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and
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Ithaca, for his time and

patience.


CHAPTER 1

His voice was heavenly. It flowed through her like a gentle wave, warming, and stroking her into serenity. When she was under its spell, she had a friend, a lover in the night.

She had no idea what he looked like. He was reputed to be a reclusive man, but she supposed that since he worked the graveyard shift, such seclusion was perhaps his survival. He had to sleep sometime.

But not now.

“It’s twelve fifty-four,” he told her in the deep, faintly husky drawl she had come to know so well, “six minutes before one and a chilly twenty-eight degrees outside my door on the kind of night made for a hot fire, a snifter of brandy, and love. You’re tuned to 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, for a little country in the city. We’re comin’ up on a string of six, kickin’ off with the latest from Alabama.” His voice grew more resonant, and much huskier. “This is Jared Snow in the heart of the night. Stay with me.…”

With a low half-moan, Savannah Smith closed her eyes. Propping her forehead on the eraser end of her pencil, she took a slow, measured breath. She liked Alabama’s music, but Jared Snow was better. She could listen to his soft, tomcat drawl all night, and she wasn’t the only one. She had heard enough wistful sighs in the ladies’ room of the courthouse whenever his name was mentioned to know that most females within the sound of his voice were similarly entranced. Women of all ages were seduced by his voice, yet during the intermittent moments when he stopped talking, each felt she was the only woman on his earth.

Scowling, Savannah opened her eyes and lowered the pencil. Somehow his ability to so affect women seemed like a crime even though his victims were willing. No one forced them to listen to him night after night. Certainly no one was forcing her, yet listen she did. Night after night.

It was not the smartest thing to do, she realized as she looked at the blank sheet of paper on which her pencil lay. She had work to do. She should have prepared this pretrial motion that afternoon, but Paul had asked her to cover for him at the press conference on the Tabor murder, and when Paul asked, Savannah answered. Not only was Paul DeBarr the state’s duly elected attorney general and her boss, but he was her friend. She knew the pressures he lived with. Whenever she could help him out, she did.

Unfortunately, by the time she’d returned to her office after the press conference, there had been a stack of telephone messages on her desk. She had farmed out some of them, but she had needed to answer most herself. When she finally pushed away the phone at six o’clock, she had developed a dreadful crick in her neck.

She was glad that the phone rarely rang at one in the morning. In fact, she realized, it had not rung once since she arrived home, which was something of a relief. Her sister, Susan, hadn’t called. More importantly, her father hadn’t called, which meant that Susan was, so far this night, behaving herself.

Of course, Savannah had no way of knowing if one of them had called earlier. After work she had gone to her aerobics class at the club for an hour, then returned to the office for a file she’d forgotten, and then she had been shanghaied by a contingent of the fourth estate to Payne’s Pub for drinks. It was ten o’clock when she got home. Her father and Susan would both have been well into their respective evening plans by then. Life in Newport was never dull.

Pushing away the blank pad of paper, Savannah rose from her chair and wandered idly across the den to the window. Her hand skimmed the graceful arc of the swags, but her attention was trained on the night. Benefit Street was dark, lit but faintly by the gaslights that flanked its curbs. There was no traffic. There wasn’t even a dog-walker in sight. Providence was asleep.

She should be, too, she told herself. But sleep did not come easily. Too many thoughts preoccupied her mind long after her body had wearied. She wondered if self-doubt came with age. She certainly had never lacked confidence before. From the time she had reached fifteen and realized that some women had careers, Savannah had known what she wanted to do. And she’d done it. She had attended college and law school, and then she had won an appointment to the attorney general’s office. She had been there for the past five years.

She was not tired of the job. One couldn’t possibly tire of a job where armed robberies, murders, and rapes were weekly cases. Savannah had her pick of the most challenging work. She couldn’t complain.

Still, something about her life bothered her, she decided as Alabama segued comfortably to Michael Martin Murphey.

Something about her life? Who was she kidding? She knew exactly what was wrong.

She was turning thirty-one in five days.

With a slight shiver, she left the window and returned to the desk. Her fingertips grazed its beveled edge, lightly brushing the smooth pine surface. It was a beautiful desk, an antique that had been stripped and restained in the light shade that so appealed to her. She found strength in the basic lines of the piece; it was a breath of antiquity made modern.

Taking the weight of her long, chestnut-colored hair into her hands, she held it off her neck for a minute. Then, twisting it forward over one shoulder, she slipped into the chair, took up her pencil and began to write on the legal pad.

Thirty-one.

She slanted the numbers into a top corner of the sheet and stared at them. On paper, they were innocuous. Not so in real life. Savannah hadn’t been bothered by turning thirty; all the ballyhoo had prepared her for the worst, mitigating the reality. Thirty had been a novelty, a milestone to defy. Thirty-one was something else.

Then again, maybe her restlessness had nothing to do with her birthday. Periods of evaluation were common in life. When a person was as busy as she was, self-evaluation was inevitably put aside for sometimes long stretches of time. Just as inevitably, one had to periodically stop, take a breath, step out of oneself, and look back.

Professionally, Savannah liked what she saw. She was a good lawyer with a reputation for honesty and diligence. No one could fault her style. She had grown into her role well.

Personally, she was not sure she liked what she saw, but then, she was uncertain as to what she ultimately wanted to achieve personally. She wasn’t a wife or a mother. She was a daughter, a sister, and a friend many times over. Friendships meant a lot to her. She only wished they could fill the void that engulfed her in the dark of the night.

“You’re cruisin’ along in cool country,” came the deep, lyrically raspy voice from the speakers that flanked the bookshelves to her left, “on 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. It’s the top of the hour, one on the nose, and a quiet Monday night in Rhode Island,” he drawled. “Make yourself comfortable, put your feet up and your head back. I’ve got the Eagles comin’ up, and Rosanne Cash, but first let’s hear the latest on love from Gary Morris. Leave your dial where it is at 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, kickin’ up a little country in the city. I’m Jared Snow, stayin’ with you in the heart of the night.…”

It was not what he said that affected her so deeply. He rarely said much more than the time or the weather or the names of the artists whose music he was playing. Occasionally he injected a note of civic interest between songs, but he was not a political creature who used the airwaves as a forum for himself. He didn’t take calls on the air. He didn’t hold interviews. He simply identified the station and himself.

It was the way he spoke that touched her like a wet soul kiss. The deep husky tone of his voice was so quintessentially male and extraordinarily intimate that it would make even a traffic report sound erotic. The sound of Jared Snow’s voice made Savannah’s juices flow.

Acutely aware of the tripping of her pulse, she gathered every bit of self-discipline she possessed to grip her pencil and focus on her work. Experience told her that she would do enough work to avoid a calamity in court the next morning. Then she would set her briefcase aside and turn up the radio.

Jared Snow would be waiting for her. He was a saint, the most patient of men, her ideal. He was always there when she finished playing out her role as prosecutor, as daughter and sister and friend. He was there, talking softly, waiting until she took off her clothes, slipped into bed, and turned off the light.

Then he was her dream lover, the body that warmed her mind and soul. In the heart of the night he was the end to her loneliness.

*   *   *

“Kickin’ in at one thirty-six, you’re listening to cool country, 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. The CIC forecast calls for clear skies till dawn, with low temps in the twenties. By morning, warmer air will be moving into the area, bringing clouds and a chance of rain.” His voice grew more husky. “Right now it’s a frosty twenty-seven degrees outside our studios, but there’s no frost in here with me, and there’s certainly none on Kenny Rogers, who’s heatin’ the crowds with his latest tour. He’s been one of the superstars of country music since ’77 and ‘Lucille,’ singin’ up a steady stream of hits. I’ve got ‘I Prefer the Moonlight,’ comin’ up next on WCIC Providence, 95.3 FM, the home of a little country in the city.” He positively purred. “Jared Snow here, in the heart of the night. Listen up.…”

Susan Smith Gardner raised her glass in a toast to the man and his voice, then downed what remained of her scotch in a single swallow. It was a minute before the liquor settled, another before she breathed a slightly fiery, “I’m listening,” yet another before she pushed herself up from the chintz lounge chair and headed for what had once been her husband’s armoire. It was now her bar.

Dirk had been gone for a year, taking with him a colorful array of Polo jerseys, starched Armani shirts, and Perry Ellis sweaters, along with everything else he had personally brought into the marriage. Filling the closet hadn’t been a problem; Susan had transferred all the clothes she’d previously stashed in the attic so that Dirk wouldn’t know just how much she had. The armoire, though, was a monstrosity. Although she kept its doors closed, Susan had known what was behind them, and that nothingness had bothered her.

Using the piece to house liquor had been a brainstorm. Not only did it give her the convenience of a bar in the bedroom, where she needed it most, but it meant that the prying eyes that monitored the bar in the den saw little change in the liquor levels from one week to the next.

She told herself that she didn’t have a real problem; she just enjoyed a drink now and again. She believed it was her right to get drunk once in a while. She was convinced that whoever meted out the good times in life had robbed her blind.

Slipping a lone ice cube into her glass, she added a finger of water and three of scotch. Satisfied after a sample swallow, she closed the armoire doors, then began to wander around the room. Kenny Rogers was singing about his woman, but it wasn’t Kenny Rogers she wanted to hear, and she certainly didn’t want to hear about his woman. It seemed to Susan that the whole world was paired off. She was the only one alone. She, and Jared Snow.

He was alone, sitting in that studio of his. She could close her eyes and picture him there in the heart of the night, talking to her. She loved listening to him, often waited through the music just to hear his voice again. Whether she was totally alert, or tired, dazed, or groggy, if Jared Snow told her to climb the steeple of Trinity Church and jump, she’d do it in a minute. His voice was that seductive.

With one arm wrapped around her middle and the other propping the glass to her lips, Susan sluggishly stepped around the perimeter of the huge bed she had all to herself. Stopping at the night stand where her sleekly housed radio stood, she lightly caressed the buttons on top.

Jared Snow exuded confidence. She had never met him; not many people had, it seemed, yet that split second’s worth of silence that always followed the mention of his name said something to her. She was sure that Rhode Islanders stood a little in awe of him, because he was a mystery, a blank sheet of paper in an area where anyone who was anybody was a full dossier.

Rumor had it that he was from the West Coast, that he was wealthy, that he owned both this station and others. Susan couldn’t understand why in the world, if he owned the station, he would be working the night shift. For that matter, she couldn’t understand why he would be working at all. For that matter, she couldn’t understand why, if he owned other stations, he’d chosen to work in Providence.

Not that she would have it any other way. She didn’t know what she would do if he were no longer a voice in her night. She relied on his being there. On weekends, when he was off, she was depressed. When substitutes filled in for him, she felt let down.

She wasn’t wild about his music. He played too many ballads about things that were too true, and the truth could be brutal at times. When he played songs about love, she felt jealous. When he played songs about love gone wrong, she despaired. But he was good, damn, he was good. So confident, so smooth, so able. She needed a man like that.

But what would a man like that, one who was rich and well known and totally together, want with a woman like her? Susan wondered. What was she, anyway?

With a disgusted grunt, she tipped the glass to her lips and let its potent contents sear a path to her stomach. Emboldened then and momentarily angry, she whirled to face the mirrored closet wall.

She was beautiful. If nothing else, she knew she was that. She was taller than Savannah, more shapely than Savannah, and the curls—which Savannah didn’t have—of the huge, auburn mass that cascaded around her shoulders had taken more than one man’s breath away. Even Savannah admitted that her sister was beautiful.

But beyond being beautiful, what was she?

Savannah was something. She was a career woman, a professional. She had made it in a man’s world. As Paul DeBarr’s golden girl, she’d become a visible presence on the Providence political scene. Her name was often in the morning papers connected with one or another of the most spectacular cases. She was known and respected. She was in an enviably prestigious position.

Although she was not beautiful the way Susan was, men looked, really looked at her. Susan had spent years trying to figure out her sister’s appeal. For lack of any better explanation, she’d decided that Savannah had some kind of aura. Even when they had been kids, Savannah had been popular. She hadn’t been the loudest or the most gregarious in their crowd, but friends flocked to her. Nothing had changed since then. Although Savannah didn’t have much free time, the moments she had were filled. Savannah had everything. Even her name was better than Susan’s. But then, Susan reasoned, Savannah had been born first. That said a lot.

“Tunin’ in to the sound of cool country,” came the grainy voice from the nightstand.

Turning toward it, Susan pressed the old-fashioned glass to her chest, heedless of its cold or the moisture that dampened the delicately embroidered bodice of her thin batiste gown. She held her breath, closed her eyes, and listened to the lazy drawl that stroked her from head to toe.

“This is Jared Snow, warmin’ you in the heart of the night. WCIC time is one forty on a cold and quiet March Monday in Providence. Keep your blanket pulled up and your dial set at 95.3 FM, for a little country in the city. WCIC Providence, kickin’ in now with K.T. Oslin and a cut from 80’s Ladies…”

Perfectly timed, his voice faded as the singer began. Susan wondered how he did that. Wealthy or not, owner of the station or not, he knew what he was doing. He was competent, like Savannah. He had power, like Savannah. He was just what Susan wanted but couldn’t have.

Taking a healthy swallow from the glass, she sank lifelessly onto the chaise and brooded.

Savannah could have Jared Snow; Susan would bet on that. Savannah could have just about any man she wanted, and none of them would be losers. During the past year she had dated the dean of admissions at Brown, the city editor of the newspaper, the evening anchor at WJAR-TV, and one of the more prominent professors at RISD. The fact that she didn’t seem interested in getting involved brought them on, if anything, in droves. It wasn’t fair. The less she cared, the more they persisted. And Susan, who did care about having a relationship, who would give anything for just one of those dashingly prominent men, was stuck on the same old carousel of Newport society.

Up and down, round and round.

Screw old wealth, she thought, and drained her glass. Then she lay back against the pillows and waited for the liquor to numb her, or sleep to take her, or for the song to end and Jared Snow to talk her through the night.

*   *   *

Megan Vandermeer sat in the center of the huge jacuzzi with her knees drawn to her chest. The long, fleecy robe that flared around her was the only thing that had flowed in the tub in weeks. Like the elaborate ice maker on the refrigerator door and the sophisticated burglar alarm system, the jacuzzi was broken. Repairing it would cost a bundle. Will didn’t have a bundle.

Tightening her tremulous arms around her legs, Megan buried her face in the folds of the robe and rocked back and forth in gentle time to the slow ballad that hummed from the speaker on the wall. At least that still worked, she mused gratefully. How she’d loved lying in the jacuzzi late at night with the water swirling around her and Jared Snow’s voice gentling her nerves. She couldn’t use the jacuzzi now, but she could still listen to Jared Snow. He was so calm, so smooth, so reassuring. He suggested the kind of deep inner peace Megan had always searched for but never found.

Why was life so damned difficult, she asked herself despairingly. Why was life easier on some people and harder on others? Why did she have to struggle and struggle for the smallest reward?

Dropping her head back, she cast a pleading glance at the stuccoed ceiling, but no answer was written there. All she saw was a spot where the toilet on the floor above had overflowed. The ceiling should be painted, she thought, then realized that the toilet had to be fixed first. But Will could not do even that until their finances improved. After all, no one knew that the toilet was broken, he had said, or that the jacuzzi, the alarm system, and the ice maker were broken. If one of the stately white columns at the front of the house were to fall, Megan suspected he would hawk his mother’s heirloom china to fix it. Appearances were important. It was critical, he said, critical that people not suspect the Vandermeer fortune was gone.

Megan gritted her teeth and wondered whether there was a term for the Midas touch in reverse. Everything she touched fizzled.

“WCIC Providence,” came the soft, deep voice from the wall. “You’re in cool country, 95.3 FM.”

She relaxed her jaw, closed her eyes, and listened.

“This is Jared Snow in the heart of the night, bringing you the best of Nashville at six minutes after two in the A.M. You’ve been listening to Foster and Lloyd, the Judds, and T.G. Sheppard. Stick with me at 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, kickin’ back now to an old favorite by John Denver.…”

She sighed, willing herself right into the speaker, through the wires and transmitters, and into Jared Snow’s soul for a minute. He was so calm, so together. If only she could be that way. But her stomach was twisting, and her hands would have been shaking if they hadn’t been clutching her legs so tightly.

And Will, bless him, was sound asleep in the bedroom.

She knew how he did it. He took pills. And maybe rest was what he needed more than anything. His world was crumbling around him. The pressure was extraordinary. The Vandermeers had been a viable force in Rhode Island circles practically since Roger Williams had established the state. Will had been born wealthy, he was used to being wealthy, and he couldn’t conceive of life any other way.

Megan could. Her father had been a truck driver. He had died when she was two, after his truck went off a bridge in an ice storm. Her mother had gone to work, but there was not much money in unskilled labor, even less once the bills had been paid. By the time Megan turned fourteen, she was working to help out where she could, but theirs had been a losing battle. Any raise in pay that either of them received was promptly eaten up by a hike in the rent or in the cost of gas or clothing or food. Money slipped through their hands like water rather than accumulating and then working for them, as Megan’s mother would have had it do. Money bred money, she told Megan, and she only had to point across the bay to Newport to illustrate her point. “Those people don’t work,” she had said. “They invest their money, reinvest the profits, and live off the interest. That’s the way I want to live. That’s the way I want you to live.”

To that end, she had applied Megan to the prestigious Amsterdam Academy in Bristol. Judged bright and ambitious by the admissions department, Megan was accepted on full scholarship. Her mother had figured that three years among the East Coast elite would open doors for Megan. She had long since realized that her own salvation would come through Megan’s.

While at the academy, Megan befriended the cream of Newport society and long after graduation, her friendship with the Smith girls endured. It was at a grand party on the Smiths’ front lawn that Megan had been introduced to William Vandermeer III. Though he wasn’t Newport, he came close. When Megan married him, both mother and daughter moved into the elegant Vandermeer mansion on the East Side of Providence.

We almost made it, mama, Megan thought, and began a rapid rocking back and forth.

“Takin’ it slow and easy in the wee hours at 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, where the country sounds are always cool. That was John Denver, and this is Lee Greenwood. Jared Snow here, in the heart of the night, I’m listenin’ with ya.…”

Her rocking became less frenetic as she took a breath, let it out in a shaky sigh, then looked at the wall speaker as though it were the matching face to the voice she’d heard.

She wasn’t in love with Jared Snow. She loved Will. But just then Jared was the one who gave her what she needed. He was an escape from the tension that constantly gnawed at her, a breath of stability in a shaky world.

With her eyes closed, she continued rocking. The music from the radio washed over her as the water from the jacuzzi should have done, and beyond the music was the memory of Jared Snow’s voice. She let it take her from one song to the next, clearing her mind of everything but the dream it embodied. Comfort. Security. He seemed to offer so much, but as the minutes passed, the feeling faded as the rest of her dreams had already done, and she was bereft. Suddenly the porcelain beneath her felt cold. Pressing her lips to her robe, she caught a cry of fear before it could escape.

Her life was not supposed to be this way, she wailed silently. She was supposed to marry her prince and live happily ever after. But the castle walls were crumbling, and, alone, the prince was helpless. She had to do something.

“We’re movin’ along at two twenty-one with the smoothest of down-home sounds, cool country, 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence.” He spoke gently, the words flowing with barely an effort, so soft, so laid-back. “The temperature is twenty-five degrees and falling outside my door, so wrap up tight and stay warm while you’re thinkin’ country cool. This is Jared Snow in the heart of the night, kickin’ around with you right up until six in the morning.…”

Megan squeezed her eyes shut. She didn’t have until six o’clock. Slowly, she released her knees from the cinch of her arms and folded her legs down against the bone-dry tub. Her eyes opened and fell to her lap, to the small, black gun that Will had given her when she had first become a Vandermeer. For her own protection, he had told her.

He’d been right, but not in the way he had envisioned.


CHAPTER 2

“Good timing,” Savannah’s secretary called as Savannah rounded the corner and came into sight. Holding the telephone receiver high enough to be seen above the plants rimming her station, she wiggled it and mouthed, “The boss.”

With a nod, Savannah increased her already rapid step. She was nearly flying, yet the only thing at all unsettled about her person was the long, loosely fitting blazer that flared out as she whisked past. Her hair was neatly anchored in a twist at the nape of her neck, her straight skirt shifted smoothly around her legs. The leather briefcase that hung from double straps looked professional enough, but it was her face that made the boldest statement. Her features were totally composed.

Janie Woo marveled at that, given the fact that Savannah had been in court since nine in the morning, arguing a series of motions that would have had many of the other lawyers in the office craning their necks against their ties. Savannah knew what she was doing, and her ability was evident as she surefootedly entered her office.

“Paul?” She snatched the button earring from her free ear and shifted the phone there in time to catch his response.

“Just get back?”

Her briefcase slid to the floor. Working around the phone cord, she shrugged out of her blazer. “Uh-huh.”

“How’d it go?”

She stepped out of her heels. “We won on the motion to suppress, the bill of particulars, and the early trial date, but we lost on the grand jury transcripts.”

“Three out of four. Not bad.” Paul paused for the space of a breath, then went on in a suspiciously casual voice. “Can I see you up here for a minute?”

Savannah grew alert. She knew Paul DeBarr well, knew the meaning of each of the tones he used. She could accurately predict, simply from his voice, whether he’d been upset by an article in the Journal, whether he’d won a case or lost another to a lawyer on appeal, or whether his wife was sick again. The tone he used now, though, was odd.

“Trouble?” she asked.

His only response, still too casual, particularly in light of his words, was, “How soon can you be here?”

She hesitated for only a minute. Even if Paul hadn’t been her boss, she would have been unable to resist. He sounded mysterious. Clearly he was not alone in the room, and she wanted to know what was happening. She’d been in the attorney general’s office long enough to be conditioned to respond to unforeseen developments. The adrenaline was already flowing.

Stepping back into her shoes, she said, “I’m on my way.” While one hand replaced the telephone receiver, the other reclipped her earring. Grabbing her blazer, she swept out of the office. As she passed Janie, she said softly, “You know where I’ll be,” then headed down the hall to the bank of elevators.

Three floors up, Paul DeBarr was perched on the edge of his desk looking far calmer than he felt. He, too, was conditioned to respond to extraordinary happenings. He shared the adrenaline flow and the sense of anticipation that made the heart beat faster. Moreover, he knew what this case was about, and if ever there were one with a potential for a political bonus, this was it.

Seated before him and to his left, elbows braced on the rib-high mahogany credenza, ankles crossed, was his first assistant, Anthony Alt. Before him and to his right, sitting tensely in a side chair, was William Vandermeer III.

Paul was looking at Will, who was staring blindly at the plush cranberry carpet. Anthony, whose eyes were aimed at the window, was drumming his fingers on the edge of the credenza and looking bored. An uneasy silence filled the room.

Paul’s gaze shifted to the oddly shaped paper that lay on his desk. He studied it for a minute, then checked his watch. Very slowly, he straightened his legs, stood, and crossed to the door. He opened it just as Savannah traversed the reception area and he closed it the instant she was in his office.

Her eyes met his, repeating the question she had asked on the phone. Then she noticed Anthony and Will. She had anticipated Anthony’s presence; he was Paul’s strategist and was always around at critical times. Will’s presence, though, took her by surprise. She knew that he had contributed to Paul’s reelection campaign and that he had even hosted a fund-raiser, though that had been three years before, when things had been going better for Megan and him. She knew that he and Paul were political friends, but she hadn’t thought they were personally close.

Savannah knew Will mostly through other people. Fifteen years her senior, he partied more in her father’s circles than her own. Though his marriage to Megan had created another link between them, she’d never gotten any closer to him. She had always found him aloof.

Now Will seemed heavily preoccupied. He was an attractive man—tall, slender and, though graying, of generally fair coloring. Today he looked positively ashen. Puzzled, she went to his side and touched his shoulder. “What’s wrong, Will?”

Paul answered, lifting the piece of paper from his desk and handing it to her. “Take a look.”

Savannah stared down at what looked to be a cutout from a brown paper grocery bag. An assortment of letters, cut from newspapers and magazines, had been neatly aligned and carefully glued across the creased surface: NICE WIFE. KICK IN A COOL THREE MILLION TO GET HER BACK. DO NOT CONTACT POLICE OR SHE DIES. WILL BE IN TOUCH.

Savannah’s first thought was that the message was a joke. One look at Will’s ravaged face suggested differently. Her gaze flew to Paul, but his expression was grim. Incredulous, she read the note again. By the time she’d finished, her own composure had slipped. “Kidnapped?” she whispered. Her heart tripped on the word.

“Looks like it,” Paul answered quietly.

Weak-kneed, Savannah lowered herself to a second side chair. Perched on the edge of its leather seat, she quietly asked Will, “When?”

“This morning.” He waved a jerky hand. “Sometime last night.” He was a shadow of his former, assured self.

“How?”

“I don’t know,” he exclaimed in bewilderment.

“He was sleeping,” Anthony offered, making only a token effort to hide his disdain, then his skepticism, when he added in an undertone, “If you can believe that.” His fingers drummed on.

Paul held up a cautionary hand to his assistant.

Savannah was less subtle. While she respected Anthony’s political and administrative abilities, she had no faith whatsoever in his skill as a trial lawyer. He had no feel for cross-examination, and, in this case, he had a built-in prejudice toward the witness. Of all the questions there were to ask, Savannah suspected Anthony most wanted to know how William Vandermeer could possibly remember to neatly fold and insert a moss green handkerchief in the breast pocket of his natty navy blazer when his wife had just been kidnapped.

Though she didn’t know him well, Savannah understood Will. She had been reared with dozens of Wills. She knew where he came from, understood what it was to habitually do something simply because it had been so ingrained that not doing it required true effort. But she had no intention of lecturing Anthony Alt on the subject just then. There were more immediate things to consider.

“At this point,” she told Anthony, “I’d like to hear Will’s story without editorial comment. According to the note, there’s been a kidnapping. The victim has been a friend of mine for years.” With a dismissing glance, she returned her attention to Will, who was looking more miserable by the minute.

“I sleep soundly,” he said. “Megan doesn’t. She has insomnia. You knew that, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“So she’s often up in the middle of the night. She soaks in the jacuzzi, listens to the radio, reads.”

“How do you know that,” Anthony asked, “if you’re sleeping?”

“Ease off,” Paul warned levelly. Anthony was his right-hand man, invaluable as a political tactician as long as he stayed on the sidelines. When he stepped onto the field, he lost his perspective. As it was, Paul had had some doubts about including Anthony in this meeting, since Anthony and Savannah were like oil and water. In the end, it had been the gravity of the situation and its political potential that had led him to override his doubts.

Knees pressed together, Savannah propped her forearms on her thighs. The ransom letter dropped to the floor where she could see it. Freed of that burdensome weight, she locked her fingers tightly together and said quietly, “Go on, Will.”

Will looked at Anthony and said in a burst of indignation, “I know what my wife does at night because I ask. Or Megan offers. We’re very close.” He shifted his gaze to Savannah. As his anger faded, he looked pained. “I’d guess that she was in the library when whoever it was broke in.”

“How could you tell?”

“That’s where the mess was.”

“What mess?”

“Broken glass. Someone had bashed his way through the French doors.”

Savannah swallowed hard. She knew just which doors he meant. She and Megan has passed many a Sunday evening in the library. It was a comfortable room, lined with bookshelves that were filled to overflowing with generations of Vandermeers’ books. The French doors led to a patio that, in summer, was surrounded by waves of colorful flowers. In winter, the doors kept out the chill. They were heavy, solid.

“I thought they were wired,” she said.

Will shifted one of his legs. “The alarm wasn’t set.”

“Why not?” Anthony asked.

Shooting him a tight look, Will said simply, “Because it wasn’t.”

Savannah straightened the fingers of one hand. “Forget the alarm. Let’s go back and take things step by step.” She was having trouble grasping what had happened, and couldn’t begin to think of where Megan was and in what condition. The friend in her was stunned; the lawyer plodded on. “When did you first know that something was wrong?”

“When I woke up and Megan wasn’t there. I went downstairs looking for her. That was when I saw the library.”

“What time was this?”

He shifted the same leg again. “Eight, eight-thirty.”

Anthony coughed. “You were just waking up on a Tuesday morning at eight-thirty?”

“Anthony,” Paul growled, “for God’s sake.”

“There are some people,” Savannah felt called upon to instruct him, “who don’t work the same hours we do. Look, Anthony, I know you have little patience for those who have more money than you do, but I think some open-mindedness is called for here. It doesn’t matter whether you’re rich or poor, it hurts when you’re mugged.”

“Kidnapped,” Anthony corrected. He’d made a fist and was lightly rapping his knuckles on the wood.

She refused to respond. Instead, she turned again to Will. “You said that you think Meg was in the library when the break-in occurred. Even if she had fallen asleep on the sofa, she would have woken up when the door shattered. Was there anything besides the broken glass? Any sign of a struggle? Meggie was a fighter. She wouldn’t have calmly and quietly gone along.”

“Not Megan,” Will acknowledged, more appalled than proud. “Part of a row of books had been knocked from one of the shelves, like she might have tried to grab at something to hold on to. The cushions on the sofa were disturbed. The umbrella stand by the hall door was overturned. One of the walking sticks I kept there was broken.”

Savannah’s stomach was feeling hollow and it had nothing to do with hunger. Will was painting a picture in her mind of the scene of the crime, but she didn’t know how vividly to color it. After a brief hesitation, she asked as quickly as she could, “Was there any blood?”

Will recoiled. “No. Thank God, no. So help me, if those bastards do anything—”

“Bastards—plural?” Anthony interrupted with a loud knock. “How do you know there were more than one?”

Will drew himself straighter in his chair, looking for a minute like his usual aristocratic self. “Because I’m not stupid, Mr. Alt. Kidnappers don’t operate alone. Technically, it won’t work. They need one person to stay with the hostage while the other drops notes or makes calls or picks up the money.”

Savannah agreed. “At least if there wasn’t any blood, we can hope they haven’t hurt her.” She was beginning to feel the reality of the situation. It brought a new urgency to her voice. “Was there anything else? Did you see anything else, find anything else that might tell us more about what happened?”

He shook his head and ran a shaky hand through his hair. That, in itself, was a telling gesture, Savannah mused. Will was always particular about appearances. His clothes were never wrinkled, his tie never crooked, his hair never mussed. He might have put the handkerchief in his pocket out of sheer habit that morning, but, right now, he was deeply upset.

Anthony didn’t seem to notice. With several more loud raps of his knuckles, he asked, “What about a maid? You have one, don’t you?”

“Not at the moment. We’re between maids.”

“So who cleans?”

“We have a service that comes in once a week.”

Wearing a faint smirk, Anthony nodded.

Savannah, who hated cleaning as much as Megan did and saw nothing wrong with having a service if one could afford it, was faintly piqued. “Is there a purpose to this line of questioning?”

“Sure,” Anthony replied. “Since Will seems to have slept through his wife’s kidnapping, I was hoping to find someone who hadn’t. A maid might have heard voices or cries. She might have looked outside and seen tall figures or short figures, a car or a van. I’m surprised you didn’t ask the same question yourself.”

“I didn’t have to. I already knew there was no maid. Given that fact, the issue of who cleans is irrelevant for present purposes.” Sending a brief look at Paul, who was perched on his desk again, Savannah went on. “Okay, Will. You found the note at eight-thirty this morning. Where was it?”

“On the desk.”

“What did you do then?”

There was a moment’s silence, then, “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” Paul echoed.

“I didn’t know what to do.” His features were rigid, but his tone became higher pitched. “I searched the house. Megan wasn’t anywhere. Her car—both cars—were in the garage. Her keys were in the house, her purse, her wallet, her clothes. She’d been kidnapped, and the note said not to call the police, so I stood there for a long time without doing a thing, half hoping the phone would ring and it would be Meggie telling me the whole thing was a joke.”

He was close to tears. Intent on giving him a minute to recompose himself, Savannah turned to talk softly to Paul. “They said they’d call. Shouldn’t he be back at the house waiting?”

Paul nodded.

“But I couldn’t meet with you there,” Will cried. “I was afraid if they saw someone coming to the house, they’d think I called the police, and if they think that, they’ll hurt Megan.”

“Based on precedence,” said Paul, “I’d say they’ll be hesitant to hurt Megan if they want that money. And they won’t expect you to sit in the house all alone. They’ll assume relatives will be around, maybe close friends. Hell, you have to see other people, if for no other reason than to get the money together.”

Anthony stopped his hand midrap. “I take it you do have the money,” he said.

“Not on me at the moment,” Will returned with a glare that Savannah lauded. But the glare fizzled when he turned to her. “I agonized all morning—do I see it through by myself, or do I go for help? The obvious thing is to sit at home, wait for that call, pay the money, and get Megan back. But can I trust that that’s what will happen? Can I be sure that if I pay the money I’ll get her back? And, damn it, whoever’s done this should be caught.” He stopped short, frowned at the rug, shook his head. “Forget catching them. I just want Megan back.” He looked up. “I’m here because I considered you two to be friends,” his eyes jumped from Paul to Savannah, “and because I figured you’d know what to do in a situation like this.” His voice was rising again. “I don’t want to make any mistakes. I want Megan back alive. What in the hell am I supposed to do?”

Sitting back in her chair, Savannah tried to still her nerves, all the while thinking that if Will thought she had a magical solution, he was mistaken. “First,” she said, as much to herself as to him, “you’ll have to calm down. Meggie needs you to stay cool. Second, you’ll have to let us contact the FBI—”

“No!”

Paul rose from his perch on the edge of the desk. “Kidnapping is a federal offense. There’s every legal reason for the FBI to be called in, not to mention the fact that those guys know exactly what to do. They’re trained in this type of thing. They have equipment and resources that we don’t have.”

Will wasn’t being persuaded. “I don’t want the FBI. The note said no police, and that’s the way it has to be.”

“But you’ve already come to us,” Savannah reasoned. “You’ve sought outside help, which is just what the kidnappers didn’t want.”

“They said no police. You aren’t the police.”

“We’re a functional law enforcement agency,” Anthony said, and neither Paul nor Savannah argued.

Will did. “You aren’t the police. I can count on you to be discreet. I don’t trust the police that way.”

“Will,” Savannah pleaded, “we’re talking the FBI. We’re talking a few well-trained, carefully selected men who have had experience with this kind of thing.”

But Will shook his head. “No FBI. I don’t want them anywhere near the house.”

She was about to argue further when something else occurred to her. “Speaking of the house, did you clean things up?”

He hesitated. “Should I have?’

In unison, three voices said, “No!”

He let out a breath. “I didn’t. I didn’t know where to begin. I haven’t touched a thing, except to lock the door between the library and the hall. It was cold with the glass broken.”

“That’ll have to be fixed,” Savannah said. “But first, we need to have someone comb through what’s there to see if there’s anything useful. Fingerprints, footprints, clothes or hair samples—”

“No police, Savannah.”

“There are two fellows I work with all the time.”

“No police.”

“I’d trust these two with my life.”

“It’s not your life in danger, it’s Megan’s.”

“I’d trust them with hers, too. I trust them, Will. Sammy and Hank are on long-term assignment to the AG’s office. They’ve handled dozens of sensitive cases for us. They’re good. They’re professionals. They’ll go to your house looking like … like that cleaning service Megan uses. If our kidnappers are in the bushes watching, they’ll assume you’re just cleaning up the mess they made.”

She paused to see whether Will would argue, but Paul wasn’t giving him that chance. “Our men will sweep the place for anything that might be helpful in identifying the kidnappers,” he said. “Something they find—even the smallest little nothing—could prove to be the key to finding out who they are. At the same time, we’ll put a tap on the phone and set up monitors in the basement. You won’t even know Shanski and Craig are there, but they’ll be listening and recording any calls that come in. There may be some background noise that will identify where the kidnappers are, and even if there isn’t it’ll be important to get their voices on tape. We’re doing more and more with voice-prints. That could help with a conviction.”

“If you catch them.”

“Right. But if you don’t let us do our thing, we won’t have a prayer in hell of catching them. I don’t know how to comb a room for prints or tap a phone. Neither does Savannah. Shanski and Craig do.”

Savannah picked up the ransom note she had earlier dropped on the floor. “I think we’ll need all the help we can get.” She turned the brown paper over, then back. “This kind of bag has to be used in dozens of markets in Rhode Island alone. We could probably identify the papers and magazines these letters were cut from, but trying to locate one particular reader would be like looking for a needle in a haystack.” She glanced at Will. “We need Sammy and Hank.”

Will showed his first sign of wavering. “They don’t look like they’re with the police?”

She would have grinned had the situation been less serious. “They don’t wear uniforms, if that’s what you mean. Sammy’s hair reaches his shoulders. Hank has three earrings in his left ear. They could easily pass for workmen, or for thugs come to wipe you out while those French doors are out of commission. What do you say, Will? Let us do it. It’s our only chance.”

Will looked torn in two. “What if the kidnappers find out your men are with the police?”

“You didn’t go to the police. You came to us.”

“But those men you’ve mentioned are with the police.”

“They’re with us. The kidnappers will never know where they came from. They won’t even know Sammy and Hank are at the house.”

“Won’t there be a car parked outside?”

“They’ll be dropped off,” Paul said. “Whatever equipment they need will be suitably disguised. Once they arrive at the house, they’ll be there for the duration.” He hesitated. “I take it no one’s there now?”

“You’re the first people I’ve told. I was afraid to call anyone. Word spreads too quickly. If this gets out to the papers, Megan will be in trouble. Everything has to be kept quiet.”

“It will be,” Paul assured him, and turned to Anthony. “Agreed?”

Anthony, who would have liked nothing more than to call a press conference there and then to announce that the attorney general’s office was taking charge of the Vandermeer kidnapping case, agreed, in spite of himself, that immediate publicity would have to wait. There would be plenty of opportunity for grandstanding when the case was solved.

“Agreed,” he said.

Paul reached for the phone. “Let me put in a call for Shanski and Craig. I want them over there ASAP.”

Savannah stood, as did Will. He was looking bewildered again, as though he still didn’t know what he was supposed to do. “You should have someone with you,” she advised gently. “Is your sister around?”

He shook his head. “She’s in Paris with husband number three, but even if she weren’t, she wouldn’t come. She never liked Megan.”

Not caring to belabor that point, Savannah moved on. “Is there someone else you’d feel comfortable having over?” She thought back to the people with whom the Vandermeers were most closely associated. “How about the Brogans? Or Carter and Julie West?”

But Will was shaking his head. Darting an uncomfortable glance at Anthony, who was fidgeting by Paul, he took several steps away. Savannah followed him toward the door, out of earshot of the other two. Still, he spoke under his breath, barely moving his mouth. His head was bowed. He remained visibly uncomfortable. “We haven’t been seeing many people lately. Things have been difficult.”

Savannah had guessed that, based on hints Megan had dropped the last time they’d seen each other, which had been two weeks before. “Financial things?” she asked.

He nodded and looked up to make sure neither Paul nor Anthony had heard. Then, tucking his chin low again, he said, “I’ve had some setbacks. Nothing that can’t be remedied, but this couldn’t have happened at a worse time.”

Something that had been niggling at the back of her mind took that moment to come forward. “Answer me honestly, Will. Do you have three million?”

He took a shaky breath, raised his head, and looked her in the eye. “No, I do not have the money, but I can get it. I’m insured for this kind of thing.” He tossed a pleading look skyward. “God, it’s ironic. Megan thought I was crazy when I told her about the policy. She laughed. She said that she wasn’t worth enough to be kidnapped. It was hard for her to believe what she was marrying into.” He gave a bitter snort. “And look what she got. Her husband isn’t worth much more than a hill of beans, and she’s been kidnapped.”

He eyed Savannah in dead earnestness. “I don’t give a damn about the three million. I honestly don’t. I mean it when I say that if it were up to me, I’d sit home, make the payoff, and get Megan back. She didn’t ask for this. She didn’t have more than a couple of thousand dollars in the bank when she married me. It’s because of who I am and where I come from that her life’s in danger.” His voice rose in emotion. “To hell with the kidnappers. I just want Megan back.”

For a split second, Savannah was taken out of time and place and overwhelmed by a rush of envy. She had not often envied Megan over the years, but she did now. To be married to a man who felt so fiercely about his wife was truly something.

Regaining his composure, Will continued in the same low, private murmur. “But it’s the insurance business. A condition of the policy is that an authorized person be involved. The insurance company is more than willing to hand over the money for the exchange, but they want to maximize their chances of getting it back. I figured that between you and Paul, I’d be able to satisfy them without antagonizing the kidnappers.”

Grasping his arm, Savannah said, “You’ve done the right thing. Sammy and Hank are the best. Really.” She paused. “Have you called the insurance people?”

“I told you, I haven’t called anyone.”

“I think you should. Get that ball rolling. In the meantime, you should have someone with you at the house.”

“I don’t need anyone.”

Savannah thought guiltily that she was grateful Megan’s mother was dead. She wouldn’t have wanted to break the news of a kidnapping to her. “A personal friend, maybe?”

“I don’t need anyone.”

“Not even for moral support?”

He gave a quick shake of his head.

“What if you’re in the bathroom and don’t hear the phone?”

“Oh.”

“Isn’t there anyone you want to call?”

He shook his head. “Megan’s got no family. What’s left of mine isn’t worth notifying. I don’t feel comfortable, well, I’d rather not call friends at this point.”

The irony of the situation did not escape Savannah. Will could host a party the following Saturday night and there would be two hundred people in attendance. Yet when it came to calling a single friend to hold his hand through a rough spell, he came up short.

Anthony wouldn’t have a drop of sympathy for William Vandermeer, but Savannah wasn’t Anthony. She knew that Will played tennis three times a week as part of a regular foursome, that he and Megan had spent time during each of the past few winters in Saint Croix with two other couples, that they regularly went to the symphony with a completely different group. But the term friend was defined differently in social circles of the type to which both her family and the Vandermeers belonged. Things like pride, protocol, and petty rivalries prevented friendships from becoming close. Weakness was not something one showed willingly. Keeping a stiff upper lip was the order of the day.

So Will had no one to call. Savannah thought to contact one of Megan’s friends, but she and Susan were the closest. And Will. In addition to being husband and wife, Will and Megan were best friends. In spite of their age difference, they shared everything. Then again, perhaps it was because of their age difference that they were close; since Megan was too young for Will’s friends and Will too old for hers, they turned to each other.

But Megan couldn’t be with him just then, and he needed someone. “Will, let me call Susan,” Savannah suggested. “She loves Megan like I do. She’d want to know what’s happened. I’m sure she’ll want to help out in any way she can.”

“The less people involved, the better.”

“Just one person. Just Susan. She cares about what happens to Megan, like you do.”

“No one cares like I do.”

“Okay,” Savannah conceded, “but let me call Susan anyway.”

“I’m sure she has better things to do than to baby-sit me.”

“She has nothing better to do.” That was a fact, and Savannah saw enough signs of weakening in Will not to want to argue further. “Listen, you go on home. Contact the insurance company. I’ll call Susan from my office and clear myself up for the next few hours.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to be there to see you set up. I have a meeting at five that I can’t miss, but Susan will be there by then. Sammy and Hank should be there even sooner. Once they’ve gone through the library with a fine-tooth comb, you can call in the glass people to fix the door. Meggie shouldn’t have to see it broken when she gets home.”

“Do I dare use the phone? What if the kidnappers try to call and get a busy signal?”

“They’ll call again.”

“Should I be ready with a suggestion for an exchange place?”

“They’ll have their own place in mind.”

“What if it’s somewhere secluded?”

“It probably will be.”

“They’ll be able to take the money and run. They won’t care about Megan.”

“But you’ll insist on seeing Meg first. You’ll tell them that they can choose the place, but that the deal is the money for your wife, there and then.”

“How can I demand that, when they’re holding all the cards? How can I demand anything?”

“You can demand it, and you will,” Savannah insisted, “because they’re not holding all the cards. You’re the one with the money. Don’t forget, it’s the money they want, not your wife. A little show of strength is in order, Will. If not for yourself, for Megan.”

For a minute, Will didn’t answer. When he did, he was looking puzzled. “Where do you get yours, Savannah?”

“My what?”

“Strength. How do you manage to stay so cool and rational?”

Savannah didn’t answer, but gave him a wry look. A minute later, she nodded toward the door and said, “Go on home. I’ll see you there in a little while.”

A few minutes later, sitting behind her desk with the telephone receiver honking out a busy signal against her shoulder, Savannah thought about strength. Where did she get it? She wasn’t sure. Strength was just something that came with her role, something that came with involving herself with details to avoid the overview.

Her strength was often a front. She could play the game with the best of them, acting cool and rational when inside she was shaking like a leaf. It has been that way from the very start of her tenure at the AG’s office. She had had to prove her worth, first, in a traditionally male world, and second, in a world of political favors. She had done it. She was a respected member of the team. She still needed to uphold that image of cool competence.

Perhaps that was why she understood why William Vandermeer did not want people to know he was hurting for money. He was trying to uphold an image, too. If she criticized him, she had to criticize herself.

Pressing the button on the phone, she dialed Susan’s number, but it was still busy. She would keep trying. Sending Susan to sit with William was a good idea. Susan needed something to do and someone to think about besides herself. She wasn’t a weakling, yet she allowed herself to act like one. Her low self-image needed correcting.

Everyone had a right to moments of weakness. Susan took too many, Savannah too few. There were times when Savannah wanted to relax, to lean on someone, perhaps cry on his shoulder. To some extent, though, she’d backed herself into a corner. She had come to expect competence from herself. Before she could ease up enough to relax, lean on someone, or cry on his shoulder, she had to find a man who could match her strength.

There was no one like that around the office. Nor had she found anyone like that among the men she had dated in the past few years. She was beginning to wonder if one existed.

Women got more picky with age. She had heard it said, seen it written, knew it to be true. At eighteen, she had been far more open to different men and relationships than she was at thirty-going-on-thirty-one. Of course, at eighteen she had been far less sophisticated than she was now. If she had married then, she would probably have divorced soon after. Instead she had been smart and spared herself some pain.

Unfortunately, there was pain in looking toward the future and seeing endlessly long, lonely nights. Perhaps she’d outsmarted herself.


CHAPTER 3

When Savannah arrived at the Vandermeers shortly after two o’clock, she found Will sitting at the large captain’s table in the kitchen, looking lost. Sam Craig and Hank Shanski were in the library, efficiently going about their work. They had already put a tap on the phone, but there had been no call, no contact at all from the kidnappers.

After taking one look at Will, who was staring blindly at the ransom note, Savannah went to the cabinet in search of coffee. There were three bags of beans. The mill was on the counter by the coffee maker. She made a pot of strong coffee and then sat down next to Will.

“Have you called the insurance company?” she asked softly.

He nodded. “They’re sending someone over.”

“How long will it take them to get you the money?”

He shot her a worried look. “They have to make sure this is a bona fide kidnapping. They said not to touch anything. Their man wants to do his own investigation before any cleanup is done.”

“He may be satisfied with talking to Sammy and Hank. They’re pretty thorough.”

She was quiet for a minute. The coffee maker chugged and gurgled, reassuringly mundane.

