lives with each other until the day when it all stopped for no apparent reason. Melissa quit returning Sam’s calls and put an end to their friendship for reasons Sam hadn’t understood then and still didn’t understand now.

Then, several years later when they were in college, Melissa reappeared and acted like nothing had ever happened. She told Sam she was getting married and asked her to be a bridesmaid in the wedding. Sam had been surprised—and saddened—that Melissa had no other friends she was closer to by then. Even though she hadn’t wanted to be in the wedding, she’d gone along with it. That was where she’d met Crystal and Jed Trainer. The memory was sharper now that Sam recalled where the meeting had occurred. Crystal had been a college friend of Melissa’s. Sam wondered if she too had grown tired of the drama that came with being Melissa’s friend and paid for that with her life. Tomorrow, she’d ask Jed Trainer about that and get the details of his affair with Melissa.

After her wedding, Melissa kept in sporadic touch over the next few years. When Sam married Peter, she invited Melissa to the wedding, but she’d refused to attend because Sam hadn’t asked her to be in the wedding party. This next time she reappeared, she’d gained twenty pounds and had two children she was having trouble managing. Her marriage wasn’t working, and the husband she’d been so wildly in love with had turned into a major disappointment—or so she said.

Sam had endured a couple of visits with Melissa and her unruly children. This time when Melissa pulled her disappearing act, Sam was almost relieved. She’d been busy getting her career in the police department off the ground, and the last thing she needed was Melissa’s brand of drama.

Years had passed before Melissa once again reappeared, asking Debbie to orchestrate the meeting after Sam ignored several phone calls from Melissa. Once Sam realized that Melissa had manipulated her and Debbie, she’d left the party without a word for Melissa. She hadn’t seen or heard from her since, but couldn’t help but wonder at the timing of Melissa’s killing spree, weeks after the wedding Sam hadn’t invited her to.

As that staggering thought registered, Sam came to a halt in front of her three colleagues. “I need to see Amanda Lynch.”











Chapter 31
 



After waiting four hours for her to reappear, Jeannie and Will gave up on Sam coming back to talk to them about the Fitzgerald case.

“You think she knows we need to tell her something she doesn’t want to hear about her dad?” Will asked as they shared a sandwich at eight o’clock that night in the conference room.

“I doubt it’s even on her radar. She gave me the case because she wanted to get me back to work but didn’t want it to be high stress and pressure the way an active case would be. If she’d known how he basically bungled this case, she never would’ve asked us to look into it.”

“True. Everyone knows how tight the two of them are.”

“Um, excuse me, Detective McBride?”

Jeannie wiped her mouth and got up.

“I’m Sam’s sister Tracy. We met at the shower?”

“Yes, of course. Come in. My partner Will Tyrone.”

Tracy nodded to Will. “Nice to meet you.”

“What can we do for you?” Jeannie asked, ushering Tracy into a chair.

“Sam’s not here, is she?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Good,” Tracy said, folding and unfolding her hands.

“Is everything all right, Tracy?”

“Sam told me she asked you to look into the Fitzgerald case.”

“That’s right.”

“I wondered…Were you able to learn anything new about what might’ve happened to Tyler?”

“We have our suspicions,” Jeannie said, glancing at Will. “But nothing we can prove.”

“My dad worked really hard on that case.”

“We could tell that from his notes.”

“It was…a, uh, a rough time for him.”

This was now the second time she’d heard that, Jeannie thought. “How do you mean?”

“This is all off the record right? You won’t tell Sam?”

Jeannie shifted her gaze to Will and then back to Tracy. “You’re putting us in a tough spot asking us to keep things from our lieutenant. I get that she’s your sister, but—”

“I understand, and I know I shouldn’t even be here, but…I wanted you to know… My father was going through some stuff during that case. It had nothing to do with the case or work.” Tracy took a breath and seemed to be fighting for composure. “That was the first time my mother left him. I heard them fighting. She accused him of all kinds of things. She said he’d been unfaithful, that he’d been drinking too much, that he was married to his work. I remember her saying she couldn’t live like that anymore.

“The next day when we woke up she was gone. Dad said she went away on a trip with her girlfriends, and my sisters bought that, but I knew that wasn’t where she was. He was a mess for weeks afterward, all during the Fitzgerald investigation. I heard him on the phone saying he had a suspect but couldn’t make a case against the person. He said if he was able to nail that person it would destroy the Fitzgerald family even more than they already were. He sounded so terribly torn. I don’t know what any of it meant. I only know what I heard.”

She cleared her throat and looked up at them. “I have no idea what you’ve learned about the investigation, but I wanted you to know my dad always tried to be a good cop and a good man.”

“We haven’t found anything to the contrary,” Jeannie said, telling Tracy what she needed to hear. “Sam doesn’t know about any of this?”

Tracy shook her head. “She idolizes him. I’d never take that away from her, and I hope you won’t either. The way people treat him here…it sustains him since the shooting.”

“We’ll keep the information you’ve shared out of the report,” Jeannie said.

“I appreciate that. My father has given so much to this department.”