Will glanced toward the hallway that led back to the rest of the house. “Have you taken a look in there?”

“Not yet. I don’t want to risk contaminating anything.” She reached into her briefcase and took out a legal pad. “There are other things you and I can cover in the meantime.”

“If you’re going to ask me who might have done this, don’t,” Will advised, sounding every bit as frustrated as he looked. “I’ve been sitting here, wondering where Megan is, wondering how she is, wondering who could have taken her. Since eight-thirty this morning I’ve wondered, and I’ve come up with nothing.”

Savannah shared his anguish. Once again she wanted to beg him to bring in the FBI, but she knew what his answer would be.

“Can you think of anyone who had a grudge against you or your family, or even Megan?”

He shook his head.

“Anyone at the plant?” The Vandermeer money was in textiles. Though Will hid the extent of the damage, most people knew that the Vandermeer mills had seen better days. In the past five years, workers had been laid off and two of the five plants had been closed. “Maybe there was a manager who felt he should have been transferred rather than fired. Maybe there was a rabble-rouser who was fired to make room for a transfer.”

Will denied both theories. “Whoever did this wanted money.” He jerked a hand toward the note. “It’s spelled out right there.”

Savannah read the note again. It certainly demanded money. But the wording was odd. Kick in a cool three million. Someone had spent extra effort cutting out more letters than was necessary. A simple Pay three million would have sufficed. Kick in a cool three million. She wrote the words, then studied them. The phrase bothered her.

“Mmm. The three million is pretty clear. Still, someone out for revenge could get it this way. The money would be a bonus.” A different thought occurred to her. “It’d be particularly gratifying if the person knew about your present cash flow problems. How many people do?”

“Not many,” Will said, then conceded, “I mean, the layoffs and plant closings are common knowledge. It’s obvious that I’m tightening my belt, but not many people know why.” He shook his head. “But I don’t think it’s revenge. I’ve never been an ogre. I’m just not a good money manager.”

“Okay,” Savannah said. “We’ll guess that this was done purely for the money. Just in case, though, why don’t you give me the names of your plant managers.”

Will’s eyes widened in alarm. “They’re all good men!”

“I know,” she soothed, “but I’d like to put them to work for us. They would know, or be able to find out, whether there’s been any trouble—”

“They would have reported it to me.”

She tried again. “Maybe trouble is the wrong word. What I’m looking for is different—strange behavior, something out of the ordinary, a change from the norm, like unexplained absences by a regular worker, a sudden grouping of two or three workers who hadn’t been friends before, any recent complaints that seemed particularly strong or out of order.”

Will remained skeptical. “I don’t think it’s anyone from the plant. I told you, aside from the layoffs, my people are treated well. Maybe too well. If I were stingier, I wouldn’t be losing money. My workers have a good deal.”

Choosing her words with care, she said, “That may be so in your opinion and mine, but a worker may see things differently.”

“Then he’s crazy.”

“Anyone involved in kidnapping usually is.” With that, Savannah could see she’d made her point. “I have to consider every possibility, Will. Look at that note; we won’t learn much from it. Sammy and Hank can dust this house from top to bottom, but if the kidnappers wore gloves, we won’t get fingerprints. If they were careful about where they stood and moved, we may not learn anything from the lab reports. I may be groping around in the dark, but all I need to do is graze the light switch, and we’re on.”

Will looked deflated. “But I wanted this kept quiet.”

“It will be. We’ll be totally discreet in our inquiries.”

“You’ll be doing the asking?”

“No,” Savannah said, then went on, taking the offensive quickly and confidently, if gently. “Time is of the essence. I can’t do the asking myself and still coordinate things, and we need as much information as quickly as possible. Ideally, I’d take a dozen detectives and feather them through the state, but since I didn’t think you’d go for that, I’ve called in two other people. Just two. They’re like Sammy and Hank. They work full-time for us. They happen to be wonderful people, a married couple, very effective. No one ever knows they’re law enforcement officers.”

Will’s frustration overwhelmed him. Slamming a fist on the oak tabletop, he cried, “Damn it, I didn’t want this, Savannah! I didn’t want the police brought in at all! You knew that!”

Savannah refused to be cowed. “We need information, Will. Ginny and Chris will be strictly in the field. They won’t come anywhere near the house. They’ll be asking questions, that’s all.”

“If they’re asking questions, they’ll be making everyone and his brother suspicious. People will wonder what’s going on. Before long, rumors will be flying, and then we’ll have no hope of keeping a lid on this thing.” He drove a hand through his hair. “I shouldn’t have gone to you people. Someone’s going to blow it.”

On the one hand, Savannah understood Will’s position. In his social circle, questions sparked gossip, and on the tongues of the idle rich gossip was lethal. Yet she doubted Will’s rich friends were going to be at the center of the investigation. They wouldn’t need three million dollars. Nor would they risk the electric chair. There were easier ways to commit suicide—most of which the idle rich knew.

“No one is going to blow anything,” she vowed. “As of this minute, there are seven people who know about this case—Paul, Anthony and me, Sam and Hank, Ginny and Chris. We’re all professionals. Paul will be in touch with you and me; he’ll do what we ask and only what we ask, and he’ll keep Anthony at heel. If we get any information, we may hook into the pattern-crime computer program, but we’ll be a code word, that’s all. Sam and Hank will send their findings to the crime lab—which will know this case only by a number—then they’ll sit here by the phones with us. They won’t have contact with anyone on the outside, unless we ask them to.”

“But these new people, Ginny and Chris—”

“Are right now cruising around talking with car dealers asking about recent purchases or rentals of vans. What we have to do,” she explained in a soft but urgent voice, “is to think like the kidnappers. We have to psych them out. We have to reconstruct what they’ve already done and, from there, plot what they’re going to do.”

Realizing that she had Will’s full attention, she continued. “A crime like kidnapping isn’t committed on the spur of the moment. It’s carefully planned. The kidnappers have probably been in this area for a while. They knew about you, knew that you had the means to deliver three million dollars. They probably staked the house out for a while before they chose their time of day and entry point.

“Given the distance from this house to the next and to the woods behind you, chances are slim your neighbors would be of help. So we’ll focus on the commission of the crime. The kidnappers needed some form of transportation, preferably something without windows. A van would be perfect. They could have stolen one, but that would have been risky. We’ll check it out anyway, but at the same time Ginny and Chris will concentrate on finding a dealership in Providence that sold a van within the past few days to anyone at all suspicious. I also have two people in the office making calls—” She held up a hand against the objection Will was about to make. “They don’t know what case they’re working on, simply that they’re supposed to canvas the area beyond Providence about the recent rental or purchase of a van. They’re collecting names, that’s all, and they’re parading as members of the consumer protection division. No one will ever suspect what we want the information for.”

Will was temporarily mollified, if begrudgingly so, but Savannah was satisfied with that.

“When Ginny and Chris feel they’ve exhausted the dealerships,” she went on, “they’ll move on to local motels. The kidnappers have Megan stashed somewhere. If I were a kidnapper, I’d want a place near an airport for a quick getaway.” She paused to look at him beseechfully. “Do you see what we’re trying to do?”

Will nodded unhappily. “I just wish there were a safer way of doing it. The note says no police. I don’t think I’ll be able to live with myself if we find Megan dead.”

“We won’t find her dead,” Savannah said with a force that was more personal than professional. Determinedly, she lowered her voice again. “Let’s make sure we don’t.” She picked up her pen. “I’ll need the names of your plant managers.”

Will stared at her for a minute, then, in a tight voice, he gave her the names. On further questioning and only after significant prodding on her part, he also provided her with a list of workmen and service personnel who had been at the house in the last month. He gave her the names of the valets at the club, Megan’s hairdresser, and the cab company Megan regularly used. When, slightly appalled, he asked whether Savannah was planning to contact all those people, she shook her head.

“Since you don’t feel that anyone you’ve seen recently has behaved at all strangely, we won’t do anything at this point but keep their names on a list. If it turns out that the valet at the club bought a van yesterday, Ginny and Chris will pay him a discreet visit.”

Setting down her pen, she rose and poured two cups of coffee. After she’d given Will his, she put a gentle hand on his shoulder. “I think I’ll wander around for a few minutes. I’ll be back.”

Heading out of the kitchen, she passed through the large foyer, continued on through the living room, and cautiously opened the library door. Sam Craig was on his knees on the carpet, gently pushing something Savannah couldn’t see into a plastic bag. His partner, Hank Shanski, was carefully dusting the part of the bookshelf that had been disturbed. They wore their jackets to protect them from the cold air blowing from the broken glass door.

At her appearance, they both looked up. With a smile, Sam asked, “How’s it going?”

She answered eloquently by raising her eyebrows. Clasping the coffee cup for the warmth it yielded, she looked around. The scene was much as Will had described. Had she not been prepared for the damage, she would have been far more upset. Right now her professionalism overrode any panic she felt within.

“How about here?” she asked. “Are you finding much?”

Hank answered first. Of medium build, he was the more easygoing of the two. Totally dedicated to his work, the row of studs in his left ear was his token rebellion. “Lots of prints. Lots of prints. Of course, unless these books have been wiped down real good sometime in the last fifty years, we could be cataloguing prints of several generations of Vandermeers.”

Savannah would have laughed if the situation hadn’t been so frustrating. “That’s swell. We can fingerprint Will for reference and probably get a makeup or perfume bottle with Megan’s prints on it, but the Vandermeers of days past?” Pulling her blazer more tightly around her, she shook her head, then turned to Sam. “Anything over there?”

Sammy Craig was the true freethinker of the duo. One need not look at the patches in the knees of his jeans or the faded Snoopy that graced the front of his sweatshirt or the dark, wavy hair that fell to his shoulders to guess that. One look in his clear brown eyes and anyone could tell that he was daring. His most invaluable skill as a detective was his imagination. In some respects she felt it was a waste to have him searching for samples for the lab, rather than working in the field, but she trusted Sammy more than any other cop. She wanted him here with Will.

Sam looked at her and said, “I’ve picked up some bits of dirt—probably from the garden—and a couple of fragmented footprints. Whether they’ll tell us anything, I don’t know.” He sat back on his haunches. “We’re dealing with pros. Whoever did this didn’t make any mistakes. I checked the patio, but there’s nothing—no trampled shrubbery, no broken branches, no discarded gloves. They picked their day well. If there were any tracks over the lawn, the rain has obliterated them.”

He glanced at the French doors. “I looked real close at those. The break was definitely from the outside, probably made with a large mallet of some sort.” He smirked at Savannah. “Not your croquet variety. Whoever did this brought his own tools, then took them away with him when he was done.”

Pensive, she nodded. “Have you been through the rest of the house?”

“Not yet. Did Vandermeer find anything disturbed anywhere else?”

“No.”

Sam looked around the room. “My guess is that everything took place right here. The kidnappers knew that Megan would come downstairs at some point during the night. There’s no covering on the French doors, so once she put on the light, she was in a goldfish bowl. They broke through the glass, opened the door, grabbed her, dropped the note on the desk, and walked out.” He looked at Savannah with intently curious eyes. “What I can’t figure out is how her husband slept through it.”

Savannah wondered about that, too. The sound of a large object hitting glass would have made a racket. Besides, she assumed Megan would have screamed. “There are signs that she fought them. They must have silenced her somehow. Any traces of chloroform, or another kind of drug?”

Slowly and deliberately, Sam shook his head. “No obvious spills or drips. There was a dried ring of something on the desk, but it smells like coffee. It’s probably been there several days. I’ve taken a sample. The lab will know for sure.” He held Savannah’s gaze. “No sign of any bodily fluids.”

She swallowed hard. “Which means she wasn’t cut.”

“Or raped.”

“Yes.” She took a deep, slightly shaky breath and let it out in a shiver as she wrapped an arm around her middle. “God, it’s cold in here.”

Returning to his work, Sam said, “Give me a minute, and I’ll warm you up.”

She had to smile. “You’ve been threatening to do that for five years now.” Turning to leave, she said over her shoulder, “One of these days I might take you up on it.” The last of her words was cut short as she shut the door, but Sammy knew what she’d said. He knew, as she did, that she would never take him up on his offer, any more than he would want her to. They liked, trusted, and respected each other. They were both attractive, roughly the same age, and unattached. But there never had been the slightest spark of physical attraction between them.

Returning to the kitchen, Savannah found Will in the same spot. His hair was disheveled and the knot of his necktie had been loosened. “No call,” he told her, then murmured, “Stupid of me. You would have heard the phone if it had rung.” He paused impatiently. “When are they going to call?”

She wished she knew. “It’s early. They’re probably giving you a chance to get your act together.”

“Or sweat a little.”

“Maybe. Have you had anything to eat?”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Tired? When Susan gets here, you could try to get some rest.”

“I got plenty last night,” he said, making no attempt to hide his self-disdain.

She couldn’t help but follow his lead. “What time did you go to bed?”

“Early. A little after ten.”

“Was Megan with you then?”

“Yes.”

“But she got up at some point. Do you have any idea when that was?”

“I didn’t wake up, if that’s what you mean. But from what Megan’s told me before, she probably slept for a few hours, then got up at twelve-thirty or one.”

“How long was she usually up?”

He shrugged. “A couple of hours. Then she’d go back to sleep.”

“Did she last night?”

“How would I know that if I was sleeping?” he snapped.

She indulged his bad humor. “You might have woken, or been half asleep but aware of her beside you. I hate to have to ask these questions, Will, but I’m trying to narrow down the times during which she was taken. As things stand now, we guess it was somewhere between midnight and six. The kidnappers wouldn’t have risked anything after dawn.” She paused and studied his downcast expression. “You didn’t hear a thing during the night?”

“No.”

“No noise you might have thought was part of a dream?”

“Nothing.”

She nodded, glanced around the room, then inhaled a deep breath. “I’d like to take a look around upstairs. Is that okay?”

He was suddenly cautious. “The kidnappers didn’t go up there.”

“How do you know?” she asked, but her brows were raised and a gentle smile touched her lips.

With his mouth compressed into a thin line of surrender, he sent her upstairs with a flick of his hand. Savannah wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but there wasn’t much more she could ask Will. He was wound tight, feeling frightened and bruised. It seemed best to leave him alone for a bit. Perhaps something would come to him.

Savannah had only been to the second floor of the house once before, when Megan had wanted to show her the diamond earrings and necklace that Will had bought her for their second wedding anniversary. Four years had passed since then. Megan hadn’t bubbled about anything as exquisite as those jewels, and Savannah had never again climbed the stairs.

The change was subtle, but sad. The house had aged.

Trying to ignore that, Savannah wandered the length of the balcony railing. She peered into one guest bedroom, then another. Each appeared neat and stale. A third room was sadder, in its way. It was to have been the nursery. Megan had had it decorated soon after her marriage, at a time when she’d seemed sure children would be forthcoming, and indeed, soon after, she had become pregnant. In her fourth month, though, she had miscarried. To Savannah’s knowledge, she hadn’t conceived again.

Savannah came to a halt at the door of the master bedroom. It was truly a stunning room, with a four-poster bed, surrounded by brocade drawbacks that matched the drapes. The dressers were antique and the accessories—small oil paintings, delicate china figurines, brass lamps—were well chosen. She knew that Will had done extensive renovation and redecorating in the days immediately before his marriage. She suspected nothing had been done since then.

The bed was unmade, but otherwise the room was immaculate, which was surprising. As a schoolgirl, Megan had been a slob. Will was the neat one of the pair. Either he was doing the cleaning now, she mused, or Megan had turned over a new leaf.

Feeling like an intruder, she forced herself into the room. She noticed small things—the books on the nightstands, the gold earrings on Megan’s, a pair of glasses on the mantel, cold ash in the fireplace. Stopping at the entrance to the master bath, she couldn’t help but smile. She knew that Megan adored this room. It was huge, the by-product of an older, smaller bathroom and what had once been a gentleman’s dressing room. The walls were lined with sinks and mirrors, the ceilings with recessed lights. Large plants were everywhere, and in the center of the room was a jacuzzi.

Savannah flicked the wall switch that turned the radio on. The sound of Reba McEntire’s voice filled the room. Savannah listened for a minute, a small smile creasing her lips. The song drew to an end. Her pulse skipped a beat. She waited.

But the voice that followed was not the one her senses were conditioned to hear. It was louder, less intimate, more boisterous than gentle.

“You’re listening to cool country, 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. This is Joseph Allan Johnson taking you through the afternoon hours. It’s three-oh-four now and warmer than it’s been, thirty-seven degrees and drizzling outside our studio. I’ve been advised that there’s been a three-car accident on I-95 southbound near the 195 interchange, so if you’re leaving the city early, you’ll want to take an alternate route. We’ll keep you informed of the progress on that one. 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, for a little country in the city. At three-oh-four, we’ve got a five flush coming up without a commercial break, kicking off with the Nitty Gritty Dirt Band.…”

Feeling empty, Savannah turned the radio off and left the bathroom. She went to the hall, paused at the railing overlooking the foyer, glanced back at the bedroom, then down again. The master bedroom suite was almost directly above the library. If only Will had heard something. If only he had set the alarm. If only he would say yes to bringing in the FBI.

She paused at the top of the stairs, then went back to peek into the one room she hadn’t inspected. It was smaller than the others. There was no more than a desk, several chairs, a file cabinet, and a lamp. The desk was strewn with official-looking papers. It seemed that Will did work at home. But why didn’t he use the library downstairs, and why, fastidious man that he was, did he leave things in such a mess?

She went downstairs and for several minutes stood at the bottom of the staircase. If Megan had managed to escape her kidnappers and reach this spot, would Will have heard her?

“Did you find anything?”

Startled, she swung around to see Will at the head of the hallway that led to the kitchen. “Uh, no. Actually, there was nothing. No great inspiration.” She paused, thought, frowned. “Will, why wasn’t the alarm on?”

He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I suppose I could say that Meggie turns it off when she’s up so she won’t accidentally set it off, and that’s probably what I will tell the insurance company.” He hesitated, biting the inside of his cheek. “The fact is that it’s broken. It hasn’t worked for a couple of months. The repairs will require several thousand dollars’ worth of rewiring. I figured I’d let it go until the business took an upswing.” Savannah knew the admission caused him pain.

“Several thousand versus three million. Looks like you bet on the wrong horse.” She tried to inject a lighthearted tone, but bitter shock shone through.

His laugh was the saddest she had ever heard. “That’s nothing new. I’ve been doing it for years. If I had a knack for picking the winners, the business wouldn’t be dying now.”

“Why haven’t you hired someone to help?”

“An outside consultant?” His anguished chuckle touched Savannah. “Because they’re expensive.”

Savannah could not respond. It wasn’t her place to lecture, nor was she in the mood. The emotional strain of Megan’s kidnapping was beginning to get to her. She found it stressful to pretend otherwise.

“Well,” she sighed, “that’s neither here nor there right now.” She glanced toward the library. “Let me see if Sammy and Hank are ready for a lab pickup.” Just as she turned, Will started forward.

“Savannah?” He stopped short when she looked back at him. “I told you about the alarm system because I want you to know the truth. If anyone can help me get Meggie back, you can.”

Savannah was not a genius or a miracle worker, and she resented his placing the bulk of the burden for Megan’s return on her shoulders. But when she opened her mouth to argue, he rushed on.

“There are two other things you should know.” He paused, looking faraway and very disturbed for a minute. When he spoke again, there was a faint tremor in his voice. “I know that I sometimes give the impression of being one-dimensional, but I’m not as dumb as people think. I don’t know what to do to save my business, but I do know enough to worry about it.” He paused again, then, as though realizing that the faster he did this the better, he continued. “I take sleeping pills. That’s why I sleep soundly. It’s a legitimate prescription given by my doctor. I can show you the bottle. You can check it out. But there’s no point in your wondering why I didn’t hear anything last night. I never hear anything at night. I’m totally out of it.”

“Oh, Will,” she murmured sympathetically, but he was intent on finishing what he had begun.

“The other thing is that Megan’s gun is gone.”

She felt herself pale. “Gun?”

“I’ve always been worried about her safety. For the same reason that I took out insurance against kidnapping, I bought her a gun to keep in her nightstand. It’s a small thing. I’ve looked all over for it, but it’s not here. She must have taken it downstairs with her.”

“Would she have heard the glass break and then gone downstairs?” Savannah shook her head, answering the question herself. “No. Meggie wouldn’t be that dumb. She’d have woken you, or called the police.”

“I figured that, too. I think she just took the gun with her when she went down to read. Maybe she’s been doing it ever since the alarm system broke. Maybe she had a premonition.” He ran a weary hand around the back of his neck. “Christ, I just don’t know!”

Savannah was thinking of the reason why she had never wanted to carry a gun herself. God only knew, she had cause. She had sent some violent men to prison, and more than once, in a courtroom confrontation, she had been threatened. But she had always figured that a violent man would have the gun out of her hand and aimed at her before she could muster the wherewithal to pull the trigger.

She feared for Megan.

“I think,” she said quietly, “that I’d like to share this with Sammy.” Without another word, she went into the library, closing the door behind her and leaning back against the wood.

Hank spared her a quick glance. “We’re almost ready to ship the first of this to the lab.”

Sam looked at her for a minute, then stood and came to her side. “Are you okay?”

She nodded.

“You look pale.”

“My blusher must be fading,” she said softly, then, “Sammy, there’s a gun involved. Megan had a small pistol with her. She usually kept it in her nightstand, but Will says it’s gone. I assume she brought it down here, and if so, she may have tried to use it when the kidnappers broke in. Have you found any evidence”—she sent a glance toward Hank, who had also straightened and was listening—“of a gun having been fired in this room?”

Sam, too, shot a glance at Hank, then looked back at Savannah. “Damn good thing I’ve got a change of clothes in my duffel. It could take a good long time to inch along every one of these bookshelves looking for a bullet hole. Why couldn’t the damn walls have been covered with white plaster?”

Savannah looked at the ceiling, then shook her head, squeezed her eyes shut, and spoke through gritted teeth. “This case sucks shit.”

Hank shushed her. “Ladies don’t talk that way.”

She opened her eyes. “Right now, I’m no lady. I’m a prosecutor investigating a case that I shouldn’t be investigating in the first place, because I have a personal involvement in it.” She held up her hand. “And as far as my language goes, whatever I know,” her gaze took in both detectives, “I’ve learned from you.” Swinging around, she left the room.

No sooner had she passed through the living room when the doorbell rang. She continued on into the vestibule and peered around the edge of the gathered sheer. The woman who stood on the front step, her head wrapped in auburn curls and her body in silver fox, was a welcome sight. Savannah quickly opened the door.

“I don’t believe this,” Susan said and hurried in past her sister. “I’ve been trying to grasp it since you called.” Her voice was low and urgent. “Poor Meggie. Poor Will. Has anything happened? Anyone called?”

Closing the door, Savannah shook her head. “Will is waiting in the kitchen. He doesn’t know what to do with himself, and there really isn’t much he can do but wait.” Belatedly, she wrapped an arm around her sister’s shoulder and gave her a quick hug, then reached to relieve her of the large overnight bag she’d brought. “Thanks for coming. I can’t handle this myself, and Will shouldn’t be left alone.”

Susan regarded her with a mixture of annoyance and nervousness. “I’m not sure I was the best one to call.”

“I am,” Savannah countered.

“I don’t do well under pressure.”

“You’ll do fine.”

“Will needs someone to give him strength.”

“You can do that. You’re Megan’s friend.”

“What does one have to do with the other?”

“Dedication,” Savannah said. Dropping her voice, she urged Susan down onto the vestibule bench. “When was the last time you talked with Megan?”

“Last week.”

“Did she say anything odd?”

“No,” Susan said. She began unbuttoning the fur jacket. “But she didn’t look great. I think she and Will are having problems.”

“What made you think that?”

“We’d be talking, and suddenly she’d say things like, ‘Why is life so hard?’ or ‘I’m tired of fighting.’ I mean, as statements went, they were in context with the rest of the conversation, but somehow I knew she really meant it. You know Meggie; she spent most of her life struggling to break even. She thought that was over when she married Will … What happened?”

The question was almost rhetorical, but Savannah needed to talk as much as her sister needed to listen. Savannah, Megan, and Susan had been a tight trio for years. Though Savannah’s career had distanced her somewhat, the emotional bond between the three remained. For that reason, Savannah had no qualms about betraying what would, in other circumstances, have been a confidence. Moreover, she had called Susan for a reason, and if she expected her to be of help, Susan had to know the score.

“Money,” she said very quietly. “The business is failing.”

Susan didn’t seem at all surprised. “Then the talk is right.”

“Talk?”

“Gossip. It’s my specialty, Savvy. You know that. I may not be good for much else, but I do know the latest rumors.”

“And the one about the Vandermeers—”

“—says that Will is slowly but surely running the business into the ground.”

Savannah was silent for a minute before finally admitting, “Harshly put, but basically true. To use Will’s own words, this kidnapping couldn’t have come at a worse time.” She looked up just as Will approached and raised her voice. “I was just filling Susan in on what’s happening.”

Susan stood and quickly went to brush her cheek to his. Lightly grasping his arms, she said, “How’re you doing, Will?”

“I’ve been better.”

“Meggie will be fine. You have to believe that. She’ll be fine.”

He said nothing.

Uncomfortable with the silence, Susan hurried to fill the void. “Savannah and her crew are the best. If anyone can foil this thing, they can.”

“I wish they’d make their move,” he said. “The waiting is unbearable.”

Savannah rose to join her sister. “It could be a while longer,” she warned. “They’ll pick their own time.”

Susan, who had assumed from what Savannah told her on the phone that she would be back in her own home by the next day, eyed her sister with caution. In a deceptively light tone, she asked, “How much time? What’s the range for kidnappings?”

“It could be a day, a week, or more,” Savannah said. She had answered honestly, but the immediate winces from both Will and Susan made her soften the blow. “Actually, in a state this size, it will probably be less than more.”

“Why is that?” Susan asked with an indignance that covered up her growing fear. She sensed she had been snookered into something more extensive than she had originally thought.

“Because there’s less room to hide.”

“What if they leave the state?”

“I doubt they will. They’ll want to stay close for the sake of phone calls and ransom pickups. In an area like this, which can be pretty well canvased, the longer they hold her, the better our chances of finding them. They’ll want to get their money and run.”

“We hope,” Will murmured.

“Damn right, we do,” Susan drawled. Catching a look from Savannah, she added a quick, “But I’ll be here as long as you need me.” Then she paused and said more drolly, “Of course, you may have second thoughts after a day. I’m a lousy cook.” When Will didn’t crack a smile, she said, “And I’m a worse housekeeper than Meggie.” Still no smile. She looked at Savannah and muttered, “This isn’t my day.” Hoisting her overnight bag to her shoulder, she walked to the staircase, dropped the bag, and headed toward the dining room liquor cabinet.


CHAPTER 4

“Suse,” Savannah said softly as she came up from behind.

Susan didn’t turn. Looking tense but elegant with her shoulders straight beneath the fox fur, she continued to pour her drink. “I need some backbone, Savannah. I’m not as used to situations like this as you are.” Without capping the bottle, she tipped the glass to her lips.

“I’m not used to situations like this, either,” Savannah said. “I’ve only worked on one other kidnapping, and the victim in that case was a total stranger. I’m emotionally involved here, which complicates things. But I still have to function, and I need a clear mind for that.” She paused for a breath. “I need you to function with me.”

Susan sighed in relief as the liquid hit her stomach. “There. Better.”

“How can it be better, when it hasn’t reached your bloodstream yet?”

“Just knowing it’s getting there makes it better. Believe me.” Susan took the offensive before Savannah could harp on her drinking. “What have you gotten me into? When you called on the phone, you told me everything was under control.”

“I told you Megan had been kidnapped.”

“And that Will had a note, that he was going to pay, that everything was going to be all right, but that he just needed someone with him in the house for a day. Now you tell me that no one’s called, that Will doesn’t have the money, that this could go on for a while.” Her jaw was set. “I told you that I don’t do well under pressure.”

“You’ll do fine if you set your mind to it. I need you. Will needs you. Megan needs you. All we’re asking is that you stay here and be calm. You can do that, Susan.”

With a brittle laugh, Susan took another swallow of her drink. “You never change. It’s incredible. The eternal optimist. You were that way when we were kids, and you’re still that way. I’d have thought you’d be jaded by now. You see the darkest side of life day in, day out, and still you expect the best of people.”

“What’s my alternative?”

“Being realistic. Some people have limitations that you don’t have.”

“I have limitations. I fight them, that’s all.”

“Well, some of us can’t fight them. Maybe if you’d accept that, the rest of us could relax.”

Savannah was stung by that. “Are you saying that I make you feel tense?”

“Tense? No. Inadequate is more like it. You hoodwinked me into coming over here, and now I’m stuck feeling useless.” She glanced toward the hall. Will had long since disappeared. Not knowing how far he had gone, she kept her voice low, but there was desperation in her tone. “What am I supposed to do here, Savvy? I love Megan, but I’ve always felt a little odd with Will. I can’t sit and hold his hand. He wouldn’t want that any more than I do.”

“You can talk to him.”

“Sure. Like I did out there? He wasn’t listening to me then. What makes you think he’ll listen another time?”

“He doesn’t have to listen. That’s the point, Suse. He needs someone with him. As time passes without word from Megan, he’ll get more and more uptight.”

“Swell.”

“Talk to him. Reassure him that we’re doing what we can, that the kidnappers want the money more than they want Megan, that she’ll be back. Just talk. You’re good at that.”

“A cocktail party this isn’t,” Susan remarked and took another swallow of scotch.

“Could’ve fooled me,” Savannah muttered.

“I heard that.”

“You were meant to.” She reached for the glass. “You don’t need the drink, Susan.”

But Susan wasn’t letting go. “You’re asking me to say sweet nothings at a time like this? Believe me, I need the drink.”

Savannah didn’t want to get into a full-fledged fight just then. “Okay,” she said. “Have that one drink, but just one. Because I do need you clearheaded. I need you to try to learn more from Will about the situation here than he’s told me. I need to know about anything odd that may have happened around here in the last few weeks. He couldn’t think of anything when I asked, but something may occur to him with a little prodding.”

Facing her sister, Susan remembered all the times over the years when Savannah had given out assignments. She was a natural at people management. “So I’m supposed to sit and prod?”

“Not all the time. Be diplomatic about it—talk a little, prod a little, keep quiet a little. Putter around in the kitchen. I don’t think Will has eaten a thing all day, and the house is loaded with food.”

“I was just kidding about that. Am I really supposed to be the cook?” She quickly took another shot of scotch. No sooner had she swallowed when she grumbled, “I should have told you I already had plans. It wouldn’t have been far from the truth. Dusty and Joy had asked me to drive up to Boston with them, but the weather was lousy and—”

“Kidnapped, Susan,” Savannah interrupted. “Megan has been kidnapped. We are not talking about her having her appendix taken out or getting lost at La Guardia. This is a little more important than a night on the town in Boston.”

For a minute, Susan just stared at her. In a very quiet voice she said, “I know.” Then her attention was caught by something behind Savannah, her eyes widened in fear, and she murmured quickly, “Uh-oh. Trouble. There’s a guy behind you and he sure as hell doesn’t belong here—”

Savannah whirled around. Sam was propped indolently against the arch between the dining room and the hall. She let out a small cry of relief and pressed a hand to her chest. “Sammy! Don’t creep up on us like that!”

“You know him?” Susan whispered in disbelief. Her eyes took in the tall, rangy form with its worn jeans and sweatshirt, its distinct five o’clock shadow, its long, wavy hair. “What’s he doing here, and why’s he staring at me?”

Glancing back at her sister, Savannah whispered in return, “Maybe because you’re staring at him.” Continuing in the loud whisper that, if anything, mocked Susan, she said, “He’s part of the detail assigned to the house. He’ll be here as long as you will be.”

“Detail?” Susan echoed. Not once had she taken her eyes from Sam, who heard everything that was said.

“Police,” Savannah informed her sister. She took pleasure in Susan’s shocked expression; her superior demeanor bothered Savannah.

“He’s with the police?”

Coming to life, Sam ambled forward. He extended his hand to Susan and said with a pronounced southern drawl, “Sam Craig, at your service, ma’am.”

His hand remained empty and waiting for ten seconds, before Susan recovered her poise. As disreputable as he looked, the way he moved and talked bespoke sheer male power. Though Savannah appeared to be totally comfortable with him, Susan felt threatened.

Of course, she had no intention of showing it. That was the part of the game she could play well. Tipping her chin up a notch, she slipped her hand into his and returned a firm grasp. “On behalf of the Vandermeers, I’d like to thank you for being here, Officer.”

“Lieutenant,” he corrected in that same, slow drawl, then amended it to, “Sam.”

Determined to hide her nervousness, Susan hurried on. “It’s kind of you to give us your time. This is a new and frightening experience. I’m sure you’ve been through it before. We deeply appreciate your help.” As smoothly as possible, she retrieved her hand.

He offered her the faintest tip of his head. “My pleasure.” Then he turned to Savannah and without a trace of a drawl said, “This has to be your sister. Her pictures don’t do her justice. She’s stunning. Why have you been hiding her?”

Momentarily amused, Savannah argued, “I haven’t been hiding her. You saw her at the party I threw at my father’s house last year.”

He shook his head. “I would have remembered.” He looked at Susan again. A faint smile touched his lips. “She really is a beauty.”

“Uh-huh,” Savannah said, still slightly amused.

Susan wasn’t amused. With the disappearance of Sam Craig’s drawl, she felt taken for a fool. She didn’t like that at all.

Addressing herself to him, she said, “Did no one ever tell you that it’s impolite to talk about someone as though she weren’t there?”

“Is it?” Sam asked innocently. “Funny, you seemed to feel it was okay when you did it to me a minute ago.”

“That was different. I didn’t know who you were.”

“Then it’s okay in some situations but not others? If I’d have been a thug, like you first thought, it would have been all right?”

“When I first saw you, I was frightened. I was talking to my sister.”

“About me, within easy earshot.” His drawl returned. “You’re a snob, Miss Susan.”

“And you’re out of line, Lieutenant. As a member of the police department, your job is to serve the taxpayers of this state. Given the hefty chunk the state takes from my income each year, I’d say a little respect is in order.”

In a perfectly respectful tone, Sam asked, “And what do you do to earn that income?”

Impertinent question though it was, it held enough of a dare to goad Susan. “I allow various banks and foundations and corporations the use of my money. In that sense, I’ve been involved in urban renewal, cancer research, and higher education. I serve on the boards of two art museums, one historical society, and hospitals both in Rhode Island and New York. I also happen to know how to give a party, and considering that a single evening’s event can raise several million dollars for one worthy cause or another, that’s nothing to sneeze at.” Drawing herself straighter, she said, “I’d think about that, if I were you, Lieutenant. I’d think about it the next time you put on that drawl and come at me with that sexy walk. We’re not in the same league, you and I. Sorry to disappoint you, but it’s true.”

She started to walk past him, then, on impulse, stopped and reached up to lightly brush her fingers through the shorter layers of hair by his cheek. “Nice cut, though. Maybe you’d give me the name of your stylist. Lately I haven’t been able to do a thing with my hair.” With a haughty smile, she left the room.

Sam stared after her. For another minute, he remained silent. Then he muttered, “Jesus, she’s tough.”

Savannah shook her head. “It’s a front. She’s having a hard time finding direction in her life.”

He snorted. “Could’ve fooled me. Sure sounded as though she knows exactly where she’s at.”

“She can be glib when she wants. It’s a defense mechanism. She’s really insecure.”

He turned to stare thoughtfully in the direction in which Susan had disappeared. “She’s so different from you.”

“I have my insecurities, too.”

“But you’ve never come on with a power play like that.”

“I’ve never had to, at least, not with you. You don’t threaten me. But you threaten Susan.”

He looked perplexed. “Are you kidding?”

Savannah shook her head. “You’re strong. You know where you are and why you’re there.”

He laughed in disbelief. “Your sister isn’t threatened by me. Weren’t you listening to her? She thinks I’m way below her.”

“You didn’t see her expression when you first came in.”

“Sure I did. I was looking straight at her.”

“But you didn’t see her expression.”

“She was terrified. She thought I was a thief.”

“After that.”

“She liked my sexy walk.”

“It was more than that, Sammy.”

He looked at her closely. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying,” Savannah explained slowly, “that you’re very different from the men in her world. You exude a self-confidence that is truly powerful. That makes her nervous.”

“Why should it?”

“Because you can see through her. You did. You put her down easily with that snobbery business. That’s why she’s threatened. That’s why her defenses came up. That’s why she came across as being tough. She had to. For her own sake, if nothing else.”

Sam stood beside her, silently considering that for a moment. Finally he said, “So what can I expect? Will she be giving me the cold shoulder from here to eternity?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On how comfortable you can make her feel. If she’s threatened, she’ll lash out. If not…” Her voice trailed off and a small, suggestive smile curved her lips.

Sam studied that smile. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were giving me a push.”

“Me?” Savannah held up her hand. “I don’t push you anywhere. You do your own thing. Besides, God only knows I have enough else to worry about.”

It was an apt reminder for them both. Sobering, Sam said, “We’re ready for the lab. Want to call a courier?”

She nodded and started off, then stopped. When she looked back up at Sam, she was less sure than usual. “Susan is nervous about all this. She’s here because I asked her to come and because Megan’s a friend, but given her druthers, she’d leave in a minute. If she stays, she’ll be tense.” She paused. “Go easy on her, Sammy. And keep an eye on her for me when I’m not here. She’s not happy with her life right now. When I called her to come over, I was thinking that it would do her good to focus on someone else for a change. Will you let me know if you think I made a mistake?”

Sam gave her an understanding nod.

She smiled in gratitude before leaving to call the courier.

*   *   *

Soon after, Savannah returned to the office. She’d been able to reassign some of her work so that she could spend time at the Vandermeers, but there were some matters that couldn’t be delegated. She was scheduled to go to trial the following week on an arson conspiracy case. There were witnesses to prepare, one of whom, an expert on insurance fraud, had flown in from Omaha and was waiting in her office when she returned. She spent two and a half hours with him, then met with the two police detectives who had been working on the case. She needed more information, including corroboration from one of her own witnesses. After that, she attended the weekly meeting of the criminal division. Technically, she was second in command in the division, but the first in command had been out of work for a month recovering from open-heart surgery, and it looked like it would be a while longer before he returned. Savannah had emerged quite naturally over the last year as the one others went to for advice, and she had easily assumed the responsibility of conducting division meetings.

By nine o’clock that evening, she was headed back to the Vandermeers. She felt guilty for not waiting with Will and Susan, but she had to keep up with her work unless she wanted a complete nervous breakdown. She couldn’t spend the night at Will’s as she had asked Susan to do, and she felt even more guilty about that. But she just couldn’t. She knew herself. The tension was building inside. She needed a break.

Will was where she had left him, at his post by the kitchen phone. He had a blank piece of paper and a pencil within reach, ready to take down any information the kidnappers might transmit. He was alternately holding the pencil and setting it down, folding a corner of the paper and flattening it, turning to look at the clock and facing the paper again.

Wearing the same chic yellow jogging suit that she had arrived in, Susan was sitting in one of the eight captain’s chairs that encircled the large round kitchen table. She was methodically shifting the old-fashioned glass in her hand by quarter turns on the wood surface. She looked up once, when Savannah entered the room, then looked back at her glass. But that single brief glance had been defiant. Savannah knew not to mention the drink.

Sam and Hank were sitting at the table with drinks of their own. Rather than old-fashioned glasses filled with liquor, though, they held mugs of coffee. She guessed they were on their fourth or fifth cups. She was a coffee drinker herself, but not to excess. She recognized a caffeine shake when it was starting and knew when to stop. Sammy and Hank never stopped, but then, they never shook. They could drink coffee all night, while they took turns sleeping. And they would sleep soundly. The caffeine didn’t faze them. She assumed it had something to do with the sturdiness of the male physique; strength was one of the few concessions she was prepared to make to the male of the species. It could make them exciting, or terrifying.

“What are they doing with her?” Will cried, his eyes tired now but no less alert. “Why haven’t they called?”

Taking a seat between him and Hank, Savannah laced her hands tightly together. “They’re waiting for the right time.”

“Do you think she’s okay?”

“I have to think that.”

“Will they feed her? Make sure she’s warm enough?”

“She’ll eat when they eat and be as warm as they are. I’m sure they have no intention of either starving or freezing.” She paused. “What happened with the insurance company?”

“One man came and looked around,” Will answered.

Hank offered a little more. “We talked with him. He seemed satisfied.”

“Is he getting the money together?”

Will grew agitated. “Sure he is, but he doesn’t trust us to have it here. He wants to wait until we’ve gotten the call and arranged the payoff. Then he’ll get the money over.” He swore between his teeth. “You’d think we were trying to gyp him out of something. What in the hell have I been paying premiums for if not situations like this?”

“He has to be cautious,” Savannah reasoned. “Three million dollars is a lot of money. It’s his job to guard it well. We can’t really blame him for that.” She inhaled. “As long as he can get his hands on that money when we need it.” Her gaze grew more concentrated. “Will, is anything else of Megan’s missing? Any jewelry? Money from her wallet?”

It was a minute before he focused on what she’d asked, and even then he seemed confused. “I haven’t looked through her jewelry. I assumed they were only interested in her.”

“I saw a pair of earrings on her night table.”

“She takes them off when she gets into bed.”

“Where does she keep the rest of her things?”

“There’s a safe in the library. It hasn’t been opened. I checked.”

“Was she wearing anything else—necklace, watch?”

He frowned, trying to concentrate. “I’m not sure.”

“Think,” she commanded gently. “If she was wearing something of value when they took her, they may have hawked it to pay for food or a motel room or plane tickets. We could possibly trace it.”

Head bowed, Will thought for a minute. Finally he looked up and said weakly, “I gave her a Piaget watch with diamonds around the face for her birthday last year. She used to take it off along with the earrings when she came to bed, but it’s possible she put it back on when she got up and went downstairs.”

Savannah did not remember having seen the watch with the earrings. She glanced at Hank who was already getting up to check. She turned back to Will. “How about money?”

He looked more frustrated than ever. “I don’t know. I have no idea how much she had in her wallet. She cashes checks whenever she needs money. I don’t keep tabs on her. I’ve never wanted her to feel restricted.” More quietly, he added, “She balances the checkbook at the end of the month. I like it that way.”

“Want to check her wallet?”

“But I told you, I don’t know—”

“Check. For me?”

He glanced longingly, painfully at the phone.

“You’ll hear if it rings,” Savannah assured him. “We’ll be here listening, too. But I have to know about the wallet. Look to see if anything’s been messed up, identification cards removed, money taken out quickly. I’d also like to know whether anything, even the smallest thing, is missing from any of the other rooms on the first floor. I doubt the kidnappers would have risked going far, but it’d have been easy for one of them to dash through and pick up a few little trinkets that could be sold for a few thousand dollars, which would be lovely spending money in Rio.”

“They’re not robbers,” Will said. “They’re kidnappers.”

“Which is robbery once removed, isn’t it?” she pointed out gently.

She had him there. Without further argument, he left the kitchen. She immediately turned to Sam. “I checked with the lab just before I drove over. The prints you picked up in the library are mostly Megan’s and Will’s. There’s one set they can’t identify. They’re checking it through the crime computer. If we’re lucky, it may match up with something.”

“Where’d we lift it from?”

“The base of the desk lamp.”

His mouth went flat. “That was the most obvious print we found—bright and clear, right there on the brass. I took it because it was looking me boldly in the face, but even then I doubted it belonged to the kidnappers. They wouldn’t have been so dumb.”

“Or careless. Not after being fastidious with everything else.” Savannah sent Susan a dry look. “It was probably the cleaning men.”

Susan snorted. “They’re pathetic.” She continued to turn the glass, quarter by quarter.

Sam looked puzzled. “What kind of cleaning man is going to leave a fingerprint on something that should be spotless and shiny?”

“Good question,” Savannah said, “and I ask it every week when I write out a check. But good cleaning people are hard to come by. These guys are really good with the heavy stuff. They do a super job on bathrooms and floors and carpets and baseboards. They’re not so good with the little things—”

“Like dust,” Susan said.

“Or fingerprints,” Sam guessed. He looked from one sister to the other. “You use the same cleaning service Megan does?”

“Savannah’s been using them longest. Blame it on her.”

Sam wasn’t ready to blame anything on Savannah. “No one’s making you use them.”

“But Savvy’s right,” Susan argued. “You can’t get good cleaning help anymore. The ones who can dust can’t clean, and vice versa, so you take the lesser of the evils. I can’t do heavy cleaning. These men can. And they bring their own equipment. The last thing I want to be thinking about is buying new vacuum bags.”

“Might interfere with the party plans?” Sam said in a low, taunting voice.

No longer turning her glass but clutching it tightly on the table, Susan looked rigidly at Savannah. “This man is an idiot, do you know that? The gall of him to accuse me of being a snob, when he’s a far worse one than I am. He’s already taken digs at my coat, my rings, my clothes.” She looked over what she was wearing. “Just because I buy a jogging outfit in a boutique rather than a department store doesn’t mean I don’t jog, and it certainly doesn’t mean I’m any less of a person.”

Savannah looked at Sam, who was the picture of innocence.

“She’s too sensitive,” he said. “She can’t take a little kidding.”

Susan turned on him. “Kidding! It’s been nonstop criticism since I arrived.”

“Not true. I told you dinner was great.”

“Uh-huh, after you told me how surprised you were that I knew how to cook.”

“I was. Am. You don’t look like the domestic type. Let’s face it, you were born with a silver spoon in your mouth. You didn’t do badly when you married, either.”

“Which goes to show what you know,” Susan muttered in disgust.

“Dirk Gardner is loaded.”

“And money can’t make a marriage. Dirk and I were a disaster together. So, yes, I did do badly when I married.”

The good-natured humor that Savannah had seen on Sam’s face when he’d first begun sparring with Susan was replaced by something more sober. “I’m sorry.”

“You should be. It’s not easy for me being here, and you’re not helping.”

“I’m trying to. I’m giving you something else to think about besides Megan and that drink.”

Furious, Susan stood. “Who in the hell are you to think you know what I need? If I want a diversion, I can promise it won’t be with a jackass like you.” Bumping the arm of her chair as she rushed past him, she stormed from the room.

Silence hung over her departure. Sam blew out a breath and eyed Savannah expectantly. “Your sister doesn’t like me.”

Sitting back in her chair, Savannah put her elbows on its arms, linked her fingers, and pursed her lips. “I think you may be right.”

“I like her.”

“Really.”

“I do. But she doesn’t take to my honesty. She’s not used to honesty.”

“Astute observation.”

“Her friends are that shallow?”

“Not all of them. I’m her friend. So’s Megan. I don’t like to think either of us is shallow.’

“But the others,” Sam said, “the Newport crowd. Pretty shallow, huh?”

He was getting himself in deeper. She fought a smile. “My father is part of the Newport crowd. So are two aunts and uncles and numerous cousins.”

“And you became a lawyer,” he said without blinking. “Why, Savvy? Why not a society willow like Susan?”

Savannah sat in quiet admiration of the way he had turned the discussion to his advantage. Then she said softly, “I needed something more. That’s all.”

“And Susan?”

“She chose the world she knew.”

“But she’s not happy.”

“She’s almost thirty-one. Are you going to tell her to leave what she knows and try something new?”

“Someone should.”

“You’ve seen what she does. She just leaves the room.”

“She does that to you?”

“Sometimes. When I hit a raw spot.”

“Like the booze?”

Savannah fell quiet again. When she spoke, it was in a softer voice that asked what the words themselves didn’t. “She didn’t seem drunk.”

“She’s not,” Sam said. “Yet. You worry about that, don’t you?”

Savannah looked at her hands. “Yes, I worry. She’s my sister. I worry a lot.”

“You look tired.”

She glanced up. “I am. But it’s not supposed to show.”

“Why don’t you go home?”

She wanted to. “Soon.”

“Nothing’s going to happen here until morning. I’ll keep an eye on Susan for you.”

Savannah gave a sad chuckle. “That could be tragic for both of you. At the rate you’re going, I’ll arrive here in the morning to find bits and pieces of you two strewn around the house—” She stopped short, all humor gone as she pictured the parody with far too much clarity. It reminded her of a murder case she had worked on, in which the victim had been mutilated. She’d gone through hell trying that case, and she still felt the bile rise in her throat each time she recalled the exhibit photos she had shown the jury. For a split second, she saw the fleeting image of Megan’s face attached to that limbless torso. Then she closed her eyes and took a slow, shaky breath.

“Savvy?” Sam asked. He was rising from his seat just as she opened her eyes, but he continued around the table to where she sat. “Are you okay?”

“Fine.” She forced a smile.

“You look green.”

“Must’ve been something I ate.”

“Maybe I should drive you home.”

She shook her head and, as though to prove her point, stood up. “I’m fine. Really. You stay here and guard the fort. I’m counting on you.”

Nodding, he took a step back to let her pass. She came face to face with Hank at the door.

“No watch,” he told her. “Will just checked her jewelry box upstairs and it isn’t there. She must have it.”

Fighting the image of a detached wrist wearing that watch, Savannah swallowed hard. “I’ll see that someone contacts the pawn shops first thing tomorrow.”

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Just tired,” she said with a weak smile as she eased past him. She found Susan in the living room, sitting on the floor in front of one of the stereo speakers. Kneeling beside her, she said, “I’m taking off soon. I’m beat.”

Susan gave her a sidelong glance. “You look it.”

“You’re the third person who’s told me that in as many minutes.”

“If Sam Craig was one of them, it may be the only thing he and I agree about.”

“Sammy’s a good guy.”

“He rubs me the wrong way.”

“Give him a chance. He has a good head on his shoulders. He may be a little too blunt sometimes, but his heart’s in the right place.”

“A little too blunt—that’s putting it mildly. But maybe I’m being too harsh. Where we come from, social niceties are important. He obviously comes from somewhere else, and his roots show. He’s a cop, not a diplomat.”

Savannah sat for a minute, quietly listening to John Denver sing “Annie’s Song” on the radio. She always found the song uplifting. It ended too soon. Without realizing it, she held her breath. But the voice that she heard was bright and bubbly rather than the one she longed to hear.

“Your dial is set at cool country, 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. I’m Melissa Stuart, with you until midnight. Right now, it’s ten twenty-three, thirty-nine degrees and raining outside our studios. Look for showers to continue through the night with clouds beginning to break by dawn, maybe even a little sun by midday. Meanwhile, I’ve got three of the hottest coming up on 95.3 FM, WCIC, kicking off with the best of Shenandoah.…” The music began right on cue.

“Strange,” Savannah whispered, “the words are practically the same, but the effect is so different.”

Susan sounded bemused. “He’s so much better.”

“Was this already set at CIC?”

“Uh-huh. Megan listens all the time.”

“Wonder if she was listening last night.”

“Wonder if she’s listening tonight.”

Savannah shivered. “God, I hope she’s okay.”

“Me, too.” Susan looked at her sister. “You really do look tired. Are you sure you’re not sick?”

“Sick at heart, maybe. I wish there were more I could do.”

“My God, Savvy, you’ve done so much already.”

“But we haven’t learned anything. The lab is coming up with zip. Chris and Ginny are coming up with zip. You can’t believe how frustrated I feel.”

Susan thought for a minute before saying, “I can believe it. It’s like I said before, you have the highest expectations of anyone I know. I watch you coordinate everything, but you think you’re not doing enough. You can only do so much, Savvy. You’re human. Just like the rest of us.” That said, she raised her glass and took a sip.

Too tired to argue, Savannah sighed, then stood. “You won’t have too much, will you, Suse?”

Susan shook her head. “I won’t.”

“Check on Will every so often?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And call me if anything happens?”

Susan nodded.

Satisfied that things were under control with her sister, at least for the time being, Savannah went in search of Will. She found him in the dining room, glancing through the silver drawers. “Anything missing?” she asked.

Will looked as though he’d been through a wringer. Only his eyes moved, darting frantically from one tray to the next. “I don’t know. How many knives are there supposed to be?”

The question echoed in Savannah’s mind. How many knives? One dozen? Two dozen? Three dozen? Minus any that may have been snitched by the hired help over the years. Minus any that may have gone home to the wrong house in a casserole dish. Minus any that fell into the disposal.

His question accurately summed up the problem: they were grasping at straws.

“Forget the silver,” Savannah said wearily. “They probably wouldn’t have taken the time to open drawers. Anything missing on top?”

His eyes continued to dart through the flatware. “No.”

Savannah slowly closed the drawer. Bracing her forearm on the top of the cabinet, she looked into his face. “Why don’t you try to rest, Will? It’s been a long day.”

“I won’t rest until she’s back.”

“But there’s nothing we can do now. Sam and Hank will take turns sitting by the phone. You’ll be fresher in the morning if you try to sleep now.”

He laughed feebly. “The only way I can sleep is by taking a pill, but if I do that and the call comes in, I won’t be able to think straight.”

“Then just lie down. Try to relax. It’ll be better for Megan that way.” Strung out herself, she wasn’t about to argue further. “I’m going to run on home. I’ll see you in the morning. Hang in there, okay?” Without awaiting an answer, she saw herself out.

The night was dark and wet. Despite the long wool coat that enveloped her, Savannah was chilled by the time she reached her car. She slid in and locked the door in a single, quick motion, then steadied her hand and put the key in the ignition.

The drive home was quick, thanks to the hour and the sparseness of traffic. She almost wished there were more cars, more noise, more life. The windshield wipers maintained a steady rhythm against the rain; the wet pavement mirrored the city lights. Still, the world seemed very dark, and she felt very much alone.

Parking in the garage behind her townhouse, she hurried across the small open space to her back door. Her hands trembled as she unlocked it and continued to tremble while she turned off the alarm to allow herself entry. With the door closed behind her, she took an unsteady breath and proceeded up the stairs to the first floor of the townhouse.

Hanging her coat in the closet, she carried her briefcase directly into the den and set it on the desk. Then she sank into the old, leather wing chair, dropped her shoes to the floor, and drew her knees to her chest. Hugging them tightly, she took one shallow breath after another. All the while her body trembled.

She didn’t cry. She never did when this happened. In place of tears, a fine sheen of sweat broke out on her forehead, her upper lip, the back of her neck. And the trembling went on.

She knew what was happening; it was no great mystery. In the course of a day, she went about her work in a very diligent, very capable and controlled manner. But some days the work she did deeply upset her. On those days, she held back her feelings until she felt she would burst, because the last thing she could do was show weakness at work. Only later, at home, sitting in her chair with the high back and wings to protect her, could she give vent to the emotions that cried for release.

It was a classic case of delayed reaction, and it didn’t happen often. She could handle her job perfectly well nine-tenths of the time. The other tenth of the time, she suffered. It had been that way when she tried a case involving a pair of toddlers who had been sexually abused in a nursery school. It had been that way when she headed an investigation into the cult suicides of three teenagers at the local high school. It had been that way with the limbless torso case.

Megan Vandermeer’s kidnapping wasn’t blatantly grotesque or bloody. Optimally, it would end with the payment of a ransom and Megan’s return, with little more physical harm done than a broken French door.

Optimally.

Unfortunately, Savannah knew too much. She knew how the criminal mind worked. Despite the words of encouragement she gave Will, she had seen the results of irrational acts too often to believe that the optimal situation would come to pass. She did believe that Megan would return home alive; she had to believe that. What frightened her was the torment Megan might endure before then, and where that torment was concerned, Savannah’s imagination was fertile.

Megan was her friend, and that made the pain she felt so much worse. She wanted to help. She was doing everything she could. But she was getting nowhere. And Megan suffered.

She kept taking soft, shallow breaths. Turning sideways in the chair, she pressed her damp brow to her knees and closed her eyes.

Gradually, the shaking began to ease. Gradually, her breathing deepened. With her eyes still closed, she rested her head back against the chair.

A few minutes later, she went into the bedroom to change her clothes. Despite the fact that she was physically drained, she had work to do. Work was her scourge and her salvation. Will took sleeping pills, Susan drank scotch, Savannah worked.

There were times when she wondered where it would end. But, hell, she had to do something until midnight.


CHAPTER 5

“It’s twelve-oh-four, and this is Jared Snow, comin’ to you at the tail end of a cold and rainy Tuesday.”

Savannah had been waiting, focusing with only half a mind on the memorandum she was dictating. At the slow, husky sound of his voice, she turned off her minirecorder and pressed its narrow end to her lips.

“You’re listening to cool country,” he told her with a lazy smile, “95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. I’ll be playing nothing but the smoothest of country sounds till six. If you’ve just come home, find a comfortable place to dry off and warm up. If you’ve been home awhile, refill that mug with whatever feeds your senses, take a real slow breath, and relax. I’ve got Randy Travis, Juice Newton, and Exile comin’ up on 95.3 FM, the home of a little country in the city, WCIC Providence, kickin’ off a cool country streak with a new cut by T. Graham Brown. Jared Snow listenin’ with you in the heart of the night. Enjoy.…”

She did, oh, she did. The tension that lingered in her body seemed to ease with the sound of his voice. The images that plagued her with each break from her work disappeared. In a leisurely motion she set the recorder on the desk. Raising her arms, she linked her hands on her forehead, pushed up the dark bangs that normally lay there and arched her back into a feline stretch.

Jared Snow. He had a sexy voice, and a suggestive way of using it. He was smooth and easy; it was hard to listen to him and not melt. He talked as though he were lying beside her in bed, as though they had just made heated love and were in a comfortable embrace, basking in the afterglow. When he identified his station, he could as well be saying she turned him on, and when he announced the song to come, he could be telling her he wanted her again.

Not for the first time, she wondered what he looked like. He had to look sexy. Not that looks mattered, certainly not when it came to Jared Snow. But she didn’t want him to look sleazy. She saw enough of that during an average day in court. She wanted him to be a sight for sore eyes. She wanted the reality of him to be wonderful.

Maybe she wanted too much. Susan told her all the time that her expectations were too great. Maybe they were. Such had been her experience with Matt Briarwood. She had been twenty-one and in love, only to find that he merely wanted a few nights in bed. More recently she had entrusted a political corruption case to Bobby O’Neil and learned a month after the case ended in an acquittal that Bobby had accepted a bribe to back off.

More than once Savannah wondered whether she was simply a poor judge of character. But she didn’t want to believe that. She decided that there were times when she felt so strongly about things that she was blind to reality. In Matt’s case, she’d been in love, which was enough to warp any young woman’s judgment. In Bobby’s case, she had seen a brilliant legal mind and had been so eager to put it to use that she had not been on the lookout for snags.

She supposed she was an eternal optimist. Her only alternative was to go through life expecting the worst. That was too depressing.

Dropping her arms, she leaned toward the briefcase that lay open on the desk and removed the pad of paper she used when she had talked with Will earlier. Chewing on her lower lip, she studied the words written there: KICK IN A COOL THREE MILLION.

Over and over she read the phrase. Closing her eyes, she pictured the original, recalling the message in its entirety. As a ransom note, it got its point across, but why those words? Kick in a cool three million. Kick in a cool three million.

Kickin’ off a cool country streak …

Kick in a cool three million.

Kickin’ back to an oldie …

Kick in a cool three million.

Kickin’ in at twelve twenty-two …

Lots of people listened to Jared Snow. He had been holding down the twelve-to-six shift at CIC for two years, during which time he had no doubt built a sizable following. Lots of people listened, people like her who either didn’t want to sleep, didn’t need to sleep, or couldn’t sleep.

Kick in a cool three million.

Kickin’ off a cool country streak …

The similarity had to be a coincidence.

Pushing the pad and pencil away, she retrieved the small recorder, rewound it to find her place, then resumed dictation. The music played softly in the background. If Savannah had felt it would carry onto the recorder, she would simply have lowered the volume. She wouldn’t have turned it off. Jared Snow was too good to miss.

After finishing that memorandum, she dictated two letters for her secretary to type the next day. In the middle of the second one, Jared spoke to her again.

“That was Gary Morris, harmonizing with Crystal Gayle, and I’m Jared Snow,” he drawled, “sittin’ with you in the heart of the night. Don’t touch that dial. It’s set at 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, all day, every day, your best bet for a little country in the city…”

His voice faded as the music began, but she held its memory inside her far longer.

He was tall and dark, she decided. Rakish, rather than suave. He had the lazy smile she associated with his voice, and more often than not it was crooked. She imagined broad shoulders, a tapering torso, long legs. He wore form-fitting sweaters with nothing underneath, and jeans that fit like a glove, leaving no doubt as to his sex.

With a soft moan of dismay, Savannah snatched up the recorder, and inhaled, ready to speak. The breath silently seeped out. She had no idea where she had left off. Lips tight, she rewound the tape, listened for a minute, then finished the letter. She managed to quickly dictate another one before Jared returned.

“Ronnie Milsap, ‘Where Do the Nights Go.’ I spent some time with Ronnie not long ago. Nice guy. Nice song.”

Savannah had been concentrating on her work, so she had not heard the song, but if Jared said it, it had to be so. Threading her fingers into her hair, she began to loosen the pins that had kept it in a neat twist since morning.

“I’ve got lots more coming up for you from the home of cool country sounds, 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, starting with one of the sweetest I’ve heard in a while, a new one from Dolly Parton.…”

Dolly started singing, and Savannah’s hands went still in her hair. She disliked Dolly Parton. She wasn’t sure why. Dolly sang nicely enough, beautifully, in fact. But she was too short, too blonde, too busty. Jared had called her song one of the sweetest he had heard in a while. Maybe that was what bothered Savannah. Maybe she was jealous.

“For God’s sake,” she muttered and removed the hairpins with a vengeance. When they were in a neat pile on the desk, she ran her fingers through her long brown hair to relieve the little kinks that had set in. Then, tossing the mane over her shoulder, she picked up the recorder again. But she was feeling restless, not at all like working. A hot bath and a cup of warm milk sounded nice.

Neither one hit the spot. No sooner had she sunk into the tub than she began to think about Megan. After no more than five minutes in the water, she climbed out, toweled herself dry and, drawing on a soft cotton nightgown, went for the milk. It left an unpleasant taste in her mouth.

So she climbed into bed, set the radio to play for an hour, drew the covers to her chin, and waited for Jared Snow to speak. She didn’t have long to wait.

“It’s one-twenty,” he told her in the gently raspy tone that caressed her mind, “twenty minutes after one in the Ocean State. The WCIC forecast calls for clearing by morning, but I can still hear the rain on my roof. Don’t go out if you can help it, it’s a raw thirty-nine degrees, a perfect night to curl up with a blanket, a glass of wine, a special someone. I’m Jared Snow. In the heart of the night you’re tuned to WCIC, 95.3 FM. Still got more than four hours of the smoothest of country sounds. Stay with me while I kick in a cool cut from Conway Twitty.…”

With the start of the music, Savannah rolled to her side. WCIC. Kick. It was a natural. Jared Snow was not the only disc jockey to link the words. She had heard Joseph Allan Johnson do it. And Melissa Stuart. It was obviously part of the station’s logo, like “cool country” and “a little country in the city.”

Kick in a cool three million.

Kick in a cool cut …

Coincidence. That was all.

Still, she wondered. She thought about work, too, as she lay there. Had she properly prepared one of the witnesses for the arson trial? Would the upcoming fund-raiser for Paul be another small stepping stone toward the governor’s office. She wondered about turning thirty-one on Saturday and whether she could have a baby at forty-one. Most of all, she thought about Megan.

She planned what she would do the next day, mentally shifting her schedule around to allow time with Will. She even climbed out of bed once to jot down a note of two appointments her secretary could postpone. Then she returned to bed, huddled beneath the covers listening to the rain, and waited for Jared Snow’s voice.

The last thing she remembered was his telling her that it was coming up on two-thirty and he was kickin’ off another string of six.

*   *   *

The taut and silent faces that met Savannah in the Vandermeer kitchen at eight the next morning told her that there was no news.

Sam joined her for a quiet meeting in the hall. “I just talked with Chris,” he said, “and they haven’t found a thing. No cash purchases of vans, no shady types checking into local hotels. If I didn’t know better, I’d think Providence County had gone pure overnight.”

“Not quite,” she remarked dryly. “Did you give Chris the names of Will’s managers?”

Sam nodded. “They’ll split up, Ginny and him, so they can hit all three this morning.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll give the lab a little longer, but I doubt they’ll come up with anything useful. This was a clean job, Savvy.”

“I hate clean jobs. They mean that our quarry is smart.”

“Depressing, but true.”

She nodded toward Will, who stood at the kitchen window. “Did he sleep?”

“For an hour or two. No more. He’s pretty edgy.”

“No wonder. How about you? Get much sleep?”

“Enough.”

“Was Susan okay?”

“Not bad.”

“What does that mean?”

“She decided to bake a cake at one this morning.”

“That’s nice.”

“A rum cake,” Sam said, then his eyes narrowed on Savannah. “Does she always drink, or is it the situation?”

“Both, I suppose.”

“You suppose? She’s your sister. Don’t you know?”

“I’m not her keeper,” Savannah said a bit sharply, then quickly gentled her tone. “I try to do more, but she denies there’s a problem.” She shrugged. “Maybe there isn’t.”

Sam said nothing.

“Is she still sleeping?”

“I guess so. She hasn’t been down yet.” His gaze shifted. “I take that back. Here she comes.”

Savannah turned to find Susan approaching. She was wearing a pair of tight jeans with an oversized sweatshirt emblazoned with rhinestones that made her face look pale. Her hair had been hastily drawn into a loose, voluminous pony tail. She wore socks but no shoes. Savannah guessed she had just woken up.

“I heard the bell,” she said in a groggy voice. Hesitantly, even a bit painfully, she looked from Savannah to Sam. “Anything new?”

He shook his head in silence. He was intently studying her face.

Uncomfortable with that, she turned to Savannah. “So we just wait?”

Savannah nodded.

“Will you stay here?”

“I’ll be back and forth to the office. I’ve got a couple of appointments I can’t change, and, anyway, there are a load of phone calls I can more easily make from there.”

Susan accepted that. She looked too tired and worried to argue. Stuffing her hands in the pockets of her jeans, she said, “It’s spooky here. Megan’s everywhere. I kept waking up, thinking about her.”

“So did I, and I was across town.”

“Is it better or worse the longer they keep her?”

“I don’t know,” Savannah said. She looked questioningly at Sam, but he couldn’t help her out.

“A kidnapping is a kidnapping,” he said. “She’s been gone for little over a day. We have to assume it’ll be at least two or three before she’s back. If the exchange hasn’t been made by next week, ask me again.”

Susan shot him a look of annoyance.

“What did I do?” he asked.

“You could have been a little more encouraging.”

“You want me to lie?”

She faced him head-on. “At this hour, and with the night I just had, yes.”

“You look pretty good.”

“That’s a bald-faced lie. I look like death warmed over.”

“No,” he insisted. “You look good. I like you without makeup.” Barely pausing, he said, “How about some breakfast?”

She made a face. “How can you think of eating at a time like this?”

“I’m hungry. Dinner was a long time ago, and delicious as that rum cake was—”

“I thought I said to lie.” She turned to Savannah and said in a prim voice, “The cake fell. I don’t know what happened to it. I’ve never had that experience before in my life.”

Savannah wasn’t about to ask how many rum cakes Susan had made before. She suspected about as many as she had made herself, which was none. She could understand the attempt, though. Doing something would be better than doing nothing, and since the cupboards were full, why not? “Maybe something’s wrong with the oven,” she suggested.

Sam smirked.

Susan frowned.

Sensing she’d better quit while she was ahead, Savannah said, “I’m on my way to the office. I’ll talk with you later.”

*   *   *

The news at the office was no more encouraging. “Nothing from the lab,” Savannah told Paul when he stopped by shortly after nine. “Nothing from Ginny and Chris. Nothing from the people we put on the phones. And as if that weren’t bad enough, the Cat struck again.”

“What does the Cat have to do with this case?”

“Not a thing. Just thought you’d like to know.”

“What did he get this time?”

“Oh, roughly a hundred thousand in jewelry, silver, and art from the Monroe house in Cranston.”

“Are they sure it was the Cat?”

“Who else helps himself and leaves without a trace?”

“Have they questioned Stavanovich?”

“Can’t find him.”

“Swell. This is getting embarrassing, Savvy.”

“Mmmm.” She inhaled an exaggerated breath. “Anyway, I’ve sent Hank out to cruise around. He’s got one or two informants who will let him know if they’ve seen or heard anything about Megan. I even have someone in Corrections looking to see who of our dear friends has been released from prison lately. Beyond that, I don’t know what to do.”

Paul was totally composed, more so than any other person she had seen that day. But then, Paul was always composed. Part of it was the image he upheld, part was his experience, and part was the fact that, as attorney general, he was detached from the nitty-gritty details of things. He rarely bloodied his hands in the arena. He had assistants to do that, assistants like Savannah.

“There’s nothing to do but wait,” he said.

“It’s hard.”

“That’s because you’re a doer and doers don’t usually wait. But we have no choice, Savannah. If we move too far, too fast, or too freely, we’re apt to blow this case. Neither of us wants to do that.”

She knew he was right, though she was uneasy with his pointed warning. Paul was, she knew, a political creature, while she was a humanitarian one. One of the reasons their relationship worked so well was that they tempered each other.

In this situation, however, Savannah didn’t want to be tempered. Megan was her friend. The political ramifications of the case didn’t concern her at all.

“I feel like I’m blowing it by sitting here doing nothing,” she complained. “I wish Will would let us go to the FBI.”

“I doubt they’d do more than you’ve already done.”

“Maybe not,” she mused. Still, the weight of responsibility was on her shoulders, and it was awesome.

Paul left. Savannah took several phone calls and made several others concerning her upcoming trial. She met with one of the lawyers to discuss preparation of a rebuttal to pretrial motions for an extortion case that was on the docket for a month later. She phoned the Vandermeer house, but nothing had happened.

Frustrated, she called information for the number of WCIC. She jotted it on her pad, stared at it for several minutes, picked up the phone to call, then put the receiver down.

Coincidence. There couldn’t be a connection. Or if there was, she had already taken care of it. That was why she had phoned the Department of Corrections earlier. The idea that one or more of Megan’s abductors had spent time in Rhode Island correctional facilities, where they might have listened to and been inspired by WCIC, was a shot in the dark, but those shots seemed the only ones she could take.

Temporarily satisfied, she stashed several extra pads of paper into her briefcase and went to the law library. She could be reached there if anything happened, and in the meanwhile, she would be doing research.

By one in the afternoon, though, she was back in her office. Again she lifted the phone to call WCIC. Again she replaced the receiver without pushing a button. Then she took several incoming calls and an hour later she drove to the Vandermeer house. She already knew that nothing had happened, but she wanted to stop in, if only for a short time.

While she was there, Hank returned, but his informants had had nothing to say. “Either they really know nothing, or whoever is involved is so big that they’re terrified.”

Savannah chose to believe the first, since the second was truly frightening. “Who’s big?” she asked. “Why would someone big get involved in a kidnapping?”

Neither Hank nor Sam had answers for her, and Sam had worse news to report. “We won’t get any help from his managers. They haven’t seen a thing.”

“We’re really striking out,” Savannah murmured and turned toward Will. Exhausted, he had taken to sitting rigidly on the living room sofa with the phone by his side. “How’re you doing?” she asked gently as she slipped down beside him.

He eyed her hollowly. “It’s my fault. If I’d had the alarm system fixed, this wouldn’t have happened.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do. It’s my fault.”

“Come on, Will,” she coaxed, “even if the alarm system had been working perfectly, any system can be disengaged if the kidnappers know what they’re doing, and Megan’s kidnappers knew what they were doing.” She frowned.

Sam verbalized her thought. “But they didn’t know the system was broken. They should have tried to disengage it.” He looked at Hank. “You check downstairs. I’ll look outside.”

They disappeared.

Susan, who had been standing on the far side of the room with her arms wrapped tightly around her middle, called, “Savannah? Can I talk with you for a minute?” As soon as Savannah had joined her, she murmured, “This isn’t going to work. I’m not doing a bit of good here.”

“Sure, you are.”

“I cook. That’s it.”

“You soften things up just by being here. It’s a woman’s touch.”

“I’m not helping Will. He’s a zombie. The main thing I’m doing is arguing with Sam.”

“Why does he bother you so?”

“I don’t know, but he does.”

“I’ve always liked him.”

Susan frowned and dropped her gaze. Focusing on one glossy pink fingernail, she asked, “Are you interested in him?”

“Interested? Sure. Sammy and I have been through a lot together. I care about him.”

“Do you date him?”

“No.”

“Have you ever?”

“No.”

“But you invited him to the party at the house last year.”

“Him and about sixty of my other friends and colleagues.”

Susan looked up. “You’ve never slept with him?”

“If I’ve never dated him, how could I have slept with him?”

Susan looked back down at her nail. “You said it yourself, you’ve been through a lot together. Sometimes things just … happen. You could be working on a case late at night, you’re both tired and tense, you need an outlet.”

“Sammy and I have never used each other that way.”

“You’re sure?”

Savannah gave a soft laugh. “Of course, I’m sure. Susan, what is this? I’d tell you if I had a thing for the man, but I don’t. I think he’s intelligent and sensitive and very attractive, but he doesn’t turn me on that way. And I don’t turn him on that way. Neither of us is suffering. Believe me.”

Susan was quiet for a minute. Then she said, “So you think he’s attractive?”

“Yes.”

“Even with that hair?”

Savannah nodded. “He’s an individual. I respect that.” She paused. Susan was looking sadly across the room. “What is it, Suse?”

But Susan didn’t answer. She stared at that distant wall, then shook her head and shrugged. Before Savannah could pursue it, Sam and Hank returned. They said nothing until they reached her side.

“It hasn’t been touched,” Hank murmured. “Not from the inside or the outside.”

Savannah shot a glance at Will, who had heard what Hank said and was looking more miserable than ever. He was right, after all. Since the kidnappers had been unaware of the alarm, if it had been on, the kidnapping might have been thwarted.

Unless they’d already known that the system was broken.

Sam, who was thinking the same thing, reached Will first. “When the system went on the blink, did you report it?”

Will looked up blankly.

“It’s important that we know,” Savannah said, joining Sam. “If you reported it broken, someone with the alarm company had valuable information to pass on, particularly if that someone knew you hadn’t fixed it.”

Will rallied enough to say, “I called. But I got estimates on repairs from three different companies. No one of them had any reason to assume I didn’t hire one of the others to fix the system.”

Savannah, Sam, and Hank gave simultaneous grunts of frustration.

Susan wailed, “What are they waiting for?”

Sam went to her side and cocked his head toward the door. “Let’s take a walk.”

“It’s cold out.”

“Put on your fur. You’ll stay warm.”

“I’d rather stay here.”

“I need fresh air. I could use some company.”

“Take Hank.”

“Hank’s staying with Will.”

“So should we.”

“No,” Sam said with a patient sigh, “we shouldn’t. We should work off a little of the tension that’s driving you nuts.”

Susan stood straighter. “Nothing’s driving me nuts. I’m just fine.”

“Then, do it for me. Please, Susan?”

Savannah gave a weary sigh. “For God’s sake, Susan, go!”

“Do you trust him not to rape me in the bushes?”

Taking a step forward, Sam took Susan’s chin in his hand. “Lady,” he growled, “the day I resort to rape in the bushes…” His voice trailed off. His thumb crept over the curve of her chin. Eyes holding hers, he dropped his hand and said softly, “Are you coming?”

Savannah didn’t wait for Susan’s reply. Giving Will’s shoulder a squeeze, she walked past. “I’m going back to the office. See you soon.”

*   *   *

“WCIC Providence, may I help you?”

Savannah started to talk, then cleared her throat to make the sound audible. “Yes. I’d like to speak with Jared Snow, please.”

“I’m sorry, but Mr. Snow isn’t here at the moment. May I ask who’s calling?”

She twisted the telephone cord around her finger. “Is there another number where he can be reached?”

“That number is unlisted.”

“I’m calling on official business,” she declared. “It’s imperative that I speak with Mr. Snow as soon as possible.”

“If you leave a name and number, I’ll see that he gets it.”

With no promise that the call would be returned. “That’s not good enough,” she argued. “This is important.”

“Your name, please.”

Savannah held her breath. Closing her eyes, she realized that she must have sounded exactly like one of numerous other fans who no doubt phoned the radio station each week in search of Jared Snow. Her cheeks went pink. The hand that tightly gripped the telephone receiver very carefully replaced it in its cradle.

Mortified, she sat down behind her desk, bowed her head, and pressed a fingertip to her lips. It was a while before she regained enough composure to resume work.

*   *   *

“WCIC Providence, may I help you?”

The voice was different this time, as Savannah had hoped it would be. The first time she’d called at four in the afternoon. Now it was seven. She had counted on the daytime receptionist having been replaced by the evening one.

“Yes,” she said with renewed confidence, “I’d like to speak with Jared Snow.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Snow isn’t able to take the phone.”

“Is he there?”

“May I ask who’s calling?”

She wasn’t sure what she’d expected. One part of her had known that it wouldn’t be easy. The other part had dreamed. “I’m calling on an important matter,” she said calmly. “If you would be so kind as to tell me when I might reach Mr. Snow, I’d be glad to call back.”

“It would probably be better if you gave me your name and number. I’d be sure to see that he received them.”

Determined to maintain her composure this time, Savannah said in the same cool and official-sounding voice, “I really do have to talk with him.”

There was barely a pause on the other end. “I’m sure you do. If you’d give me your name and number—”

“The situation is urgent.”

“Does Mr. Snow know you?”

“No, but he may have some information I need. This could well be a matter of life and death.”

“Your name and number?”

She nearly gave it. No one at the station knew about the kidnapping. She wouldn’t be endangering Megan by identifying herself. But something held her back. One part of her wasn’t sure she should be calling at all. That part wasn’t sure of her reasons for calling.

“Hello?” came the voice at the other end of the line.

Savannah quietly hung up the phone. Sinking lower in her chair, she propped her elbow on its arm and pressed her cheek to her fist. She actually looked at her door to make sure it was completely shut. She wouldn’t have wanted anyone in the office to have witnessed that call. Or the earlier one. Timidity was not part of the image she tried to uphold. For that matter, even privately she didn’t like to think of herself as being timid. But the lines were blurred here.

One part of her was unsure about calling. The rest of her desperately wanted to speak with Jared Snow.

*   *   *

She didn’t try to phone again. Instead, she kept busy at the office, then stopped at the house to see how Will and the others were doing. No one there was happy with the silence, and as each hour passed, the tension rose.

Though Savannah had had the benefit of distractions through the day, she felt as anxious as everyone else. Despite all her attempts to find clues as to either the identity of the kidnappers or their whereabouts, she had come up empty-handed. She felt she had let Will down. She felt she had let Megan down. She felt she’d let Susan and Sam and Hank down.

Discouraged, she stayed with them as long as she could, then drove home. It was nearly eleven o’clock when she pulled into her garage, but rather than leave the car and go into the townhouse, she sat in the dark and thought.

She didn’t want to go inside. It was too quiet and lonely there. She had work to do, but she felt too emotionally spent to do it.

Nor did she want to go back to Will’s. Sam had a handle on things there. She felt useless.

Friends. She had lots of friends. But she could hardly be with them and not tell them about Megan.

For a minute she considered driving to Newport to see her father—but only for a minute. It wasn’t a wise idea. For one thing, her dad would either be out for the evening or asleep, and he wasn’t one to take kindly to a change in plans. For another, he had never particularly approved of her going to work, let alone her choice of profession. He would have little sympathy for the oppressive sense of responsibility she felt. And he was a terrible gossip. If she told him about the kidnapping, it would be all over Newport by morning.

She gripped the steering wheel tightly, backed the car out of the garage, and headed for the WCIC studios.

The address she had taken from her media file took her to a largely wooded, residential area on the outskirts of town where the houses were set widely apart, hidden from one another and the street by trees. Only the mailboxes stood as proof of habitation nearby.

Turning in by the mailbox whose luminescent number matched the one she had committed to memory, she drove down a short, unpaved path to a clearing. At the back of the clearing stood a large Victorian house. The night hid its details from her, but there were several cars parked around a pebbled curve and the first floor of the house was comfortably lit. She assumed she had reached the right place.

Turning off her own lights, she sat for a minute and took several slow breaths to calm the rushing beat of her heart. It seemed imperative that she look, sound, and act totally professional.

She felt, however, like a young girl excitedly awaiting a glimpse of her hero. Incredibly, the thing that frightened her most was not that he wouldn’t be able to help Megan, but that he wouldn’t live up to the image she had of him.

For a moment she toyed with the idea of starting the car and driving home. It still bothered her that she had been so cowardly with not one, but two phone calls. For her own pride, if nothing else, she intended to see this through.

Snatching her keys from the ignition, she buried them in her briefcase, laced the straps of the briefcase over her shoulder, and climbed from the car. The pebbles crunched beneath her heels, a sound so loud that she half expected floodlights to suddenly shoot out and spear her in the night. Pulling her cashmere topcoat more snugly around her neck, she hastened her step toward the front door.

The only indication that she had, indeed, found the right place was a small brass plate over the doorbell that bore the station’s call letters. She rang the bell. Its sound came faintly through the door, a sweet long-winded chime. Looking down, she waited. Then she heard the muted sound of rapid footsteps. Her heartbeat accelerated accordingly.

The door was flung open, and a young woman started talking to her before she could fully see her. “It’s about time! My God, we’re starved!” she said. Savannah vaguely recognized her voice, although her rather plain features were not familiar. Her expectant expression quickly changed. “You’re not the pizza house.”

“No,” Savannah said.

“Oh dear.” The young woman looked to be in her midtwenties. She was of average height, weight and build, and wore a jogging suit designed for exercise rather than the fashionable sort Susan wore. Savannah identified the voice.

“You’re Melissa Stuart, aren’t you?”

Melissa smiled. “You listen.”

“When I can.”

“And you’re here for Jared. Quick, come on in. I’m supposed to be in the booth monitoring things.”

Savannah stepped into the front hall. It was a large hexagonal room whose outstanding feature was a winding staircase that led to the second floor. Three doorways led to the center of the house. Melissa disappeared through one, leaving Savannah to wonder how she had known she was there to see Jared.

Her palms felt damp inside her gloves, so she removed them and held them in one hand. She felt trapped, and wished she could turn and run, but it was too late for that. She glanced helplessly around. A pair of lamps on a console table cast a gentle light in the hall. The floor was made of newly polished oak. The walls were clean, uncracked, and painted an almond shade. Savannah was surprised by the contemporary prints adorning the wall and the built-in speakers that played, at a just-audible volume, the station’s country sound. In fact, the only concessions to the Victorian style were the delicately carved ballistrade and the patterned runner that climbed the stairs.

With another quick look around, Savannah realized that either the house had been thoroughly renovated within the last year or two, or it had been newly built not long before that. She was trying to decide whether that was relevant to anything when a man appeared at the door through which Melissa had gone.

He was exceedingly tall, exceedingly thin, exceedingly intense. The oxford-cloth shirt that hung on his upper body was tucked into a pair of chinos that fit better than the shirt, but in so doing only emphasized his thinness. She searched his face for the warmth she heard night after night, but his features were nearly as angular as his body.

Savannah wouldn’t have called him handsome by any stretch of the imagination, and there was nothing remotely sexy about him. Her heart fell farther than she thought it could.

Then he said, “Hi,” and her spirits bounced back up. His voice was as deep but not as smooth or as breathtaking as the one she knew. “You’re here to see Jared?”

She nodded.

“He wasn’t expecting anyone.”

“I know. But it’s important that I see him.”

“You look familiar.”

She shrugged.

“Who are you?” he asked.

There was no way to get out of it this time. “Savannah Smith. I’m with the attorney general’s office.”

“What’s he done?”

She gave a small smile. “Nothing. It’s what he may be able to do that’s brought me here.”

“Mysterious,” the man said. His tone was civil enough, but it had an edge. He made Savannah feel as though she were under investigation, which was a new and not terribly pleasing experience, particularly since she was, indeed, feeling guilty.

“Is Mr. Snow around?”

“He’d better be, since he’s supposed to go on the air pretty soon.”

“May I see him?”

“I’ll have to—”

The doorbell rang.

For the first time the man’s eyes came alive. “Here they are.” He started toward her, or more accurately, since he seemed to have momentarily deemed her inconsequential, toward the door. “It’s about time,” he muttered. “We called in that order more than an hour ago.” Pulling the door open, he reached into his pocket, drew out several bills, and plastered them into the hand of the delivery boy in exchange for two large pizza boxes. After elbowing the door shut, he made for the doorway through which he’d first come.

“Uh, excuse me?” Savannah called.

“Hold on,” he said and disappeared.

She couldn’t believe she was left alone. She wondered whether this was standard security procedure. If so, it was crazy. For all they knew, she could be a deranged killer, set to gun down the man who had driven her crazy night after night.

Of course, few deranged killers would be dressed as she was in imported leather heels, a full-length cashmere topcoat, and gloves of the finest kidskin. Then again, any number of interesting weapons could be concealed in her briefcase.

With no idea when the tall, skinny man would return, and too uneasy to stand still, she wandered across the hall toward the desk that stood by one of the doors. It was a receptionist’s desk, tidied up for the night. Her eyes fell on the telephone with its panel of buttons, and, remembering the calls she’d made earlier that day, she felt a glimmer of color rise to her cheeks.

Averting her gaze, she looked into the room the desk guarded. It was the parlor, no doubt a waiting room in which visitors sat before being fetched. Savannah had heard enough of the daytime programming to know that the DJs frequently interviewed guests who were affiliated with the country music scene or, on occasion, with the state.

At night it was different. Jared Snow never interviewed anyone. He didn’t need a diversion, nor did his listeners. His voice and his music were more than enough.

For a minute she listened to the music that was barely an echo in the background. Then, taking in a long, shaky breath, she walked into the room. She trailed a finger along the back of a Victorian settee, then along the edge of a modern marble piece. The combination was unusual. Looking around, she saw similar groupings. While the modern pieces were in sedate colors, the period pieces were made of distinctly modern fabrics. It was, she realized, a decorator’s twist on “a little country in the city.”

“Do you like it?” asked a voice from the door. It was deep, faintly raspy, as familiar to her as the cracks on the ceiling above her bed.

Aside from her pulse, which beat at a rapid tattoo, Savannah went still all over. Her back was to him. She didn’t know if she wanted to turn. His voice was so warm, so rich and wonderful. If the rest of him was not as warm and rich and wonderful, she would be shattered.

So she prepared herself for the worst. In a split second’s pause, she imagined that he was an inch shorter than she, twelve inches wider, bespectacled and balding.

Only then did she turn.


CHAPTER 6

He stood at the door with his right shoulder braced lightly against the frame. One of his hands was anchored in the front pocket of his jeans, the other hung loosely by his side. His legs were long and planted casually on the oak planks underfoot, but it was not the floor that commanded Savannah’s attention. Nor was it his pale blue T-shirt, or the flannel shirt that lay open over it, or his soft, snug jeans. The entire man took her breath away—his sandy-colored hair, rough-hewn features, broad shoulders, trim waist, and lean hips.

Jared Snow in person was every bit as magnificent as the voice that seduced her each night.

Her relief was so great that tears actually came to her eyes. But she held herself erect and steadily met the gaze that sought hers.

“Do you like it?” he asked again.

Most definitely, she thought, although she knew he had been referring to the room. “It’s interesting,” she answered quietly. “I think it goes with the station.”

“You listen?”

With a tentative smile, she nodded. When his gaze dropped to that smile, her pulse tripped. She felt touched. The sensation was so vivid that it frightened her.

“Not many fans come around this late at night,” he said slowly. “They figure I’ll have dogs patrolling the grounds.” His eyes rose to hers. “Melissa and Rick thought I’d made a date for the show.”

She smiled again, wistfully this time. Much as she might have liked it, she wasn’t his date. “Not quite.”

His mouth twitched against a smile of his own. “I’d pretend, if you would.”

She was melting. “I couldn’t really. I’m here on business.”

“At this hour?”

She nodded.

He looked her up and down once, then studied her face, feature by feature. “You do look businesslike,” he admitted, “except for your face.”

Unsure of what to make of his comment, she didn’t say anything. For if he was interested in her features, she was positively intrigued by his. His straight hair was a heathery shade just slightly darker than blond. It slanted across his forehead, swept back to cover the tops of his ears, then curved down to his collar. Just a tad longer than the current style, it was unique without being extreme. She liked it.

She also liked his jaw, which was shadowed and firm, and his chin, which was gently squared with a hint of a groove at its center. She liked the straight, strong lines of his mouth and the chiseled cut of his nose. And she liked his pale blue eyes which were accented by his sandy coloring much like a clear sky over a beach. He was refreshing to look at.

“Your face,” he went on in a husky tone, “isn’t businesslike at all.”

With a single hard swallow and a blink to combat the spell she felt herself under, she said, “That must be because I’m tired. It’s been a long day.”

“Then why are you here so late on business?”

“Because I wasn’t sure when else to reach you. I knew you’d be doing your show at twelve. I was prepared to wait.”

“Must be important business.”

“It is,” she said, though for the life of her she didn’t feel any urgency at the moment. Jared Snow was a powerful presence. He excited her, separated her from all she had been. At the same time, he brought her an odd sense of peace.

“Rick says you’re with the attorney general’s office. Are you a lawyer?”

She nodded. “With the criminal division.”

He arched a brow. “And you want to see me?”

Again, she nodded. She knew she should tell him about Megan and ask if he knew of any possible link to the radio station. But she wasn’t ready to formally discuss business with him yet.

And Jared seemed content to wait. “Then you’re a trial lawyer?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Any specialty within the specialty?”

“I take whatever comes in. Since I’ve been at the AG’s office—”

“How long is that?”

“Five years. Since I’ve been there, I’ve prosecuted everything from larceny to murder and rape.”

He looked puzzled. When she returned his puzzled look, he explained, “You don’t look like the type to try a murder case. You don’t look hard enough.”

A staunch feminist would have bristled at his remark. But Savannah wasn’t a feminist. She did what she did, not to best the men of the world but because of a driving need to excel at whatever she tried.

But he was right. She wasn’t tough enough emotionally despite her ability to function successfully in all outward appearances. She wondered exactly how revealing her face was just then.

“Let’s just say,” she said and drew herself up to compensate for whatever weaknesses her expression might betray, “that I rise to the occasion. Of the seven murder cases I’ve tried, I’ve won convictions in five.”

“Not bad.”

“Granted, part of that is making sure that the case is solid before we go ahead with it. There have been times when I’ve been pressured to go to trial with a very weak case.”

“How do you handle that?”

“I plea-bargain.”

His eyes held faint censure. “That’s a lousy practice.”

“It’s better than nothing. If my case is shaky against a murderer and I go to trial and lose, he walks the streets. If I plea-bargain, he goes to prison—maybe not for as long as I’d like, but for a short time, at least, the public is safe.”

Jared studied her quietly for a minute. “You’ve thought it out.”

“I’ve had to.”

“Have you been put on the hot seat?”

“On occasion.”

“By the press?”

“The press, friends, family…”

He seemed surprised. “I’d have guessed you come from a long line of lawyers.”

“Why?”

He was silent for a moment, then shrugged and moved on. “So you don’t?”

Her mouth twitched at one corner. “Not quite.”

“Hey, Jared?” came a call from every corner of the room. It was a second or two before Savannah realized that it came through the speakers. By then, Rick was saying, “Pizza’s getting cold, and you’re on soon.”

Jared, who hadn’t so much as blinked at the intrusion, said a quiet, “Be right there.” His eyes held Savannah’s, and for a minute he said nothing. Then, effortlessly leaving the door frame, he walked toward her. With each step, he seemed to grow taller and more real. When he stood before her, a solid six-foot-two to her five-foot-five, she felt a soft humming inside.

“Rick said your name was Susannah?”

“Savannah Smith.”

“Savannah.” He experimented with its sound in a voice that was low and gritty. “Savannah. Interesting name. Roots in the South?”

She nodded. “My mom was born there.”

His eyes twinkled. Actually, she realized, one eye did most of the twinkling. The other had a slight cast to it, which, if anything, only enhanced his appeal as he asked, “Is she a southern belle?”

“She was. She’s dead now.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. She died when we were twelve.”

“We?”

“My sister and I.”

“Twins?” he asked, grinning at that.

If his nearness had made her body hum, his grin turned that hum into deep vibrations. Her voice came a little higher. “Uh huh. Fraternal. Very different.”

“Jared?” It was Melissa this time, interrupting the music with her own singsong call. “We need you, Jared. If you’re gonna take over at twelve, you gotta get in here.”

The eyes that had been holding Savannah’s didn’t waver. “I have to go,” he said quietly. “It’s nearly showtime.”

“What about your pizza?”

“I’ll eat it between songs. What about your business?”

“My business?” Her expression changed. “Oh God, I need a minute of your time.”

He smiled. “You’ve already had a couple.”

“But you’ve been asking me questions. If you hadn’t done that, I’d have gotten to my questions sooner.”

“Mine were important. I wouldn’t have answered any of yours without knowing a little about you.”

“Why not? I’m here as an agent of the state.”

“I don’t know that for sure. I haven’t seen any identification.”

Opening the side compartment of her briefcase, she quickly took out her wallet, extracted her office ID, and handed it over.

He studied it for a minute, then said, “This is a lousy picture. How about a license?”

Without a word, she gave it to him.

He studied that for a longer minute. Then he passed both cards back. “I guess you’re legitimate, but I do have to go.” He said the last with a glance at his watch. It was a flat, black watch rimmed in gold, with a black leather strap that circled his wrist. Savannah found herself looking, not so much at the watch as at his wrist. It was sinewy, lean but strong, with a fine sprinkling of tawny hair. It was very different from her own.

Too soon, the wrist moved away, along with the rest of the man. Savannah was horrified.