“Yes, he has. We’re relieved to hear he’s feeling better.”

“We are too.” Tracy stood up to go. “Thank you for your time and discretion.”

“Thanks for coming in. You’ve given us a lot to think about.”

After Tracy left the two detectives sat in silence for a long time, processing what they’d been told.

“What the hell do we do now?” Will asked.

“Damned if I know.”

 
 

Sam dropped Freddie and Gonzo at HQ to begin tracking down Melissa and headed for Woodley Park. At the Lynch home, Sam found Amanda in the care of her sister. They’d just returned from picking out a casket for Mr. Lynch, and judging from Amanda’s ravaged face, she hadn’t slept since Sam saw her the day before.

“I’m sorry to bother you again, Mrs. Lynch,” Sam said, “but I have a couple of follow-up questions that couldn’t wait.”

Amanda waved a hand in a helpless gesture that tugged at Sam. What did she care if Sam had questions? Her life had been destroyed, and nothing Sam said or did would ever change that. Putting herself in Amanda’s place made Sam feel sick, so she didn’t allow herself to go there.

“Do you know a woman named Melissa Morgan?”

Amanda thought about it for a minute and then shook her head. “The only Melissa I know is a Melissa Woodmansee.” Her face clouded. “A total bitch who came on to my husband, and when we confronted her about it, she tried to blame us for her husband leaving her.”

Sam’s heart sank. She’d known there was a connection, but hearing it spelled out made her ache for what she’d have to tell Amanda.

“What?” Amanda asked. “You know something. Tell me. Please.”

Sam took a deep breath and reached for Amanda’s hand. “We have reason to believe Melissa killed your husband.”

Amanda Lynch’s keening wail brought tears to Sam’s eyes. In the past, she’d always empathized with the loved ones of any murder victim. But now that she had Nick, she had a whole new level of sympathy for victims like Amanda, who’d lost the love of her life.

“Why?” Amanda asked, her eyes searching Sam’s for answers she didn’t have. “Why would she kill my Jimmy? We hadn’t seen her in years!”

“Because you shut her out. You stopped talking to her.”

“Of course I did! She tried to get my husband to sleep with her. We were disgusted that she thought she could take him away from me. She had no idea how much he loved me, how much we loved each other.” A sob hiccupped through her. “She had no idea.”

“I knew her too. Years ago. I also stopped talking to her.”

“Did she come after your husband too?”

The question was a knife to Sam’s heart. As she shook her head it registered that Nick’s trip to Boston with Scotty had quite possibly saved his life. Her heart ached, and her stomach lurched at the thought of it. “She broke into my house and shredded every piece of clothing I have, including my wedding gown.”

Amanda grimaced with dismay. “She’s sick. I always told Jimmy something was wrong with her, but he said she was just a drama queen.”

“He was right about that.” Sam squeezed the other woman’s hand. “I’m going to get her—for you and for Jimmy and for all the other people whose lives she’s ruined.”

“Whatever you do, don’t let her take your husband, Lieutenant. I wouldn’t wish this pain on anyone.”

“She’ll have to go through me to get to him.”

Sam had Nick on the phone before she was through the Lynchs’ front door. “Where are you?” she asked, filled with relief at the sound of his voice.

“On the way home from the farm. How about you?”

“Still working. I need you to do something for me.”

“Anything.”

“Meet me at HQ.”

“This late? What’s up?”

“I’ll tell you when I get there.” Thankful that she’d reached him before he went home, Sam drove to HQ with one purpose in mind—getting to Nick and keeping him close until Melissa was in custody.

 
 

“I swear to God, it’s a sickness,” Sam said when she reached her office and saw that her husband had once again brought his anal retentiveness to her desk. In truth she was so happy to see him that he could’ve cleaned the place from top to bottom and she wouldn’t have cared. “You have a sickness.”

He flashed that grin that never failed to make her knees go weak. “You had it all cleaned up before the wedding. What happened?”

“Murder happened,” she said, bending to kiss him.

He hooked a hand around her neck and held her in place for a more serious kiss.

“No PDA at work, Senator,” she said, even though her eyes were closed and blood zinged through her veins.

When someone knocked on the door, Sam pulled away from him. She turned to find Jeannie McBride and Will Tyrone waiting for her along with an angry Agent Hill. “Shit,” Sam said when she saw McBride and Tyrone. “I was gone much longer than an hour, wasn’t I?”

“And from what I hear,” Hill said, “you weren’t at the hospital all that long.”

“What can I say? Duty called. We’ve got this one nailed, Agent Hill, so you can go back to Quantico or wherever you normally hang your hat.”

“I’m not going anywhere until Chief Farnsworth tells me I’m no longer needed here.”

“You’re no longer needed here, Hill,” Farnsworth said from behind him. “I was premature calling you in, but I appreciate your assistance.”

Sam sent Hill a smug smile. He left her with a glare and stormed out of the pit. She had a feeling she’d be seeing him again sometime.

“Lieutenant,” Farnsworth said, “I understand you’ve figured out who our murderer is.”

“Actually, my father did.” Sam filled him in on how Skip had connected the dots.

“Is that right?” Farnsworth said, his expression full of pride and pleasure. “The old man’s still got it, huh?”

“That he does, and thank God we’ve still got him.” To Jeannie and Will, Sam said, “You two have waited long enough to talk to me. Let’s go to the conference room.”

Jeannie looked at Will, and he nodded. “Actually,” Jeannie said. “We’ve gone over all the case files and re-interviewed witnesses. We were unable to add any new insight to the case.”

Disappointed, Sam took the stack of folders from Jeannie. She would’ve like to have been able to tell her dad they’d closed this one for him. “Well, thanks for trying. Never hurts to put new eyes on a cold case.”

“Lieutenant,” Farnsworth said in that stern voice he did so well, “please tell me you have a plan for arresting the woman who’s been murdering innocent people in my city.”

Sam flashed him a winning smile. “Of course I do, Chief.” Turning to Nick, she said, “We’re having a party, Senator.”

 
 

By the time all the plans were in place, contingency plans were considered and backup plans formed, it was after 1:00 a.m. They’d sent the pipe found at the Morgans’ house to the lab for analysis, but the report wasn’t back yet. Tracing her credit cards, Gonzo had found Melissa holed up in a motel outside of town, and Sam had ordered a couple of third-shift detectives to keep an eye on her. Sam would’ve preferred to arrest her tonight, but since they didn’t have a scrap of evidence tying Melissa directly to any of the murders, they needed a confession. Tapping into her understanding of how Melissa’s mind worked and her need for attention, Sam had hatched her plan.

Sam sent a text message to Melissa saying she was having a gathering of old friends so they could meet her new husband at four the next day and hoped Melissa could make it. She included her Ninth Street address. At the “party,” Sam intended to back Melissa into a confession. Sam ordered her team to report to her house by three o’clock the next day and sent them home, telling them to get some sleep.

“Will she try to kill again in the meantime?” Farnsworth asked after she’d laid out the plan.

“I don’t think so.” At least she hoped not. “The whole purpose of her vendetta was to get rid of the people who’d done her wrong in the past and to get my attention. I believe she saved her parents—and me—for last.”

“And if she doesn’t confess?”

“Then we’ll go with a plan B.”

“Which is what?”

“Don’t know yet, but if I need a plan B, I’ll get one.”

“Keep me informed.”

“Yes, sir.”

She was so tired that she didn’t put up much of an argument when Nick insisted on driving her home.

They were in the lobby on the way to the parking lot when Joseph Alvarez came through the main door.

“Oh God,” Sam muttered when she thought of what she’d have to tell this poor man about his son’s death.

“Lieutenant,” he said, surprised to see her. “I wasn’t expecting to find you here at this hour on a Saturday.” He glanced around the deserted lobby. “I couldn’t sleep. I was hoping maybe someone could tell me the latest on the case.”

“Mr. Alvarez, this is my husband, Nick Cappuano.”

The two men shook hands.

“Pleasure to meet you, Senator.”

“Likewise. I’m sorry for your loss.”

The expression of sympathy brought tears to the other man’s eyes. “Thank you.”

Sam gestured to a sitting area outside the door that led to the inner offices. “Nick, would you mind giving us a minute?”

“That’s not necessary,” Mr. Alvarez said. “No reason he can’t hear this. Heck, he probably already knows.”

Sam glanced up at Nick who fortified her with the empathetic gaze he sent her way.

When they were seated, Sam took a deep breath. “We know who killed your son.”

Taken aback by the news, Mr. Alvarez said, “Oh.”

In as few words as possible, Sam explained about Melissa backtracking to exact revenge for old hurts.

“But what’s that got to do with my Danny?” he asked, confused.

“Nothing at all,” Sam said softly. “I’m sorry to say he was in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Mr. Alvarez dropped his head to his chest and broke down.

Sam rested a hand on his shoulder. “He was a good kid, Mr. Alvarez. I couldn’t find a single person who had a bad thing to say about him. We suspected all along that this wasn’t about him.”

“Thank you.” He wiped the tears from his face. “I appreciate you working so fast to get me some answers. Doesn’t change anything, but it helps to know why.”

“I’ll get in touch as soon as we have her in custody.”

Mr. Alvarez stood and offered her his hand. “Thank you.”

Sam shook his hand. “I’m sorry again for your terrible loss.”

He shifted his eyes to include Nick. “Take good care of each other.”

“We will,” Nick said, standing to shake the other man’s hand again.

As Mr. Alvarez headed for the door, Sam let her husband put his arm around her and bring her in close to him even though she normally prohibited PDA at work.

“Brutal,” Nick said, brushing a kiss over the top of her head.

“Yes.”

“You did good, babe.”

“What do you even say in a situation like this?”

“He needed the truth, and you gave it to him.”

“Let’s go home. Please.”











Chapter 32
 



Hand-in-hand, they walked to the parking lot where Nick held the door to his car for Sam.

She slid into the buttery-soft leather seat and put her head back.

“What if she doesn’t show?” Nick asked as he drove them home.