“Mr. Snow?” She started after him. “Jared?” His stride was longer than hers, and he had a head start. Quickening her step, she called, “I won’t take long. It’s still five before midnight.”

He was halfway through the front hall. “I have to go over the program log. I should have done it already.”

“Two minutes.”

“And rack the carts.”

“One minute.”

He’d reached the doorway. Without either looking back or stopping, he shook his head. “No time,” he murmured.

“But it’s important!”

Her words hung in empty air. Jared had vanished through a door at the end of the hallway. She was left alone again, and in the same spot.

“Fool,” she muttered in dismay as she whirled around and pressed her elbows tightly to her sides. She had come on business, and she’d blown it. She had wasted precious time drooling over Jared Snow, while Megan was being held for ransom. Thinking about her great expectations, she realized the gravity of her failure.

But then, she reasoned in a moment of pique, Jared had to share some of the blame. She had told him that she was there on business. More so than she, he had known how much time he had and when he would be needed. If he were a gentleman, he would have let her speak instead of distracting her with his sexy eyes. If he were a responsible citizen, he would have put her official business before his. She would have thought he’d do better than to waste her time.

“Hey.”

She looked up, but the sound hadn’t come from a speaker, so she glanced over her shoulder. Jared stood in the middle of the hallway. His weight was shifted to one hip, his arms hung loosely by his sides. Though the stance was as casual as ever, a small frown marred his brow. He looked a little annoyed, a little impatient. But when he gestured her forward with a flick of his wrist, she went.

Well before she reached him, he turned and started down the hall. She followed. “If you wait until I get myself straightened out with the show,” he tossed back, “I’ll answer your questions.”

“Okay. That’s fine,” she said, trying to sound as cool as he, although she felt suddenly light-headed.

At the end of the hall he turned to the right, into a room that held two desks, a row of file cabinets and, on one wall, floor to ceiling shelves lined with tapes. The desks were covered with papers, pizza, and Rick. The file cabinets were littered with colored labels, the spines of the tape cases with identifying data written in black.

But Savannah looked past all that to the glassed-in room beyond. She had been in radio stations before, doing her share of programs as a spokesperson for the AG’s office, so she knew she was looking at the sound booth. Melissa was there, sitting at a bank of controls with her headphones in place. She had one hand on the mike button, the other on a vertical slide as her voice came through the speakers.

“… glad you could join us. We’ll be tapping into the news at the top of the hour, then Jared Snow will be here for your pleasure. I’ll see y’again tomorrow evening at six. Melissa Stuart for 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, kickin’ in for the night with Holly Dunn…”

With the release of the mike button and a shift of the slide, her voice gave way to music. After flicking another switch, she removed the headphones, grabbed a pile of notes she had nearby, and headed for the door.

Jared was already moving to take her place, carrying an armload of carts he’d scooped from a shelf. “Thanks, hon,” he said, holding the door for her and then passing through it himself. It swung shut behind him. Making straight for the cart rack, he began removing tapes, tossing them into a pile, replacing them with those he’d brought in.

“Want some pizza?” Melissa asked Savannah. “There’s plenty of it. It may be getting cold, but it’s good.”

Taking her eyes away from Jared, Savannah smiled her thanks, but shook her head.

“Then at least take your coat off. You’re staying, aren’t you?”

Savannah shot another glance at Jared, who seemed oblivious to her presence, and sighed. “For a little while, I guess.” Tucking her gloves in her pocket, she shrugged out of the coat and laid it on the desk chair nearby. She set her briefcase on top of the coat, but it promptly slid off. So she knelt to retrieve it, settled it more securely, then straightened to find Jared staring at her. Actually, he was staring at her legs, then her thighs, then her breasts. By the time his gaze reached her eyes, she was trembling inside, but before she could decide whether he was pleased with what he saw, he went back to his work.

Tucking her hands in the pockets of her hip-length knit blazer, which matched her navy knit dress, she waited.

Melissa, who had been stowing her papers in a file cabinet, turned to Rick. “I’m set, babe. Want to go?”

Rick answered by drawing his lanky frame from the desktop on which he had been lounging, reaching for two bulky parkas that had been stashed in a large wire basket on the floor, and tossing Melissa hers. She pulled it on, then went to the glass and knocked. When Jared looked up, she waved. He acknowledged her departure with a nod and returned to his work.

Passing Savannah, she said, “Remind him to eat. He forgets sometimes.” Then, with Rick close behind, she left.

Savannah felt something protective curl through her, and she looked more closely at Jared. He was lean, not thin. She could see the fine muscle tone in his thighs as he knelt before the cart rack. He was solidly built. He had substance.

Taking a deep breath, she looked up at the ceiling. From there, she looked at the walls, on which were tacked an assortment of posters, photographs, calendars, and notes. Then she looked at the telephone and thought of calls that came into the station. In the next breath she thought of Megan.

A small shudder of frustration and fear shook her. She told herself that Megan was a survivor, that she would be all right. But she had been gone for two days. Savannah didn’t want to guess at how she was being treated, but in idle moments like these, she couldn’t help but wonder.

Sensing the beginnings of a quaking inside, she turned anxiously back to Jared. The sight of him helped. He was calm and confident. Looking at him, she felt the same comfort that came with the sound of his voice on the radio.

But another voice spoke now. It was the news.

Jared met her gaze. Taking in her troubled expression, he went to the door. “Want to come in?”

She wanted that more than anything just then. Nodding, she joined him before he could change his mind. When the door to the booth was securely closed behind her, he took a seat at the control board, put the headphones around his neck, and faced her.

“We have three minutes before I’m on,” he warned, but he didn’t seem annoyed that she was there. Rather, he looked curious, even a little concerned.

She started talking. “Yesterday morning, the wife of a prominent Providence businessman was kidnapped. A ransom note was left, but there’s been no follow-up and we’ve been over a good part of the county, looking.” She wrapped her arms around her middle. “Right about now, we’re stymied. So we’re stretching our imagination.”

“Do you want to sit down?” he asked.

She guessed that she looked pale. But she shook her head. “I’m okay.”

“What can I do to help?”

His gentle tone was a help in itself, but she had more to ask. “The ransom note was strangely worded. It said, ‘Kick in a cool three million.’ I couldn’t help but think of WCIC. The sound is the same.”

“It’s our thing. Country in the city. CIC. Kickin’ in this, kickin’ up that, kickin’ back to something else.”

“I know,” she said, then stopped short.

“All my DJs use it, and I can personally vouch for each and every one. None of them would even remotely be involved in a kidnapping.”

Though she said nothing, she looked awkward.

“But you were wondering whether we’ve gotten calls from any weirdos lately?”

She released a soft breath. She hadn’t mentioned a word about the station to Paul or Sammy or Hank for fear they would think she was nuts to check it out. But Jared’s face held no ridicule.

“I keep telling myself,” she confessed, “that the similarity of the wording is coincidence, but since we haven’t found anything else, I’m desperate. Have you gotten any calls from weirdos lately?”

“We get them all the time.”

“Oh.”

“All stations do. You’d be amazed at the calls that come in. Some people are bored, so they call. Others are lonely or depressed. Then there are those who are either ornery or just plain crazy. Those are the ugly calls.”

“Like…?”

“Like the guy who calls Melissa and threatens rape in all kinds of explicit terms. Or the one who calls Joe with the same threat. Or the one who tells you he’s got his girlfriend wired and he’ll blow her to pieces if you play a certain song one more time. Some of the calls are more of a nuisance than anything else—like the lady who calls each day at eleven-thirty in the morning to complain about something or other she just bought at the supermarket that was spoiled.”

“Your DJs don’t take those calls, do they?”

“Sometimes. None of us takes calls on the air, but the daytime DJs push our phone number for the sake of requests, and if the music’s on, they’re not averse to speaking with a caller. It’s great PR, and sometimes it’s fun. The ladies who answer the main phone and switch calls in here are pretty good about sifting out the legits from the crazies.” He shrugged. “Sometimes they miss.” Holding up a finger, he swiveled to face the control panel and put the headphones on. Simultaneously sliding a vertical fader up and flipping the mike button, he began to speak.

“Welcome to cool country,” he drawled in a voice that was low and husky, “95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. I’m Jared Snow, keepin’ the home fires warm with you all the way to six in the morning. I’ll be playing the best of contemporary country, kickin’ off the overnight with a string of six from superstars like Randy Travis, Rosanne Cash, and Alabama.

“If you’re worried about the weather,” he glanced at a monitor to his left, “don’t be. The CIC forecast calls for clearing skies by morning, with temps climbin’ into the forties. It’s a chilly thirty-five degrees outside our studios at twelve-oh-four in the A.M,” he punched a button on the console, “but we’ll warm you up till dawn.”

With each hand on a slide, he went on. “So keep it right here at 95.3 FM”—his eye was on a small clock counting the seconds as the introductory beat of the music began—“WCIC Providence, for a little country in the city. This is Jared Snow in the heart of the night, listen in.…”

With the shift of the slides, the sound rose to catch the first of Lee Greenwood’s lyrics. Jared switched off the mike, slid the headphones to his neck, and turned to Savannah.

“That’s incredible,” she remarked. “You do it so easily.”

He shrugged. “I’ve been doing it awhile.”

“Two years here. Where before that?”

“Midwest. Northwest. I started in college.” He snorted. “I really have been doing it a while.”

Savannah estimated that he was in his late thirties, which would give him eighteen or nineteen years’ experience. “Do you own the station?”

For a minute he said nothing. Then he shrugged, which was as good as a yes.

“And others?”

His brow lowered. “Does the AG’s office keep files?”

She smiled. “No. It’s just gossip. Back home in Newport, gossip is big business.” She pictured Newport, her father, then Susan, then Megan. Her smile faded, and she said quietly, almost apologetically, “That’s all pretty petty, I guess.”

Her tone seemed to soothe him. “I don’t mind your questions. But they don’t relate much to your case.”

She inhaled a loud breath. “Right.” Leaning back, she propped her hip on the edge of a slanted panel. Almost immediately, she jumped back up and, placing a hand on her chest in alarm, looked at the array of switches and buttons she feared she had disturbed.

“It’s okay,” Jared said, smiling. “You won’t hurt anything there.”

Curling her fingers into a fist against her chest, she lowered herself to the panel again.

“We were talking about the phones,” he prompted in a gentle voice.

“There isn’t anyone answering calls for you now.”

“An answering service takes over at nine.”

“What if there’s an emergency and you have to be reached?”

“There’s a private line.” He gestured toward the telephone that was built into the wall within easy reach to the right of the control panel. “The light flashes. The people who have that private number know to let it ring until I’ve put the music on and can pick up and talk.”

She nodded. “So you don’t get any of the weird calls yourself.”

“Not directly. The answering service takes note of them, though.”

“Keeps a record?”

He nodded.

“Is that true of calls that come in during the day?”

“Yes and no. Requests go into the request book. We keep score of those. We get lots of hang-ups—people calling, asking for one DJ or another, then hanging up when he can’t take the phone. We don’t record those.”

Savannah thought of the two calls she’d made herself and worked to keep her expression neutral. “But the others—the ugly ones?”

He nodded. “We’ve got them.”

She felt an inkling of hope. “Can I see them?”

“There’s not much to see. The phone isn’t tapped, so its not like we have a transcript of tapes. All we’ve got is the notes of the person who answered the phone when the call came in. And that, only for the daytime. The records from the answering service are at their office. We don’t have cause to collect them regularly. If there’s anything unusual or particularly deadly, they tell us, but I haven’t heard anything lately. I can guarantee you that we didn’t get any calls about a kidnapping. I would have been notified.”

She pushed her hands so deeply into her pockets that her arms went rigidly straight. “There has to be something.”

“You can take a look, but I don’t think you’ll find a thing.” His voice had an edge. “I’m sensitive to any irregularities. Believe me.”

She did. Yet she felt more helpless than ever. “I need a lead,” she cried softly, more to herself than to him. More loudly and with a hint of despair, she said, “It would be natural for someone who is in some way associated with the station to use wording like that.”

“Thank you,” Jared said, “but I don’t have criminals associated with my station.” He swiveled away, but it was only to punch another button on the console. With one hand on each of two slides, he waited for just the right moment to fade Lee Greenwood out and Randy Travis in. Only then did he swivel back.

Savannah picked up where he’d left off. “Kidnappers aren’t necessarily hardened criminals.”

“You said it was a clean job. You think just anyone off the street could have pulled it off?”

“No, but someone bright could have, someone who had thought everything out and could probably vanish into thin air faster than someone with a record. Has anybody here quit lately?”

He shook his head.

“Anyone been under really tight financial pressure?”

Again, he shook his head.

More meekly, she asked, “Anyone been asking for the names of good hotels in Iran?”

He didn’t bother to respond to that one. Instead, he eyed her more closely. “This means a lot to you, doesn’t it?”

“Of course, it does. Kidnapping is a serious crime.”

“From what you say, you deal with lots of serious crimes. Do you go at them all this intently?”

She sensed subtle criticism in his tone. “I take my job seriously.”

“Is that why you’re out working in the middle of the night?”

She frowned. “When else was I supposed to reach you?”

“You might have called during the day. If you’d identified yourself, I’d have returned your call.”

“Would you have?” she asked, then hurried on. Jared Snow was fast falling from his pedestal. “Excuse me for being skeptical, but I’ve been in this business long enough to know that if I want answers, I don’t wait for a call back.”

“And you want answers on this one.”

“Yes, I do. A woman’s life is in danger.”

“Is that it? Is that what’s got you so worried?”

She didn’t understand. “Wouldn’t you be worried if a woman’s life was in your hands?”

“Come on, now,” he chided. “You’re not God. You’re an assistant attorney general. This is your job. You do your best, and you feel bad if your best isn’t enough, but you’re satisfied to know that you tried.”

“It’s not enough just to try!”

“Why not? You can’t run the world.” He paused long enough to take in her appalled expression. “Is that it? Is that what you want? Is this case some kind of stepping stone for you?”

“No.”

“Maybe you’re aiming for a promotion. If you show your grit on a big one, the AG will move you up.”

She shook her head in an attempt to negate what he said as well as express her disbelief that he was saying it at all. Jared Snow was supposed to be compassionate, trusting, understanding. He was not supposed to be cynical.

“Maybe you’re aiming to be AG yourself. Or is it the governor you’re trying to impress?” he asked.

Hurt, Savannah rose from the cabinet. She put a hand to her churning stomach. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He leaned back on one elbow. His pose was lazy, his eyes anything but. “Enlighten me.”

She did just that. “I have no political aspirations, none at all, and as far as climbing higher in the AG’s office, I’ve already climbed as high as I want to go.” She paused for a breath. “But you’re right. There’s a good reason why I’m desperate when it comes to this case.” She was trembling inside, doing her best not to let it show, not quite making it. “The woman who was kidnapped happens to be a dear friend of mine. I want her back, and I want her back well.”

The echo of her words blended into the background music as they sank into Jared’s consciousness. His expression lost its smug challenge and grew sober. Rising, he went to her.

The first time he touched her she pulled back. He opened both hands wide, held them near her arms, then touched her again. This time she didn’t flinch.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I had to know.” The warmth of his hands penetrated two layers of navy knit. “I have a thing about politics. And about ruthlessly ambitious women. I’m sorry.”

Savannah struggled to regain her composure, but Jared’s nearness seemed to coax out more words. “She’s been a friend of mine since high school. On some level, I’ve always felt responsible for her. Maybe because she never had much and I had so much. Maybe because she met her husband through my family and if she hadn’t been his wife, she wouldn’t have had a ransom worth demanding.” As she looked up into his face, her throat grew tight. “I haven’t seen Meggie as much as I should have lately, but I do love her.”

Lifting a hand, Jared touched her cheek. His fingers were large but gentle, his expression curious. She wanted to cry.

Taking a tremulous breath, she glanced at the ceiling. Then she stepped back, away from his touch. “I’m really stronger than this.” Averting her gaze, she looked through the glass wall to the outer room. “It must be the hour.”

“You look tired.”

She gave a short, high-pitched laugh. “Why is everyone always telling me that?”

“Maybe because it’s true. And they care.”

She looked at him. “You don’t care. Not in that way. You don’t know me.” But as he looked back at her, she wondered. While his features remained strong, there was a look in his eyes that was so intimate and touching that either he knew her as well as anyone, or everything about him was a lie.

Not up to deciding which was true at that moment, she sighed. “Anyway. You’re right. I am tired.” With her arms stretched straight in her pockets again, she took another step toward the door. But Jared was turning away, this time to fade Randy Travis out and Rosanne Cash in. As soon as he came back to her, she said, “Could I take a look at the records of those calls?”

“Now?”

“Tomorrow.”

“It’ll take me a few hours to get them together.”

“That’s okay. If you let me know when they’re ready, I’ll come by.” She looked at the door, then at the two large speakers, then at the control panel, and asked hesitantly, “Can I leave?”

Crossing the sound booth, he pushed the door open. She passed him, went to her briefcase, and removed a business card from inside.

“My number,” she said, handing him her card.

He studied it, ran his forefinger along its top, pursed his lips.

She turned away for her coat. “There may be nothing in your records worth pursuing—”

“In the ideal situation, what would you like to find?”

“A call that makes some reference to crime or money or the station’s logo.”

“But what good will that do you? You’ll have no idea who made the call.”

Lifting the collar of the coat, she turned to him. “True, but then we can put a tap on your phone. If a kidnapper called once, he’s apt to call again.”

“It’s a long shot.”

“I know.” Looking at him, she suddenly wanted to stay. But she had work to do in the morning. “Jared? What I’ve told you—it’s strictly confidential. If word leaks out about the kidnapping and the press picks it up—”

His raised hand interrupted her. “What you’ve told me stops here.”

“Thanks,” she said softly. Again, she had an overwhelming urge to stay. There was something about Jared’s strength, the gentleness of the hands that had touched her, the understanding in his expression. Going out into the cold night and back to a dark and empty apartment didn’t appeal to her in the least. But it had to be done.

And, besides, he hadn’t invited her to stay.

“I hope I haven’t put you out in any way.”

He tossed a glance at the control panel. “My ‘string of six’ still has a few to go. Maybe I’ll interrupt it just to remind people I’m here, but I sometimes think they do just fine without me.”

“No, no. They tune in because of you.”

“Because of my voice. They like it, so they fantasize. But they’re not tuning in because of me. Any guy with a deep voice and a lazy drawl would do.”

Savannah didn’t argue further, because to some extent she wanted to believe he was right. Let any guy with a deep voice and a lazy drawl take over for him. Then she’d have him all to herself, without half the female population of Rhode Island as competition.

Then again, she was being foolish. If she had Jared Snow all to herself, she wouldn’t know what to do with him. She was constantly busy and the only time she missed a man was during the late-night hours, and she couldn’t ask a man to wait around for just those few moments. Besides, that was when Jared worked.

“Go on in,” she said, tossing her chin toward the sound booth. “I’ve kept you long enough.” She put the straps of her briefcase in place.

“I’ll call you tomorrow.”

The thought warmed her. “Thanks.” She glanced at the pizza, which had to be stone cold. “Don’t, uh, forget to eat.”

Following her gaze, he grunted. “I’ll heat it in the microwave when I play a reel-to-reel. That will buy me ten minutes.”

Nodding, she headed for the door. “Bye,” she said softly.

He dipped his head in a short salute, then turned into the sound booth. Returning through the hall, then the front foyer, Savannah let herself out.

As soon as she started the car, she turned the radio on.

“WCIC Providence, 95.3 on your FM dial, this is Jared Snow keepin’ you company in the heart of the night. That last song was a former chart-topper by Rosanne Cash. She’s gettin’ some competition from Kathy Mattea, who’ll be singin’ live at the Severence Coffee House next Monday night. Catch Conway Twitty this Saturday at the civic center, or catch him right now at 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. Listen good on the long drive home.…”

The drive home wasn’t really long, but Savannah listened anyway. By the time she pulled into her garage and went upstairs, Jared had spoken twice. Each time, her pulse raced. And she let it. Thinking about Jared was better than thinking about Megan, and Jared Snow was a distraction of the sweetest kind. He said it himself—people fantasized about his voice. Now Savannah could fantasize about more. Nothing would ever really happen between Jared and her. She knew that. And that was why fantasizing was fun. It was convenient, comfortable, and safe.

She climbed into bed, pulled the covers up high, and listened in the dark to his voice.

“… so get tucked in and enjoy. I’ll be right here, listenin’ with you in cool country, 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. Jared Snow in the heart of the night.” His voice became deeper, more intimate. “And now, I’ve got ‘Georgia on My Mind’.…”

It was a long time before Savannah’s heart slowed down enough to allow her to sleep, but when it did, she slept more soundly than usual, which was a good thing. Shortly after seven the next morning, Sam called to say that the kidnappers had phoned. The switch was scheduled for that night.

It was going to be a long, tense day.


CHAPTER 7

At eight o’clock Thursday morning, Savannah was in the Vandermeers’ basement, listening to a playback of the call. It was short and concise, coolly professional.

“Hello?” Will had said.

The voice that answered him was just muffled enough to complicate voiceprint analysis without obliterating the words. Its sound was unearthly, chilling Savannah to the bone.

“Do you have the money?” it demanded.

“Yes.”

“Small denominations. In a brown grocery bag.”

“I want to talk to my wife.”

“Tonight. Just you. Eight o’clock.” The voice rattled off an address that meant nothing to Savannah. “There’s a dumpster at the corner. Put the money in and leave. Try anything funny with the cops and you won’t see the lady again.”

“Will she be there—my wife, will she be there?”

“Once the money is safe, she’ll be dropped at a phone booth.”

“She has to be there when I drop the money. She has to be there. I have to know she’s all right—”

The line went dead.

Trembling inside, Savannah swallowed hard. “No Megan,” she whispered and swore softly. They had been counting on some reassurance that Megan was well, but the kidnappers had denied them that, and there wasn’t a thing they could do about it.

Struggling to accept the setback calmly, she looked up at Sam. “Can we get a number?”

“It’s on the way. Don’t hold your breath, though. The call was probably made from a phone booth miles from where they’re holding her.”

“Did you hear any background noise?”

“I didn’t. The lab might. We’ll get them working on it.”

“Do you know the drop spot?”

“Sure do. It’s a construction site in the West End. There’s a dumpster there, plus a lot of dark alleys. He could come and go in any one of a dozen different directions. The site is like a maze. The only chance we stand of catching him would be to cordon off a five-block area, but we can’t do that without being seen.”

“You can’t do anything until he frees Megan,” Susan argued. She was stone sober and very tense. She half wished she was hungover enough to blunt her awareness of what was happening. But Sam Craig hadn’t let her drink enough for that. She had long since decided he was the devil in disguise.

“We could follow him,” Sam said. “If we could get a tail on him, we could bide our time until he contacts an accomplice or gets Megan himself. But in that location, the risk of his seeing us is pretty high.”

Savannah was trying to think of viable alternatives. “What about putting a homing device in with the money?”

“I’m not sure we can risk that either,” Sam replied. “The guy’s smart. He’s going to check the money pretty quick. Chances are he’ll dump it out of the bag into a sack of his own. If he finds anything suspicious, he’d take it out on Megan.”

“How do we know he hasn’t already?” Susan cried. “He wouldn’t let Will talk with her.”

“He was probably calling from a pay phone. Even if Megan had been stashed nearby, he wouldn’t have risked dragging her out in the open.”

Susan didn’t like what Sam said or the factual way he said it. He was too sure of himself, while she was a nervous wreck. “But we don’t have any proof she’s still alive! How can Will hand over the money without knowing?”

“How can he not?” Sam returned.

Slowly and inevitably, the truth of his words sank in. Not even Savannah attempted to deny it.

Hands knotted at her waist, Susan picked at her nail polish. “I can’t stand this. We’re totally powerless. Some criminal is calling the shots, and we’re doing just what he says.”

“For now,” Savannah said. “For now.”

“But it’s disgusting. The Vandermeer name is worth something.”

“No,” Sam corrected. “The Vandermeer money is worth something. Our guy doesn’t give a damn about the name.”

“Is there a difference? Name, money, power—it’s all tied together. The Vandermeers have been a force in this state for a good, long time. They don’t deserve this.”

Savannah put a hand on her arm. “Careful, Suse.”

“Of what?” Susan asked haughtily.

“Of me,” Sam said tightly. “You’re talking nonsense. What makes you think the Vandermeers should be exempt from crime just because they have money or power? You think that the poor schnook who works his butt off in a factory sixty hours a week and still can’t make ends meet—you think he deserves to be victimized any more than the Vandermeers? No one deserves it, but it happens.”

“The Vandermeers contribute more than their share in taxes and to charity.”

Sam laughed at that.

“There must be something that can be done!” she cried.

“Someone to call?” he taunted. “Someone to pull a string here or there? Someone to fix things so no one’s inconvenienced and the whole thing just goes away? Sorry, sweetheart, but life doesn’t always work that way.”

“It isn’t fair,” Susan told him. When she saw no sympathy forthcoming, she turned on Savannah. “It isn’t fair.”

“No.”

“Doesn’t it infuriate you?”

“All the time.”

“Still, you do it. Day in, day out you play the game. It’s like cops and robbers, with only one side following the rules. The robbers come and go as they please. They do whatever they want.” She made a choking sound. “And to think I envied you your job. If this is the kind of excitement you thrive on—”

“I don’t thrive on it,” Savannah bit back. “I’m as worried as you are.”

“You don’t look it.”

“It’s my job not to look it.”

“She’s worried,” Sam assured Susan. “She’s got sunken eyes, just like you.” He was looking from one sister’s face to the other’s. “So there’s a resemblance after all. Sunken eyes.”

“Those are shadows,” Savannah informed him dryly. “Tension shadows.”

Susan glared at him. “That was just what I needed. Thanks.”

Savannah gave her arm a squeeze, then turned to Hank, who, after nearly two days with Susan and Sam, had learned to stand out of the line of fire. “Will’s taking care of things with the insurance company, I gather.”

Hank nodded. “In the kitchen.”

She looked back at Sam. “Do we let him go alone tonight?”

Sam shrugged. “We could scatter a few winos around to relay info, but the guy’s apt to smell a rat. The construction site is usually deserted after five. We can post a few unmarked cars at random spots on the chance he’ll pass them. It’d be nice to get a make on his vehicle and there won’t be much traffic, but that can work against us, too. If our guy catches wind of a tail, Megan could be in trouble. So we’ll have to be careful. Our first priority is to get her back in one piece. Once we’ve done that, her kidnappers are free game.”

Susan snorted. “It’ll be too late then.”

“No. Megan may be able to help us.”

“Oh? If I were a kidnapper planning something as neatly as this one did, I’d make sure the victim didn’t see or hear a thing.”

Savannah responded. “They’ll make a mistake, Suse. Somewhere along the line, they’ll make a mistake.”

“Vintage Savvy,” Susan said, rolling her eyes. “Optimistic to the end.”

But Savannah was shaking her head. “This is just the beginning. Once Meggie’s back, we’ll have manpower on our side. Local police, state police, FBI—they’ll all be involved. I don’t care how professional those kidnappers are, somewhere they’ll slip up, and when they do, we’ll be waiting.” She paused. “If only Will would let us call in help now.” Then she shivered, looked around at the somber, concrete walls, and muttered beneath her breath, “I’ve had enough of this basement.” Rubbing her upper arms with her hands, she headed for the stairs.

*   *   *

An hour later, she sat behind her desk looking over the list of convicts who had been released from prison during the last six months. She found it depressing.

Some of her favorites had hit the streets—a bank robber, a drug pusher, a pimp, the mastermind of a stolen-car ring. None of those on the list had ever tried his hand at kidnapping, but she was sure that there were half a dozen who would have been willing to give it a shot if the jackpot were high enough. As a precaution, and because she felt she could safely do so without risk to Megan, she called a friend in the parole office. He agreed to check on the whereabouts of several of the more dubious parolees.

That done, she sat back for a minute and studied the list again. She was notified each time someone she had seen convicted got out, but she usually stashed the notices in a corner or under piles of papers. They made her nervous.

She’d had her share of threats. It was common for defendants to shout things at prosecutors, particularly when a prosecutor had been either unusually powerful, dramatic, or effective in the pit. When the prosecutor was a woman, things were worse.

Paul had always told her to ignore the threats, and she had. She was the optimist, the good guy who wore a white hat, rode a white horse, and had the law on her side. To date, she had never had a problem aside from the periodic fear that hit her. She could ignore the notices that were sent to her. She could stash them safely out of sight. They registered nevertheless in the corner of her mind.

“Got a minute, Savannah?” came a voice from the door.

Savannah looked up. After a disoriented second, she focused on Arnie Watts and took a steadying breath. “Sure, Arnie. Come on in.”

But he hesitated. “Everything okay?”

Pushing the list aside, she forced out a smile. “Sure.” She motioned him in with a small wave, then dropped her gaze to the folders he carried. “The exhibits for the arson case?”

Arnie crossed the floor and put them on her desk. “Yup. I want to make sure they’re right. We don’t need any surprises.”

Savannah looked over the material, but everything was in order in each folder. “How about the jury pool?”

“I was told I’d see the list later today.”

“Bring it here when you get it. I want to take a look.” The phone rang. Pushing a button, she took up the receiver. “Yes, Janie?”

“Detective Monroe is calling about the house-break business in Wakefield. Do you want to take it?”

“Tell him to hang on. I’ll be right there.” She held the receiver to her shoulder while she finished up with Arnie. “Jury selection will probably take most of Monday. On the chance it goes faster, I’m spending Sunday here working on my opening argument. I’d like to see Brady again before we put him on the stand. He’s the fire inspector. His testimony is crucial, but he comes across wishy-washy. I think we should prepare him a little more. He may be okay on direct, but he’s apt to fall apart on cross-examination. Can you do it?”

“No sweat,” Arnie said and turned to leave. “And I’m free all weekend. If you think of anything else, just call.”

Smiling her thanks, Savannah punched the button on her telephone panel and switched gears to deal with Detective Monroe. By the time she was done with him, Paul was on the line, calling from his car en route to the airport and a regional attorneys general conference, wanting to know the latest on the kidnapping. By the time she was done with him, her father was waiting on the other line.

“Hi, Dad,” she called lightly into the phone.

The voice at the other end was not as light. “You are one very difficult lady to reach, Savannah. I’ve been trying you for two days now, but you come home late and leave early. Where is Susan?”

Savannah grimaced. “Didn’t she call you?” She had specifically asked Susan to do that.

“She left a message with Mrs. Fritz that she’d be gone overnight. That was on Tuesday afternoon, and I haven’t heard from her since. I’d say that’s damned inconsiderate of her.”

“She’s a big girl, Dad.”

“But I worry. She hasn’t been behaving well lately. For all I know she’s off somewhere getting drunk, and if that’s so, I’ll tell you right now that I have no intention of going after her. I’ve had to fetch her from parties once too often. It’s embarrassing.”

“She’s going through a rough time.”

“Is that your excuse for it?” He made a gruff sound. “I shouldn’t be surprised. You always did make excuses for her. Why do you do it, Savannah? There you are, straight as an arrow, with a job and lots of friends, and she’s doing nothing. Nothing.”

Savannah touched a tender spot on her forehead. “Last time we talked, you weren’t thinking too highly of either my job or my friends.”

“You know I don’t approve of your working, and I certainly wouldn’t choose your friends for my own, but still you have them.” His tone turned imperious. “Why doesn’t Susan?”

“She has friends.”

“She’s losing them right and left. Give her too much to drink, and she gets bold. I won’t repeat what she told Bobo Dietz last week. I wasn’t even there, but word filtered back. It was downright offensive. You can be sure that she won’t get any more invitations from the Dietzs’, and, to be perfectly honest, I don’t blame Bobo in the least.”

“Bobo Dietz happens to be one of the most obnoxious women in Newport. If Susan told her so, good for Susan.”

Oliver Smith wasn’t thrilled with his daughter’s stand. “Bobo Dietz happens to be one of the wealthiest women in Newport—”

“Which isn’t saying much. The only people in Newport who aren’t wealthy are the people who service the wealthy, and most of those can’t afford to live in Newport. Come on, Dad, Bobo Dietz isn’t worth arguing over.”

“And that, young lady, is why you had to run away to Providence.”

“I didn’t run—”

“You never could learn what was important and what wasn’t. You never understood that there were certain rules to be followed in certain circles. Susan understood it. Why couldn’t you?”

“Because I’m not Susan.”

“Obviously. Susan has the makings to succeed here. It would have been better if she hadn’t split with Dirk, but she can still pull it off. She has the looks and the charm, and she does even better in Palm Beach. She was only down there for a month this winter. I don’t know why she didn’t stay longer. But that doesn’t matter now. Most everyone is back or coming soon. And Susan will do fine, as long as she stays sober.” He barely paused before yelling, “Where the hell is she?”

It was Savannah who took the breath. “She’s at Megan’s.”

“Ah. Megan. Megan. The only redeemable quality in that child is her husband. The Vandermeer name is solid.”

Savannah didn’t know whether to laugh or scream. In lieu of either, she pressed her fingers harder to her forehead and prayed for strength. “Megan happens to be a good friend. We go back a long way together. She’s been very loyal, which is more than I can say about some of the others I grew up with.”

“That’s your problem, Savannah. You took off to become a lawyer, and suddenly you didn’t have time for those friends. What did you expect them to do—wait with bated breath until you deigned to give them a call?”

“I didn’t—”

“You’ve distanced yourself. So don’t blame it on them. You’ve distanced yourself from all of us. What does that say about your sense of loyalty?”

“I’m loyal—”

“I call to take you to lunch and you’re busy. Alex Porter calls to take you to a party in Manhattan and you’re busy. Muffy Adams calls to invite you for a weekend in Westport and you’re busy.”

“I am busy—”

“Working. Always working. You’re a very boring person.”

“Dad, please—”

“I’m serious. Your work always comes first.”

“This isn’t the time—”

“There’s never a time. That’s the problem.”

She didn’t attempt to say another word, but sat with the phone to her ear and her fingertips to her forehead, and waited. Her father would eventually quiet down. Until then, nothing she tried to say would register.

“Actually,” he ranted on, “the problem is that I never had a son. I wanted someone to pass the business on to, so what did I get? Two daughters. The odds were that one of you would be a boy. But no, I got two daughters. Not much to found a dynasty on.” He paused, listened, demanded, “Are you there, Savannah?”

“I’m here.”

“Well, listen good. I want to know what your sister’s doing. Are you going to call her, or should I?”

“I’ll do it, by all means.”

“I’d appreciate that,” he said, somewhat mollified. “You can tell her to call me by three. I’m playing tennis at four, and after that I’ll be leaving for Stowe. Jack’s boy is flying us up for the weekend. The skiing is just fine, they say. So, you’ll keep an eye on Susan while I’m gone?”

“We’re spending Saturday together.” She held her breath, wondering whether he’d remember what Saturday was, but the significance of the day eluded him.

“Good,” he said. “Well then, I’ll talk with you when I get back.”

“Fine.”

“Bye, Savannah.”

She nodded. He had already hung up.

Quietly, she replaced the receiver, then bowed her head and lightly massaged her temples. She always looked forward to her father’s calls, and she was always disappointed afterward. She knew he could be a charmer. What she didn’t know was why he never charmed his daughters. He reserved a sharp tongue and a critical eye for them, and lately, whether because of age or sheer orneriness, he had been worse than ever.

She could take it. She had her own life and her own rewards. But she worried for Susan.

Sensing a presence nearby, she raised her head and immediately caught her breath. Jared Snow stood at the door, exuding quiet confidence and staunch maleness. The confidence was like a welcome balm; the maleness sparked a sweet curling in her belly.

He tossed his head back toward the spot where her secretary normally sat, and said in a deep, sandy voice, “She must be on coffee break. Am I interrupting anything?”

Savannah managed a wispy laugh. “Yes. A mammoth headache. Come in. Please. And close the door. If any of the ladies out there hear you speak, they’re apt to start a stampede.”

He cleared the threshold and closed the door. His eyes held hers with warm probing. “What’s the headache from?”

Normally, she would have shrugged and left her personal problems behind. But when it came to Jared Snow, nothing she felt was quite normal. He could penetrate her professional veneer with one look. “My dad. He’s a difficult man.”

“Does he live around here?”

“In Newport.”

Jared acknowledged the significance of that with a quirk of his brow. “Close enough to make his presence felt.”

“Actually, I don’t see him often.”

“But he calls.”

She sighed. “Oh, yes.” She wondered if Jared had a similar situation with one of his parents. He looked sympathetic.

“How old is he?”

“Sixty-eight.”

“Does he live alone?”

“He has a housekeeper and frequent houseguests, so he’s not lonely.”

“Is he ill?”

“Thank goodness, no. Health has never been a problem. He leads as active a life as ever.” She paused.

“But?”

Still, she paused. Then, with an added look of encouragement from Jared which destroyed any reticence she might have had, she said, “But he’s extremely demanding in his way. He expects that we should do just what he does, which is not much of anything—by my standards, at least.”

She stopped for an instant, feeling as disloyal as her father had accused her of being. But she desperately needed to talk. “He takes pride in being one of the idle rich. I had to be something else. I don’t think he’ll ever forgive me for that. Susan has tried to be Newport, but it’s not working for her. On the one hand, I want to stand up and cheer, but she doesn’t have an alternative like I do, so she’s floundering.”

“Is she married?”

“Divorced, with no kids.”

“So she lacks direction.”

“In a nutshell,” Savannah conceded, then considered what she had said. She was usually tight-lipped about her personal life, and family certainly fell into that category. But Jared Snow wasn’t like the people who usually passed through her life. He was different and somehow separate. If she let her fancy run free, she could imagine him an angel sent to ease the weight from her shoulders. In his presence she certainly did feel lighter, both of head and of heart.

It was all she could do not to sigh with pleasure. She could look at him forever, she decided, particularly when he did things like tilt his head just as he was doing now.

“You two must be very close,” he said. “I’ve often wondered what it would be like to have a twin.”

It was easy to smile, less easy to concentrate on what he was saying. But she did it. “I have, too,” she confessed in a quiet voice. At his bemused look, she explained. “Susan and I are fraternal twins. We’re sisters who just happened to have been born on the same day. I’ve often wondered what it would have been like if we’d been identical, if we’d been able to do things like switch places at school or on dates. Susan and I can’t even switch clothes. We are different sizes.”

“She must be bigger than you.”

“How did you guess,” Savannah said dryly. Though she had never thought of herself as petite, others often did. She supposed it had something to do with her slimness. While her sister was slim, too, she was more curvaceous. “Susan is about five-eight. She has a fantastic figure. And great eyes. And super hair. She has dad’s height and mom’s looks. She should have been a model.”

“Why wasn’t she one?”

“Because someone told her that modeling was hard work, and where we grew up, hard work wasn’t highly prized.”

“You do it.”

“I’m the odd one. The black sheep.”

“And your dad isn’t proud of what you’ve become?”

“Not quite.”

He gnawed on the inside of his cheek for a minute, then asked, “How about Susan? Is she proud of what you do?”

Savannah didn’t answer as quickly. For one thing, the answer wasn’t cut-and-dried. For another, she was distracted by Jared’s mouth. His lips were as lean as the rest of him, as uncompromisingly male, and when they slanted into a grin, or gentled, they were all the more enticing.

With an effort, she answered. “I suppose she’s proud. One part of her, at least. Another part, I think, is a little resentful.”

“Resentful?”

“Of my success. By contrast, it makes her feel more lost, and dad,” she threw a glance skyward, “bless his soul, compares us constantly. I don’t measure up to Susan, Susan doesn’t measure up to me, neither of us measures up to him, or to what our mother was—it goes on and on.” Abruptly she stopped talking, then bit her lower lip, then said in chagrin, “I think I’m the one who’s going on and on.”

“I don’t mind,” Jared said.

But Savannah was embarrassed. He had come on business and she didn’t normally waste time. But he distracted her. Something about the way he looked at her invited confession. He looked at her as though he was intrigued, as though there was nothing on earth that could have interested him more than what she was saying, as though he truly needed to hear her words. There was an intensity to him despite his relaxed attitude.

In recent years she had dated plenty of men, but not many more than once or twice, and for good reason. Strong, interesting men, men who were leaders in their fields appealed to her. Unfortunately, most had also turned out to be eminently interested in themselves, which was fine for a date or two, but boring for longer than that.

Jared Snow seemed every bit as strong and interesting, every bit as skilled in his field. Yet he was more interested in hearing about her than talking about himself. The risk, she realized, was in eventually boring him as she had always eventually been bored. So, sitting straighter in her chair, she put both hands on her desk and eyed him with an expectant, down-to-business kind of look.

But the effort was lost on him. He was glancing around her office. “This is cozy.”

She hesitated, then yielded. A minute’s more distraction wouldn’t hurt. “Yes. It’s cozy.” She usually called it small. “It serves the purpose, though.”

“It must be convenient being in the courthouse.”

“Very.”

He looked past her to a tall bookcase filled with thick, official-looking tomes. “Are those all yours?”

She glanced at the books. “Most of them. A few belong to the law library.”

He looked at the etchings on the wall, a series of five courtroom scenes that she’d picked up in Paris two summers before. “And those?”

“They’re mine.”

“They look authentic.”

She grinned. “Authentic, as in dog-eared. But that’s okay. They were a find. I ran across them in a little bookstall on the left bank of the Seine. They were done in England at the turn of the century.”

“They must be valuable,” he remarked, but his attention had returned to her.

“They give me pleasure,” she said with a short smile. “That’s value enough.”

He stood silently then, simply looking at her, and surprisingly, Savannah didn’t feel awkward. For one thing, he was a delight to look back at. He wore jeans, just as he had at the studio, but the sneakers had been replaced by boots, the T-shirt and flannel shirt by a black turtleneck sweater that was a perfect foil for his tawniness, and over the sweater, a bomber jacket of butter-soft leather accentuated his broad shoulders. He had showered and shaved, and looked totally refreshed, which was remarkable for two reasons—first, because he’d managed to improve on something that was outstanding to begin with, and second, because he couldn’t have slept more than two or three hours.

For the first time she noticed the two large manila envelopes he carried under his arm. Neither was particularly thick.

“The records of the calls,” she breathed and might have been chagrined at not having noted them sooner if Jared had not looked as though he’d momentarily forgotten them himself.

“Uh, I just picked them up. Thought I’d deliver them right away.”

She eyed him cautiously. “Do you think we’ll find something?”

“I don’t know. One batch is from the station, one from the answering service.” He held them out. “Want to take a look?”

Rising from her chair, Savannah rounded the desk and took the envelopes. She opened one and fanned out the papers on the desktop.

They contained notes made by the station’s receptionists and were dated by week with the most recent on top. Straddling the papers with stiffened arms, she leaned forward and began to read. Each entry noted the date and the time, plus either a quote, a paraphrase, or a simple description of the offensive call.

She read silently for several minutes, then turned to the second sheet and perused that. Straightening, she raised a hand to her shoulder. It was a protective gesture; she felt chilled. “I had an answering machine once,” she said quietly. “It seemed to make sense. I was on call so much of the time, and it was nice to think that I could come home and know exactly who had tried to reach me and when. But the heavy breathers felt the machine was fair game. They got to me pretty quickly. So I gave the machine to one of the guys at the office.”

She looked up to find Jared within arm’s reach, and again, she was struck by his height. He was tall, sturdy, and strong. He could overpower her in a minute, yet that was not what she feared. What frightened her was the force of his pull. She felt it as something magnetic, drawing on every one of her senses until she was all but leaning his way.

She forced her eyes back down to the papers and said, “Thanks for bringing these. I shouldn’t keep you longer.”

“I don’t mind.”

“You must have other things to do.”

“Nothing that can’t wait.”

He wasn’t going to leave until he was ready. And she could no more have kicked him out than she could have stripped and paraded naked on the desktop.

She felt naked anyway. In Jared’s presence, she felt stripped of defenses that had stood her in good stead for years. She wondered if he knew. She wondered lots of things about him, and it struck her that it was time she did a little probing herself.

“What—” She cleared her throat and started again. “What do you usually do during the day?”

His raspy voice was accompanied by a lazy smile. “A little of this, a little of that.”

The smile would have distracted her again, had not her phone buzzed. Moving only her upper body, she reached for it. The call was from a lawyer in the office who wanted to know which judge to request for an upcoming bribery trial. “Cramer,” she told him. “He can’t stand bribery. He’s cautious enough to avoid grounds for a mistrial, but he’ll give you every benefit of the doubt.” She answered one other minor question, then replaced the receiver and looked up at Jared.

His eyes riveted her. The slight cast to the one was intriguing, but that was only the beginning. Strewn amid their pale blue rings were flecks of gray that darkened or lightened with his mood. She wondered why she hadn’t noticed that before, particularly in light of their power. Then she realized that the power was the key, and it came from within.

Fighting its lure, she cleared her throat again and asked, “‘A little of this, a little of that.’ What do you mean?”

He seemed unperturbed by her challenge. “I do a lot of reading.”

“What do you read?”

“Fiction, nonfiction, you name it. I also have to keep up on what’s happening in the field. Country musicians tend to be around longer than, say, pop-rock stars, but that doesn’t mean their lives are static. So I keep current with trade materials. And I listen to new stuff that comes in.”

“Do you decide what to play on the air?”

“No. My music director does that. It’s his job to keep tabs on what Rhode Islanders want to hear. A song that may make it big in Tulsa could bomb here. It’s like the logo says, a little country in the city. Too much country and the city tunes out.”

She could believe it. “What else do you do, besides read?”

He studied her for a minute, then ran a finger along the side of his nose. “I dabble in real estate.”

“Beyond radio stations?”

“Yes. I have interests in various properties.”

“In Providence?”

“No. They’re kind of scattered.”

“Then you have to travel.”

“No. I have people to do the traveling. I keep in touch with them by phone.”

“It sounds like you do a little more than dabble.”

His answer was a negligible shrug.

She took that in. On the one hand, he had such a rugged, woodsy look that it was hard to imagine him as a real-estate mogul. On the other hand, he exuded power, and in that sense, she believed he could rival Donald Trump.

“When do you sleep?” she asked.

“When I’m tired.”

“Aren’t you now? You couldn’t have slept much after work.”

“I don’t need more than a few hours at a time. I’ll sleep later.” He nodded toward the papers he had brought. “Want me to go through one envelope while you do the other? It would save you some time.”

Savannah felt a rush of pleasure. With Jared wading through half the records, she would be done in half the time. More importantly, if he helped, he would stay with her a bit longer. She wasn’t sure of the long-range wisdom of that, but in the short run, it was appealing. He was a stimulating companion. Everything about him, from his sandy hair to the solid breadth of his chest, from the way his jeans fit in the vicinity of his hips to the faint scent of leather that clung to him—everything about him absorbed her. She knew it was an absurd time to be excited by a man, but the excitement was an antidote to all else she was feeling. He was her talisman, warding off headaches and chills, and in that sense, he was helping far more than he knew.

The phone rang again. This time it was Janie saying that Susan was on the line. Savannah immediately took the call.

“Suse?”

“I think you should come back here, Savvy. Will is on the verge of breaking. He’s convinced, absolutely convinced, that Megan’s been mistreated. He’s talking about taking a gun when he goes to drop off the money tonight.”

“But he won’t be seeing anyone. He’ll be dropping the money and leaving.”

“He says he’s going to stay.”

“He can’t do that. He’ll either get himself killed or blow the whole thing.”

“I’ve told him that, Sam has told him that, Hank has told him that, but he doesn’t believe us. I think you should get over here, and bring Paul.”

“Paul’s out of state. But I’ll be over. Keep Will calm until I get there.”

Heart pounding, she hung up the phone. She was so lost in thoughts of Will and Megan that Jared’s deep voice startled her.

“You heard from the kidnappers, I take it.”

Her head came up fast. “This morning.” It never once occurred to her not to tell him. “The exchange is set for tonight, but Will’s having a rough time of it. He’s sure that Megan’s been hurt. Susan thinks I should go over, and I will, but I’m not sure what good I can do. I can’t assure him Megan hasn’t been hurt. All any of us can do is to pray she’s all right.” She looked down at the papers Jared had brought. “I’ll have to go through these later.”

“I’ll go through them.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I know I don’t have to, but I’d like to. It’s my radio station that may have something to do with your kidnapping.”

“It’s such a long shot—”

“But it’s worth looking into. Come on, Savannah. I don’t have anything pressing to do until early evening. This’d be a change of pace for me.”

It was a minute before she recovered from the sound of her name on his tongue. It was low and intimate. It stroked her senses and would have brought on a purr if the circumstances had been different. Instead of purring, she eyed him askance. “What’s happening early this evening?”

“I have a conference call set for six o’clock with a group of investors from California.”

That was not only impressive but far better than if he’d had a date. Turning away in relief, she gathered the papers together and slipped them into their envelope. Then she handed both envelopes back to him.

“Thank you,” she whispered, and for a minute she drank in his features as if they were an extra dose of courage. She feared things were going to get worse before they got better at the Vandermeer house.

Then, turning away before she positively threw herself at him, she snatched up the phone. “Janie, would you call me a cab?”

Jared took the phone from her hand and, in a voice that was deeper and huskier than ever, said, “Cancel that cab, Janie. Thanks anyway.” Then he hung up.

Savannah was shaking her head in a slow, chiding way. “I can’t let you drive me there.”

“You haven’t got much choice,” he said. “I just canceled your cab.”

“I’ll order another.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Why not?” she asked, sounding nearly as haughty as Susan had sounded earlier that day with Sam.

Jared’s eyes were darker, his voice a near growl. “When a woman looks at me the way you just did, she’s not running off in a cab when I have a perfectly good car sitting at the curb.”

Savannah opened her mouth to protest that she hadn’t looked at him any special way, then shut it without uttering a word.

“Thank you,” he drawled. Glancing over his shoulder, he spotted her coat hanging on a hook on the back of the door. Seconds later, he was holding it for her. She slipped her arms in, closing her eyes for a brief moment when she felt his hands still on her shoulders. Seconds afterward he opened the office door.

“I’ll be at the Vandermeers,” she murmured to Janie Woo as she started past. She stopped in her tracks when she saw how Janie was staring at Jared. “He’s helping me out with something, but as far as anyone’s concerned, he wasn’t here. Right, Janie?”

Janie, who knew that the security of her job relied heavily on discretion, nodded.

Satisfied, Savannah started off again. She didn’t have to look around to know that Jared was close on her heels. She felt his heat, felt the vibrancy of his body. And it occurred to her while he stood, straight and tall, waiting beside her for the elevator, that on another day at another time, she would have let him drive her anywhere his heart desired.


CHAPTER 8

Jared had done his share of living. In his thirty-nine years, he had had many friends, and of those, many had been women. He had been through numerous relationships, two live-in loves, and one wife. But no woman had ever looked at him with quite the need he had seen in Savannah’s eyes. From the moment at the studio when she had turned around and looked at him, he had seen the need. And the admiration. There had also been admiration in her eyes.

He was used to admiration. Women took to his looks, just as they did to his voice, and he played on the latter. His voice was a marketable commodity. It was largely responsible for the appeal of his show. He intentionally enhanced it with his choice of words and his tone.

But he did nothing to enhance his looks and deliberately kept as low a profile as possible. He enjoyed the anonymity he’d found in Rhode Island; he enjoyed being able to walk the streets unknown. When a PR event took place, he sent one of the other DJs. When the request was specifically for Jared Snow, he turned it down with a firm excuse. He treasured his newfound privacy. It was critical to him at this time in his life, when he was feeling his way along, waiting for the ultimate inspiration to hit.

Then along came Savannah’s need. He had been skeptical at first, wondering if she was after something as simple as sex. As they talked, though, he’d begun to wonder. She didn’t make a play for him. She didn’t do anything remotely seductive—at least, not intentionally. There had been that moment when he’d been in the sound booth and had looked out at her through the glass. She’d just taken off her coat. He suspected he would have stared even if she hadn’t bent over to retrieve her briefcase.

She was not striking. Nor was she gorgeous. But in an understated way, she was sexy as hell. Her features were smooth and appealing, her skin soft and fair. Her hair was a glossy brown mass gathered into a sedate knot, begging, just begging, for release. In fact, that was what was so sexy about her—her neatness was a challenge. She was the consummate professional, yet she held hints of sweetness that tried a man’s soul. She didn’t hide the slender length of her legs or the slight turn of her hips or the gentle swell of her breasts, yet none were boldly broadcast. There was a mystery to her. She was alluring.

She turned him on.

“I won’t hold it against you, y’know,” he teased in a voice that was just loud enough to rise above the noise of the idling engine.

Safely strapped into the passenger seat of his Pathfinder, Savannah focused on the pedestrians passing by.

He tried again. “You can look at me any way you want. I don’t mind.”

She turned her head away, but not before he caught a hint of color on her cheeks.

“You’re under a lot of pressure,” he said. “I’m glad to help.”

The traffic light turned. He accelerated smoothly, and for several minutes the noise of the engine was the only sound in the car. Then, speaking quietly, she said, “I would have pegged you for a Porsche.”

He kept his eyes on the road. “Me? Nah. I need something more practical.”

“For what?”

“Carting equipment.”

Her voice remained wary, but he sensed her eyes were turned toward him, which was a step in the right direction. “Don’t you have gofers to do that, or is that only with TV?”

“TV, mostly. We don’t have the need. But I wasn’t talking about the station. I was talking about my boat.”

She was silent for a minute. “What kind of boat is it?”

“A forty-six-foot Morgan.” He kept his voice low and slow. “She’s in dry dock right now, but I’ll be putting her in the water in another month. From April through November, she’s my home.”

“You live on a boat?” she asked, unable to conceal her enthusiasm.

He nodded.

“What’s it like?”

He thought for a minute. “Peaceful. You’ve been on the ocean, haven’t you?”

She nodded.

“Sensed that freedom?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, it’s kind of like that. It doesn’t matter how tightly you’re moored or how calm the tide, you still feel that lulling. And the sense of freedom is always there. You know that whenever things get tense, you can cast off. Even if you don’t often do it, knowing you can gives you a psychological edge.”

He stopped at another red light. Savannah was staring out the window again. “There are times,” she said in a distant voice, “when I’d give anything to be able to cast off, when I want to get away from everything, to run away.” Returning to the present, she sent him an awkward half-smile. “Irresponsible, hmm?”

“If I say yes, I condemn myself. Everyone feels that at times.”

She wasn’t so sure. There were people in the world without worries or responsibilities. Looking away again, she said, “When I was little, I was always zipping around. My energy level was incredible. Sometimes I’d lose control and run smack into whatever was in my path. But that was okay. I just had to stand up and brush myself off.

“Then I got my driver’s license, and I imagined the same thing would happen, that I’d get going too fast and lose control, only if I started colliding with things, I’d be in real trouble.”

She focused unseeingly on the scenery that, with the turn of the traffic light, was passing once more. “There are times when I feel that I’ve lost control of my life, that I’m on the verge of a huge collision. It’s like I’m on a slide; I’m steadily gaining momentum, and I want to get off, but I can’t.”

“Sure, you can.”

“No. There are commitments, responsibilities. I’m an adult. An adult can’t quit when the going gets rough.”

“I take it,” Jared said softly, “this is one of the rough times.” He glanced at her in time to catch her nod. “What happens during the easy times?”

She gave a high-pitched laugh. “I’m usually bored.” With a quick breath, she looked over at him. “Between the rough times and the easy times are the times I love. They’re the times when the challenge is there without the trauma. Thank God, they come most often.”

“You’re lucky. Some people can’t say that.”

“I know.” Her voice lowered. “Take your next right.”

They drove along in silence for several minutes, but Savannah didn’t mind that. Jared was still a comfort, a solid presence. He was someone separate from her career, separate from her past. He was an eye in the storm of her life.

Too soon, she directed him to the Vandermeers’ circular drive. At the front door, he shifted into neutral and asked, “Will you stay long?”

“That depends on how Will is. If he’s running around the house waving a gun, it might take a little longer to calm him down than if he’s just sitting in a chair tossing off threats.”

“Can I wait?”

She shook her head. “You shouldn’t be here at all. We’ve tried to involve as few people as possible. As it is, I’ll have some explaining to do when I get inside. I’m sure they’ve seen us.”

Jared would have been glad to come in and help with the explaining. Instinctively, he knew that she would not allow it. For all her talk of escape, she wasn’t a coward. She was a professional, through and through.

But she wasn’t racing to get out of the car.

So he asked gently, “When is Megan due back?”

“The money is to be delivered at eight. Sometime after that, Will should get a call telling him where she is, and sometime after that we’ll pick her up.” She looked worried. “God only knows what will happen then.”

He reached over and touched her cheek lightly with one finger. It was a gesture of encouragement that came, left its mark, and vanished. “You’ll be working late.”

She nodded.

“You were with me last night, then at the office today. Tonight you’ll be here, or wherever. When do you sleep?”

“I’m like you, I guess. I don’t need much. And when I need more than I get, I make up for it on weekends.”

“But weekends should be for regenerating.”

“Sleep is regenerative.”

“I was thinking about taking in shows and concerts and museums, skiing, shopping, sunbathing on the lawn.”

“Sunbathing on the lawn.” She smiled. “Mmmm, that sounds nice.”

Her smile was so soft and alluring that Jared wanted to take back what he had just said. He could spend the weekend in bed with her, and it would probably be the most regenerative thing he would ever do.

Watching the gray flecks in his eyes darken, Savannah felt an answering awareness deep inside. “I have to run,” she whispered and reached for her briefcase. When she had its straps firmly on her shoulder, she gripped the door handle. Although she knew she should resist, she looked back at Jared for a final eyeful of his strength.

He swore softly. Nearly as softly, and very hoarsely, he said, “I may have the patience of a saint, but I’m not made of stone. So help me, Savannah, the next time you look at me that way, I’m going to kiss you.”

Her heart beat wildly. “I have to run.”

“Did you hear what I said?”

Opening the door, she said, “Thanks for driving me here. It was a break.” She slid out.

He leaned across the seat. “Savannah?”

She swung the door closed, but he quickly rolled down the window. As though she’d intended to all along, she leaned in. “Will you let me know if you find anything in those reports?”

“You know I will,” he said gruffly. Tugging open the glove compartment, he pulled out a small pad of paper and a pen. He jotted down several phone numbers, tore off the sheet of paper, and held it out. “You can reach me at any time.”

Savannah grasped the paper but he didn’t immediately release it. Uncompromisingly, his eyes held hers.

“I have to go,” she whispered in a pleading tone.

Still he bound her, reinforcing the bond between them with each second that passed. Finally, when his own heart was thudding under the pressure, he released the paper.

Savannah quickly pocketed it. “Thanks. Thanks for everything, Jared.”

“Savannah—”

“I’ll talk with you later.” With a wave she was away from the car, an elegant figure trotting up the front steps. The door opened as soon as she reached it. Without a backward glance, she was gone.

*   *   *

William Vandermeer wasn’t running around the house waving a gun, mainly because the gun had vanished with Megan, but he was far from the numb creature he had been through much of the wait. There was a wildness in his eyes, a combination of desperation and sheer terror that was chilling in its own right.

Surrounded by Susan, Sam, and Hank, Savannah sat with him and talked. She ran through one argument after another, trying to convince him to stay cool, and when she’d gone through them all, Sam thought up more. Between them, they seemed to calm him.

With the insurance company set to deliver the money at four that afternoon and nothing to do until then, Savannah managed to convince him to rest for a while. Soon after he went upstairs, she and Susan went into the living room to talk.

“Are you okay?” she asked quietly. She sat sideways facing Susan, who wasn’t drinking but looked as though she badly wanted to.

Susan leaned back against the sofa’s brocade cushions and closed her eyes. “Ask me that in a week when I’m back home with all this forgotten.”

“I’m really grateful to you. You know that, don’t you? I couldn’t be here and at work at the same time, and Will needed one of us.”

Resting her head against the sofa, Susan opened one eye toward Savannah. “It’s sad, Will needing us. The Vandermeers were always such a well-known family. He should have dozens of people rallying ’round.”

“This is a kidnapping, not a party. He wanted to keep things quiet.”

“What he wanted,” Susan corrected, “was to keep the shortage of money quiet. You should see this place, Savvy. It’s looking pretty dumpy.”

“Not dumpy. Just tired. And only at spots.”

“What happened? What did Will do to the business?”

Savannah shrugged. “By his own admission, he’s a lousy money manager.”

“But he could have hired people to manage the money for him. When you come right down to it, how many people in his position do you know of who don’t have armies of financial advisers and accountants?”

“The Vandermeers were always different that way. They were self-contained. Will’s father and uncle built the business from scratch. Each had a strength. Apparently, Will’s uncle was the whiz with figures, not Will’s dad, and certainly not Will.”

“I still can’t believe he’s blown it all. Meggie deserves better.”

“She does, but only because things were so tough for her growing up. Will adores her. Maybe that compensates for whatever financial problems they have.”

Susan wasn’t buying that. “I can’t imagine a love that strong. I mean, if you’re talking a decrease of income from eighty thousand a year to sixty-five, that may be true. There’s no abrupt change of lifestyle then. But from a million down to three hundred thousand, with most of that being poured back into the business—when a woman assumes she’s marrying onto easy street and suddenly finds that she has to budget money for a weekend at the spa, that love would have to be phenomenal.” She shook her head. “No love’s that strong.” Stretched out in her yellow sweat suit, with her ankles crossed over leg warmers and aerobic sneakers, she looked and sounded surprisingly authoritative.

“Sad to feel that way,” Savannah mused.

“Realistic.”

“But sad. Don’t you ever dream that you’ll love a man that way? Or that a man will love you that way?”

“No.”

“Never?”

“Never. Do you?”

Savannah hesitated before saying tentatively, “I have.”

“Because you’re a romantic. You dream through rose-colored glasses.”

“Isn’t a dream, by definition, something rosy?”

“Not necessarily. A dream can be practical. It doesn’t have to be so overblown as to be unattainable. That’s your problem, Savvy. You shoot too high.”

“There’s nothing unrealistic about hoping for love.”

“Not when it’s a realistic kind of love.”

“How would you define a ‘realistic’ kind of love?”

“One where two people take pleasure from a relationship. That pleasure can be financial or social. It doesn’t always have to be interpersonal, and it certainly isn’t the kind of all-powerful thing you have in mind. Your expectations for love are as high as your expectations for everything else in your life. But you’re only setting yourself up for a fall. Don’t you see that?”

Savannah didn’t want to. “The way I look at it,” she said, “if my expectations are high, I stand more of a chance of getting what I want than if I’d aimed lower to start with.”

She grew quiet when Sam wandered into the room. She smiled at him when he moved on into the library. The French door had been fixed. Propping a forearm high against its frame, he looked out over the patio.

Susan resumed the conversation in a voice that was low and private but carried conviction. “The thing that matters most in a relationship is respect. Respect comes from power, and power comes from money. Statistics show that financial pressures are behind most divorces.”

“What do statistics know? If the marriage is strong, the couple can handle the financial pressures.”

“But money matters.” Her eyes strayed to Sam’s lanky frame. “It’s a sign of power. When a man has money, he has a name for himself. People seek him out. They listen to him. He has clout. I respect a man who can make things happen.” Her mouth slanted into a catlike grin. “I love him if he can make them happen for me.”

“Did Dirk do that?”

The grin vanished. “No.” Her eyes stayed on Sam.

“But you loved him.”

“I thought I did.” She paused. “Dirk was great in bed. He made things happen for me there, all right.”

“But not elsewhere? I don’t understand, Suse. You had a great house, a Jaguar, clothes, and jewelry, and—”

“I had to fight for everything. Dirk was one of the tightest men I’ve ever met. Not a romantic bone in his body.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Now, if sex was all I wanted, I’d go after Sam. He has a kind of raw, male appeal, don’t you think?”

Savannah knew other women felt it, though she’d never personally been drawn. “He doesn’t have much money,” she whispered back as a reminder to Susan, to whom money meant so much.

“Maybe not,” Susan breathed, “but, Lord, he fills his jeans well.”

Savannah debated that, finally conceding, “He has a nice butt, I suppose.”

“Wait till he turns around and shows off the front.”

“You sound as though he’s purposely flaunting something.”

“I’ve been wondering about that.”

“Well, don’t. Sam Craig isn’t an exhibitionist. It’s not his fault you’re fixated on his fly.”

Susan shrugged.

Savannah grunted. “This conversation is totally inappropriate.”

“Not really. Let me tell you, there have been times in the past two days that I’ve wanted nothing more than for that man to throw me over his shoulder, take me up to bed, and make me forget everything that’s happening here.” She pursed her lips, then sent Savannah a sidelong glance. “Are you shocked?”

Savannah wasn’t shocked for one very good reason. In essence, there wasn’t much difference between Susan’s thoughts about Sam and hers about Jared. She had made love to Jared in her mind countless times when she had been alone at night with only his voice for company, or when she’d needed an escape from the worries of her life.

Shocked? If Susan thought Sam well endowed, she should see Jared.

“You are shocked,” Susan said. “You’re blushing.”

“I’m not shocked.” She took a breath, then blurted out in a whisper, “Would you do it?”

“Do what?” Susan whispered back.

“Go to bed with him?”

“If he asked me nicely.”

“Come on, Suse—”

“I don’t know, Savannah. How can I possibly answer that? I’ll be going home later, so if the opportunity was ever really here, it’s gone. There will be absolutely no cause for me to see him again.”

“Unless he calls.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Maybe he likes you.”

“He hates me.”

“What if he did call—would you see him?”

“Probably not,” Susan said, but she knew it was a lie. Sam Craig got to her. He annoyed her, frustrated her, excited her more than any man had in years. If he called her, she’d probably give him a hard time, but she’d probably see him, if only to find out whether the bulge in his jeans lived up to its promise. Then she’d dump him. He was, after all, just as unsuitable for her as she was for him.

*   *   *

“Hi, Savannah.” Jared’s deep voice sizzled over the line.

A breathless Savannah returned the greeting. “Hi there.”

“You sound like you just got in.”

She struggled to hold the phone, remove her coat, catch her breath, and talk at the same time. “I did. I was just coming down the hall when Janie signaled your call.”

“Want me to call back?”

“No, no. Give me a second.” Setting the phone on the desk, she hurried out of her coat and tossed it aside, unclipped her earring, put a hand to her chest, closed her eyes, and took a deep, measured breath. Then she picked up the phone again. “That’s better,” she said, knowing full well that the racing of her heart had nothing to do with the dash she’d made down the hall.

“How did it go?”

“Okay. He calmed down.”

“Have you been there all this time?” It was nearly four in the afternoon. He had dropped her off before noon.

“No. I had a meeting in Pawtucket. But I stayed at Will’s for a couple of hours. I wanted to spend a little time with Susan, too. This has taken something out of her.”

“Were you able to help her?”

“I don’t know. I hope so.”

“Did she help you?”

Savannah didn’t answer at first. Then, a slow, wry smile formed on her lips. “Was I looking that bad?”

“Not bad. Never bad. You just looked like you could use someone to talk to, and who better than a twin.”

“A sister,” she corrected. “We’re very different.”

“Okay, a sister. Did she help?”

Again Savannah paused. No, Susan had not helped, at least, not when it came to Jared. Susan’s mind was on all-out lovemaking, while Savannah was still debating a kiss.

A kiss was a milestone. It was a turning point. If Jared kissed her, their relationship would take a new path. If he kissed her, a barrier would be breached. All kinds of things were possible then, and that made her nervous, because she had expectations. She expected that she and Jared would be dynamite together in bed. Jared would be a spectacular lover; she’d be one in return. But what if he wasn’t? What if she wasn’t? One part of her, the cowardly part, thought it better never to try, than to try it and fail. Then she could still have her dreams.

She sighed. “No, Susan wasn’t much help, not this time.” She cleared her throat. “Did you find anything in those records?”

Yielding to her change of subject only because he acknowledged the pressing issue behind her question, Jared said, “I learned that some crazy has a thing about red licorice. For the past three months he’s been bugging my receptionists about whether they like it. We’re talking one or two calls per receptionist, per week, not enough to warrant an official complaint, just enough to be annoying as hell. But that’s all, Savannah. I’ve pored through these papers three times, and there isn’t anything that could even remotely be suggestive of a kidnapping or the kind of ransom note you have. Maybe you should go over them yourself. Something may strike you that didn’t—”

“No. There’s nothing.” She sighed again, this time more wearily. “You were looking. If there’d been anything, you’d have seen it.” Instinctively, she trusted him. “Besides, the kidnappers have been so careful in every other aspect of this crime, I don’t know why I thought they’d leave tracks with you. It wouldn’t fit with the way they’ve worked.”

“It was worth a look.”

She wasn’t sure about that, but then from the first she’d had doubts about her reasons for seeking Jared out.

“Anyway, we’re so near the exchange that it probably doesn’t matter. Once Megan’s back, we’ll call in the FBI.” She went suddenly quiet, then said in a lower voice, “I wish I could call them in now. I keep thinking and rethinking what I’ve done on this case, and it never seems to be enough. What do I know about kidnappings?”

“What does anyone know about them?”

“The FBI knows lots.”

“Do you honestly think they’d have done more than you have? Think about it, Savannah. Even if you’d brought them in, given the threat in that ransom note, they’d have been hamstrung just like you. There aren’t any miracle answers to a kidnapping. The first order of business is to get the hostage back, and that’s what you’ve been working to do.”

Again, Savannah was quiet, this time for a longer stretch.

“Savannah?”

“I’m here,” she said in a small voice.

“What is it?”

Still she was silent.

“Savannah?”

She felt the words bubbling up. They were out before she could stop them. “I’m frightened, Jared. What if something goes wrong?”

“Nothing’s going to go wrong. Does your friend have the money?”

“He will. But I’m worried. I’ve been in charge of this case, and I’ve done my best, still things could blow up in my face.”

“What things?”

“I don’t know—Will could go bonkers halfway to the drop site, the kidnapper could decide the money isn’t right—something bizarre that would make mockery of all the care we’ve taken. And more than anyone, I feel responsible.”

“You’ve done everything you could.”

“It may not be enough.”

“It’s as much as anyone else could have done. The kidnappers wouldn’t allow more.”

She twisted the phone cord back and forth. “Maybe I shouldn’t have listened to them.”

“You had to listen to Megan’s husband. It’s his wife, his money.”

“But he came to us for help.”

“Us. You and your boss. What’s he done through all this?”

She paused, then admitted, “Not much.”

“So? He put the weight of responsibility on your shoulders, and you’ve done your best. If he didn’t feel that was enough, he could have stepped in at any time.”

“I suppose.” Her thoughts took a slight turn. “I didn’t tell you about Paul.”

“You didn’t have to. One attorney general is like another. They’re political creatures. Your boss knows that when a case of this kind hits the light, the media will scrutinize every step that was taken. What you do—or don’t do—reflects on your boss. He’s not going to let you jeopardize his career.” He took a quick breath. “Am I right?”

She was quiet for a minute before murmuring, “You’re right.”

“He wouldn’t do things any differently from what you’ve done.”

“I suppose not.”

“Whatever happens now is out of your hands. But you’ve tried your best. You have, Savannah. You have to keep telling yourself that.”

She sighed. “I know.”

For a minute, there was total silence on the line. Jared broke it by saying, “Are you okay?”

“Mmm. I’m okay.” She actually felt a little better for having aired her concerns.

“Can I come over?”

“No. You’re not supposed to know about this. You’re not supposed to know about any of this, and here I am, blabbering about every little worry. Don’t you get sick of it?”

“Sick of what?”

“Women pouring their hearts out to you.”

Jared frowned. “They don’t do that.”

“They must. There’s something about you that invites it.”

“If there is, they don’t see it. I lead a very private life, Savannah. I go my own way, do my own thing.”

“But half of Rhode Island is in love with you.”

“Half of Rhode Island may be in love with my voice,” he said firmly, “but that’s the extent of it. Most of Rhode Island doesn’t know who I am or what I look like, and that’s just the way I want it.”

Savannah was startled by his vehemence. “I just assumed—”

“You assumed I had a steady string of women waltzing in and out of here, each one pouring out her heart and soul? Not quite. Even if I had the time, I wouldn’t be interested. I work by night and sleep by day. I don’t date a hell of a lot, because no one has interested me a hell of a lot.” His voice went low. “Until now.”

Savannah was without a comeback. Men as gorgeous as Jared didn’t go through life alone. “I don’t understand,” she murmured. “There are dozens and dozens of women who’d be on your doorstep in a minute.”

“I don’t want women cluttering my doorstep. I’m not desperate. I don’t need a woman to survive.”

“I know that, but still I’d have thought—”

“That I’d be unable to resist what was offered? I’m thirty-nine years old, Savannah, not some rutting teenager. I like to think I’ve become a little discriminating with age.”

“You don’t date much?”

“I’ve already told you that, and why. Besides, when do I have time?”

“Weekends.” She let her imagination wander to sweet places. “Evenings before work.” And even sweeter places. “Early mornings after work.”

Early mornings after work. Following her to those imaginary spots, Jared felt himself begin to swell. “Savannah…”

“What?”

He cleared his throat, which did little to cancel the thickness of his voice. “You have it all figured out.”

“I was just answering your question.”

He swore under his breath, then said gruffly, “I must be nuts, chasing after a lady lawyer. My ex-wife was one. I thought I’d learned my lesson.”

Savannah wasn’t sure which statement to react to first—the fact that he was chasing after her, or that he had an ex-wife. A previous marriage meant that he valued the concept of monogamy enough to give it a shot. Of course, something had gone wrong. His wife was an ex.

She closed her eyes. “You’re being very unfair.”

Jared was still trying to cool his arousal. “Look who’s talking.”

“How was I being unfair?”

“Early mornings—do you have any idea what it does to a man to hear a woman talk about early mornings in that soft, very feminine tone of voice?”

“You’re a fine one to talk about tones of voice,” she accused. “Yours are nearly pornographic.”

“Does my voice turn you on?”

“Damn right, it does.”

“Then maybe we’re even,” he mumbled. A second later, he raised his voice. “How was I being unfair?”

“By dropping that little bomb about your ex-wife when I don’t have time to follow it up. I’m supposed to be back at Will’s by five.”

The thought was sobering. “What will you do there for three hours?”

“Go a little crazy,” she said in a grim tone. “I want to be sure everything’s set for the drop, then make sure Will stays sane. If it weren’t for Megan, I’d work here until later. But I’m having trouble concentrating, so I wouldn’t accomplish much anyway. We’ll probably waste a little time ordering in dinner—waste, because I doubt any of us will be hungry. Except Sammy and Hank. They always eat.”

“Can I drive you over there?”

“No.”

“Can I deliver dinner?”

“No—uh, maybe—no, you’d better not.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t think it would be smart.”

“I’ll take Melissa’s Volkswagen, and it’ll be dark, anyway. Just call that number I gave you—the private one—when you decide what you want. I’ll call in the order, pick it up, and deliver it.”

“What a pain in the neck for you.”

Jared didn’t respond with words. She felt his answer in an uncanny sense of awareness that came over the line. He wanted to see her again. She couldn’t fight that.

“You have that conference call to make at six,” she said softly.

“I’ll make it at five.”

“Can you do that?”

“I’m the one with the most money. I can do it. I’ll be free by six.”

“Are you sure you don’t mind?” she asked very softly.

“I’ll be waiting for your call. Talk with you soon.” He hung up before she could say another word.

*   *   *

At six-thirty, Jared showed up at the Vandermeers’ back door carrying an assortment of Big Macs, Chicken McNuggets, salads, fries, and drinks. Savannah met him, led him into the kitchen only far enough to put the bags on the table, then hurried him back to the door. Once there, she tried to press a twenty-dollar bill into his hand. He promptly slid it into the vee of her pale gray wool blouse. His fingers lingered for a split second on her skin, then left. His eyes lingered longer.

“Let me know what’s happening?” he asked in a husky murmur.

“I don’t know where I’ll be or when I’ll get home.” She was gently pushing him toward the door.

“Try. Okay?” Taking her hand from his arm, he enclosed it in his. “Why are you trying to get rid of me? Do I embarrass you?”

She tugged her hand free and resumed her pushing. “You’re supposed to be a messenger, and a messenger wouldn’t stay this long. Besides, I don’t want you to see my sister. One look at her and you’ll think I’m a dud.”

His eyes strayed past her. “Is that her? The one with the gorgeous red hair, the sexy bod, and the bottle of Chivas?”

Savannah bit her lip, which was precisely where Jared looked next. The cast of his eye became more pronounced, the gray flecks darker, creating a smoky look that made her burn. Her teeth relaxed their hold; her lips parted.

“It’s you I want,” he whispered. “Call me later?”

She gave a jerky nod, which was all her hammering heart would allow.

“Promise?”

She nodded again, then gripped the door as he left. It seemed the only static thing in sight. She closed it, locked it, took the twenty-dollar bill from between her breasts, and buried it in her pocket. Then she turned.

Susan, who’d been watching her, put down the bottle of scotch and began to unload the first of the bags. “A messenger, you say? He sure didn’t look like a messenger, not the way he was dressed. That jacket didn’t come from K mart. How well do you know him?”

“Not well.”

“Did you see the way he was looking at you?”

“He was delivering our dinner.”

“He looked like he wanted to eat you for his.”

“For God’s sake, Susan!” Scowling, Savannah glanced nervously toward the hall.

“He was big for a delivery boy. Looked more like a bodyguard. You should have invited him in. He could prove helpful later.”

Savannah set one drink after another on the table. With each she regained a bit more control. “He won’t be needed. Everything is going to be just fine, Susan. Just fine.”

*   *   *

At first, it looked that way. Will was nervous, which was understandable, but he seemed to know exactly what he was supposed to do, and he hadn’t lapsed into wildness again. So Savannah, Susan, and Hank were optimistic as he and Sam left.

The plan was for Sam to follow him most of the way, wait until Will made the drop, then trail him home. Both cars were equipped with two-way radios. If Will panicked at any point, Sam could help.

Will didn’t panic. As though taken by a drugged calm, he put the paper bag filled with money into the dumpster as directed, then sat quietly in his car.

When he didn’t signal that he was leaving, Sam began to get nervous. “Will? Can you hear me, Will?”

“I’m waiting,” Will informed him.

“For what?”

“That guy.”

“No, you’re not. Get out of there, Will.”

“I’m waiting. That man hung up on me before I could speak with Megan. I want him to know that if he dares harm her—”

“Buddy, he’ll do more than harm her if you don’t get your tail out of there.”

“I’m waiting.”

“You do that and you’ll blow the whole thing.”

“I’m waiting.”

Sam touched the gun holstered under his arm. “Fine. You wait, and I’m coming in with my lights flashing and my badge on display. You want that?”

“I’ll report you.”

“I don’t give a shit. We’ve played by certain rules this far, and we’re gonna go all the way. Now, do you come out, or do I come in?”

There was a lengthy silence. Sam was reaching to start his car when Will said, “Fuck you.”

“What does that mean? Are you coming or not?”

“I’m coming. But I’ll report you.”

“Fine. Just get the hell out of there, and do it now.”

Two minutes later, Will’s car bombed past. He was suddenly in a big rush to get home, so much so that he ran two red lights. Shoving a portable flasher to the top of his car, Sam followed him right through and stuck close behind until he’d pulled up at the house.

Savannah was on her way out, working into her coat as she ran. She stopped first at Sam’s window. “The call just came in.” She gave him the address of a phone booth on the street corner in Warwick. “The Warwick police are on their way. They’ll be there before we will. Did you see anything?”

“I didn’t, but my plants did. A battered blue Camaro, a gray Plymouth, and a dusty LeMans. We’ve got plates for the last two. I’ve already called them in.”

“Megan will have to tell us more. The state police are on alert. They’re setting up ID checks at the local points of departure and will question anyone who looks suspicious. They’re ready to move on whatever Megan gives us.”

Susan was climbing into the car. “You go with Will,” she told Savannah. “You’re better with him than I am.”

Hank had already pushed Will over to the passenger’s side. Savannah ran to the rear door and climbed in. Her door was barely shut when they were off.

The drive seemed endless. If Savannah had been able to tell Will that Megan had been the one on the phone, things would have been better. But Megan hadn’t called. The voice had been the same as the one that morning, this time offering nothing more than an address. Megan’s condition was still unknown. And given that, every doubt, every fear of the past two days surfaced.

Hank followed Sam, who was given detailed directions by radio. Will sat stiffly in the passenger’s seat, staring at the road. Savannah was grateful to be alone in back.

When they crossed into Warwick, they were met by a local cruiser. Given the day and hour, lights and sirens were unnecessary. But the escort was a help, showing them the fastest way to the commercial district, then the telephone booth that stood at the designated spot.

A ring of police cars were already there. Sam and Hank pulled up quickly. Will was out of the car and running almost before they’d stopped. The others were close behind.

At first Savannah saw nothing but police officers. Several stood clustered around the phone booth, several knelt by its door. They parted for Will, who came to an abrupt halt. Two steps behind him, Savannah did the same, then caught her breath.

Megan was huddled in a corner of the phone booth floor, looking as though she had seen the far side of hell.


CHAPTER 9

Savannah remembered the first time she had seen Megan as though it had been fifteen hours, rather than fifteen years earlier. They’d been starting their sophomore year in high school. She and Susan had arrived at the academy old hands at knowing what to do and what not to do, and, along with their friends, had taken pleasure watching the new girls arrive. As veterans, they felt cocky; the initial fear of leaving home, looking right, fitting in was a thing of the past. They smirked at the girl who arrived in a stretch limo trying to impress someone, smiled warmly at the one whose gorgeous older brother was helping her move in, laughed at the one who came laden with every electrical appliance imaginable since there were only two outlets per room.

Megan had been one of the last to arrive, and she had been different from the rest in every regard. Her clothes were not chic, her nails were not painted, her hair was not carelessly arranged, and if those things hadn’t given her away, her mother would have. The woman drove an old Ford and was as unadorned as the headmistress’s secretary.

Megan was clearly on scholarship, which wasn’t unusual at the academy. What was unusual about Megan was her sense of dignity. Her eyes held fear of the unknown, yet she went about the business of unpacking and settling in as though she intended to do as fine a job at that as she would at everything else. For a girl who had come from modest means at best, her poise was remarkable.

Her mother was equally remarkable. Though plain, she was incredibly warm. Savannah and Susan, who had lost their own mother three years before, gravitated toward her.

And they adored Megan. She liked the music they liked, hated the teachers they hated, and was always ready to try something new with them. She was the third Musketeer. The fact that she looked like Savannah, far more than Susan did, was a constant source of amusement, but she complemented them in other ways, too. When they were impractical, she was down to earth. When they acted spoiled, she was sparing. When they opened her eyes to certain pleasures in life, she reflected those pleasures back with fresh insight.

Savannah had always know that, of the three of them, Megan was the brightest. Her grades were consistently the highest. She was imaginative, hard-working, and street-smart in ways that Savannah and Susan, for all their travels, never were. And she always had a smile, which made her a joy to be with.

Savannah saw nothing remotely joyous about the woman huddled on the floor of that phone booth. When Will called her name in a broken voice and reached for her, she shrank into the corner. Her eyes were forbidding as she looked up at him. Without a sound uttered, everything about her screamed, “Don’t come near!” The Megan who had always been eminently approachable didn’t want to be touched.

“It’s me, Meggie,” Will cried brokenly. “It’s over. Thank God, it’s over.” He tried to touch her arm, and she flinched, crowding into her little corner with her legs drawn in ever tighter. “No one’s going to hurt you. I’ve come to take you home.” Again he reached out. She made a faint sound, gave a short, harsh shake of her head.

Frantic, Will looked up at Savannah. “What’s wrong with her? Jesus, what have they done?”

Savannah didn’t know. Megan’s eyes were hollow, her face ashen, but there were no bruises to suggest she’d been beaten. She looked dirty—her face, her hair, her hands—though her robe was as fresh and clean as ever.

“Meggie?” Savannah said in a voice that was soft and far steadier than her insides were just then. She crouched beside Will. “We want to take you home, Meggie. It’s cold here. Your robe isn’t heavy enough, and your feet are bare. Can we take you home?”

The same hollow eyes that had stared at Will turned on her.

Savannah tried to soothe her. “Everything’s going to be okay. You’re safe. It’s all over.” She extended a hand. “Let’s get you out of here. They’re gone now. They can’t do anything more to you.”

Lowering her head, Megan pressed her eyes to her knees.

Savannah reached back for Sam, who was quickly beside her. Her fingers dug into his arm. “We need a doctor,” she whispered. “Something’s very wrong.”

Will was trying again, sounding more frightened by the minute. “Talk to me, Meggie. You know who I am. I’ve been waiting so long for you to come home. Look at me, Meggie. Talk to me.”

Easing Savannah aside, Sam hunkered down in her place. He held up a hand to quiet Will, inched closer to Megan, whose face was still buried, and said in a very low, very gentle voice, “My name is Sam Craig, Megan. We’ve never met, but I’ve been wanting you home, too. I know that this is overwhelming—all the police cars and lights and strange men standing around. We can take you away from this as soon as you want. It’s up to you to say the word.”

He touched her hair. When she didn’t object, he began to lightly stroke it.

“You’ve been through so much,” he continued on in that same soothing voice. “You need a rest. A warm bed. Something hot to drink. I can get you all that. Come with me, Megan?”

She didn’t answer. Nor did she pull away from the hand that was gently, gently stroking her hair.

“I’m going to come a little closer,” he said, matching the act to the words. “I’m going to pick you up and take you back to my car.” As he carefully lifted her, he said, “Will and Savannah will be with us. Susan, too. We’ve all been very worried.” She buried her face against his chest as he started toward the car.

His eyes gave commands to the others as he walked, and all the while he talked softly into Megan’s ear. “You feel chilled. You’ll be warmer in the car. Everything’s going to be fine, Megan, just fine. When was the last time you ate? Are you hungry?” He slid her in past the steering wheel of his car and slid in right after her. Savannah took up her other side, Will and Susan climbed into the back. Putting an arm around her shoulders, Sam said, “Lean against me, Megan. You must be exhausted. Sleep if you want. I’m going to take you to see the doctor. Then I’ll take you home. Everything’s going to be fine now. Everything’s going to be just fine.”

His words were highly optimistic. Megan remained silent during the drive to the hospital. Looking frightened and frail, she didn’t move, not even to take back her hand when Savannah held it gently. It was as though she despaired of something which none of them quite understood.

The hours that followed were long and tense. Megan was examined by doctors and counselors trained to handle crisis situations. The verdict was that she had been abused for nearly three days. Megan wasn’t offering any details herself, though. She nodded or shook her head, even occasionally murmured a word or two in response to questions, but she had to be carefully led to each answer and she didn’t volunteer a thing.

Over Will’s objections, but at the doctors’ insistence, she was admitted to the hospital. It was nearly two in the morning before the physical and mental prodding was done, nearly three before she was taken to a private room, nearly four before she’d been bathed and made comfortable, nearly five before she fell asleep, and then only under sedation.

When Will finally left to go home for several hours, Savannah stayed to talk with Sam, Hank, and the other law enforcement people they had finally been able to bring into the case. It was after six when she punched out the number that was written on the slip of paper she’d pushed into the pocket of her coat.

The voice that came through the receiver was as good as a lifeline. “Yes?”

“Jared?”

There was a moment’s silence, then a deep and relieved, “I’ve been worried. Is everything all right?”

Eyes closed, she concentrated on the low, sandy sound that soothed her so. It was the sanest thing she’d heard all night.

“Savannah?”

“I’m at the hospital,” she said quietly.

“Is Megan back?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Is she okay?”

“I don’t know.” She took an unsteady breath. “I’m so tired. I want to go home, but I don’t have my car.”

“I’ll be right there.”

“You don’t mind?”

“I’ll be right there.”

Within ten minutes he was at the hospital entrance. Savannah left the step she’d been sitting on and by the time she reached the Pathfinder, he’d leaned across the seat and opened the door. Climbing up, she pulled the door shut, put her head back against the seat, and closed her eyes.

“Get me away from here,” she whispered. “Please.”

Jared didn’t have to do more than glance at her face to see how upset she was. Her skin was pale, her features tinged with an anguish that was muted only by fatigue.

Without a word, he left the hospital and headed for the center of town. Worried, he looked at her often. She didn’t move, didn’t open her eyes, didn’t speak. He was beginning to wonder if she’d fallen asleep when, just as he pulled up at her townhouse, she raised her head.

He didn’t ask whether he could come in. By the time she found her keys in her briefcase, he was helping her out of the car. Taking the keys from her hand, he unlocked her front door and pushed it open, then stood back while she disengaged the burglar alarm. When she closed the door, he was inside.

Dropping her briefcase on the floor of the foyer, she looked up at him, but he had no idea what she saw. Her eyes were distant. “I’m—I think I’ll take a bath,” she murmured. Without another word, she turned and started up the front stairs.

Jared looked after her until she’d rounded the railing on top and disappeared into what he assumed was her bedroom. For a split second he considered following. She seemed so out of it. He would gladly have run her bath, helped her in, brought her a glass of wine, bathed her—with no sexual thoughts in mind.

But she hadn’t asked him to follow. Much as he craved her need for him, she was still an independent woman. She hadn’t invited him up; he couldn’t go.

Ten minutes later, he thought differently. The house was too quiet. He hadn’t heard a sound—not footsteps or the creak of the wood floors, not the open or close of a drawer or a closet, not the faintest trickle of running water.

He wouldn’t have been surprised if she had passed out. She’d been going for nearly twenty-four hours under intense stress. He was worried.

Knowing that he couldn’t just sit and wait, he went quietly up the stairs. There were three doors at the top, two open and one partially closed. The open ones led to a bathroom and a bedroom. Both rooms were empty. He went to the third and knocked lightly.

“Savannah?” He pushed the door open. The room was dim, with only the pale light of dawn filtering through the window. It was enough to light her slim frame. She was curled sideways in a large wing chair. Her cheek was pressed to the leather, her arms wrapped tightly around her middle. She was shaking all over. The sight wrenched his insides.

Crossing the carpet, he knelt down by the chair and whispered, “Savannah?” He touched her face with the backs of his fingers. “What is it, babe?”

She shook her head and held up a hand to tell him she’d be fine in a minute, but he closed his large hand around hers and took it to his neck. The warmth of his skin contrasted so sharply with the chill of her own that she greedily opened her hand. She needed more of that warmth.

Her eyes opened and told him so. He didn’t need to be told twice. Drawing her down to where he knelt, he settled her between his legs and wrapped her in his arms. The same cheek that had been pressed to leather was now pressed to his chest.

Still she trembled.

“It’s okay,” he whispered, tightening his arms around her. “It’s okay. Just try to relax. It’s okay.” He rubbed his chin against her hair, massaged her back with his hand. All the while his heart beat rapidly. He worried about her, but mixed with the worry was a kind of pleasure. She was such a strong woman, yet she still had her moments of weakness. And in this one she needed him.

He looked down at her face, brushed his lips to her brow. It was damp, clammy. He held her head flush to his chest, wishing he could do more, knowing instinctively that nothing more would help. She just needed to be held.

So he held her while she trembled, murmured soft words of encouragement from time to time, rubbed her back, stroked her hair, absorbed her shivers until gradually they lessened. She took longer breaths, then deeper breaths. At last, flattening a hand on his chest, she eased herself back.

Reluctantly he let her go. As she stood, she nudged her knit skirt down to where it belonged just above her knees. Her head was bowed, her eyes on the floor, her voice paper-thin.

“I’d like that bath now.”

“Can I wait here?”

She nodded. Then, in her stockinged feet, since her shoes lay where she’d kicked them by the side of the chair, she padded out of the den.

This time, Jared heard sounds. He could monitor her activity by listening—to the whine of the closet door, the rattle of hangers, the slide of a drawer. She was not deliberately broadcasting what she was doing, but his ears were well trained in the art of detection.

There had been many nights in that elegant home in Seattle when he had listened to the prominent woman who was his wife dress for one political affair after another. He had listened to her undress later. He had even listened to her work, to the sound of her pencil rasping across the paper as she plotted her latest brilliant trial tactic. He hadn’t listened hard enough or long enough, or he’d have known when she’d called her lover.

He had been trusting. He had been a fool.

Of course, he had known that Elise was a scrambler. He had known that she had ambitions in life. All of Seattle had known that. And it wasn’t as though he was an innocent entering the marriage. He had ambitions of his own, into which Elise fit nicely. When she cheated on him, those ambitions became tainted.

The sound of running water snapped him from the wave of memory, and he smiled. Savannah was taking her bath.

He trusted Savannah. He didn’t wonder how or why, he just did. Perhaps it was arrogance on his part, but he didn’t think she could look him in the eye and lie. If anything, the reverse was true. When she looked him in the eye, she opened up—reluctantly and unintentionally, perhaps, but he wasn’t complaining.

Shifting on his heels, he looked around the room. It was den, library, and office combined, and was small, cozy, and charming, none of which he had noticed when he’d first entered the room. He had only seen Savannah trembling then.

She was quiet now. The occasional ripple of water told him just where she was. He pictured her, but this time he didn’t smile. She wasn’t happy. Whatever had happened to Megan had spread its ugliness to Savannah, too.

Rising from the floor, he went to the window and stood looking out over the awakening city until he heard the water begin to drain from the tub. Seconds later, Savannah rose from the water.

The water continued to drain. Then all was silent.

He waited, unsure of where she was or what she expected of him. Unable to wait longer, when images of her slim body trembling filled his mind’s eye, he went out, through the hall to her bedroom. She wasn’t there, but the adjoining bathroom door was ajar. Knocking softly, he called her name. When she didn’t answer, he cautiously opened the door.

She was sitting on the rim of the tub, her hands clasping its porcelain lip on either side of her hips. She wore a soft, white, knee-length nightgown with a scooped neck and long sleeves. Her bangs were damp and brushed to the side, while the rest of her hair fell over one shoulder, not quite reaching her breasts.