“She’ll show. She’ll be too curious not to.”

“She has to know by now that you’re on to her.”

“Not necessarily. She thinks she’s been so clever—and to be honest, she has been. Other than her parents, these were clean, efficient executions with no evidence left behind. In her mind, she’s holding all the cards, and she’s got me chasing my tail, which is exactly what she wanted.”

They arrived at home, and Nick took her jacket to hang it in the closet while Sam glanced at the sofa where she would’ve tossed it.

“Was Scotty okay about staying at the farm tonight?”

“Are you kidding? He was thrilled. When I left Laine was teaching him how to make ice cream with an old-fashioned butter churner. He was loving every minute of it.”

“That’s great. I love that he’s having fun and trying new things.”

“I do too. You should see him on the horse. He’s gotten really confident. Graham says he’s a natural.” As he spoke, Nick kneaded the tension from her shoulders.

Her eyes fluttered closed as he chased away the tension.

“So get this—he asked me about going to a baseball camp here in the city for three weeks this summer and if it would be okay if he stayed with us.”

Sam’s eyes flew open and she spun around to face him. “Seriously?”

Nick’s face glowed with pleasure. “Yep. You should’ve seen how cute he was asking me about the camp. One of his friends from school is going, and that’s how he heard about it. He was worried about asking me because it’s supposedly expensive, and he was afraid I’d think he’s taking advantage of me.”

“I hope you told him you don’t give a fig about how much the camp costs.”

“I did, and I was told that’s an irresponsible answer.”

They shared a laugh that turned serious when their eyes met and held. “Is this really happening?” she asked in a whisper.

“God, I hope so. We’ll have to show him how great it could be living with us all the time.”

“We can do that. Is Graham taking him home tomorrow?”

He nodded. “I told Scotty we’d be down to see him next weekend.”

“Good. Something to look forward to.”

Nick took her hand. “Come with me. I have a surprise for you.”

“Is that a come-on line?”

Laughing, he led her upstairs to their bedroom. “Wait right here.” He crossed the hall and returned with the red-and-white polka-dot bikini she’d worn on their honeymoon. He’d liked it so much the first time he saw it, they’d ended up back in bed before they finally made it to the beach.

Sam smiled at the memory and wished she could close her eyes and be back in Bora Bora where everything was so much simpler. “I’m glad to see at least one thing escaped Melissa’s wrath.”

“It was still in the suitcase.”

“I told you there was no need to unpack the minute we got home.”

He tweaked her nose. “Go put this on and come with me.” Bending to kiss her, he added, “I know you’re beat, but trust me, you’ll like this.”

She had no doubt she’d like anything that had to do with him, especially when it put that boyishly handsome smile on his face. Sam went into the bathroom and changed into the skimpy bikini Angela had talked her into when they’d gone shopping for Sam’s honeymoon. At first Sam had thought it was too revealing, but Ang had assured her Nick would love it. She’d been right about that.

Sam brushed her hair and teeth before she rejoined him. He’d changed into one of the bathing suits he’d worn in Bora Bora, and Sam took a moment to admire his finely sculpted chest. “Mmm, that view never gets old.”

Embarrassed as always when she commented on his supreme hotness, Nick reached for her hand. “Close your eyes and come with me.”

“Where’re we going?”

“You’ll see. Keep your eyes closed. I’ve got you.”

Even though she’d go anywhere he chose to take her, she couldn’t make this too easy on him. “You know I don’t like surprises.”

“I promise you’ll like this one.”

They went upstairs to the empty loft that made up the top floor of the townhouse.

“What’s up here?” she asked, trying to figure out why she could suddenly smell the beach. It took all her self-control to keep her eyes closed so she wouldn’t ruin this for him.

“Stay right there a minute.”

Sam did as she was told, but it wasn’t easy. While she’d been totally wiped out just a few short minutes ago, now she was wide-awake and dying to see his surprise.

He came back a minute later, put his arms around her from behind and pressed a kiss to her neck that woke up some of her other parts. “You can look now.”

Sam opened her eyes and had to blink a couple of times when she saw that he’d transformed the loft to resemble their favorite beach in Bora Bora, complete with fake palm trees and a double-sized lounge chair similar to the one they’d enjoyed on their honeymoon. The only light in the room was an array of candles he’d arranged on a table next to the lounge. On one wall, the pictures they’d taken on their trip ran as a slideshow. Calypso music played in the background, the sound of which took her right back to the blissful days and nights in Bora Bora.

“You like?” he asked.

Sam was flabbergasted. “When did you do this?”

“I got the idea the other day when you said you’d give anything to go back to Bora Bora. I figured if we had this place tucked away up here, we could go back anytime we want to.”

Sam turned to him. “This is the best surprise ever. I love it, and I love you.” She went up on tiptoes to kiss him. “I have the best husband in the whole world.”

Pleased by her reaction, he hugged her. “I hope you’ll always think so.”

“I know I will. How’d you get it to smell like the beach?”

“Candles.” He produced a tube of sunscreen. “Do my back?”

Laughing, Sam took it from him and enjoyed every second of running her hands over his finely muscled back. “Turn around.”

His hazel eyes were heated when he turned to face her.

She took her time smoothing sunscreen on his warm skin, exploring every inch of the chest that dominated her fantasies. His belly quivered under the movement of her fingers, and the scent of the sunscreen took her right back to the beach.

Taking the tube from her, he said, “My turn.” He too took his time and set her on fire with the gentle movement of his fingers over her fevered skin, just like he had on their trip. More than once the application of sunscreen had led to passionate lovemaking.

“I don’t think I’ll ever look at sunscreen the same way after our trip.”

“Who knew it was such an aphrodisiac?”

He was making her breathless with the slide of his fingers over the tops of her breasts before moving to her belly and then to her legs. Sam was boneless by the time he was finished with her.

“There,” he said. “That ought to keep you from getting burned. Now, have a seat while I see about getting us some drinks.”

“No wait staff at this resort?”

“Just yours truly.”

In one corner of the big room he’d stashed a small refrigerator and blender.

“Jeez, you thought of everything! When did you have time to do this?”

“I couldn’t go back to sleep after you left the other night, so I got up and got busy. Only took a couple of hours. With everything open twenty-four hours these days, I had it all done and was at work on time. I couldn’t wait to show you.”

“Just when I think I’ve already seen the full extent of your awesomeness, you go and top yourself.”

He brought them each a frozen margarita and stretched out next to her on the lounge. “I shall seek to top myself for the next sixty years.”

Sam leaned over to kiss his cold lips. “I’ll look forward to that.”

As they sipped their drinks, they watched the slideshow and relived the exquisite beauty of Bora Bora.

“Does it bother you that it would never occur to me to do something like this?” Sam asked.

“If you did something like this, I’d think you were having an affair.”

“Hey!” she said, outraged and amused at the same time. He knew her so well. “I’m not that unromantic.”

“Um, yes you are, babe. But I wouldn’t have you any other way.”

“That sounds like a challenge to me.”

Nick snorted out a laugh. “Knock yourself out.” He took her drink and put it with his on the table next to the lounge. “Come here.”

“No, I’m mad at you.”

Still laughing, he tugged her to him, startling her when his cold hands made contact with her warm skin. His lips were just as cold but that didn’t keep Sam from arching into him as he focused on her neck. “This bikini makes me crazy. Any time you make me mad, which I expect to be often, put that on and all will be forgiven.”

“Is that so?” she asked, smiling.

“Oh yeah.” He sat up and, never taking his eyes off her, reached for his glass and took another sip of the frozen drink as he untied the bikini top to free her breasts. Bending his head he captured her nipple between ice-cold lips, making her gasp when he ran his equally cold tongue back and forth over the rigid tip.

The sensations were so overpowering Sam could barely breathe. As he kissed his way down the front of her, her entire body was on fire for him. Her fingers threaded through his hair. “Wait,” she said, breathless. “Come up here.”

“Not yet. Relax, babe. Let me love you.”

When he settled between her legs, her hands fell away from his hair and landed on either side of her hips. He ran his hands from her knees to inner thighs, opening her as he went. His lips followed the same path, focusing briefly on the juncture before moving to the other side.

Sam squirmed, trying to direct him to where she wanted him most, but he had his own agenda and refused to deviate. The second time he returned to the middle, he lingered, tonguing her through the fabric of her bathing suit. And then his hands were on her bottom, lifting her tighter against his hot mouth. He kept that up until she was on the brink and then backed off but only long enough to untie the bows at her hips and remove the two triangles of fabric that covered her.

Coming back for more, he hooked her legs over his broad shoulders, forcing them even farther apart. With his hands once again cupping her bottom to hold her where he wanted her, Sam had no choice but to go along for the ride as his tongue and lips worked their magic. And that was the only word to describe the way he made her feel—pure magic. He drove her crazy taking her to the edge and backing off until he finally zeroed in on the heart of her desire and sent her screaming into orgasm so intense it brought tears to her eyes.

Without giving her time to recover, he turned her over and kissed his way from her spine to the small of her back, restarting the tingling desire between her legs. She wouldn’t have thought it possible to come again so soon, but she’d learned not to underestimate him in that regard.

“Nick,” she said, the single word sounding almost like a sob.

“Can’t talk right now. I’m busy paying homage to your gorgeous ass.”

He shocked her senseless when he ran a finger down the cleft of her ass just as his lips once again found her clit, making her come again. Completing the assault on her senses he entered her from behind, taking her by surprise as he held her hips and surged into her in one deep stroke.

“Oh, God,” he said with a groan. “So hot.”

Only his arm around her waist kept her legs from collapsing. His free hand continued to explore the cleft of her ass as he pumped into her in long hard strokes. He kept it up until they came together in a combustible moment of utter harmony and then collapsed into a heaving pile on the lounge.

Sam held his hand to her chest and focused on getting air to her lungs. The aroma of beach and sunscreen and sex filled her senses while love for him filled her heart to overflowing. “Thank you for this.”

He kissed her shoulder and then her cheek. “My pleasure.”