Jared felt as though he’d been punched in the gut. He swallowed hard, then swallowed again when she looked up at him. Her eyes were glazed, and when she spoke, her voice trembled.

“We found her crumpled up in a phone booth. She wouldn’t respond to Will or to me. It was like she refused to make the connection between what she used to be and what she’d become. Sammy was a stranger. He managed to get through to her enough so we could get her into the car and to the hospital.”

She paused, swallowed, looked unseeingly at the tiles on the floor while her knuckles went white. “I held her hand in the car. It was so cold and lifeless. We hadn’t seen any marks on her at first, but there in the car I could see marks around her wrists, rope burns.” Her voice grew weaker. “And she was filthy—her hair, her face, her hands and feet—but her robe was immaculate.” Her voice fell to a whisper. “No wonder. She hadn’t worn the robe for three days. The entire time they’d kept her naked—tied to the bed—her hands over her head—” she faltered and flinched, “her legs spread.”

Pressing her own together, she closed her eyes and tucked her chin to her chest. Her arms began to shake at the elbows.

Lowering himself beside her, Jared drew her against him. Her fingers closed convulsively on handfuls of his sweater, and if they took several chest hairs with them, he didn’t care. The tweaking was a welcome pain.

“They raped her, Jared,” she told him in a tormented voice that was only slightly muffled by his throat. “They raped her over and over again. Two men. Taking turns. She was raw and bleeding inside, but that must have turned them on more. They kept her tied to that bed.”

Swallowing a moan, Jared held her tighter.

“The doctor said she was bruised all over. Black and blue marks, teeth marks on her breasts and her stomach. They untied her long enough to turn her over, then they abused her that way until they turned her again.” She gasped for air and wailed, “What kinds of men are we dealing with? What kinds of animals could do something like that?”

“Animals don’t,” Jared said angrily. “That’s the interesting part. Animals don’t hurt others of their species that way. Only men do. They even take pleasure in the pain they inflict.”

“But why? Why Megan? What did she ever do to deserve that kind of pain? All she ever wanted in life was a small measure of financial security. She didn’t ask for the world. She certainly didn’t ask for wealth. She married Will because she was in love. What did she do so wrong?”

“I don’t know, babe,” he said, working to get a handle on his anger. It wouldn’t help Savannah any. She needed soothing. Rubbing his jaw against her hair, he inhaled her sweet, clean smell and said gently, “Some things happen without any reason at all.”

“They got the money. They knew they’d get the money. Why did they have to put their filthy hands on Megan?”

He didn’t answer. There were no answers to give, and he knew Savannah knew that. The best he could do was to hold her tightly and let her vent the anger and pain and frustration that festered inside.

“I should have done more,” she murmured. “If I’d known what they were doing to her, I’d have brought in every law enforcement agency in the state.”

“They brutally raped her. That has to tell you what they’re capable of. If you’d openly brought in the law after they’d warned against it, they’d have killed her.”

“I’ve been telling myself that, but I’m not sure there’s much difference between rape like that and murder. You didn’t see Megan’s face, Jared. It was awful—not a bruise in sight, but it was totally changed. Like she’d been hollowed from the inside out. Like something inside her had died.”

“She’s not dead, Savannah. You have to remember that. She’s not dead. She’ll heal. There are counselors who’ll help, psychiatrists.”

“She was practically catatonic.”

“She can be treated.”

“It was awful. She looked at Will as though it hurt to see him. She looked at me the same way. Do you know how that felt?” She gave an anguished cry. “Talk about setting off a guilt trip!”

Taking her face in one hand, Jared turned it up to his. “Not guilt. There’s no reason at all for that. You did your best. You made decisions based on the information you had. It’s easy enough in hindsight to say what you should have done, but given the same situation again, you’d have to do the same thing. There’s nothing you could have done differently. The risk would have been too great.”

“If I’d known—”

“No. Nothing differently.” His voice was at the same time firm, but gentle and pleading like his eyes. “Savannah, you tried. You had people working with you and none of them told you to do anything but what you did. It wasn’t like you were going against orders, or even advice.” He paused. “Have you spoken with your boss?”

She gave a single nod against his hand. “He’s not thrilled. He was hoping we’d rescue both Megan and the money.”

“How did he hope you’d do that?”

“He didn’t say.”

Jared swore. “Politicians are assholes. So concerned about the next election that they lose sight of what they’re elected to do. So what was he doing while this rescue was taking place? He was probably in some woman’s bed, screwing her wild.”

“He’s at a conference.”

“Same difference. You know that guy’s reputation, don’t you?”

“Paul’s wife is a cripple. She’s been unable to respond to him for years. Still he’s been wonderful to her, faithful in every respect but that.” Closing her eyes, she took in a long, tired breath, then let it out in a quiet, “Oh, God.”

Jared knew it had nothing to do with Paul DeBarr, and he felt suddenly contrite. Pressing her head close again, he massaged her scalp. For a strong woman, she felt fragile in his arms. “Want to get some sleep?”

“Each time I close my eyes, I see Megan.”

“She’ll recover, Savannah,” he said by her ear. “The bruises will fade. Each day she’ll feel stronger.”

“But emotionally—”

“That’s what I’m talking about. She’ll recover. She’ll have people around her who love her. She’ll mend.”

Savannah sighed and rested more of her weight against him. “I’d like to believe that.”

“Meanwhile, the cops will do their thing. Was she able to give them any clues?”

Savannah shook her head. With the outpouring of the tale, she was feeling purged, and very tired. “Two men, that’s all,” she said softly.

“No descriptions?”

Again she shook her head.

“No names? Nicknames? Locations?”

Another headshake.

“Savannah?”

“Mmm?’

“Want to sit someplace else?” he whispered. “This tub’s killing my butt.”

She would have smiled if she hadn’t felt so drawn. “I’m going to bed,” she said. Mustering the sum total of strength she had left, which wasn’t much but did the trick, she levered herself off him and stood up.

He followed her into the bedroom, watched her pull back the comforter and slide between the sheets. He caught fleeting glimpses of nice things like manicured toenails, delicate feet, and slender legs before they disappeared. But those things weren’t of prime importance just then. The focus of his attention was her face. It lacked color. She was exhausted.

Crossing to the window, he adjusted the blinds to blot out the rising sun. Then he returned to squat by the side of the bed. “I take it you’re not going to work.”

“Not this morning,” she murmured. She lay on her side looking at him, but her eyes were leaden. “I’ll call in at nine.”

“You’ll be asleep then.”

“I’ll wake up.”

“Let me make the call for you.”

“You have to sleep.”

“I can sleep later.”

She dragged in an uneven breath. “I’d better call, myself. I’ll have to tell Janie what to postpone to when.” She closed her eyes.

“Should I set the alarm to wake you?” Jared whispered.

Her eyelids didn’t flutter. They were too heavy for that. “No,” she whispered back.

He said nothing more, satisfied to study her features in silence. They were delicate, sculpted by a fine genetic tool. Unable to resist, he lightly brushed the pad of his thumb over the shadowed crease between her eyes.

She didn’t blink, didn’t seem to notice what he’d done. Her breathing was soft and slow. Assuming she’d fallen asleep, he was surprised when she whispered his name.

“Jared?”

“Right here, babe.”

“Talk to me.”

“Talk to you.”

“Say something, anything. I like listening to you when I fall asleep.”

“Do you now?” he asked, inordinately pleased by that.

“Mmm.”

He bobbed lightly once on the balls of his feet, then braced his forearms on his thighs and let his hands fall between. He didn’t know what to say. She was used to listening to him at work, but he couldn’t very well break into a lazy monologue as though he were on the air. He wasn’t self-centered enough to talk about himself, and the things he wanted to say about Savannah were too whimsical to air. Nor could he talk about Megan.

So he took a deep breath and said in a voice that was low and lyrical, “Once upon a time, there was a princess. She had pretty brown eyes, chestnut-colored hair, and a sprinkling of freckles across her nose. She lived in a huge castle.”

“Where?” Savannah murmured.

“Hmm?”

“Where was the castle?”

He hesitated for a mere second. “In Frewschnort.”

“Frewschnort?”

He rather liked the sound, thought it worth repeating. “Frewschnort. She lived there with her father, the king, and her sister, princess number two.”

“How did you know I was born first?”

“I didn’t. Who says this story’s about you?”

“Is it?”

“I don’t know yet. Give me a minute and we’ll both find out.” He took her silence as permission to continue. “As kingdoms went, Frewschnort was on the small side, but what it lacked in size it made up for in beauty. There were rolling hills and meadows, forests and streams. The temperature hovered between sixty and seventy-five, and smog was a thing of the future. In fact, Frewschnort would have been an idyllic place if it hadn’t been for the Grumpslaw.…”

His voice trailed off. He waited for Savannah to prod him on, but she didn’t. Nor did she respond when he whispered her name. Slowing rising to his full height, he stood watching her for several minutes. Then, very quietly, he left the room.

*   *   *

Sam Craig hammered on Susan’s front door with his fist, making enough noise to wake the dead—though it wasn’t the dead he wanted to wake, just Susan. She hadn’t responded to the doorbell. She wasn’t responding to his banging. He was worried.

He’d been worried since she left the hospital by cab at four that morning. She had been in rough shape and he would bet she headed straight for a bottle. While a drink or two might have helped her relax, he doubted she would stop there.

Leaving the steps, he started around the house, scrutinizing overhanging trees, latticework, and windows as he went. He finally settled on a tree whose limbs came comfortably close to a small balcony. Within minutes, he was on the balcony and easily jimmying the lock on the door.

He found himself in a small guest bedroom. From there, he made his way down the hall. He stuck his head into each room he passed and shouted Susan’s name with increasing regularity. She wasn’t expecting anyone to be in the house with her. His intent wasn’t to scare her to death, but to make sure she was all right.

At the end of the hall was the master bedroom. It was the one room that looked at all lived in. Clothes were scattered on the unmade bed. Shoes trailed from the closet. A large armoire stood open to reveal a hefty supply of liquor, a collection of glasses, and an ice bucket.

There was no sign of Susan in the room.

For safekeeping, he checked the adjoining bathroom. Towels lay strewn on the sink and the edge of the tub. He closed his hand around one; it was damp to the touch. Returning to the hall, he trotted downstairs.

She wasn’t in the living room or the dining room. He found her in the den at the end of the hall, sitting on the floor beside an elegant cherrywood bar. Her back and head were against the wall. Her feet were flat on the floor and bare, her knees bent. The folds of her long wraparound robe fell between her legs. Half buried in the material was the glass that dangled from her hand.

Through eyes filled with misery, she watched him approach. His step slowed as he neared. He stopped several feet away.

“Are you all right?” he asked. He had fully expected to find her stone drunk, but, looking at her, he wasn’t sure. More than anything, she seemed tired and unhappy. When she didn’t answer, he said, “I tried to call. Didn’t the phone ring?”

She tipped her head a fraction and gave a single nod.

“Why didn’t you answer?”

With her head at the same slightly tipped angle against the wall, she lifted a shoulder in a weak shrug. It struck Sam then that she did look weak. He could understand it, after the few days she’d been through. He still didn’t know if she was drunk.

“Have you gotten any sleep?”

Her eyes didn’t move from his, as though she didn’t have the power to direct them. But, very slowly, she moved her head from one side to the other.

“Don’t you think you should? It’s been more than twenty-four hours.”

She spoke then. Her speech wasn’t exactly slurred, though she barely moved her mouth, and the sound that came through was meek. “How did you get in?”

“I climbed a tree and snuck in through one of the bedrooms.”

“That’s breaking and entering.”

“No. It’s trying to be a Good Samaritan. You might have made things a little easier by answering either your telephone or the door. I’ve been worried.”

Susan straightened her head against the wall. That was the only change she made. Her mouth moved as little as it had before, her voice was as meek. “Savannah sent you.”

“I haven’t spoken with Savannah.”

“She sent you.”

He shook his head. “I haven’t spoken with her.”

“You wouldn’t have come otherwise.”

He frowned. “Why would you think that?”

“Because you respect Savannah. You’d do anything she asked.”

“I work with Savannah. I’d do what she asked if it made sense. But I’m not here on business. This is personal.”

Susan raised the glass to her mouth and tipped it, but only to take in an ice cube. When the glass was back dangling between her thighs, she closed her eyes. “You’re not making sense.”

Coming closer, Sam squatted before her. “I was worried about you, Susan. You’ve been through a lot this week, and last night wasn’t a picnic to top it off. I’ve been through things like this before. You haven’t. I wanted to help.”

Her eyes were open again, but vague. “Why?”

“I like you.”

She inched her head from side to side. “You think I’m spoiled and stuck-up. You like my looks, but you don’t like me.”

“Half right. I do like your looks. But I like you, too. I’m just trying to decide how much.”

She looked mildly confused as she considered that. Then she turned sullen. “Don’t bother. It’s not worth the effort.”

“Why not?”

“Because what you see is what you get. There’s not much inside the shell.”

“That’s a lousy way to talk about yourself.”

She gave a minuscule shrug.

“Do you really have that low an opinion of yourself?”

“There’s not much evidence to the contrary, as my sister the lawyer would say.”

“Savannah never said that about you.”

“Maybe not, but I’m sure she’s thought it often enough.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, I do. She’s made something of her life. What does she see when she looks at me? A big zero.”

“She sure didn’t see that this week. You were there when she called. You stayed with Will when she couldn’t be there.”

“I was a body. That’s all. And don’t tell me that I cooked, because you did as much of that as I did.”

“I like to cook.”

“Great. Good. Be my guest.”

“Are you drunk?” he came right out and asked.

Her look was venomous. “No, I am not drunk, and that’s the real bitch of this whole thing. I can’t even do that right!” She took a shallow breath. “I’ve tried, God, I’ve tried. I’ve had glass after glass of the stuff, and I keep waiting to feel numb.” The venom in her eyes had faded, giving way to a slow rise of fear. “But it’s not coming. I don’t know if I’m not drinking enough fast enough or what, but I’m not feeling better. I think of Megan and it hurts. God, it hurts.”

Her eyes had filled with tears. She raised both hands to her face, unaware of dropping the glass in her lap. Sam grabbed for it quickly and set it aside. Then he curled his fingers around her wrists.

“Come upstairs, Susan. You’ll feel better after you’ve had some sleep.”

The heels of her hands were firmly anchored against her eyes. “I won’t feel better again.”

“Sure, you will,” he coaxed. He rubbed his thumbs lightly over the insides of her wrists. “You need sleep and a little distance from all this. Drinking hasn’t helped—”

“I need more.” She took her hands from her eyes, took Sam’s hands right down with them. “One more,” she said, hopeful through her tears. “That’s the one that will work.”

He held tight to her wrists. “It won’t. Trust me. It’ll only hurt more.”

She shook her head, vigorously this time. “No.”

“Yes.”

Her face crumbled. “It can’t. Nothing can hurt more than what I feel right now.” She let her head loll against the wall. But she was breathing quickly, shallowly, and her throat was working in a convulsive kind of way.

Sam knew what was coming before she did. He drew her quickly to her feet, and by that time she had shaky fingers pressed to her mouth. She ran out to the hall, tore open the powder-room door, and reached the toilet in time to be violently sick.

He was right there to support her. He stood behind her, legs set wide, one arm around her middle as she bent over, the other holding her head.

The spasms continued until her stomach was empty, and even then the dry heaves went on for a bit. When he was sure that she had nothing more to throw up, he put the toilet seat down, propped her on it, and began to bathe her face.

She tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t have that, so she closed her eyes and whispered, “I’m sorry. Oh, hell. This is disgusting.”

“Shhh.” He wiped around her mouth.

When he dropped the cloth in the sink and wet another, she cried softly, “How can you stand being in here?”

“I’ll live.”

“I may not. I feel dizzy, Sammy. I want to lie down.”

“Soon.” He mopped her forehead and eyes, then he did what he could with her hair. All the while he bent over her, he kept her propped against his hip.

“Do you know,” she breathed weakly, “that the cloth you’re using was hand-monogrammed in Milan?”

“You don’t say,” he said, and couldn’t have cared less. He eyed the front of her robe. It needed a washing, too. “I have to hand it to you,” he sighed gently, “when you do things, you do them big.” Slipping an arm around her back, he helped her stand. “We’re going upstairs now. Stomach steady?”

Susan nodded. She felt as limp as her hand-monogrammed towel and had to lean heavily against his side. He wasn’t much taller than she, perhaps three or four inches, but he was far stronger. Just then, she was grateful.

Once upstairs, he led her through the bedroom to the bathroom and immediately turned on the shower.

“I want to lie down,” she protested weakly.

“Once you’re clean.”

“I can’t stand up in there.”

“I’ll hold you.”

“You’ll get wet.”

“I could use a shower.” Steam was rising in the stall; he adjusted the heat of the water so that neither of them would get burned. “It’s been a long night for me, too.”

“You can’t come in my shower.”

“Are you gonna stop me?” he asked. Setting her against the glass shower door with a knee between her legs, he whipped his sweatshirt over his head. He stepped away from her only long enough to kick off first his sneakers, then his jeans.

She made a strangled sound. “Sammy?”

“I’ll leave my briefs on, okay?”

“Just let me go to bed.”

“Is that an invitation?”

“No!” She closed her eyes and murmured, “No-o-o—”

But he was already untying her robe and letting it fall to the floor. She was wearing a pair of panties that were briefer than his. Swearing softly, he stripped them off. Then, without allowing himself the luxury of looking at her, he helped her into the shower.

Susan had never been so humiliated in her life. It wasn’t that she was ashamed of her body, but having Sam Craig see it like this was not quite the way her fantasy went. If she had the strength, she would never be letting him do this to her, but she didn’t have the strength. Her limbs felt like rubber, her eyes wouldn’t focus, and her head hurt, all of which conspired to keep her leaning on him for support.

He concentrated on washing her face, her hands and her hair, and assumed that the run-off would take care of the rest. When he was satisfied, he turned off the water, ushered her out, and wrapped first her, then himself in towels that he grabbed from the floor. Sitting her on the commode, he scrubbed the moisture from her hair with a third towel. Then, rather proud of his self-discipline, he stood back and rubbed his hands together. “A fresh nightgown. Where would I find one?”

“I have to lie down, Sam.”

“Nightgown?”

“In the closet. The drawers on the far right.”

He was in the midst of looking when she stumbled her way from the bathroom and collapsed into bed. He figured the nightgown would wait. By the time he reached her, she’d curled into a ball on her side and buried her face in the pillow.

“Better now?” he asked, covering her up.

She grunted.

“Can I get you anything?”

She didn’t answer.

He worked one damp auburn curl, then another, back from her cheek. “You’ll feel better when you wake up.”

Her voice came from a distance. “I’ll have a splitting headache.”

“So you’ll take aspirin. You’ll be able to hold it down by then. But don’t take another drink, Susan. That’ll only make things worse.” He glanced toward the armoire. “That’s quite an arsenal you’ve got.”

“Don’t tell Savannah. Please?”

“Why would I tell Savannah? She doesn’t know I’m here, and even if she did, I’m not her spy.”

“What are you to her?”

“A friend, co-worker.”

“And to me?”

“I’m trying to figure that out.”

“Why are you here?”

“Because I like you.”

“I’m not your type.”

“How do you know what my type is? Christ, you’re amazing. You’re half-zonked and still you think you know it all.”

“I don’t know it all. I don’t know much of anything.”

He sighed. “Why don’t you go to sleep now?”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to get dressed and go home.”

She was quiet for a minute. Then she murmured, “Better do your hair first. There’s a blow dryer in the bathroom.”

Had it not been for her weary tone, he’d have had a comeback. But she was exhausted. She needed sleep far more than she needed his barbs. So he said, “I’ll give you a call later to see how you feel.”

“The way I feel now, I may be dead by then.”

“I doubt that.” He looked around the room and considered that if he were truly a Good Samaritan, he’d clean up. He guessed he wasn’t that good. Leaving the bedside, he took the towel from his hips and worked it over his hair. He was nearly at the bathroom door when Susan called his name.

“Sam?”

He turned back. “Mmm?”

Her face was still buried, her voice muffled, but he heard every word. “Right now I’m not feeling real great—”

“I know.”

“But some other time, when I’m feeling better, will you show me what’s in your briefs?”

Sam was no novice with women. He had had come-ons from respectable ladies and come-ons from hookers. But it was the first time that he had reacted to a come-on quite the way he did to Susan Gardner’s. In seconds, he was rock hard.

“Name the day,” he growled. “Name the day, honey, and it’s yours.” Not trusting himself further, he went into the bathroom to retrieve his clothes.


CHAPTER 10

Savannah closed the door to Paul DeBarr’s office. “Sorry I’m late. That was the Journal on the phone. Before that, it was the Call, and before that, the Globe. Word’s out.”

Paul rocked back in his chair. “We’ve had calls up here, too. It was inevitable.”

Perched against the credenza, Anthony Alt tapped his foot and stared at Savannah. “The issue is how we handle it. We could deny the whole thing, but there are too many people involved. It’ll come out, and then we’ll look worse than we already do. We could try to palm the press off on someone else, but the police department has already palmed it back on us.” His eyes hardened. “I can understand why. This case is a mess. The wife of a prominent citizen was kidnapped, three million in ransom was paid, the woman was returned brutalized, and we haven’t the foggiest notion about who did it or where the money is.” He shot a glance at Paul. “Not much to campaign on.”

Paul had the good grace to ignore the comment and, instead, ask Savannah, “How’s Megan?”

“I just came from the hospital. She’s resting.”

“Will she be all right?”

“Physically, yes.”

“And emotionally?”

She shrugged. “Time will tell. She’s not saying much of anything to anyone.”

“Translated, that means she’s not cooperating,” Anthony said.

“No,” Savannah corrected slowly and clearly, as though she were talking with a child. “It means she’s focusing inward, trying to come to terms with what’s happened before she can share it with us.”

“Doesn’t she know time is important? The longer she waits to tell us what she knows, the farther away her kidnappers get and the dimmer their tracks.”

“It’s possible that she doesn’t have much to tell.”

Anthony wasn’t buying that. “She heard, she smelled, she saw—unless she was blindfolded the whole time.” He tapped a forefinger on the credenza. “Was she?”

“They stuffed her in a large laundry bag coming and going. She wasn’t blindfolded while she was in the room where they kept her, but she said it was dark.”

“The human eye adjusts to the dark. She had to see something.”

“If she did, she’s either blocking it out because it’s so reprehensible to her that she can’t cope with it, or she’s frightened. It’s not uncommon for victims of rape to want to distance themselves from their rapists. They don’t want to think about them or talk about them. They’re terrified that if they breathe a word, they’ll be sought out and attacked again as a punishment.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Anthony scoffed. “Megan Vandermeer is safe now. Her husband will probably hire a bodyguard. She doesn’t have anything to fear by telling the police what she knows. And what about anger? Rape victims are often so angry that they’d do most anything to have their assailants apprehended and punished.”

“The anger will come.”

Looking at Paul, Anthony tossed his head Savannah’s way. “She’s in the wrong field. Sounds more like a therapist than a lawyer.”

“I’m a woman,” Savannah said with surprising vehemence. Her gender wasn’t an argument she usually used, but she refused to back down. “I can imagine what I’d be feeling if I were in Megan’s place. Right about now, I’d probably want to climb into a cocoon, curl up in a ball, and stay there for a good, long time. She’s been traumatized, Anthony. I know that’s hard for you to understand, but, believe me, she’s feeling pain.”

“She could try to help,” he argued, drumming his fingers. “It would make our jobs a hell of a lot easier.”

“I doubt she’s thinking about our jobs right now.”

“Well, I am. We have to come up with a strategy for dealing with the press that’s going to get us out of this one, if not smelling like a rose, then at least smelling sweeter than a rat.”

“Why would we smell like a rat?” Savannah shot back. “We haven’t done anything wrong.”

“We haven’t done anything right, either. That’s the point. We haven’t done much of anything at all.”

Savannah felt her temper rise. She worked to keep it in check. “In the first place,” she said with care, “we got Megan back alive, and if that doesn’t count as something right in your book, you’ve got your priorities messed up. And in the second place,” she went on, staring at him hard, “there are those of us who have spent the past few days suffering along with this case. You wouldn’t know about that. You weren’t sitting with Will or worrying about Megan or trying to coordinate an underground investigation.”

“So, what did it turn up?” he goaded. His fingers beat out an annoying tattoo on the credenza.

Unwilling to stoop to his level, Savannah gripped the doorknob behind her, took a measured breath, and gave her answer to Paul. “We are dealing with two very shrewd men. They’ve covered their tracks from the start. Even with the manpower that’s now on this case, nothing’s turned up. Very honestly, I don’t know what to tell the press.”

Paul folded his hands across his middle. “We’ll tell them we’re working on it. We can stress the strength of the resources we’ve brought in and simply say that we’re hoping for a break.” He arched a brow toward Anthony, who promptly took the plan a step further.

“Secrecy. Play on the need for secrecy. Say that the investigation is in full swing but that to comment on the details would put the whole thing in jeopardy. Whatever you do, imply confidence. And Paul’s right—talk about the different agencies involved, praise them, set them up to share the blame if things go wrong.” He began doing drum rolls with the eraser end of a pencil. “And stress that Megan’s fine. It doesn’t matter whether it’s true or not, say it.”

Savannah had plenty of experience evading pointed questions from the press. She just wasn’t sure whether this time around she could do it with her usual aplomb. It was going to be a challenge.

“Tell them,” Anthony went on, “that we’ve been monitoring the case from the start but that, to some extent, we’ve had to honor the kidnappers’ demand that the police not be brought in. You can even go so far as to say that you have a tape recording of the voice of one of the men.”

Savannah shook her head. “The tape is practically worthless.”

“So? At least it will sound like we have something.”

“But we don’t. The voice was distorted, and the lab hasn’t come up with a thing by way of identifying background noise.”

“Who has to know? Come on, Savannah. You know how the game is played. We’re not lying. We do have a tape. So we let people draw their own conclusions about its usefulness, and if their conclusions are wrong, that’s their problem, not ours.”

Savannah was uneasy with that. “Supposing, just supposing one or both of the kidnappers is still in the area and follows coverage of what we say. How would they react to news that there’s a tape? Would they get nervous and run? Or would they get angry?”

“What difference does it make?” Anthony asked. “If they run, at least they’ll be smoked out. And if they’re angry, so what? They wouldn’t dare try anything more.”

She wasn’t sure she believed that, but then, she suspected she had imagined Megan’s fear so well that it had become her own. She couldn’t seem to control the flashing images of a naked Megan tied spread-eagle to a bed, being raped again and again. More than once, she had seen her own face there instead of Megan’s. It was foolish, she knew, but it did unsettle her.

Paul studied her face. “Why don’t we call a press conference for two o’clock? At this point, I think speculation may be getting out of hand. That has to stop. If we make our own statement, we’ll have some control over what hits the news.” His look became gentle. “Want me to handle it?”

Paul rarely offered to do something that was not in his best political interest. She appreciated the considerate gesture, as a sign that he had an understanding of the emotional strain she was under. She also knew he was paying her back for the loyalty she had shown him over the years.

With a sad smile, she said, “Thanks, Paul, but I’ll do it. My relations with the press are as good now as they’ve ever been. Yours aren’t.”

Paul chuckled dryly.

Anthony went further with a snort. “Hammerschmidt is waiting to screw us on page one of the Journal. You can bet he’ll be watching this case with a magnifying glass.”

“I can handle Hammerschmidt,” Savannah said. “I haven’t spent a Tuesday night a month for the past five months buying him beers for nothing.”

Anthony smirked. “Was that the extent of it?”

“Excuse me?”

“Did you stop at beer?” His snare drum roll picked up tempo. “Or did you throw in a little something extra to sweeten the pot?”

Savannah bristled. “I’ll forget you said that.”

“Don’t. It’s worth considering. You’ve got something that Paul and I don’t. Maybe if you tried using it once in a while—”

“That’s enough,” Paul said and rose from his chair.

But Savannah held up a hand to him as she faced Anthony. “One of the reasons I have the credibility I do is that I don’t sell myself that way. Sure, I have drinks with the guys. I consider it good PR to make myself accessible, informally, to the press once in a while. I laugh at their jokes, listen to their complaints. I pass on little tidbits of news that they’d have picked up by themselves if they’d been on the ball. They like me because I spend that time with them, and because I do that, they’re more likely to do me a favor when I call. Not once though, not once have I done anything improper.”

Anthony’s grin was snide. “Did I hit a raw nerve?”

“You hit them all the time.”

“Just wanted to see if you’re on your toes. You were looking a little subdued there for a while.”

“Not subdued. Tired. I had three hours of sleep last night—this morning—and your incessant drumming doesn’t help.”

“Are you sure you’re up for a press conference?” Paul asked.

She drew herself very straight. “I’m up for it. This is my case, Paul. I intend to see it through. When we find out who did this to Megan, I want to be the one who prosecutes.”

Anthony had his arms crossed over his chest and was seesawing the pencil against his sleeve. “I wouldn’t want to be in those guys’ shoes.”

“How could you be?” Savannah asked. “As far as I’m concerned, there’s only one appropriate punishment for men who do to a woman what those two did to Megan.” She dropped a pointed gaze to his fly. “But you haven’t got ’em to start with.” Ignoring the sudden snap of the pencil, she looked at Paul. “Two o’clock. I’ll be there.” Then she turned and left the office.

*   *   *

Megan Vandermeer lay in a sedated haze, content to neither move nor think. When she did move, she hurt all over, which was strange. She hadn’t hurt so much before. The doctors said that the healing process was taking over, that nerve ends were screeching their way back to life, and she accepted the explanation mainly because she didn’t have the will to argue.

Besides, she didn’t mind the pain. She deserved it.

But she didn’t want to think about that. She didn’t want to think, period. Thinking was more painful than moving. All she wanted to do was lie in her bed and tune out reality.

Unfortunately, the world wouldn’t let her do that. Since she’d woken up, there had been a steady stream of people passing through her room—doctors, nurses, counselors, detectives, agents—all with questions that she didn’t want to answer.

Why didn’t they leave her alone? she wondered. Couldn’t they see that she didn’t feel well? Couldn’t they see that she didn’t want to talk?

All their questions blurred together in her mind. What do you remember? Does it hurt here? Can you give us a description? Were you taken in a car? Where did they hold you? How about a nice, soft-boiled egg? Were there any sounds in the room? Did they call each other by name? Would you like another bath?

With a soft moan, she turned her head on the pillow in an attempt to blot out the noise.

“Meggie?”

Frightened by the voice that was so much more real, so much nearer than the others, she quickly opened her eyes and saw Will. He was sitting close by the side of the bed and was the only person in the room.

“You were moaning,” he said. “Is the pain worse? Should I call a nurse?”

Oh yes, the pain was worse. Each time she looked at him it intensified. Her heart ached. She loved Will. But he looked awful. He had been home for a little while, she knew, and had come back showered, shaved, and wearing fresh clothes. But the shave had only accentuated the pallor of his skin, and in contrast to the fresh clothes, he looked more tired than ever. He was forty-nine years old. In the six years they had been married, she had prided herself on keeping him young. Now, though, he looked every bit his age. He looked worn—and it was all her fault.

What had she done to him?

She had fallen in love and married him, which was just fine for her, but not for him. He could have done better. If he’d married someone from his own social station, he would have had the support he needed. If he’d married a wealthy woman, none of this would have happened.

She was a liability.

“Meggie?” His voice wavered. Very lightly, tentatively, he took her hand, and she let him, not because she was doing him a favor, or because she deserved the comfort, but because she needed his touch.

Selfish. She was selfish. And dirty. The bruises on her body were stains that would never go away.

“What can I get you, sweetheart?”

Closing her eyes, she shook her head, then turned it away on the pillow. Will continued to hold her hand, but he didn’t speak, and she was glad. What could he say? What could she say back? She needed time to figure out what to do.

Savannah hadn’t talked much, either. She had been in to visit earlier, standing by the bed for several minutes. She had softly called her name, but Megan hadn’t opened her eyes or answered. She was a coward. After all Savannah had done, not only in the past three days but over the years, Megan had betrayed her. How could she look her in the eye?

She didn’t deserve Will or Savannah—or Susan, either. Susan had waited at the house with Will during the entire three days. Although it had must have been an ordeal for her, she had done it. And what had Megan done in return?

She should have stayed on the wrong side of the tracks. That was where she belonged.

With another moan, she turned onto her side. In the process, her hand came free of Will’s, but she barely noticed. Her sole focus was on finding that blank spot in her mind where she could hide, forget, vanish.

*   *   *

Savannah strode boldly back from the conference room. The press conference had been over for several hours, but she had been waylaid by reporters who had lingered in hopes of learning something more than what she had said publicly. When she’d finally freed herself, she’d gone straight into a meeting with lawyers who hoped to plea-bargain their clients’ way out of the trial on Monday. Her case was strong, which was why the defense was getting nervous. In good conscience, though, she could not deal—at least, not to the tune the defense wanted. She had little sympathy for intelligent men who used arson as a means to collect insurance money on buildings that were heavily overinsured, particularly when those fires resulted in adding scores of people to the ranks of the homeless.

Arnie Watts was with her during the meeting, as was Katherine Trask. Both would be assisting her during the trial. Both agreed that the defense was asking for gifts the prosecution simply could not grant.

So the meeting had ended in a stalemate, with the trial still set for Monday. Wondering how she was going to get herself together for that, when she was still so shaky about Megan, she left for her office. Just beyond the conference-room door, though, she was ambushed by another local reporter.

“A minute, counselor?”

Her step didn’t falter. “If you can keep up with me, you’ve got it.” The reporter was young, new to the newspaper, and female. Particularly in light of the last, Savannah was willing to cooperate. She steeled herself for more questions on the kidnapping, but instead, the reporter asked, “Can you tell me about the Cat?”

Savannah turned a corner. “The Cat?” She hesitated. “What do you want to know?”

“I hear he struck again.”

“Where did you hear that?”

The reporter shrugged. “Is it true?”

“I don’t know. Most everything to do with the Cat is speculation.”

“But there was a break-in Tuesday night in Cranston, and the MO was the same.”

“There are break-ins every night of the week.”

“Not on that large a scale. I understand that your office has been questioning Matty Stavanovich for years. Is that true?”

Savannah didn’t see any point denying it, since the number of times the man had been brought in was a matter of record. “It’s true.”

“Have you taken any special measures to apprehend him?”

Savannah sent her a wry half-smile. “Now, if I told you that, I’d be tipping my hand to the Cat, wouldn’t I?”

“Then you are?”

“I won’t say one way or the other. I will say that this office is working in conjunction with police all over the state to solve house-breaks of the type that happened last Tuesday.”

“But are you zeroing in on Stavanovich?”

“We’re zeroing in on whoever the evidence points to.”

“Who does the evidence point to?”

Lips pursed, Savannah sent her a chiding look. She passed Janie, closing her hand around a pile of pink slips as though they were a baton in a relay race, and went on to her office door. There she stopped. “What’s your name?”

“Beth Tocci.”

“Well, Beth Tocci, there’s something you have to understand. In our system of justice, a man is innocent until proven guilty. It would be unethical of me to earmark the Cat, or any other thief, for that Cranston break-in, before an arrest is made—unethical, and unwise. You’d go back to your paper and print what I said, and that would throw a wrench into the investigation, not to mention make it impossible to gather an unbiased jury if the case ever came to trial. This is one of those instances where your job is to report the news, not alter it.”

“Is it true that Matty Stavanovich is a legitimate businessman?”

“That’s a matter of public record.”

“Is it true that the IRS audits him every year and can’t find anything wrong?”

“You’d have to check with the IRS on that.”

“What about the allegation that Matty Stavanovich is the alias for a man named Joseph Stevens, who served time in a California prison and was released and given a new identity after he testified to crimes he heard about while he was there?”

“You’d have to check with the FBI on that.”

“I have. They say they’ve never heard of either man.”

Savannah shrugged, then held up an apologetic hand and said softly, “I have to run. Sorry.” She went into her office, smoothly but firmly closed the door, then felt her pulse trip and her heart lift.

Jared was there. He was standing by the window wearing a navy sweater, taupe slacks, and loafers. Though his hair still fell rakishly over his brow, he was newly shaved and showered. A tweed topcoat was looped over his arm, held there by the hand resting in his pocket. He looked different than he had in jeans, more formal but not a bit less gorgeous.

It was a minute before she caught her breath, a minute after that before she inhaled and spoke. “Janie must be wondering who you really are.”

“I told her.”

“Your whole name?”

He nodded.

“Did she recognize it?”

“Her eyes went wide for a minute. But she didn’t fall over in a faint. She’s a nice girl. Let me in without a word.”

Savannah could understand that. Jared Snow had a way of making women forget to breathe, let alone speak. He was doing it to her right then, with nothing more than the light in those blue eyes of his.

Jared was no less entranced. He was acutely aware of the fact that the last time he had seen Savannah, she had been wearing a nightgown in bed. Now she was wearing a calf-length skirt with a silk overblouse belted at the hip, and a long blazer over that. Her hair was pulled back into its knot, and her skin was lightly made up. She looked very together, very professional. Still, she looked sexy.

“How are you?” he asked, his voice a bit softer and more husky.

She took a shallow breath. “Okay.”

“Did you sleep?”

She wrinkled her nose. “A little. I had lots on my mind.”

“How’s Megan?”

“I saw her for a minute late this morning. I’m not sure if she was sleeping, but she didn’t respond when I spoke. She still looks awful. I haven’t had a chance to get back to the hospital. Things have been a little hairy here.”

Jared could imagine. “Are you pleased with the way the press conference went?”

The Evening Bulletin would have hit the stands by then and she assumed he’d seen it. Eying him warily, she asked, “How did they portray us?”

“I don’t know about the paper. I overheard talk downstairs.”

“Good or bad?”

“Nonjudgmental. It centered more on the kidnapping itself than on the efforts to solve it. I think you’re off the hook for a while.”

“Not for long. People get impatient when arrests aren’t forthcoming, and in this case, arrests are about as far from forthcoming as in any case I’ve ever had.”

There was a knock on the door. “Yes?” Savannah called.

Janie Woo stuck her head in. “I’m ready to leave. Is there anything you want before I go?” Her gaze wandered to Jared with a nonchalance Savannah found to be sweet.

“I’m all set, Janie. Have a good weekend.”

“You too,” Janie said. With a final glance at Jared, she closed the door.

Savannah looked at the floor, then at Jared. “You do know that she’d normally buzz me to say she’s leaving.”

The image of innocence, he shrugged. Then he asked, ‘Who’s the Cat?”

For the second time in less than an hour, the Cat took her oy surprise—until she realized that Jared had overheard the last part of her conversation with Beth Tocci. She sighed resignedly and crossed the room. “The Cat is Matty Stavanovich.” She deposited both the handful of pink slips and her briefcase on the desk. “He’s the kind of character who gives law enforcement officials ulcers. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he owned blocks of Maalox stock.”

“Does he?”

“No. Then again, he might, but under an alias we’ve never heard.”

“So he does use them?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Is he that man from the California prison?”

“No, but he inspires plenty of stories like that. Years ago, ne spent a brief period of time in a California prison. Unfortunately, he’s never been a protected witness. If he had been, we’d have a little more control over his comings and goings.”

“Why is he called the Cat?”

“He’s a cat burglar.”

Intrigued, Jared gave a curious grin. “A real cat burglar? Smart and silent and quick-fingered—scaling the walls of buildings, falling great distances, and landing on his feet?”

Savannah had to admit that there was a certain romance to it, which was why she indulged Jared his interest. “Yes, a real cat burglar. He’s done time for heists in Oklahoma and Kansas, too. Now he’s here, having learned from his mistakes and perfected the art. We’ve had a rash of robberies that have his pawprints all over them—that is, there are no clues at all. He gets in and gets out, snaps his fingers, and bingo, he and the stolen goods disappear. When he resurfaces, he always has an airtight alibi. Beyond that, he never even tries to put together a defense, because he knows that we don’t have enough evidence to indict him.”

“How many robberies has he committed?”

She looked at the ceiling and put her tongue in her cheek. “Oh, in the five years he’s been in the state, he’s probably pulled off eight or nine big ones.”

Jared whistled. “And you can’t nab him?”

She shook her head. “As far as we can figure it, he carries out the heist on his own. But he has to have help disposing of the goods, so we’ve been concentrating on that. Six months ago, we found some of the stolen artwork in a Manhattan gallery, and for a while we thought we were this close”—she put her thumb and forefinger a fraction of an inch apart—“to catching the fence.”

“What happened?”

She dropped her hand. “He vanished into thin air. Just like the Cat does.”

“When was the last robbery?”

“Tuesday night.”

“And you can’t find Stavanovich?”

“Nope. But he’ll be back in a day or two, whistling his way to work, as carefree as you please.”

“Is his business legitimate?”

“Oh, yes. He has an automotive repair shop.” Her lips twitched. “He services luxury imports—Jaguars, BMWs, and Mercedes. Have you ever heard anything so obvious? He comes into contact with the wealthiest people in Rhode Island. He has their keys in his possession long enough to make as many copies as he wants. He knows just when they’re going south for the winter, just when they’re going north for the summer, just when they’re staying right here. And you know what?”

Jared arched both brows in question.

Savannah slapped a hand against the desk. “He has never once robbed a customer of his. He takes the expected and does the opposite. It’s like he’s standing there thumbing his nose at us, because we’d like nothing more than to be able to say, ‘See, that’s how he knew that so-and-so was out of town and that’s how he got into the house.’ It is,” she said slowly, “the most exasperating thing in the world.”

Jared was trying not to grin.

She was about to chide him when another knock came at the door. This time, she didn’t have a chance to speak before the door opened and in walked Anthony Alt.

“You did okay,” he told her, rapping his fingers against the doorjamb. “The coverage wasn’t as bad as it could have been.” He gave Jared a once-over. “The early TV reports are stressing the fact that the AG’s office is coordinating a wide-scale investigation.” He looked back at her. “We sound in control. That’s good. As soon as you solve the case, it’ll be even better.”

“I’m not the one who’ll solve it. We have detectives to do things like that.”

“But you’ll direct them.”

“Unless you’d like to,” she offered. “If you have your heart set on it—”

“I don’t have the time.” He shot another, more curious glance at Jared. “Have we met?”

Jared complacently shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He made no move to volunteer anything else. Nor did Savannah.

Anthony stuck out his hand. “Anthony Alt. I’m Paul DeBarr’s first assistant.”

Jared’s hand met his in a grip that was firm, authoritative in its way. He nodded. But he didn’t say a word.

Nor did Savannah.

Anthony tried staring harder, as though the force of his gaze could cow the man before him. It might have worked on others, but it didn’t touch Jared. At last, with his forefinger beating against his trousers, he said, “You are…”

“A friend,” Jared said.

“Of hers,” he cocked his head toward Savannah, “or the state?”

“Is there a difference?”

“My God,” Savannah muttered, “you make this sound like a dictatorship. Don’t worry about my being distracted, Anthony. I’ve worked hard enough long enough to prove my dedication. Paul gets his money’s worth out of me.”

Anthony looked her up and down. “Ah, an admission, at last. I’ve always had my suspicions.”

The insult was too blatant to miss, too absurd to acknowledge. So Savannah smiled. “You’re a sweetheart to come down and tell me about the press reports.” She went to the door and opened it. “I’ll be working on Sunday. If you hear anything else, give me a call.”

Anthony apparently decided to quit while he was ahead. Without so much as a backward glance at Jared, he gave Savannah a salute and left the office. No sooner had she closed the door when Jared said, “You shouldn’t let him get away with comments like that.”

“It’s okay. I zinged him one earlier, so we’re even.”

“He’s a creep.”

“I won’t argue with you there.” She watched his face, could almost see him debating whether there was, or ever had been, something between Paul and her. To his credit, he didn’t ask.

“Is he uptight about all your work, or only the big stuff?”

“He’s uptight, period. Never stands still. But he’s worse when I’m around. We get on each other’s nerves. Not that this case helps.” She grew thoughtful for a minute and whispered a laugh. “It makes the Cat seem like child’s play. I mean, Stavanovich is taking things, not people. And no one is harmed. Aside from a few hefty insurance claims, life goes on.”

“Still, the law is being broken,” Jared maintained in an attempt to justify her investment in seeing the Cat caught.

“True. More, though, Matty Stavanovich is an embarrassment. Talk about political liabilities, he’s a prime one. Elected officials around here rely on a relatively small, but wealthy group of contributors. Those are precisely the people who wonder if they’re slated to be the Cat’s next target. The longer they wonder, the more nervous they get, and the more angry. And when they’re angry, they don’t open their wallets as freely.

“At least,” she qualified herself, “that’s Paul’s dilemma. Mine is a little more mundane. I just want Stavanovich caught. He’s become an obsession among law enforcement officials and a cult figure among their secretaries. The guy is brilliant. He hits where and when we least expect it. There are a number of us who would love to trip him up, if only to prove to ourselves that we’re smarter than he is.”

“He keeps you on your toes.”

“I’ll say. Not that I need it right now. I’ve got plenty else to keep me on my toes.”

Jared straightened. “That’s why I’m here. I want you to have dinner with me.”

Her heart beat faster. She wasn’t sure whether it was because he suddenly stood taller or because he had invited her to dinner. Either way she was impressed. And excited. And frightened.

“Uh…” She sent a glance toward the pink slips on her desk, then the papers beyond. “I don’t know, Jared. I didn’t get in until noon. I’ve got a bundle of work to do.”

“You have to eat sometime.”

“I was planning to grab something on the run later.”

“That’s not real healthy.”

She shrugged. “It’s better than nothing.”

“I’m offering you an alternative that’s better than both. One hour. A decent meal. A little relaxation.”

A little relaxation was precisely what he had already brought her. His presence in her office took the edge off her anxiety. The thought of having dinner with him was tempting.

But she had so much to do. “I have phone calls to answer.”

“Go ahead. I’ll be back whenever you say to pick you up.”

“I wanted to stop in and see how Megan’s doing.”

“I’ll take you to the hospital before or after.”

“I wanted to do some aerobics. I haven’t made it to the club since Tuesday. I feel it.”

Jared thought about aerobics, thought about Savannah exercising to music wearing shorts or a leotard or whatever aerobics fanatics wore. Shifting his stance, he linked his fingers before him, letting his coat shield the front of his trousers.

“Sounds like fun,” he said in a throaty way.

“It’s therapeutic. It works against tension.” She knew something else that would work against tension, and she knew that Jared knew it. The gray flecks in his eyes had gone darker than normal, pulling her in.

“I’ll drop you at the club after you’ve seen Megan.”

“But I didn’t want to do either of those things until I’d done some of this work.”

“Do the work tomorrow.”

“I can’t. I’m spending the day with Susan.” Her eyes widened and she whispered, “Oh, hell.” Reaching for the phone, she turned it and punched out Susan’s number, then worriedly counted the rings. She was about to hang up after the sixth when Susan answered.

“Hello?” Her voice sounded vaguely belligerent.

“How do you feel?”

There was a pause, then a less belligerent, “Better than I did when you called before.”