 
 

Freddie woke up early on Sunday morning and turned over to cuddle up to Elin’s warm soft body.

“Why are you awake so early when you don’t have to work until later?” she mumbled.

“Why are you awake?”

Her hand covered his. “Because you are.”

“Sorry if I woke you.”

“It’s okay. What’re you thinking about?”

“Moving. Your place or mine?”

“I think we should find a place together and start fresh somewhere new.”

“That’s a good idea,” he said, pleased that she’d obviously given it some thought. “Speaking of starting fresh, I had a rather amazing conversation with my mother last night during which she said she’s been wrong to treat you the way she has and she wants the chance to get to know you better.” He waited expectantly, imagining what Elin would have to say about that.

“I’m glad for you that she’s decided to stop giving us such a hard time.”

“That’s not what I thought you would say.”

“What were you expecting?”

“Maybe something like ‘good for her, I’m not interested.’”

Elin turned over so she could see him. “I know how much you love her. I’d never say that. I love you too much to do that to you.”

Freddie felt like he’d been hit by a Taser. Hearing her say the words so freely and confidently was incredible. He cupped her face and leaned in to kiss her. “You want to say that one more time just so I can be sure I heard it right?”

“I love you, Freddie. I didn’t plan to love you, but you’re so damned persistent and kinda cute too.”

He furrowed his brows. “Just kinda?”

“I can’t tell you the truth. You’d be downright unlivable then.”

Thrilled with what she’d given him, he kissed her again and glanced at the clock. “I’ve got to go.”

“Where?”

“Church.”

“For real? We finally have a day when we can stay in bed and you’re going to church?” She ran a finger straight down the middle of his chest to his belly and below to let him know what he’d be missing.

His body responded predictably.

She wrapped her hand around his cock and stroked him. “You can’t miss one week?”

He stopped the movement of her hand. “I’m going to see my father after the service.”

She looked up at him. “You are?”

Nodding, he tried to ignore the sudden gallop of his heart at the thought of seeing his father after twenty years of silence.

“Could I maybe come with you?”

Surprised, he stared at her. “To church?”

“To church, to see your dad, the whole thing.”

“You really want to?”

“Yes, Freddie, I really want to.”

Freddie linked their fingers. “I’d like that.”











Chapter 33
 



By three-thirty, everything was ready. Food and drinks and music, all the signs of a party, and Sam was battling nerves. What if Melissa didn’t show? What if she came and Sam couldn’t get her to confess to the spate of murders?

Nick approached her from behind and got busy massaging the tension from her shoulders. He was so good at that and knew just where the stress collected. “I had you all loose before, and now you’re all locked up again.”

“I’m afraid I’ve played this one all wrong.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, if she doesn’t show—”

“Lieutenant,” Freddie said when he came into the kitchen, “we just got word from her detail. She’s on the move, fifteen minutes from here.”

Sam let out a sigh of relief. “Show time.” To Nick she said, “Would you mind letting everyone know?” The house was full of cops posing as party guests. “I need to speak to Cruz for a minute.”

“Sure.” Nick gave her a quick kiss and left her alone with her partner.

“What’d I do now?” Freddie asked, helping himself to a cream puff.

“You tell me. Why do you look weird in the eyes?”

He paused midchew and stared at her. “I do?”

Sam nodded. She watched him swallow the treat and wipe his mouth with a napkin. “Everything all right?”

“I saw my father today.”

“Oh man. How was it?”

“It was…you know…kind of overwhelming. He was just as I remembered, older of course, but still him.”

Sam crossed the room and put a hand on his arm. “I can’t imagine what that must’ve been like for you.”

“This one part of me wanted to be really mad with him, you know?”

She nodded. “I can totally understand that.”

“But then there was this other part of me, the ten-year-old I was the last time I saw him, who was thrilled that all he wanted to talk about was me and my life and my work and my girl. Elin came with me.”

“Sounds like he’s making a real effort.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Sure, it is. I guess my worry is what if I let him back in and he does it again?”

Sam thought of how many times she’d let Melissa back in only to get burned again. “I think you need to let him know that if it happens again, he won’t get a third chance.”

“So I just come right out and say that?”

“Why not? You’re not ten anymore. You can set your own rules this time.”

“That’s true.”

“For what it’s worth, I think you want to give him a chance. Don’t be afraid to take a risk. The payoff could be so worth it.”

“That’s good advice. Thanks. On the plus side, my mother has decided to give Elin a chance.”

“Good for her and good for you.”

Gonzo came into the kitchen. “She’s just about here, L.T.”

To Freddie, Sam said, “Let’s close this sucker.”

 
 

Melissa had gained a significant amount of weight since the last time Sam saw her. Her once shiny dark hair had been cut to an unfortunate length that only accentuated her pudgy face. Sam wasn’t sure she would’ve recognized her old friend if she’d run into her somewhere else. She’d once been stylish, but today she wore a bulky sweater over black pants.

“Hey,” Sam said, swallowing a burst of revulsion. “Come in. I’m so glad you could make it last minute.”