“You got some sleep?”

“A little.” Susan’s pause this time was wary, as was her voice when she spoke. “Have you seen Megan?”

“Just for a minute. I’ll drop by again later.”

“Did she talk with you?”

“No.”

“Was she sleeping?”

“I’m not sure.”

Susan sighed. “Same thing with me. I think she knew I was there but didn’t want to talk. It’s like she’s ashamed of what happened, like she thinks we’ll think less of her.” She gave a harsh laugh. “It’s really pretty funny, when you think of it. Here she is, kidnapped and raped, none of which is her own doing, and she’s ashamed. Here I am, supposedly of sound mind and body, and I get disgustingly sick in front of your friend.”

“What friend?”

“Sam.”

“When was this?”

“This morning. Come on, Savvy, didn’t he report back to you?”

“I haven’t seen him all day.”

Susan was surprised at that. Sam had said that Savannah hadn’t known he was there, but she hadn’t believed him. Now, she was doubly embarrassed. “Then forget what I said.”

“Were you sick?”

“Forget it. I’m fine now.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. As a matter of fact, I’m getting ready to go out. There’s a dinner party at the Brannigans’. Skatch Sherman’s going to be there. It’ll be a great diversion.”

Skatch Sherman was the life of every party. Savannah found him to be totally offensive. “Some diversion.”

“Don’t knock it. It beats what you’ll be doing. One of these days, you’re going to work yourself to death.”

“Maybe,” Savannah conceded. “We’re still on for tomorrow, aren’t we?” They’d planned to spend the day in Boston.

“Sure.”

“What time should I come by?”

“Noon.”

“Make that ten.”

“I can’t. How about eleven-thirty.”

“Too late. Ten-thirty.”

“Eleven. That’s the absolute earliest.”

“I’ll be by for you at ten forty-five,” Savannah said and added a stern, “Be ready,” before hanging up the phone.

“Is everything okay?”

She spun around. “Uh, yes. I guess. She likes to sleep later than I do. That’s all.” It wasn’t really all. What worried Savannah was that Susan would have too much to drink at the party and wake up hungover. Or sick. Apparently, she’d been sick in front of Sammy that morning. She found it interesting that he’d been there.

Then again, Savannah shouldn’t have been surprised. Sam Craig was no coward. Susan interested him. He would keep after her.

Sam wasn’t the only persistent male around. “One last chance,” Jared said. “Dinner?”

She wanted to. Lord, she did. But somewhere in the back of her mind she feared that if she gave in to temptation, she would be lost. Or let down. Or humiliated. Jared wanted a woman who could drop what she was doing and have dinner with him. She had never been that kind of woman.

She wished she were.

Flipping his topcoat to his shoulder, he headed for the door. “Maybe another time,” he said quietly.

The instant he disappeared from sight, the office felt empty. Then Savannah realized that she was the one who felt empty. It was such a familiar feeling, such a dreadful feeling. Suddenly she didn’t want it at all.

Without further thought, she ran into the hall. “Jared?” He was nearly at the bend. “Jared!” She started after him.

Calmly he stopped, turned, waited for her to catch up.

After she’d covered half the distance, her step slowed. But she continued on until she stood before him. Then she said softly, “I’m not used to putting work off. It’s always been very important to me.”

He studied her features, searching for the meaning behind her explanation. “If it’s that important, you should do it.”

“I’d rather be with you.”

Perhaps because she couldn’t have chosen words he wanted to hear more, he didn’t quite believe she had said them at first. Then he broke into a slow smile.

Savannah felt the dangerous lure of that smile. But she had made her decision. “One hour,” she whispered.

“That’s fine.”

“Would you take me to the hospital afterward?”

“I said I would. How about aerobics?”

“I’ll have to do it with Jane Fonda later tonight, at home.”

Jared could think of a form of exercise that she could do with him later that night, but he knew enough not to voice it. He had just won a concession. He wasn’t about to endanger the victory by pushing too fast. Better to let the time they spent together do that on its own.

And it would. Because when they were together, whether it was in her office, in his studio, in the car or the Vandermeers’ back hall or even on the phone, there was a powerful attraction between them. That attraction had nowhere to go but to bed. He doubted it would need much of a push. Even now, Savannah was looking a little wide-eyed, a little wild-eyed.

It was all he could do not to swoop down and capture her mouth.

But he would wait. If it killed him, he would wait. “Do you need some time?” he asked.

“For what?”

“Those phone calls.”

“Phone calls?” She frowned, then forced herself to focus in. “Phone calls. Lord, yes.” She headed back toward her office, stopping at Janie’s desk to turn and look at Jared. “How long can I have?”

“How long do you need?”

“Thirty minutes?”

“Done. I’ll go find a phone and do some work of my own.”

“You can use one of ours. Most everyone’s left.” She went to the office next to hers, peered inside, then pointed. “It’s all yours.”

Dipping his head in thanks, Jared went inside.


CHAPTER 11

They had agreed on an hour, but things didn’t work out quite the way they planned. No sooner had they walked into the restaurant, an artsy place on Wickenden Street, when an acquaintance of Jared’s spotted him. Without an invitation, the fellow pulled up a chair and spent fifteen minutes discussing the management of the marina at which both men had slips.

No sooner had he left when his seat was taken over by a lawyer with whom Savannah had given a seminar on victims’ rights the year before. He had been lobbying heavily for the cause and wanted to share his latest news. Short of being rude, Savannah couldn’t send him away. She and Jared were nearly done with their main course by the time he finally left.

Jared set down his fork. “How’s your food?”

“Fine,” she said hesitantly. His expression was dark. “How about yours?”

“I’ve barely tasted it. That has to be the most inconsiderate thing a person can do. Would you walk over to someone and impose your presence when he’s having dinner with someone else?”

“No. I’m sorry, Jared. I kept trying to think of a way to get rid of him.”

“Didn’t it occur to him that we might want to be alone?”

“He left his wife by herself all that time. I’m sorry.”

Jared grunted. “Don’t apologize. It wasn’t your fault. And my friend was no better.” Glancing at his watch, he raised two finger for the waitress. “Let’s get out of here. We can get coffee at the hospital.”

Once at the hospital, though, Savannah was besieged by a slew of Will’s friends. They weren’t really there to visit, since Megan wasn’t seeing people. They simply wanted to show that they had made the effort. Savannah suspected that several had come out of curiosity alone. But whatever their reasons, Will’s friends were also her father’s friends, so she had to be cordial.

Jared tried to understand. He knew that regardless of whom Savannah was talking with at any given moment, she was aware of him. He could see it in the frequent glances she sent his way, and he could feel it in the incline of her body toward his.

Still, he felt cheated. He had been given a gift when she had agreed to have dinner, then someone had sat on it and crushed it to bits. All he had left were fragments of what might have been.

As a kid, he had experienced that more than once. His older brother, Mac, had been a bully, and Jared had been his favorite target. For his seventh birthday, Jared had received a remote-control car, but by the end of the day it only went in reverse. The watch he’d gotten for his tenth Christmas sported a crack in its crystal from New Years on. The shiny racing bike he’d bought when he was fourteen soon after had key scratches down each narrow fender.

But Mac was the firstborn, the favored son. If the senior Walker Snows had been asked, they’d have confirmed that the sun rose and fell with Walker, Jr. Early on, Jared had learned to make his own life and, above all else, avoid his brother.

He’d come a long way since those days, yet, apparently, some things never changed. He felt the same burning frustration now that he had felt then. He was regressing, he knew, and he was ashamed of it, but there was nothing he could do to stop the feeling. He couldn’t remember craving anyone or anything the way he craved time with Savannah.

All too soon, he was walking her to the door. Silent through most of the drive, she turned to him then.

“Thanks, Jared. I appreciate all you’ve done.”

He gave a single nod.

“Don’t be angry,” she whispered.

“I’m not angry,” he said. “Just frustrated. Is your life always this infested with people?”

She had to smile at his choice of words. “Providence is small. It’s hard not to go places and see people you know.”

“There are some people who thrive on seeing and being seen.”

“Not me. I’d have been just as happy if we’d seen no one tonight. This has been one of the longest short workdays I’ve ever put in.”

“You’ll be able to sleep in tomorrow.”

“Knowing me,” she said wryly, “I’ll be up at seven.” She took her keys from her briefcase. “It’s always the days when you can sleep in that you can’t.”

He took the keys from her hand. “Want to run that one by me again?”

Smiling, she shook her head. “Not worth the repetition. Are you on the air tonight?”

“Sure.”

“I’ll listen.”

His features softened. “I’d like that.” He pushed open the door.

She entered the townhouse and disengaged the alarm, then turned back to him. One hand was tight on the strap of her briefcase, the other tight around the key he’d pressed into her palm. “Thanks,” she whispered.

For a long, lingering minute they faced each other in silence. Then, with a visible effort, Jared tore his eyes from hers and returned to his car.

Feeling an incredible sense of loss, Savannah stood in the doorway until the car was gone from sight. She had been hoping that he would kiss her. It looked as though he’d wanted to. She could have sworn she had seen desire in his eyes. She’d certainly felt it herself.

In theory, there was nothing wrong with that. She was a normal, healthy woman and Jared was a man like few others. In some respects, though, it was odd.

For one thing, of the men who had passed through her life in the past few years, none had stirred her this way.

For another, she barely knew Jared.

And for a third, she was afraid of getting in over her head, still she wanted him. Worse, the wanting seemed to grow each time she saw him. Even now it was simmering low in her belly, a knot of expectant nerve ends and unfulfilled need that wasn’t going away. All she had to do was to conjure him up in her mind, hear his voice, remember the touch of his hand, and she was off.

Tired as she was, she suspected she was going to have a devil of a time falling asleep.

*   *   *

His voice was low and gritty. “Hi, there. I’m Jared Snow, and you’re tuned to 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. It’s twelve-oh-four in cool country, that’s four minutes after twelve on a TGIF kind of night. I’ve got good news if you’re takin’ off for the weekend. Skies will be clear through Sunday, with daytime temperatures climbing into the midfifties.” His voice grew deeper. “They say that warm days and cool nights make for perfect maple syrup, and they must be right, ’cause the sap’s sure flowing.” After a suggestive second’s pause, he said, “Here at the hot spot for a little country in the city, 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, we’re flowin’ into a fearsome foursome from the Judds, Willie Nelson, and Sawyer Brown, kickin’ off with Billy Mata and ‘Macon Georgia Love.’” His purr was low and deep. “Jared Snow here in the heart of the night. Stay close.”

*   *   *

Savannah’s sleep was fitful, growing deeper only as morning approached. She was groggy when she opened an eye and looked at her clock, then sank back to her pillow resentfully. Seven o’clock. She’d guessed it.

Then the doorbell rang, and she realized she hadn’t woken on her own. Opening her eye wider, she tried to think of who would be at her door at seven o’clock on Saturday morning, particularly this Saturday morning. She had wanted to sleep until ten and have time only to shower and dress before picking up Susan. She had wanted as little time as possible to think.

The bell rang again. Climbing from bed, she drew on her robe and hurried downstairs. Whoever was there was going to have some explaining to do.

Drawing back a corner of the shade that covered the sidelight, she felt tiny flares of excitement. Jared was standing on her doorstep looking as she had never seen him look. He was wearing shorts and a damp sweatshirt. His hair lay in wet spikes on his forehead. His cheeks were ruddy. His legs were long and leanly muscular.

He had been running.

Dropping the shade, she quickly opened the door. Her voice, which hadn’t had time to wake up, was deeper than usual. “What are you doing here at this hour?”

Grinning, he brought a bunch of bright yellow tulips from behind his back. “Happy birthday.”

Savannah’s jaw dropped. Then she closed her mouth, clamping her lips together as she looked from the flowers to Jared’s face and back. She didn’t have to think long to realize how he’d known; he’d seen her driver’s license. But the fact that after working all night, he was personally running flowers to her was more touching than she could believe. It had been years since she had woken up to a birthday wish.

He nudged the flowers closer. She closed both hands around the cellophane stem and brought them to her heart. “My mom made a big thing about birthdays. All that stopped when she died. I could never figure out whether my dad did it on purpose so he wouldn’t have to remember her, whether he didn’t feel he could match what she did so he didn’t try, or whether he just didn’t care. Susan and I always try to do something together, but I think it’s more my need than hers.” She looked down at the flowers again. When her eyes returned to Jared’s, they were moist. “Thank you,” she whispered. On impulse, she threw her arms around his neck and hugged him hard.

Threading his fingers through her hair, Jared turned her face up. Her expression said that the excitement wasn’t his alone. He didn’t need to hear more. Lowering his head, he captured her mouth in a kiss that was as uncompromising as the desire they shared.

Savannah had never been touched by a more powerful fire. As though she were kindling, dried and seasoned by months of lying in wait, she burst into flame. When Jared stroked her mouth, she caressed his back. When he sucked on her lip, she scraped his lightly with her teeth. When he explored the inside of her mouth with his tongue, hers sidled against it. He was fierce in his hunger, but gentle. If she’d made the slightest sound of protest, he would have stopped.

But she didn’t want him to stop. For too long she had dreamed of being loved this way. So many nights she’d lain awake, alone and lonely in the heart of the night, lost in fantasy. She half thought she was fantasizing now, because what she felt was so good. The insecurity that had plagued her was forgotten, crowded out by the wealth of sensation he created with only the movement of his mouth.

The gentleness of his hands as they held her head, the strength of his body as he bent to her, excited her. The brush of a night’s growth of beard, the chill of the morning’s air on his cheek and the scent of heated male skin beneath his clothes intrigued her. She remembered the rasp of his voice in the night and the darkening of gray flecks in his blue eyes, and she felt his arousal pressing against her.

She strained closer. The movement brought a low groan from deep in Jared’s chest. Within seconds, he’d drawn back and was dazedly searching her face. Then he was kissing her eyes, her nose, her cheekbones, her chin, until, with a searing hiss, his lips bonded to hers once more.

Somehow he’d known it would be this way, known that once he kissed Savannah there would be no holding back. He might have been frightened by the strength of what he felt if he’d been capable of thought, but sensation overrode thought. There was nothing but the heat of the moment, burning from one touchpoint to the next.

Then something contradicted that heat, a fine trembling in Savannah’s body, a reminder of where they were, what they wore, and the early morning chill that surrounded them.

“Let me in?” he asked against her mouth.

Taking his arm, she drew him into the house. The instant the door was closed, their lips met again. They were both breathing heavily, pausing to gasp before returning for another kiss, another touch. The flowers Jared had brought had become an extension of Savannah’s hand, held tightly against his back but forgotten amid the flames.

When he drew back this time, he pressed his temple to hers and dropped his gaze. His large hands stroked her neck, then slid inward, parting her robe to reveal the prim white nightshirt beneath. He went at the buttons one by one, his fingers unsteady in the effort to take care. His breath came in uneven sighs that echoed Savannah’s own.

When he had released three buttons, he spread the material to the side and bared her breasts. For several seconds, he didn’t move. His hands seemed intimidated by the tender ivory flesh he had uncovered. Then, with a tentative, reverent touch, he slid his fingers around her soft outer curves.

She was beautiful, he thought, not voluptuous, but firmly rounded like a delicately sculpted figurine—only she was alive, swelling at his touch.

His hands grew bolder, caressing her flesh. He traced the intricacies of her shape, running a thumb over each rosy nipple until it hardened. He heard the quickening of her breath; heard her gasp. The sound was as great a turn-on as her free hand desperately clutching his sweatshirt near his waist.

The fire spread. Hastily, he pushed aside her robe and freed the last of the nightshirt’s buttons. When he looked at her then she was a breathtaking expanse of soft flesh with only a wisp of lace at her hips.

He breathed her name in a rough whisper, and while he took her mouth, his hands slid down her body. He felt the texture of lace, but beneath the lace was the heat he sought. He palmed it, stroked it, sent his fingers around and through it.

Savannah cried out. She was trembling again, but this time not from a chill. Her body was begging him for release.

Slipping one arm beneath her knees and another around her back, Jared lifted her and started up the stairs. His kiss was as fluid as his step. It flexed with the movement, yet maintained a near-steady contact until he reached her bedroom.

Very gently, he set her down on the bed. Her robe and nightgown fell open. He made no attempt to take her arms from their sleeves; instead he simply stripped her of the lace panties. Within seconds he had whipped his sweatshirt over his head and kicked off his sneakers and shorts. Naked, he came down to her.

The first touch of their bare bodies was electric. In the sizzling wake of that touch, he found his place between her open thighs and thrust upward. Savannah arched off the sheet with a choked cry, but when he would have withdrawn, she clamped her legs around his hips and held him tight where he was.

She squeezed her eyes shut. The focus of her being was the part of her that felt so full. Sensations of newness became sensations of excitement that, in turn, became full-blown desire. Her legs relaxed their grip to allow him movement.

His first strokes were slow and deliberate, a searing withdrawal and reentrance that made her hunger for more. Driven by a hunger of his own, he moved ever faster, ever deeper until he heard her catch in a sudden breath and go utterly still, then release that breath in a spate of ragged pants. The sound was all it took—that and a final intense thrust, to send him into a climax that shook his large frame from head to toe.

The spasms seemed endless. When he was totally spent, he lowered himself to her side, taking her over with him.

For several minutes, as he lay in the afterglow with his eyes closed, Savannah watched him. Her body still tingled, still felt his possession, but the mind-block that had seized her in the heat of passion had cleared. The old fears took shape.

Finally, he opened his eyes. When he saw the way she was looking at him, he brought gentle fingers to her face. “What is it?” He caressed the tiny crease between her eyes with his thumb.

“Was it okay?” she whispered.

Astonished, he waited a minute before he asked, “Are you kidding?”

She shook her head on the pillow.

He shaped the curve of her ear. “It was incredible. Couldn’t you feel it?”

“I knew you’d come, but—”

He put a long finger to her lips, then replaced that finger with his mouth and drank a deep kiss from her lips. “How about for you?”

“Special,” she whispered, dazed from his kiss. “Powerful. A little frightening.”

“I’ve wanted that since Wednesday night.”

“I’ve wanted it longer than that.” At his curious look, she said, “You’ve been seducing me with your voice for the past two years. How could I help but fantasize about what it would be like with you?”

“Was that why you did it—just to see?”

“You know it wasn’t,” she chided, and as he thought about it, he realized she was right. The attraction between them was an irresistible force. She hadn’t been in control of what had happened any more than he had.

“It’s been a while for you.”

She colored. “Was it obvious?”

For the second time in minutes, Jared sensed she was unsure of herself when it came to sex. He smoothed a long strand of hair from her cheek. “Not in technique.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “Any more perfect and I’d have gone up in smoke. But I was worried I had hurt you at first.”

Her cheeks were pink. “Not hurt. I’m not sure I can describe the sensation.”

“You could try wonderful,” he said, and it occurred to Savannah that maybe, just maybe, he had some insecurities of his own.

“Wonderful, incredible, deep, hot, new—” She arched a brow. “How am I doing?”

“Just fine,” he said and hugged her close for a minute. Then the minute stretched into several, because the feel of her body against his was so remarkably right that he had to savor it longer. But the more he enjoyed it, the more curious he became, and before long he was exploring all the little curves that made her so special, and that led to a resurgence of passion.

He was slower this time, touching her body more leisurely. He wanted to see her response when he drew the backs of his fingers over her breasts, when he dipped his pinkie into her navel, when his thumb disappeared in the nest of chestnut curls between her legs. He wanted to watch the slow rise of heat, wanted to see her when she came. But his own desire took over before then, and all he was aware of was clasping her bottom and directing her hips before he exploded again.

He wasn’t the only sweaty one this time. Savannah’s skin was dewy. Jared loved it. Once he’d begun to breath normally again, he propped himself on an elbow and looked down at her. Her hair was a wild tangle on the pillow, her nightshirt and robe were rumpled beneath her, her eyes were closed, and her face glowed.

“You look,” he said, still slightly short of breath but thick of voice, “absolutely beautiful.”

Though Savannah didn’t believe him for a minute, she was feeling too satisfied to argue. She opened an eye. “You’re supposed to be sleeping.”

“And miss this?”

“Men sleep after sex.”

“Not me. I’ve got adrenaline picking up where testosterone left off.”

She couldn’t help but laugh as she grabbed a fistful of his hair and held on. “But you haven’t slept all night.”

“I slept yesterday afternoon.” He touched her neck, explored the hollow formed by her upraised arm, climbed to trace the delicate line of her jaw.

Covering his hand, she held it still against her throat. She had both eyes open and couldn’t look at him enough, couldn’t quite believe that he was real, rather than a fantasy. “Do you run every day?”

He nodded. “It’s therapeutic—like aerobics.”

She gave a small, puzzled smile. “You seem so totally laid-back and at ease. What’s the therapy for?”

He shrugged. “Midlife thoughts. The usual.”

She couldn’t imagine that he was having to make career choices, which meant that his midlife thoughts were more personal. “How long have you been divorced?”

“Four years.”

“Tell me about her.”

Sitting up, he tugged the pillow from under Savannah’s head, turned it vertically and layered it with a second pillow against the headboard. Then he leaned back and drew Savannah under his arm, against his chest. “There,” he said, satisfied with the position.

She ran a hand over the contours of his chest. His muscles were solid without being bunchy. His skin had a tawny hue that made the sprinkling of hair look almost golden. He was beautifully male, and she felt suddenly and strangely possessive. “Jared?”

“Yes?”

“Tell me.”

“You don’t have to have Elise in your bed.”

She tipped her head back against his arm and looked up at him. “I don’t have to have you either, but I want you, and she’s part of who you are.”

“She’s part of my past.”

“And your past is what makes you you. I’m curious.”

Put as innocently as that, he wasn’t sure he could argue. Savannah had just given of herself with an honesty he had never run across before. He owed her.

“Elise was a driven woman, a typical type-A personality.”

“Like me.”

“No. Elise was driven. She came from a family of lawyers. Her father was one, two uncles, three brothers. She was determined to be the lawyer to outdo all of them.”

“Was she?”

“She was a fine lawyer, but I think she’s still working on the outdoing part. She picked litigation to be different—the others do corporate work—and she had enough style and determination and sheer nerve to develop an extraordinary practice. She had her eye on Congress. Last thing I heard, she had her organization in place and was about to announce.”

“Sounds like she was a busy lady. Where did she find the time for marriage?”

“She didn’t.”

Savannah studied the glittering lights in his eyes. “But she married you.”

“And I married her. It was a mutual mistake, which is why we’re no longer married.”

She considered that for a minute. “You don’t sound upset.”

He shrugged with his face. “It’s over.”

“Were you upset at the time?”

“At the time I was relieved. Elise is exhausting to be with.”

“Didn’t you know that when you married her?”

“Yes. But it worked two ways. At the time, I saw myself as an up-and-coming real-estate tycoon. Elise was a stunning woman; she was as good for my image as I was for hers. But over five years of marriage, that was pretty much all we were to each other—images—and by the time it ended, I’d realized that I didn’t want to be a tycoon at all.”

“What did you want?”

“Quieter things. More private things. I wanted to have kids. Elise couldn’t bear the thought. She actually became pregnant, but she had an abortion.”

“Without consulting you?”

“There was no need. I wasn’t the father.”

His words ended in an abrupt silence. Searching his face for remnants of anger or pain, Savannah found none. But the beat of his heart had quickened beneath her hand, telling her that despite his outward complacence over the demise of his marriage, Jared had been hurt by his wife’s betrayal.

“I’d have your baby,” she said.

He gave her a crooked grin. “You may just do that. I didn’t exactly run over here with a rubber in my sock. Unless—”

“I’m not.”

“How’s our timing?”

She tilted her head from side to side in a could-be-better, could-be-worse gesture.

“You don’t look worried,” he said.

She didn’t feel worried, either. “I wouldn’t mind a baby.”

“A career lady like you?”

She shrugged.

Jared felt a sudden tightness in his throat. He coughed to relieve it. “DeBarr would love that.”

“Paul wouldn’t have a say in it.”

“He’s your boss.”

“What I do with my body,” she said with surprising force, “is none of his business.”

Looking down at her, Jared felt a swell of gentleness. She was a fighter. He rather liked her cause at that moment. Recalling Anthony Alt’s snide innuendo, he said, “You’ve never been with Paul.”

“No. I work with him. It would be dumb to confuse the issues.”

“If he turned you on, it wouldn’t seem so dumb.”

“Maybe not. But he doesn’t.”

“Do other guys in the office?” When she gave him a what-is-this look, he said, “It’s intimidating for me to think of you there in an office full of men.”

“I don’t date them, and I certainly don’t sleep with them. I thought we’d established the fact that I’ve been chaste for some time.”

“That doesn’t mean you haven’t been tempted. AIDS has wreaked havoc with temptation.”

“I haven’t been tempted. Trust me. Besides,” she sighed and returned her cheek to his chest, “I’ve been too busy to get involved.”

“If that’s so, how could you manage a baby?”

“I’d do things differently if I had a baby.”

“How?”

“I’d go into private practice and work part-time. I’d move into a bigger place, hire an au pair, and have her stay with the baby while I was gone.”

“You’ve mapped it out.”

She was silent for a time before admitting softly, “I’ve dreamed.”

Jared thought the dream was just fine, except that it was missing one major element. “What about the baby’s father?”

“I don’t know.”

“Wouldn’t you like a husband along with your baby?”

“Not for the baby’s sake alone. If the father and I were in love, we’d marry anyway. But I don’t need marriage. I’m loaded.”

“What’s money got to do with it?”

“If an unmarried woman becomes pregnant, she might look to marriage for financial security. I wouldn’t have to do that.”

“What about emotional security? Raising kids is hard work. Wouldn’t you want someone to share the load?”

“If that someone and I didn’t get along, the child would be worse off than being raised by a single parent.”

“I don’t want my child raised by a single parent.”

“I doubt I’m pregnant.”

With no warning at all, Jared shifted her on the bed and loomed over her. Though his hold was gentle, his expression brooked no argument. “I want to know. If you are, we’re getting married. No child of mine is going to be raised by one parent when he can have two.”

She swallowed. “I doubt I’m pregnant.”

“Well, if you are, you know how I feel.”

“Yes.”

He was staring at her, but increasingly the stare was more indulgent. “Why do I get the feeling that I lost that one?”

“Because I doubt I’m pregnant, and I feel foolish carrying on this conversation. We only met three days ago. Besides,” she winced, “I think I’m lying on my birthday flowers.”

He rolled away and retrieved the flowers. Taking them, she slipped from the bed and went off in search of a vase and water.

Jared watched her leave, watched the swirl of her robe behind her. Then he sat up and looked around the room. The last time he’d seen it, he’d been preoccupied with Savannah to the exclusion of all else. Now he wanted to see what clues the room gave.

It wasn’t a large room, though the high ceilings gave that impression. Savannah had furnished it simply in white wicker with a dresser and dressing table, an easy chair, a low table with several magazines on top, and a pair of nightstands flanking the double bed. The accessories were pale blue, and between the swirls of the wicker and that blue, the effect was feminine in an airy sort of way. It reflected her personality, he decided. As professional an appearance as she made, she was refreshingly feminine inside.

On impulse, he reached for the radio that stood on the nightstand. The music came through softly, a ballad that was high on the country charts. Grinning smugly, he flipped off the switch, climbed from bed and went to the window to see what it was Savannah saw when she awoke each morning. Propping an elbow high on the jamb, he gazed out over the chest-high, gathered sheers.

That was how Savannah found him. Her steps faltered just inside the door, and she stared, awed by the magnificence of his shape. He was a sculptor’s dream, a masterpiece of long limbs and handsomely carved muscle. Her view was mostly of his back, a broad expanse of smooth skin made dynamic by the slant of his arms. His shoulders were corded, his back tapered to a narrow middle and waist, his buttocks tight. His legs were those of a runner, long, lean and solid.

Just looking at him made her insides melt.

Catching sight of her, he dropped his arm and straightened. “I was getting lonesome,” he said in a deep, very Jared Snow voice. He started toward her.

Head-on, he was even more impressive than from behind. Without his clothes he seemed larger, more firmly developed. He wasn’t hairy; there was a spray of tawny down on his upper chest, but it quickly descended into a narrow line that disappeared into his navel. Below that, the hair was darker, thicker, and below that, he was amply endowed.

Savannah’s mouth had gone completely dry.

Taking the vase of flowers from her hands, he set it on the nightstand. Then he returned to her, framed her face with his hands, and kissed her very lightly, very gently. When he had satisfied himself with one angle, he tipped his head and tried another, and after he’d explored that with the same lazy curiosity, he tried a third.

By the time he raised his head and looked down at her, the gray flecks in his eyes had gone noticeably darker. He lowered his hands to her shoulders, whispering hoarsely, “I want you as naked as me,” and slid off her robe and nightshirt with the single sweep of each hand.

Taking a step back, he looked at her. She tried to cover her breasts, but he easily captured her wrists and held them away.

“You’re beautiful.”

She shook her head. “My sister’s the beautiful one. I’m the smart one.”

“You’re beautiful and smart.” Drawing her closer, he flattened her hands on his chest, moved them in slow circles over his nipples, then guided them lower. When they reached his groin, he closed her fingers around his erection. He saw her eyes widen, knew what she was thinking. “That’s how much I want you,” he said in a low rasp. “You’ve already taken all of me inside. I won’t hurt you.”

Savannah dropped her gaze to her hands. She moved them in a gentle caress, loosened them to touch the velvet head, then trace the length of the ridge underneath. The more gently she explored him, the harder he grew, and the harder he grew, the more she wanted him.

Trembling inside, she came closer. Her view was obstructed when Jared began to touch her nipples. Already tight, they grew painfully so, mirroring the knot that had gathered low in her belly. She let out a low moan, dropped her head back, and closed her eyes.

Nudging her around, Jared sat her on the edge of the bed, perched sideways next to her and covered her open mouth with his. His kiss was deep and wet, and while she was in the throes of it, he spread her legs and slid one finger, then a second, inside her.

She cried his name, but it was muffled in his mouth. He wasn’t ending the kiss any more than he was removing his fingers, and then he started doing such wonderful things with both that the only sounds she made were ones of pure pleasure. She was unaware of spreading her legs wider, even raising her knees, unaware that she was clutching his shoulders for dear life. The pleasure he gave her was so intense that she knew nothing until he quickly brought her over to straddle his lap and thrust into her, when she shattered into a million fragments of joy.

When she returned to earth, her face was buried in his hair, her arms were coiled tightly around his neck, every meeting place of their bodies was wet with sweat, and he was breathing as roughly as she.

“Jesus,” he croaked.

She sputtered out a laugh. “My thought exactly.”

After another minute of slowly diminishing gasps, he said, “What do you do to me?”

“Me? You were the one who started it.” She imitated his deep drawl. “I want you as naked as me.”

“It seemed only fair.”

“Fair? I’ll probably be bowlegged for a week. I’m not conditioned to this.”

“Thank God.” He fell backward and rolled over, came up on his knees, and hoisted Savannah higher on the bed. Grabbing the sheet that had been kicked into a bunch long before, he came down beside her, settled her comfortably in his arms, and drew the sheet high. “I think,” he said slowly, “that I’d like to sleep now.”

Savannah brushed her nose against his chest. “Fine for you to say. You’re not picking up your sister at ten forty-five. If I fall asleep now, I may not wake up.”

“You’ll wake up.”

She hummed out a sound that quite perfectly captured his own sense of pleasant exhaustion.

“You should have set it for twelve,” he murmured against her hair.

“Mmm.”

“Call her and change it.”

“She’ll be furious if I wake her up to tell her she can sleep later.”

“You sound like you’re afraid of her.”

“No.”

“Are you?”

“No. It’s just that she wouldn’t understand why I wanted more time to sleep.”

“You mean to tell me,” he asked slowly, “that she’s never been zonked by early morning love?”

“I don’t know, but that’s not the point. The point is that she doesn’t expect it of me.”

“Because you’re the smart one, not the beautiful one?” He gave a sleepy chuckle. “Clue her in.”

But Savannah couldn’t do that. Susan prided herself on being the stronger of the two when it came to sex appeal. As smug as Savannah felt at that moment, she didn’t want to rob Susan of that edge. Her sister felt confident about so little else.

Jared’s breathing lengthened. He was soon asleep. Lulled by the rise and fall of his chest, Savannah followed. When she awoke, it was nearly ten.

“Oh, no,” she murmured, scrambling away from Jared and off the bed. She made straight for the bathroom, within seconds was under the shower, within minutes was out and drying herself as quickly as she could. It was ten-thirty when she picked up the bedroom phone and punched out Susan’s number.

The line was busy.

Jared was sleeping soundly, sprawled on his stomach with one arm over the spot where she should have been.

She tried Susan again. The line was still busy.

Coming down on the edge of the bed, she watched him sleep. He looked totally comfortable and very masculine against the feminine decor. She couldn’t quite believe that he was there, but he didn’t go away when she blinked.

She tried Susan again. This time she got through. “Hey, Suse, just wanted to tell you I’m on my way.”

There was a pause, then a mercifully sober, “You’re late.”

“Not by much, but I didn’t want you to worry. I’ll be there soon.” She hung up before her sister could say anything else. Then she looked at Jared. He was still sleeping.

Unable to resist, she leaned over and put a light kiss on his cheek. He didn’t stir. For a final minute, she enjoyed the sight of him. Then she rose from the bed, crossed to the dresser to pick up the purse and heels she’d set there a short time before, and, with a last, longing glance at Jared, she left the room.


CHAPTER 12

Susan wasn’t alone when Savannah arrived. Dianne Walker, Susan’s former sister-in-law, was there to open the door, swathed in fur and Obsession.

“Happy birthday, darling,” she said, offering first one cheek, then the other to Savannah. “We missed you last night. The party was divine, wasn’t it, love?” she said to Susan, who had come up from behind. Without awaiting an answer, she addressed Savannah again. “You’re such a stranger. Always working. I’m glad you’re taking Susan off for the day, though. It’s been a dreadful week.” She was studying Savannah closely. “But you’re looking wonderful, darling. Kidnappings must agree with you.”

Under normal circumstances, Savannah would have reacted to so offensive a comment. But she was feeling unusually light inside, and very indulgent. “A good night’s rest will do it every time.” Sidestepping Dianne, she gave Susan a hug. “Happy birthday, Sis.”

Susan returned the hug. “You, too.”

“All set to go?”

“I need another two minutes on my makeup. Dianne distracted me.”

Two minutes would be five, and Savannah knew she would be stuck with Dianne during that time. But she said, “Go ahead and finish. I want to give the hospital a call and see how Megan’s doing.”

Excusing herself, she took off for the den and put through the call. Will answered the phone in Megan’s room, his hello a tired one.

“Hi, Will. It’s Savannah. How’s she doing?”

“Okay.”

“Did she sleep last night?”

“Yes.”

“Is she feeling any better?”

“I don’t know.”

“She’s still not saying much?”

“That’s right.”

“And you can’t talk freely because she’s listening. Has the psychiatrist been in?”

“Several times.”

“The detectives?”

“Yes.”

“She isn’t offering any more than she did before?”

“No.” With a breath, he went on more optimistically. “We’ve been watching television this morning.”

“Ah. That’s something.” It was certainly more than Megan had done the day before. “Do you think she’ll talk with me?”

The optimism vanished. “Uh, I don’t think so, Savannah. She’s not really feeling up to talking on the—wait a second.” He put a hand over the phone. For a minute his voice was too muffled for Savannah to make out the words, then he came back. “Hold on.”

Savannah held tight to the phone, then her heart gave a lurch.

“Savvy?” It was Megan, sounding pitifully frail, but talking at last.

Savannah wanted to laugh aloud. It was one of those days. “Meg! Oh, Meg, it’s good to hear your voice. How are you feeling?”

“I’m sorry, Savvy.” The words were little more than a tormented whisper. “God, I’m sorry.”

“Shhh. You have nothing to apologize for.”

There was a pause, then the same wrenching murmur. “I’ve made a royal mess of things.”

“Are you kidding? You’ve been the victim of a vicious crime. You have nothing, nothing to apologize for.”

There was another pause. “You had such high hopes for me.”

“I still do. You’ll heal, Meggie. You’ll work all this out and put it behind you. I know that sounds simplistic, but life goes on. You’re a fighter. You’ve fought things in the past, and you’ll fight this, too.”

“You don’t know.”

“No one does. No one knows what you’ve been through but someone who’s been through the same thing. You’ll be able to talk with some of those people, honey. There are support groups—”

“No!”

“They’ll help.”

“They won’t. You don’t know. You just don’t know—” Her voice broke off, swallowed up by a thick silence. Then Savannah heard the first slow, soft sobs.

On the one hand, the sound was wonderful. Up to that point, Megan had been unable to release the anguish she felt. Crying was critical to her recovery. It was also a painful thing to hear.

For the first time that day, Savannah felt a weight on her shoulders. “Ahhh, Meggie,” she soothed, wishing she was there, “it’s okay. It’s okay.”

“I just wanted—I wanted—it’s your birthday.”

Tears came to Savannah’s eyes. That Megan remembered the day, after all she’d been through, touched her deeply. “Another birthday. I’m beginning to wish they wouldn’t come.”

“You should celebrate—not waste time—thinking of me.”

“Thinking of you is never a waste of time. You’re a very special friend. You always will be.”

It was another minute of soft crying before Megan said, “I don’t deserve you.”

“Nuh-uh. You’ve got that backwards. I don’t deserve you.” And she meant it. Megan had always had a way of putting things in perspective for Savannah, and it was no different now. “Listen, I’m at Susan’s. As soon as she’s finished dressing, we’re coming by the hospital to—”

“No!”

“Just to say hi?”

“No!”

“But that would make our birthday complete.”

“God, no—tell Susan—I love you both—”

“Listen, we’re going up to Boston, but we could come by the hospital on the way back—”

“Savannah, it’s me,” Will interrupted distractedly. More distantly, he said, “Shhh. Okay, sweetheart.” Then he came back to Savannah. “I’ve got to go.” He hung up the phone.

Stunned and more than a little concerned, Savannah held the dead receiver suspended in midair before finally returning it to its cradle.

“I take it she’s beginning to come out of it?”

Savannah swung around to find Dianne at the door, looking perfectly settled in, as though she’d been there awhile.

Savannah didn’t like Dianne Walker. She was, in her opinion, the epitome of unconscionable wealth and waste. Her life was an endless string of social engagements, and though she lent her name to numerous causes, the only one she worked actively for was her own beautification. Savannah couldn’t call her Susan’s friend, because friends didn’t stab friends in the back, which was what Dianne had done when Susan and Dirk had split.

Why Susan allowed the woman in her house was a mystery to Savannah, but then, admittedly, Savannah was not up on the latest gossip. She would ask Susan later. In the meanwhile, she had to deal with Dianne and her eavesdropping.

“Megan will be just fine,” she said, and prayed it was true. “She’s a strong woman.”

“Slightly out of her league, though, don’t you think?”

“Excuse me?”

“We both know where she came from. She’s had enough trouble adjusting to our kind of life without something like this happening.”

Any indulgence Savannah had felt earlier was gone. “Something like this would shake any one of us. Forget the fact of the kidnapping. Have you ever been raped, Dianne?”

Dianne arched an elegant brow. “I’ve been forced to have sex when I didn’t want to, so yes, I’ve been raped.”

“Ever been raped by two men, repeatedly?”

“I remember an orgy in Puerto Vallarta—”

“I’m not talking about orgies. I’m talking about two men, total strangers who violently break into your home, take you to some filthy place you’ve never seen before, and rape you without letting you know when it will end and whether you’ll be alive when it does. Have you ever experienced that, Dianne?”

“No, but I’d know how to handle it if it happened. A woman is never powerless where a man is concerned. Even submission can buy her points. And that’s what it’s about—points. You give me this and I’ll give you that.”

“We’re talking irrational, violent men here.”

“Men are men. Each has his weakness. Any man can be bought.”

“What a sick view of the world.”

One fur-draped shoulder rose and fell in a negligent shrug. “It’s a realistic one.”

“No. I can guarantee that if you’d been in Megan’s shoes, you’d have been as traumatized as she was.”

“I doubt that.”

Savannah stepped past her on the way to find Susan. “If I were a malicious person, Dianne, I’d wish the experience on you just to see. But I’m not that cruel.”

Dianne followed her into the hall. “And that’s your weakness, Savannah. You’re too good. You don’t have enough of the bitch in you.”

“Thank God.”

“You do fine in your job. You don’t have to be a bitch there, just a disciplined technocrat. With the law behind you, you can be firm.”

“Suse!” Savannah called from the bottom of the stairs. “Step on it, Suse!”

Dianne looked pensively up the stairs. “Susie’s a little too soft, too, but she’s doing better. She wasn’t demanding enough with Dirk. She let him get away with hell, especially when it came to his secretary. But she’s learning. She walked through the party last night like she didn’t give a damn about the men there, so of course, that sparked their interest. Even Dirk was looking twice. I don’t know why she left so early. She was barely tipsy.”

Tight-lipped, Savannah stared at her. “What was Dirk doing with his secretary?” For her efforts at self-control, she earned a droll look from Dianne.

“Must I spell it out? You’re not that naive, Savannah, are you?”

“How long did it go on?”

“A year or two. When the stupid girl wrote Susan a letter, Susan couldn’t ignore it any longer.” Dianne eyed her askance. “You knew about the letter, didn’t you?”

She hadn’t known about the letter, any more than she’d known about the secretary. She had known about Dirk’s infidelity, but there had never been a name and face attached. She hurt for Susan, and hurt for herself. She wondered why Susan hadn’t told her.

But she wasn’t about to give Dianne the satisfaction of knowing she’d dropped a bomb. So she said in a chilly tone, “You can never tell about these things. Even a letter can be more fantasy than not.” She looked toward the top of the stairs. “Susan?”

“All set,” Susan called, appearing seconds later clipping on an earring. She was fully dressed and made up, and looked stunning.

“Sorry to run out on you this way,” Savannah told Dianne a bit airily, “but we’re running a little late. We have lunch reservations at two, with a million things to do before then.” She turned to Susan. “Want me to drive?”

“No. I’ll take the Jag. It needs a good outing.” Removing her fur from the closet, she draped it over her arm. “Dianne.” She hugged her lightly. “Thanks for dropping by. I’ll talk with you soon.

“Sure you won’t reconsider for tonight? It’ll be fun.”

But Susan shook her head. “Can’t. I have other plans.” The phone rang. “Why don’t you walk Dianne out?” she told Savannah as she headed for the den. “I’ll get that and meet you out front.” She picked up the phone. “Hello?”

“Are you all right?”

Susan shut her eyes. “Sam.”

“You were angry before.”

Her eyes popped open. “I was in a rush before, and I’m in a rush now. I told you. Savannah and I are going out for the day, and she’s always prompt. You should know that. She’s out front right now waiting for me.”

“Where are you going?”

“Boston.”

“Doing anything special?”

In a deliberately high and nasal voice, she said, “All those frivolous little things women like to do.”

“You don’t have to be snide.”

She returned her voice to normal. “Savannah’s waiting.”

“I’d like to see you tonight.”

“I’ve already answered that, too.” She rubbed her damp palm against her silk skirt. “I don’t know when we’ll be back, and if it’s not too late, I’ve got a party to go to.”

“You went to a party last night. Don’t you get tired of them?”

“Are you kidding?”

“No, I’m not kidding.”

She could hear that he wasn’t. His bluntness was one of the things that made him different. She wasn’t quite as bothered by it as she’d been at first. Still, she said, “Well, you should be. I happen to enjoy parties. I have a large group of friends. I enjoy spending time with them.”

“Is that before or after you’ve had a few drinks?”

Her hand tightened on the receiver. She wanted desperately to hang up, but something kept her from it. “Low blow, Sam.”

“Only because I care.”

She pressed a palm to her chest to ease the sudden tightness she felt there. “Look, I’m all right. It was hard for me being over at Megan’s this week, and seeing her the way we found her didn’t help. I was overtired when I got home. So I had a few drinks and was sick. I’m sorry you were there to see it.”

“I’m not,” he said. “You’d been through a lot. You shouldn’t have been alone. I was glad to be there. It felt good.”

“Not to me. It embarrassed me. It embarrasses me every time I think of it. And every time you call, I think of it. Sammy, Savannah’s waiting.”

“If you’d see me, I’d give you new things to think about.”

“Oh, God, here we go.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I. That’s a feeble line.”

“But the thought behind it is sound. I want to see you, Susan.”

“No problem. You’re good at breaking and entering. Surprise me some time.” She hung up, then made a coward’s dash for the door to the garage. The phone rang behind her, but she ignored it, and before long the Jaguar’s purr drowned it out.

As soon as Savannah got into the car, she told Susan about her talk with Megan. Susan immediately suggested they detour into Providence before heading north. “I know you, Savannah. If we don’t make sure she’s all right, you’ll be thinking about it all day, and I don’t want to think about Megan all day. It’s depressing.”

“Talk about depressing, you should have heard Dianne’s theory about the kidnapping. She’s convinced that Megan could have handled being raped better than she did.”

“Dianne’s an imbecile.”

“What was she doing at your house?”

“I’m not really sure. She said something about how ‘cool’ I was last night. She said that Malcolm O’Neill was asking about me after I left. She was probably sniffing around for little tidbits to give him. I’m sure she’s trying to impress him herself.”

“She’s married.”

“Since when has that stopped her? If she sets her eye on Malcolm, a wedding band won’t put her off. And what better cover than acting as a courier between Malcolm and me?”

“Are you interested in him?”

“Not particularly.”

“Then what use do you have for Dianne? It amazes me that you can stand the sight of her, after what she did.”

Susan kept her eyes on the road. “She was just sticking up for her brother.”

“By publicly denouncing you as co-chair for the Sperry fund-raiser? Not that I ever had any fondness for John Sperry; he would have made a lousy senator. But you’d put in a lot of work on that, and you raised plenty of money. Far more so than Dirk, you had a right to be there, taking pride in what you’d done.”

“But you’re right. Sperry would have made a lousy senator.”

“You didn’t think so at the time.”

“Maybe I did but couldn’t admit it. What you fail to realize, Savvy, is that sometimes people have ulterior motives for doing things. You don’t actually believe that the people who organize fund-raisers for charity do it purely out of the goodness of their hearts, do you? They do it for the power it brings. They do it for the publicity, because their names go up in lights alongside that of their cause. They do it for prestige.”

“So that’s why you went all out organizing a party for John Sperry? You did all that work without even believing in the man?” Savannah’s gaze was steady. “I don’t buy it.”

Susan darted her a dry look. “How about I did it because I had nothing else to do?”

“I think you did it because you happen to be really good at that kind of thing. Do you know that there are people who make careers out of planning functions like that? You have a marketable skill.”

“Savannah…”

“I know I’ve said it before, but it’s worth repeating.”

“I am not going out looking for work.”

“We’re not talking walking the streets, knocking on doors. We’re talking putting out subtle feelers to several large organizations.”

“Uh-huh. And what am I going to put on a résumé? I haven’t held a paying job in my life.”

“You’ll put down the nonpaying ones. You’ve held enough of them.”