“I had other plans,” Melissa said stiffly, “but I was able to change them.”

Sam’s teeth ached from the effort it took to welcome a murderer into her home. All around them other officers were pretending to enjoy food and drink.

“I want you to meet my husband, Nick Cappuano.”

Nick moved to her side and extended his hand to Melissa. “Good to meet you. Sam has told me a lot about you.”

Melissa hesitated before she shook his hand. “She hasn’t told me anything about you, Senator, but of course I’ve read all about the two of you.”

The comment was another bit of insight into what had sent Melissa over the edge. She who’d always wanted to be famous wouldn’t like that Sam was getting so much attention.

“Can I get you a drink?” Nick asked, always the gracious host.

“No. I can’t stay long.” Melissa took a measuring look around the room, as if she hadn’t been there once before on a clothes-shredding mission. “Nice place.”

“Thanks,” Nick said.

“A lot of space for two people.”

Nick put his arm around Sam. “We hope it won’t be just the two of us for long.”

“I thought you couldn’t have kids,” Melissa said, seeming unhappy to hear otherwise.

The last thing Sam wanted to do was discuss her fertility struggles with this woman. “I thought so too. I found out otherwise recently.”

“Were you pregnant?”

Nick tightened his grip on Sam’s shoulder. “Briefly.” It still hurt so badly to think about the baby they’d recently lost. “How are your children?”

She shrugged. “With their father.”

“You don’t see them?”

“Occasionally. I heard your dad got shot.”

Boy, she was really going for the jugular. “Yes.”

“Did you get the guy who did it?”

“Not yet,” Sam said, forcing herself to keep her tone friendly.

“That must really get the goat of a rock-star detective like you.”

“It doesn’t make me happy that he’s stuck in a wheelchair when the person who shot him walks free.” Sam crossed her hands to keep from grabbing Melissa by the throat and beating the confession out of her. “How’re your parents?”

“Same as always,” Melissa said without missing a beat. “Carping at me about one thing or another. Nothing I ever do is good enough for them. Same old story.”

“My dad said he saw your mom recently in the grocery store.”

“She didn’t mention it.”

“Are you sure you don’t want something to eat or drink?”

Melissa turned away from them all of a sudden, startling Sam and Nick as well as the other cops in the room who were instantly on alert. “I have to go.”

“So soon?”

“I shouldn’t have come here.”

“Why not?”

“Because the last thing I want to hear about is your happy life with your handsome senator husband and your successful career. It’s enough to make me sick.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way.”

“Tell me something—why didn’t you want to be friends with me anymore?”

“Um, well, I got tired of you breezing in and out of my life like our friendship meant nothing to you.” Oh and the fact you tried to steal from me was a bit of an issue too, Sam thought, but chose not to say.

“It meant everything to me!” The room went silent as the others gave up the pretense of pretending they weren’t watching the two women intently. “You were the one person I always thought would be there for me no matter what, but you were just like everyone else. People pretended to be my friend, and then they’d just abandon me. I expected better from you.”

“I’m sorry I let you down.”

“That’s all right,” Melissa said with a deceptively angelic smile. “But I can’t let you have it all when I have nothing.”

“Melissa—”

She whipped off the bulky sweater to reveal a vest full of wires that Sam instantly recognized as a bomb. Melissa held the detonator above her head, waving it erratically.

“Clear the room,” Sam screamed. “Run!” No one moved, except Melissa who spun around to find a dozen weapons aimed at her.

“Isn’t it amazing what you can buy on the Internet these days?” Melissa asked.

“Sam,” Nick said, his voice tense. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“No.”

“Samantha—”

“See what it feels like to have nothing?” Melissa’s eyes glittered with insanity and rage and defiance. “I showed that rat bastard Jed Trainer what it feels like to lose everything. He made me promises. He never intended to leave her, the perfect little wife and mother. Too bad she was frigid in the bedroom. I showed him what he was missing.”

Sam forced air into her lungs as her heart beat erratically. Fifteen, no twenty, of her people were in the house. She couldn’t let them all be killed. Her mind raced with scenarios, but she couldn’t seem to get past the fact that Melissa Morgan was standing two feet from Nick with a bomb strapped to her chest.

“What did James Lynch do to you?” Sam asked, hoping to buy some time to figure a way out of this.

“He and his wife ruined my marriage. They said I came on to him, and my husband believed them and left me.” Melissa’s eyes glittered with evil. “Poor Jimmy cried like a baby when I forced him into that pool.”

Melissa continued to wave the detonator over her head, almost taunting Sam to come after it. “What’s the bad-ass star detective going to do now? If she can’t find the person who shot her own father, I hope none of you are counting on her to get you out of this alive.”

A shot rang out and blew Melissa’s left hand right off her arm.

She let out an inhumane shriek as blood spurted from the stump.

Nick lunged for the detonator as Gonzo took Melissa down at the knees.

“Call the bomb squad and the EMTs,” Sam ordered as she bent to free the weapon she’d stashed under her pants leg before the “party.”

“Already done,” Jeannie said from the kitchen. Assistant U.S. Attorney Faith Miller stood next to her, looking shell-shocked. Sam had asked her to be there to witness the confession she still planned to extract from Melissa.

Nick gently placed the detonator in Sam’s hand.

She knelt down next to Melissa who continued to scream as tears rolled down her face. “I bet that hurts.”

“You fucking bitch!” she sobbed. “You know it hurts!”

Sam reached out and put her hand on the wound, pressing hard to stop the bleeding and inflict maximum pain.

Melissa’s screams got even louder.

“You want it to stop hurting?”

“Yes,” Melissa said in a pleading tone. “Make it stop hurting. Please make it stop.”

“Tell me what you did to Crystal and Mr. Jeffries and your parents.”

“I won’t tell you. I’d rather be dead than go to jail.”

“No one’s going to die today,” Sam said, pressing harder. “So start talking or keep hurting.”

Paramedics appeared at the door, but Sam shook her head to keep them from coming in until she had what she needed to close the case.

“Give me something for the pain!”

“Not until you tell me what you did.”

“I hit Crystal with a hammer and pushed Mr. Jeffries over. It was so easy to pay them back for what they did to me.” A sob hiccupped through her as tears and snot wet her face. “My parents had it coming. They wouldn’t leave me alone. You had it coming too. You ignored me!”

Sam kept up the pressure on the wound. “What did Carl Olivo and Danny Alvarez do to you?”

“He fired me just because I took a little of his precious money. Do you know how much that place makes every day?”

Sam had what she needed so she released her hold on Melissa’s mangled arm. The other woman’s eyes bugged, and she let out a soundless scream as the blood began to flow again. Sam signaled to the paramedics to take over.

Turning to the others in the room, she said, “Who fired that shot?”

All eyes shifted to Freddie.

With his weapon still in his hand, his arm hung limply at his side, his eyes big with shock. It was, Sam knew, the first time he’d discharged his weapon in the line of duty.

“Freddie.”

“I shot her hand off.”

“Yes, you did, and you saved all our lives. Everyone in this room owes you a debt of gratitude.”

He got even paler, so Sam took the weapon from him, jammed it into the back of her jeans and pushed Freddie into a chair, holding his head between his knees. “Breathe.”

“I can’t believe I shot her hand off.”

Sam looked over and met Nick’s gaze.

He sent her a small relieved smile.

The house was soon crawling with detectives, bomb-squad officers and department brass. Sam and her team retold the story at least six times until the chief was satisfied he had a complete picture of what’d transpired.

“I understand Lieutenant Stahl wasn’t happy you missed another hearing,” Farnsworth said, clasping his hands behind his back.

“Yes, sir. Busting my chops seems to be his primary job description since he landed in IAB.”

“I took care of this latest situation, but see what you can do to stay out of his crosshairs going forward.”

Imagining Stahl’s reaction to Farnsworth’s interference made Sam want to giggle, which she went to great lengths to hide from the chief. “I will, sir.”

“Detective Cruz,” Farnsworth bellowed.

“Sir. Yes, sir.”

Poor Freddie was still pale and shaky, but Sam was bursting with pride over what her protégé had done.

“You believe the shot was justified?”

“Yes, sir, I do. The way she was waving that detonator around, she was going to kill us all.”

Farnsworth held out his hand. “I’ll need your badge and weapon.”

Freddie’s mouth fell open. “Sir? Why?” With trembling hands he turned over his badge.

Sam pulled his gun from the waistband of her jeans and gave it to the chief.

“Routine investigation,” Farnsworth said. “I expect that not only will you have them back in no time, but I see a commendation in your future. Well done, Detective.”

“Oh, um, thank you, sir.”

“Detective Gonzales also showed incredible bravery,” Sam said to Farnsworth. “He tackled her with no thought to his own safety.”

“Well done, Detective,” Farnsworth said to Gonzo, who seemed embarrassed by the praise. “Have your reports on my desk by twelve hundred tomorrow. Good work, everyone.” Pointing to the door, he added, “Lieutenant, the media awaits a statement.”

“Would you mind asking Darren Tabor to come in?” Sam said. “I owe him a favor.”

“As you wish, Lieutenant,” Farnsworth said with a fond smile for Sam. “On behalf of the department, I apologize to you and the senator for bringing this madness into your home.”

“Thank you, sir.”

He shook hands with every member of Sam’s team on his way out the door.

“Before you talk to Darren, I need a minute,” Nick said, taking Sam’s hand and half dragging her into the kitchen. Once there, he wrapped his arms around her so tightly that Sam had trouble breathing, but she didn’t dare complain. “Holy shit.” His voice was unsteady, and she could feel a slight tremor in his muscles. “Holy freaking shit.”

“Look at it this way—never a dull moment.”

That drew a reluctant chuckle from her husband. “Dull is boring and overrated.”

“I’d love the opportunity to find out.”

Tipping her chin up to receive his kiss, he said, “Not gonna happen in this lifetime, babe.”

Sam smiled and took a moment to enjoy the kiss, thankful she had a lifetime to spend with him.
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