“Come on, Savannah. I’m named to the boards of institutions for one reason alone—I give money. Anyone with a little smarts knows that the amount of work involved is zip.”

“You’ve planned at least a dozen affairs comparable to the Sperry one. You could get recommendations in a minute.”

Susan made a face. “Do I really want to get up at the same time every morning, get dressed up, and go to the same office to do the same thing day after day?”

“It wouldn’t be that, and you know it.”

“I don’t want to work.”

“Then that’s that,” Savannah said a little too shortly, but she let it go. She could only point out the possibilities; it was up to Susan to take them from there. She had learned the hard way that if she pushed too hard, Susan went in the opposite direction. The dynamics between them were complex, but that was one thing that was quite reliable.

Susan tossed her a sidelong glance. “Do we really have reservations for two o’clock?”

“Uh-huh. At Aujourd’hui.” She paused. “Do you really have plans for tonight?”

“No. Sam asked me out, but I told him I had a party.”

“Oh, Suse, you could have gone out with Sam.”

“I didn’t want to be rushed getting back. Besides, it won’t do him any harm to wait.”

“Sam isn’t good at playing games like that.”

“Tough,” Susan murmured. Then, unable to resist, she asked, “Who does he usually date?”

“No one special.”

“He must go out.”

“When he can. His job is demanding. You saw what happened this week—on two hours’ notice, he was working for nearly seventy-two hours straight.”

“So now he’s got the whole weekend off. I can’t believe he’s going to spend it alone.”

Savannah shrugged. “You turned him down.”

“Will he rush off and pick up the next best thing in skirts?”

“I don’t really know.”

Susan looked at her and didn’t like what she saw. Savannah seemed perfectly sincere. “If you were to guess, what would you say?”

“I don’t really know, Susan. Sammy and I are friends, but I don’t keep tabs on what he does.”

“Does he pick up secretaries around the office?”

“I’ve seen him talking with them.”

“Do they talk about him afterward?”

“Not to me.”

“Does he have a reputation for being hot?”

“Hot?” Savannah found the conversation increasingly amusing. “If you’re asking whether he backs secretaries into storage closets and takes them standing up, I doubt it. Sammy has more pride than that.”

“What’s pride got to do with it? The issue is raw, animal lust.”

The words stuck in Savannah’s mind, spawning images of Jared’s body and the rampant desire they’d shared not so long before. There had been pride in it. Then again, they hadn’t made love in a storage closet.

She took an uneven breath. “Sammy strikes me as the kind to savor a woman in the privacy and comfort of his own bed.”

“Where does he live?”

“He just bought a new place on the waterfront.”

“New places on the waterfront are expensive.”

“He’s not a pauper.”

“Cops don’t get paid much.”

“He uses his money wisely.”

That gave Susan something to consider, and in the silence that ensued, Savannah thought about places on the waterfront, then places in town. Again Jared came to mind. She pictured him in her bed, wondered whether he was still sleeping, wondered whether she should have left a note. She’d debated it at the time. But he’d known that she was leaving, had known where she was going. And, anyway, what would she have said?

More than anything, she wondered when she’d see him again.

“You’re looking mellow,” Susan observed.

Savannah darted her a startled look, then turned her eyes back to the window. “Must be this birthday, on top of everything.”

“Mmm.”

“It bothers you, too?”

“I took a good look at my neck the other day. It looks old.”

“If so, it’s the only place on your body that does. You don’t look a day over twenty-six.”

“Where’d you get twenty-six?”

“Anything less doesn’t have enough class.”

Susan smiled. “That’s a novel way of looking at it. Good one, Savvy.” She took a quick breath. “Why were you late this morning?”

Savannah’s heart picked up a beat. She really wanted to tell the truth. Each time she thought of Jared, she bubbled inside. She wanted to share that.

But she didn’t. She knew Susan, knew how Susan felt about Jared’s voice, knew how Susan felt about herself as compared to her twin. One part of her wasn’t completely sure what Susan would do if Savannah told her about Jared, and she didn’t want anything to spoil the day.

Of course, there was still Megan to visit.

Savannah sighed. “I overslept. Everything must have crept up on me.”

“You shouldn’t have gone into the office yesterday. You deserved a day off.”

“No. I’ll deserve a day off when I’ve put away the men who hurt Megan.”

“Not I, Savvy. We. You don’t work in a vacuum there. Isn’t the investigation out of your hands now?”

“In some respects. But I’ll be the one to prosecute, so I want to stay closely involved.”

“You shouldn’t prosecute. You’re too close to the case.”

“I’m the best one to do it.”

“Won’t the defense raise a stink?”

“I’m not a judge. I’m not supposed to be impartial.”

“Still, you can be overzealous.”

“Not me. I know the rules. I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize the case. But the ones I’m worried about are the guys doing the running around now—the state police and the FBI. Sometimes they get overzealous, and if that happens, an important piece of evidence may later be ruled inadmissable. I don’t want that to happen.”

“So you’re keeping your nose in. Have they come up with anything?”

Savannah hadn’t spoken with anyone since the afternoon before, but she was sure she’d have been notified if any leads had come up. “I think,” she said, “that they’re counting on Megan giving them something.”

“Why won’t she?”

“She’s too upset.”

“Maybe her breaking down on the phone with you is a good sign.”

“Lord, I hope so. For her sake. She’s going to have to get it all out before she can heal. The sooner she starts talking, the better.”

When they arrived at the hospital a few minutes later, though, Will told them that Megan hadn’t said much after she’d handed him back the phone, and she’d requested a sedative soon after. She wasn’t sleeping, just quiet.

“Hi, Meggie,” Savannah said softly.

Megan’s eyes fluttered, then opened, but they were heavy.

Susan grinned. “We couldn’t get going until we’d seen you. Either we’re devoted, or we’re nuts.”

Megan looked from one sister to the other, then closed her eyes and whispered, “You’re nuts.”

Savannah wished she’d seen sign of a smile, but there’d been none. “How are you feeling?”

“Tired.”

“Lots of people coming in to visit?”

She opened her eyes. “Can you stop them, Savvy? Tell them to leave me alone? They keep coming and coming and asking questions. I’m so tired of the questions.”

“They’re only trying to help. They want to find the men who did this to you.”

Turning her head away, Megan closed her eyes again. “They won’t find them.”

“Not if they don’t get some help. Can you tell us anything, Meg? There may be something you saw or heard that seems inconsequential to you but may have significance to us. Were they speaking English?”

Without opening her eyes, Megan nodded.

“Did you notice any idiosyncratic speech patterns?”

Megan shook her head.

“Did they sound educated, talk in complete sentences?”

Megan shrugged.

Savannah took a different tack. “Do you have any idea where you were held? Maybe there was some sound, like water or traffic or a banging noise, like machinery?” When there was no response at all, she said, “Did you hear other people talking nearby? That would tell us something.”

Susan scowled. “For God’s sake, Savannah, Megan’s tired of questions. She just said that, now here you go off with a bunch of your own.”

“I’m trying to help.”

“You’re always trying to help, but sometimes the best way to help is to back off.”

“But time is important. We’ve already lost so much.”

“If you’ve already lost so much,” Susan said with deliberate slowness, “it won’t hurt to lose a little more.” She patted the air with one slim-fingered hand. “Take a deep breath, Savvy. Relax.”

“Susan—”

“Shhhh,” Megan whispered. They both looked around to find that her eyes were open and pleading. “Don’t argue.”

“We always argue,” Susan reminded her gently.

“But don’t do it today.”

“Why should today be different?”

“It’s your birthday. You should be celebrating.”

“We’ll celebrate when we’re done arguing. We’re going to Boston.”

Savannah leaned closer to Megan and whispered conspiratorially, “If we smuggle in some clothes, will you come with us? You’ve helped us make it through lots of birthdays. We need you now.”

“Not a bad idea,” Susan decided. “We could use a buffer. You’ve always been that.”

But Megan was shaking her head.

“Not today?” Savannah asked.

“No.”

“Another time?”

Megan shrugged.

“We could go to the island,” Savannah suggested. “The three of us, just like we used to do. Those were fun times, weren’t they, Meggie?”

“We were young and innocent,” Megan said sadly.

“Maybe you two were innocent,” Susan interjected, “but not me. I haven’t been innocent since I was fifteen, and that was before we ever went to the island together.”

“Still, it’d be fun to go back,” Savannah said.

“It would.”

Expectantly they turned to Megan, but she’d turned her head away. They exchanged a look, then Savannah asked softly, “Can we get you anything in Boston?”

Megan shook her head.

“Are you sure?” Susan asked.

Megan nodded.

Savannah covered her hand, which lay limply on the sheet. “Can I stop in again tomorrow?”

“I’m going home tomorrow,” Megan said tonelessly.

“That’s great!”

“Good news!”

Megan didn’t respond to their enthusiasm.

“Then we’ll see you there,” Savannah said. She leaned down and kissed Megan’s cheek. “Take care, y’hear?”

Susan, too, kissed her. Will walked them to the elevator.

“She responds more to you two than to anyone,” he said. “I sometimes wonder why I’m there. I think I make things worse.”

He looked nearly as tortured as he had when Megan had been gone. Savannah ached for him. “She’s been through an ordeal.”

“She’s shutting me out.”

“It’s the nature of the ordeal. She can’t face you.”

“But I’ve told her over and over again that I don’t care. I’ve told her that I love her as much—no, more than I did before. She won’t listen.”

“Just keep saying it. It’ll sink in.”

“No. She’s punishing me. And she’s right. It’s my fault. If the alarm had been working—”

“No, Will,” Savannah said, turning to face him. “You will never know what would or would not have happened if the alarm had been working. It’s done. There’s no point agonizing over that. Megan loves you. She needs to know that you’ll stay by her regardless of what’s gone before. She needs to know that you won’t be put off by her moods.”

“She never used to have moods. She used to be the most even tempered woman in the world.”

Susan came forward. “After what she’s gone through, she has a right to be moody.”

“But she was moody even before the kidnapping. She was worried about—” he waved his hand, “—things. That’s what I’ve done to her.”

Savannah took his hand in both of hers. “She loves you, Will. She loves you. Whatever has happened, you can work it out. Just stick with it.”

Susan looked down at the kid-leather gloves in her hand. “About the business, Will.” She looked up. “I know someone who could help.” When Will started to shake his head, she hurried on. “I understand the position you’re in. Believe me, I know how awful it is to be humiliated in front of people you know. But the man I know works out of New York. I met him through my work with one of the hospitals there, and, if nothing else, he’s discreet. Let me call him. He could come down and talk with you, look over the books, go through the mills. He could give you the kind of advice you need, and he won’t charge you an arm and a leg for it.”

“An arm and a leg is relative.”

“Trust me. You’ll be able to afford his services.”

“How do you know?”

“I know,” Susan said with confidence.

Savannah felt that the question of the fee was better deferred. “You could talk with the man, Will. Once Meggie’s home and you’re both feeling better, you could talk with him and make your own decision.”

“This is my family’s business. I don’t want outside people snooping around.”

“If you go bankrupt,” Susan pointed out, “you may have no choice. You don’t want to go bankrupt, Will. What will come of the family business then?”

Savannah softened the blow. “Just think about it. Okay, Will?”

Though skeptical, he nodded. Savannah and Susan had to be content with that, particularly since the elevator had arrived. With encouraging smiles for Will, they joined the people inside for the trip to the street floor.

Once there, Savannah caught Susan’s arm. “A quick phone call. I’ll be right back.” She hurried to a nearby phone booth, closed the door, and punched out her own number.

The phone rang a full ten times before Jared picked it up.

The sun rose inside Savannah, bringing a smile of relief and pleasure to her face. “I wasn’t sure you’d still be there.”

“I wasn’t sure I should answer. When it rang so many times, I decided that it was either you, in which case I wanted to talk, or someone who wanted you badly, in which case I wanted to know who it was.”

“If it hadn’t been me, who would you have said you were?” she asked, still smiling.

“Your cleaning man.”

“But he comes on Thursdays.”

“Ah. Well, then, I guess he changed days this week. Where are you?”

“Visiting Megan at the hospital. We’re leaving for Boston now.” She paused for the tiniest space of time before turning the question back to him. “Where are you?”

“Where do you think?”

She wasn’t sure if she dared think, but she couldn’t seem to help it. “Still in bed?”

He stretched out a lazy “Ummm. I like your bed. Mind if I stay a little while longer?”

“No. Oh, no. Stay as long as you want.”

“What I want,” he said in a throaty voice, “is to stay until you get back. Any idea when that’ll be?”

“No. We got a late start, and Susan doesn’t have any plans for tonight, so I can’t really leave her alone—”

“I’ll take both of you out.”

“You don’t need to—”

“Of course I don’t need to, but I want to.”

“But I really have no idea when we’ll be back.”

“I’d wait here until whenever.”

“Uh, maybe it’s not such a good idea.”

“You’re afraid I’ll fall for your sister. That’s crazy, Savannah. Do you honestly think that I can look at another woman after what we did this morning? I’m as good as a eunuch.”

Eyes downcast, she thought about that for a minute, then said in a very soft voice, “You don’t sound like a eunuch. Susan’s already in love with your voice. She’ll fall for the rest of you if she gets a look.”

“I wouldn’t parade into a restaurant naked.”

“You wouldn’t have to.”

The compliment rendered him silent for a minute. Then he said, “She’s your sister. You can’t hide me from her forever.”

“I know.” She let out a breath. “I feel guilty.”

He was quickly contrite. “Don’t feel that, babe. It’ll wait. I can meet Susan another time. It’s just that I wanted to see you.”

Savannah smiled again. “Thank you.” She took the telephone cord between her thumb and forefinger. “Jared?”

“Hmmm?”

“This morning was nice.”

“It was, wasn’t it?”

She nodded, then realized that he couldn’t see it. “You made my birthday special.”

“I’m glad.”

“Do you think you’ll sleep most of the day?”

“Nah. Maybe for a couple of hours more, but since you’re not coming back here, I’ll go over and work on my boat. Can I see you tomorrow?”

“I have to work tomorrow.”

“All day?”

“Just about. I have a trial starting on Monday.”

“An interesting one?”

“Uh-huh. Insurance fraud via arson.” She looked up when Susan tapped on the glass door. “I’ve got to run.” Ducking her head, she brought her fingertips to the bridge of her nose. Short of turning her back, it was the only way she could buy a bit of privacy. “Thanks again for the flowers and the … the…”

“Birthday bang?” he filled in so innocently that she had to laugh. “My pleasure. Literally.”

She was floating on air. “I hope so.”

“Believe it.” He paused for an instant. “Can I call you at the office tomorrow?”

“The switchboard’s closed. There’s a private line.” She told him the number. “Got it?”

“Got it. Have fun today, babe.”

“I already have,” she said, smiling softly. “Bye-bye.”


CHAPTER 13

Susan awoke late Sunday morning with a hangover. As hangovers went, it could have been worse, but the headache and its accompanying muzziness were harsh reminders of the party she’d thrown for herself the night before.

Determined to do nothing more strenuous than spend the day in the living room with the newspaper, she managed to shower, pull on a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt, and draw her hair into a wide clip behind one ear. Then she stretched out on the sofa.

It was a good fifteen minutes before she realized she didn’t have the paper. With some effort, she got up and went to the door—only to open it and find Sam Craig standing on her doorstop.

She was not ready for Sam. Shoving the door closed, she turned back toward the living room. Only after she lowered herself to the sofa and gingerly set down her head did she realize that he had followed her in.

She threw an arm over her eyes. “Sorry, but I don’t grant audiences this early in the day.”

Sam tossed the Sunday Journal onto the coffee table. It hit the glass with a clap that made Susan jump, then moan. He understood the problem at once. “Ahhh. We’ve got a hangover. Must have been quite some party.”

“It was,” she droned. “Lots of fun and laughs.”

“And booze.”

“Uh-huh.”

“How’d you get home?”

“I drove. How else would I get home?”

“You could have had some guy drive you. Maybe he’s upstairs right now getting dressed. Was it that kind of night, Susan?”

She rolled to her side, with her back to him, but he simply sat in the space she had unwittingly provided. With a hand on the sofa back and one on its arm, he had her caught. “Was it?”

Susan felt a rush of misery. In its wake, the words spilled out. “No. There was no man. There was no party. I got back here at ten last night and drank all by myself.” She shot an angry look over her shoulder at him, then as quickly closed her eyes against the pain in her head. “Are you satisfied?”

“No,” he said quietly. “I think I’d rather you’d been with people. At least, then you could say that they were the ones who kept your glass filled.”

She put her arm over her eyes. “I didn’t use a glass. I drank straight from the bottle.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t feel like using a glass.”

“Why were you drinking?”

“Because I wanted to.”

“Didn’t you enjoy the day with Savannah?”

“Sure.”

“But you were unhappy when you got back here.”

“Something’s wrong with the Jag.”

“Come on, Susan.” He tugged at her arm, but she kept it firmly in place. “A person doesn’t get drunk over a car.”

“It’s as good a reason as any.”

“Only if you want to ignore the reasons that count.”

Raising her arm only enough to peer up at him, she said, “Another time, Dr. Freud, I’d love to hear your theory.” She dropped the arm back to her eyes. “Right now I’d like silence.”

Sam gave it to her for several minutes, during which time he studied the curve of her ear, the line of her jaw, the slope of her neck. Though she was of good height and ample curves, there was something fragile about her, physically and emotionally. It cried out to him. It made him feel compassionate and passionate. He had seen her at her worst, and she still turned him on.

“Sam?” came the voice beneath the arm, sounding wary now. “You’re too quiet. What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that I’d drink myself to oblivion, too, if I was confined in this mausoleum.”

“Mausoleum? This house is worth one-point-three million on the open market.”

“Let the open market have it. It’s a mausoleum.” He stood and reached down for her, hauling her to her feet.

She tried to wrench her arms free. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Getting you out of here.” He ushered her into the hall. “This house wasn’t made for a single woman. It’s got shadows in every damned corner.” He took her fur from the closet.

She pulled back. “It’s my house. It’s quiet.” Her eyes sharpened on him in accusation. “And it doesn’t manhandle me.”

Draping the coat around her shoulders, Sam pulled the lapels tightly together and backed her to the wall. He pushed one of his thighs between hers, but it was the pressure of his hips that pinned her there. “I won’t manhandle you, Susan,” he said, looking at her mouth. “That wasn’t what I had in mind.”

“I’m not up for this,” she wailed softly.

He met her gaze. “I know. You have a lousy headache. Everything from your neck up feels thick. That’s why you’re coming with me without a fuss.”

Despite her confusion, Susan felt an inkling of interest. “Where to?”

“My place. Once we get there, you can lie down to your heart’s content. I won’t bother you.”

She wasn’t sure if she liked the sound of that. “You’re going to ignore me?”

“No. I’m going to make you some breakfast, then let you sleep.” He plopped a kiss on her cheek, then stepped back. “We’ll decide what you want to do when you’re feeling better.”

At that moment she missed the feel of his weight against her. A bit contrarily, she said, “I always read the paper on Sundays.”

“Fine.” Retracing his steps, he took the paper from the coffee table, then paused. “The whole thing, or just the society section?”

She glared at him, then took the fur from her shoulders, but before she could get it back into the closet he blocked the way. “What are you doing?”

“I’m staying here. I have a headache and being with you won’t help.”

“It’ll help.”

“You get on my nerves.”

“That’s good, isn’t it? If I bored you, we’d be in trouble.”

He had a point. Still, there was a limit, especially to what he had in mind. “You do know that this is absurd, Sam, don’t you?”

“What is?”

“Us.”

“What’s us? We met on a job, and now I’m giving you a hand when you don’t feel well.”

“There’s more.”

“You mean this?” Without a second’s warning, he ducked his head and caught her mouth. His lips were firm and intent, fluidly molding hers to his will.

From the start, Susan had objected to his cocky confidence. He always had an answer for everything and a stubborn will of his own.

Just then, she didn’t think his will was so bad.

When he released her, she was slightly short of breath. “Yes. That.”

“Want another?”

She hadn’t quite recovered from the first. So she shook her head. And that hurt.

“Oooops,” Sam said. He spread her coat around her shoulders, this time waiting until she slid her arms into the sleeves. Then, securing the Sunday paper under his arm, he guided her to the front door.

He drove a sporty Mazda that looked to be no more than a year or two old. “You weren’t chasing after Will in this the other night.”

“I don’t use this for work.”

“You own two cars?”

Pulling out of the driveway, he shot her a look. “Is that so surprising?”

“Yes. You’re a cop. I didn’t think cops earned much money.”

“With overtime, we do just fine. My lifestyle isn’t outrageous. I have money left over for things like cars.”

“And condos on the waterfront?”

He shot her another look. “Who told you about that?”

“Savannah.”

“What else did she tell you?”

“Not much.”

The Mazda’s hum was the extent of the noise for the next few minutes. As the familiar sights of Newport passed from view, Susan felt increasingly uneasy. She knew Newport. Sam Craig and his world were foreign. Yet it seemed important to her that she not make a fool of herself in front of him.

Closing her eyes, she put her head back.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

“Okay.”

“Head still hurt?”

“Uh-huh.”

“You’re not going to throw up all over my car, are you?”

She let him wonder for a minute before she said, “The last time I heard that question, I was in a Testarossa being driven by a man who could as easily have redone the interior of the car as he could have bought a new necktie. He just didn’t want the mess.” She smiled dryly. “You men are all the same.”

“That’s a sexist statement if I’ve ever heard one.”

She shrugged.

“I’d be glad to pull over if you feel sick.”

“I don’t. And I don’t usually get sick. Friday was an aberration.”

“You hold your liquor better on Saturday, Sunday, and Monday?”

“Damn it,” she muttered and swung her head toward him to argue, only to wince at the sharp pain that shot across her forehead. Reversing direction, she turned as far from him as she could within the confines of the car, burrowed into her coat, and concentrated on willing the pain away.

Nothing further was said during the drive to Providence. She put on a pair of sunglasses, and even then she kept her eyes closed against the day’s bright light. She realized that they had reached their destination when Sam stopped the car.

She wasn’t sure what to expect. When Savannah had mentioned a condo on the waterfront, she pictured Drew Wyker’s place in Manhattan. It was an ultramodern high rise, made of steel and glass.

Sam’s place was nothing like that. It was more of a garden apartment, rising only two flights, with glass, but no steel in sight. It was Cape Cod style, with cedar shingles stained gray and sparkling white trim. There looked to be a dozen or so units in the complex.

“New?” Susan asked as Sam guided her to the front door.

“Brand new. I’ve only been here a few months.”

“It has charm.”

Opening the door to a small foyer, he led her directly through to the living room. Seeing the bricked walls, the broad expanse of glass, and the cushiony sofa from which one could view the river, she realized there was charm inside the place, too—charm, if very little furniture.

“Like I said,” Sam explained when he caught her looking around, “I’ve just moved in. I haven’t had much time to order things. And I’m not even sure what to order. I’m not a decorator.” Taking her coat, he gestured toward the sofa. “Please.”

It wasn’t so much his use of that word as the look on his face that touched Susan. She could have sworn that he was uncertain of himself. Cocksure Sam Craig was unsure of himself.

It helped.

Slipping onto the sofa, she eased off her sneakers and curled her legs under her. After a minute of sitting straight, she lowered her head to the sofa’s arm. Behind her, Sam rummaged in the kitchen, but she didn’t have the inclination at that moment to see what he was doing. Nor did she have the inclination to ask for a tour. Her head was still throbbing. Her eyes hurt. Sleep was the easiest, most noble escape.

She awoke some time later to the smell of fresh coffee and the sizzle of bacon. Before she could do more than drop her feet to the floor and sit up, Sam was lowering plates of food to the small area rug that lay between the sofa and the tall window of glass that overlooked the river.

Without a word, he went back to the kitchen, returning this time with a pitcher of orange juice and a stack of dishes, silverware, and glasses. After he arranged everything to his satisfaction, he sat back on his heels.

“Breakfast is served.”

Susan was still feeling groggy. “What time is it?”

He glanced at his slim black watch. It was different from the practical one he had worn when he was working, just as the plaid shirt he now wore was a step up from the old, faded sweatshirt. He still didn’t look conventional; his shirtsleeves were rolled to the elbow and his shirttails hung out over jeans that, while clean, were torn at the knee. But he had obviously made an effort to dress, and, muzzy as she was, she noticed.

“It’s nearly two-thirty,” he told her.

She lifted her chin in acknowledgment, relieved to find that the pain in her head had eased. “This must be brunch, then.”

“Isn’t it a little late for that, too?”

“No,” she said and took the plate he offered. It was filled with an assortment of breakfast goodies. “It’s Sunday. Anything goes.”

“Tell me about Saturday.”

“Coffee first.”

He poured her a cup. Carefully, she set the plate down beside her on the sofa, took the cup, and held it between her hands. She sipped it slowly, savoring its strength. As the caffeine seeped into her system, the fuzzy feeling faded.

Sitting cross-legged on the floor, Sam alternated between eating and watching her. He could hardly believe that she was in his home, and that she had entered it without a condescending quip. Though he adored the place, she was obviously used to far larger and more elaborate surroundings. He didn’t need large, and he didn’t want elaborate.

Nevertheless, Susan added class to the place.

“Saturday,” he prompted, lest he get carried away with his thoughts. “How was it?”

“Fine.” She helped herself to a piece of raisin toast.

“What did you do?”

“Shopped. Had lunch. Went to the exhibit of Dutch landscape painters at the museum. Shopped some more.”

“Did you buy anything?”

She gave him a look that answered him quite well—and adorably, he thought. He grinned. “Tell me.”

“A handbag, two pairs of shoes, a darling silk dress for spring, and a bunch of stuff that was black, intimate, and sexy.”

“Don’t stop there.”

“That’s all I bought.”

“What kind of stuff?”

She took another bite of toast and shrugged. “Silk stockings, garter belts—you know, Sam, personal stuff.”

He could picture it all too well. “When do you wear stuff like that?”

“All the time.”

“Are you serious?” he asked. His voice sounded strange, but there was nothing strange about the bulge in his pants. He had been hard a lot lately.

‘Of course, I’m serious. I like feeling feminine.”

Sam cleared his throat. “What about Savannah? Does she buy silk stockings and garter belts, too?”

Susan stared at him hard. “What’s Savannah got to do with this?”

Her vehemence startled him. “Not much. I was just asking.”

“I thought there wasn’t anything going on between Savannah and you.”

“There isn’t.”

“Then why do you want to know whether she was buying sexy underwear?”

“It was just a thought. Innocent conversation.”

“But why do you have thoughts like that about Savannah?”

“I don’t. I mean, it was just an extension of what you were saying. You and Savannah were shopping together. You bought something sexy. I wondered if she did, too.”

“Does it matter?”

“Of course not!” He sent a helpless glance skyward. “Christ, Susan, you’re making a big deal over nothing. I don’t give a good goddamn what Savannah wears under her clothes, but at the time it was the first thing that came to mind. If you want to go on talking about what you wear to feel sexy, be my guest. If I jump you before you make it to your eggs, it won’t be my fault.”

Susan studied him in silence. Then she said, “You want me?”

“Are you blind, deaf, and dumb?”

Her eyes flashed and she stood so quickly that her plate tottered on the next cushion. “No, I am not blind, deaf, and dumb.” Her arms were straight, her hands in fists by her sides. “Don’t you ever, ever suggest that I’m any one of those things. I may not be as brilliant as my sister Savannah, but I am not stupid.” She stormed to the side of the room, coming to an abrupt halt at the window, where she crossed her arms over her chest and stewed.

Sam was quickly at her side. His voice was a little uneven, but gentle. “My God, Susan, I didn’t mean any harm. It was an expression. I was being facetious. You sat there asking whether I wanted you—do you have any idea how much I do? Do you have any idea what looking at you does to me?” Taking one of her hands, he stroked her fingers open, then put her palm against his fly. It was pure torture. “That’s how much I want you.” He moved her hand to show her the extent of his arousal. “You. No one else, Susan. Just you.”

Susan’s anger had faded with the gentleness of his voice, and with his arousal beneath her palm, she was quickly aroused, herself. Unable to resist, she began touching him on her own, measuring his length, exploring his shape and fullness. He strained against her hand, and for a minute she was tempted to unzip his jeans and feel his bare flesh. But she wasn’t ready to make love. So she slid both hands under his shirt and up his chest.

He gave her a long, deep kiss. When it was done, she was nearly as short of breath as he. Still, she stepped back.

“I’m not an easy lay,” she announced and returned to the sofa.

“Susan…” he warned, still painfully aroused.

“Come have your breakfast, Sam.”

“I had breakfast at five o’clock this morning.”

“Five. What were you doing up at five?” She took in a healthy forkful of scrambled eggs.

“Coming home from work.”

“You worked all night?”

“That’s right.”

“And that,” she said, pointing her fork at him, “is why you and I would never work. I drank myself silly last night waiting for you to break into my house. I have certain needs. A man can’t fill them if he’s never around.”

Sam hadn’t moved. “I’m around now. That’s what this argument’s about. You come over here and I’ll fill your needs real good.”

She put the tines of the fork against her lips and looked at the ceiling. “To paraphrase the great Conway Twitty, I need a man with a slow hand.” She turned the fork toward his plate. “Eat, Sam. Then we’ll see how slow you can be.”

With an agonized moan, Sam did an about-face, hung his head, and wrapped a hand around his neck. “You’re a witch.”

“Mmm. Great bacon. I always burn mine.”

“Why are you being so cruel?”

“I guess I’m still a little hungover.”

Lips thinned, he turned around. “Bullshit. You just enjoy giving me a hard time. It gives you a feeling of power.”

She shrugged. There was no point in denying it.

Sam returned to the rug, poured himself a glass of juice, and drank the whole thing. Then he set down the glass. “So you had a nice time yesterday. I’m glad.”

Susan let her mind wander back to the day before. “It was nice.” After another minute, she added, “Interesting. Savannah was in a really good mood.”

“Isn’t she usually?” he asked, then held up a hand. “Look, you were the one who raised the issue of Savannah, not me. If you don’t want to talk about her, fine, but don’t say things and then expect that I’ll be a good little mummy and stare straight ahead. That’s not my way.”

She realized that. She also realized that she wanted to hear his opinion. “You have my permission to talk about Savannah, and to answer your question, yes, she’s usually in a good mood, but yesterday was different. I can’t quite put my finger on it. We stopped at the hospital to see Megan before we left, and I know that she was a little down about that. Then she made a phone call from the hospital, and that seemed to cheer her up. I think she’s got a guy on the side she’s not telling me about.”

“Not me,” Sam vowed, raising both hands this time. “Not me. I swear it.”

She believed him. “Any idea who it could be?”

Sam shrugged. “Savannah comes into daily contact with lots of men. It could be anyone. Didn’t you ask?”

“Sure, I asked. She said the phone call was to the FBI agent who’s heading Megan’s case. Has anything happened there?”

“Not that I know of, and I’d know.”

“She looked pleased while she was talking with him. Maybe he’s the one. When I asked, she laughed and denied it, but then, when we were shopping, she bought the most incredible teddy.” She arched a brow. “I’m not knocking Savannah’s taste, but it’s usually a little more sedate when it comes to lingerie. Sweet, maybe even lacy, but certainly more sedate than that teddy.”

Sam grinned. “The teddy was real racy?”

Susan didn’t like his enthusiasm. “Why does that please you so?”

His grin vanished. “Why are you so fast to jump to conclusions? I am not interested in Savannah.” He palmed his crotch. “There’s nothing here. Totally soft.”

Susan dropped her eyes to the place he touched. “I wouldn’t say there’s nothing there,” she said, watched and waited for a minute, then added, “or that what’s there is totally soft.”

Gritting his teeth, Sam asked tightly, “Want it now?”

She shook her head.

“Then, ease up, honey. Push me too far, and you’ll get it whether you want it or not.”

His threat excited her. She supposed it had something to do with the fact that she trusted him. She knew he’d never hurt her. And she suspected that whenever he took her, she’d be ready.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

He looked irritably off toward the wall, then dropped his head and shook it slowly. When he looked up again, he wore a sheepish grin. “You are incredible, do you know that?”

“Is incredible good or bad?”

“Only time will tell.” He took a deep breath. “Okay. We still haven’t figured out why you went home and drank last night.”

“I didn’t know we were here to find out.”

“Indirectly, we are. So. Why did you go home and drink?”

“That’s indirect?” When he gave her a warning look, she said, “I told you. I was waiting for you to break in and you didn’t come.”

“You also said that you suspect Savannah has a new man. Does that bother you?”

“Of course not.”

“Are you sure?”

“Sure, I’m sure. Besides, maybe I’m imagining things. Savannah doesn’t have time for involvement with a man. She has a career.”

“Many women have men and careers.”

“But do they handle both well?” Susan asked in a knowing way. “It seems that every time I turn around another article’s being written about the plight of superwoman. Either she’s consumed by guilt that she’s depriving her family of something, or she’s angry that her husband isn’t doing his share, or she’s too tired to make love. A person only has one head; she can only wear one hat.”

Sam popped a rasher of bacon in his mouth whole and talked around it. “That’s an interesting statement.”

“It’s true.”

“On the other hand,” he swallowed and spoke more clearly, “if you were to say that she can only wear one hat at a time, the statement takes on new meaning. Men have to switch hats. I can’t wear my cop’s cap twenty-four hours a day.”

Staring at his complacent expression, Susan had the sinking feeling that she would lose the argument if she pursued it. So she decided a small detour was in order, particularly since he’d raised an interesting point. “I can’t picture you wearing any kind of cap,” she said and held out her coffee cup for a refill. “Why do you wear your hair so long?”

He poured the coffee. “I like it this way.”

“Wouldn’t short hair be easier to care for?”

He shrugged. “I have easy hair. Towel dry, and that’s it.”

“I’d think your superiors would prefer something more traditional.”

“Nope. I don’t look like a cop. Makes things better for undercover work.”

“Do you do much of that?”

“As much as I can. It’s interesting.”

“And dangerous.”

“Sometimes yes, sometimes no. What’s wrong with your car?”

Susan had no idea what her car had to do with the discussion, and her look told him so.

“You said something was wrong with it,” he explained patiently, “and I know just the person to fix it. Name’s Matty Stavanovich. He has the slickest fingers east of the Mississippi.”

“Is he an authorized Jaguar repairman?” she asked archly.

Sam laughed.

“What’s so funny? It’s a legitimate question.”

“But the way you said it. There are times when you forget who you are and where you’re from, and you say things that are totally uninhibited. Then there are other times when your breeding takes over. That was one of those times. You sounded like the very proper, very wealthy Newport matron.”

Susan wasn’t sure if he was making fun of her or not. “There’s nothing wrong with breeding. Maybe if you had a little more of it, you’d be better off in the world.”

“There are many kinds of breeding, Miss Susan. I’ve had breeding, just a different kind from you.”

“Oh?” She dared him. “Tell me about your breeding.”

To her surprise, he did just that. “I grew up in western Pennsylvania in a home that was nearly as Catholic as the Vatican. My parents were devout. They believed that there were certain ways to live and certain ways to think, and they taught me each of those ways, then had me live and breathe them until the day I graduated from high school.” He paused. “Wouldn’t you say that’s breeding?”

Susan’s eyes went wide for a minute. “I guess I’d have to. But what happened when you graduated from high school?”

“I left home.”

“Left? Just went away?”

“Went to college, actually, but I never went home again. I won a scholarship and got a small loan from an uncle, but otherwise I was on my own. My parents didn’t want anything to do with me.”

Susan didn’t understand. “But why? What had you done that was so awful?”

“I was their only son. I was supposed to be a priest.”

“Oh my.”

“When I told them that that wasn’t what I wanted in life,” he made a cutting motion with his hand across his neck, “that was it. I was as good as dead.”

Susan was stunned. “How can religious people do that?”

“Most can’t. Some, like my parents, are fanatics. They let their beliefs insulate them from the rest of the world. In the name of those beliefs, they commit a multitude of sins.”

Though he was sitting and speaking very calmly, the look on his face was anything but. Deep inside, he was hurt. And perhaps angry. Susan knew she would be. She wondered what Thanksgiving dinners were like at the Craig home.

“How is it when you see them now?”

“I don’t see them. I told you. In their eyes, I’m dead.”

“Still?”

“Still.”

It sounded so stark, so final. Susan cast about for something to soften the situation. “You said you were their only son. Do you have any sisters?”

“One. But she’s their daughter. She won’t see me either.”

“She won’t see you? She’s an adult and she goes along with that insanity?”

Sam had asked himself the same questions dozens of times. “She’s afraid of my dad, I guess. She’s seen what he’s capable of. She doesn’t want to be excommunicated, and in some respects, I can see her point. She’s three years younger than me. When all this first happened, she was in no position to go against dad’s dictum.”

“She’s a lot older now. She must have some resources of her own. She could call you on the phone, arrange to meet you somewhere.”

“Not really. She married a guy from home. From what I hear, he’s out of the same mold as Dad. They don’t have much money, and they have a baby girl. Time is as tight for her now as money.”

“A baby?” That made things even worse. “You have a niece you’ve never seen?”

Sam clearly did not like the direction the conversation was taking. “Yes, I have a niece I’ve never seen, and it hurts. I’ve tried to send her gifts but they were all returned unopened. She’s five, not much of a baby anymore, and doing just fine without me.” He held up the pitcher of orange juice.

Susan declined the offer. She was having trouble conceiving of going through life totally alone. “You must have other relatives. What about the uncle who loaned you money when you started college?”

“He died four years ago, and there’s no one else worth seeing. Don’t look so stricken, Susan. I have plenty of friends. And I love my work.”

But Susan was trying to imagine what it would be like to sever oneself, or be severed from one’s roots. The very thought made her feel wobbly. While her father was far from attentive, she had aunts and uncles and cousins. And she had Savannah. Despite all the times in her life when she had resented that, at the moment it was reassuring.

“Easter’s coming up,” she said on impulse. “You can celebrate it with me.”

Sam got to his feet. “The beauty of my job,” he said, producing a grin, “is that I often get to work through things like Christmas and Easter and the Fourth of July.” He held out a hand. “Want to take a walk? It’s peaceful out on the pier.”

Without a second thought, Susan put her hand in his. A short time later, they were sitting side by side on the end of the small wooden dock. Susan was wrapped in her fur, Sam in a pea jacket. For a time they said nothing, but simply listened to the rush of the river. Sam was right. The spot was peaceful.

But Susan couldn’t stop thinking about what he had said. Peering at him over her collar, she asked, “Do you really like your work?”

“Yes, I really like my work. That’s not to say that I want to do it forever. There are other things out there that interest me, too.”

“Like?”

“Law. I’d like to be doing what your sister is.”

“So, go to law school.”

He tossed a splinter of wood into the wind. “Someday I will.”

“Why not now?”

“Because I’m not ready.”

“If it’s a matter of money—”

“It’s not. I’m just not ready. Who knows? Maybe I never will be.”

Susan stared at him. “How can you not be ready for something that would better your life?”

“I don’t know that it would better my life.”

“Of course it would. You’d be a lawyer. You’d have a profession. You’d be earning twice as much money as you are now, and you’d have the potential for earning even more.”

“Money isn’t everything.”

“It sure comes close.”

He eyed her head-on. “You’ve got bundles of the stuff. I don’t see that you’re so happy with your life.”

“I’m happy.”

His eyes chided her.

“Okay,” she conceded, “so I’ve been going through a rough spell. But it’ll pass.”

“Only if you make it pass, Susan. Burying the misery in a bottle will only make things worse. You have to find out what’s wrong with your life and take steps to correct it. Do you miss Dirk that much?”

“I don’t miss Dirk at all. I haven’t missed him since he left.”

“Then you’re lonely.”

“I’m not lonely. I have plenty of friends waiting to do things whenever I want. I could have gone out last night if I hadn’t made the mistake of deciding to wait for you to come.” She got to her feet. “That was a big mistake.” She started back toward Sam’s door.

He caught up with her in a second, easily matching her strides. “Why did you wait? I asked you out, and you turned me down. Forget the fact that I was called in to work. Did you think I had so little pride that I’d take the risk of getting shot down twice on the same day?”

“I thought you wanted me,” she said with her chin tipped up. “I guess I was wrong.”

“I do want you.”

“Strange way you have of showing it.”

Sam stopped in his tracks, grabbed handfuls of his hair and gave a loud growl of frustration. In the next instant, he captured Susan’s hand, surging ahead with her in tow. She tried to pull back, but she might as well have been handcuffed to him. He didn’t let up until he’d climbed the steps to the small deck off the kitchen and gone inside. Then he backed her into a corner, no more than a foot from the door. With the weight of his body immobilizing hers, he held her face in his hands and kissed her with every bit of the hunger she’d accused him of lacking.

“Once too often,” he growled into her mouth. “You’ve goaded me once too often.”

She tried to talk back, but he wouldn’t allow it. His mouth dominated hers, rendering any sound she tried to make little more than a moan.

Controlling her head with his kiss, he gave free reign to his hands. They slid down her neck, rolled around and over her breasts, and continued downward. With every touch, she burned hotter. She tried to stop him, tried to divert him, to regain a drop of the control she had so totally lost, but he was relentless in his quest. Before she could begin to adjust, his hands were in her sweatpants.

She wrenched her mouth free for a breath. “Sam!”

“Too late!” He caught her chin in one hand and recaptured her mouth at the same time that his fingers found the spot between her legs that was already wet with wanting him.

She moaned again when he stroked her more deeply. It was happening too fast. She had the dreadful fear of his possession being over before she’d been able to enjoy it.

“Wait,” she gasped. “Give me a minute.”

“Too late,” he repeated, and in the echo of his words came the rasp of his zipper.

She tried to capture his wrists, but he was too strong and he moved erratically as he worked himself free of his pants and pushed hers past her knees. When those same knees threatened to give way, she clutched his shoulders. In the next breath, his hands were on the backs of her thighs, spreading her legs and lifting her.

“Sam,” she whispered frantically. “Sam.” Her back hit the wall with the force of his thrust, and then he was inside, filling her to the limit, and she struggled to catch her breath.

Sam swore softly. His eyes were closed, his face buried in her hair. “Susan,” he whispered roughly, “Holy Mother…” He withdrew, then surged back, withdrew and surged back.

With a choked cry, Susan erupted into a powerful climax. She was still in its hold when, stroking her twice more, he came himself. His whole body stiffened. His breath was suspended in his lungs. He let it out slowly in a series of quiet gasps.

For a long time, neither of them moved. Neither spoke. They simply breathed and recovered and tried to figure out ways to repeat what they’d just been through.

Susan had never had as satisfying a climax. She wondered whether it was the novelty of Sam, or the fact that he was so different from the other men she’d known, or that he had taken her with a bit of force and a lot of conviction. One thing she had to say for him, he didn’t waffle.

Forehead against his shoulder, she smiled.

He felt it. “What?”

“Savannah thought you were the type to want privacy and the comfort of a bed.” She shot an amused glance toward the door, mere inches from her arm. “Guess she was wrong.” Still smiling, she drew back her head and caught his gaze. “So much for a slow hand.”

Beneath a damp forehead, Sam’s eyes sparkled. “You want a slow hand? I’ll give you a slow hand.” Cupping her bottom he held her to him and began to shuffle through the kitchen toward the stairs.

“You’re going to trip, Sam.”

“No, I’m not.”

“Your pants are around your knees.”

“So are yours.”

“Mine are lower, and I’m not the one trying to walk.”

“I can make it.”

“On the stairs?”

“Sure.”

He tripped on the very first one, swore, and finally managed to set her upright on the third step. Hopping from one foot to the other, he got rid of his sneakers, jeans and briefs, then tore off his pea jacket and whipped his shirt over his head without bothering with the buttons.

Stunned by the sight of him naked, Susan couldn’t say a word when he started in on her own sneakers and pants. He tossed her fur aside as haphazardly as he had his coat, and she didn’t make a sound. She nearly protested when he tugged her sweatshirt over her head, but only because for that short period of time he was out of her sight. With her sweatshirt gone, he unhooked her bra and peeled it back. Then, lowering his head, he began to hungrily devour her breasts.

They made love for the second time on the stairs. While it wasn’t as fast as the first time had been, it was nowhere near the slow savoring Susan had wanted. That came the third time, on the king-sized bed that was the sole piece of furniture in Sam’s bedroom. And by the time they were done, Susan was in such a state of divine exhaustion that she couldn’t have raised a glass to her lips if she tried.


CHAPTER 14

“That was Randy Travis, I’m Jared Snow, and you’re in cool country, 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. Right now it’s twelve-forty, that’s twenty minutes before one on another Monday night in March. If you’re lookin’ for the best of the best country sounds, you’ve come to the right place. Before the clock chimes the hour, I’ll be kickin’ up a new one from Sawyer Brown, an oldie from Linda Ronstadt, and a duet from Crystal Gayle and Gary Morris that’ll get you in the mood for love. So refill that coffee cup, curl up, and listen in to 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, and me.” His voice went lower and more sandy. “Put down your pencil, darlin’, and take a break. That’s the word from Jared Snow in the heart of the night.…

The music rose to swallow his sexy purr, but its memory lingered for a long time within Savannah, and while it did, she put down her pencil, folded up her legs, and wrapped her arms around her knees. Listening to Jared on the radio was a sweet torture, yet she wouldn’t have turned him off for the world. For months he had made her nights a little less dark. Now he made her days brighter, too.

Though she hadn’t seen him since she’d left him in her bed on Saturday morning, they had talked on the phone many times. He knew she was on a trial, and he seemed to understand the demands that brought. So he called her for two minutes here, two minutes there.

She couldn’t have told him how much those calls meant to her if she’d tried. She wasn’t sure if she understood it herself. To have become so quickly dependent on him was a little frightening.

Even more frightening was the frustration she felt at having to settle for phone calls. She wanted to be with him again, lie with him again. Of course, he worked while she slept, and he slept while she worked. It was not the most convenient arrangement.

With a deep sigh, she unfolded her legs, took up her pencil, and edited several thoughts she had jotted down earlier. The trial had gotten off to a good start that morning, with the jury impaneled by noon and the opening arguments heard that afternoon.

She was lucky that she had worked on Sunday and come prepared.

She wasn’t wild about opening arguments. They were tough for a prosecutor. She could give her all, only to have the defense stand up and dramatically refute it. Whereas in the course of a trial there were various tactics she could use to call time-out if she felt the momentum was against her, she was helpless during opening arguments. She had to sit quietly through to the end, when she could finally launch into her case.

Closing arguments were easier, since the prosecution went last. Unless the judge chose to give a particularly long-winded set of instructions to the jury, the prosecutor’s words were the freshest in their minds when they began to deliberate. That didn’t mean she always won her case, but it did give her a psychological edge.

Any edge she could get would be a help on this case. There were three defendants with, all told, twenty-six counts against them. A large part of her job was going to be making sure that the jury didn’t get confused, and in that respect, she had her work cut out for her.

Sucking in a deep breath, she put herself to the task. Over the next hour, she reviewed the testimony of each of Tuesday’s witnesses, as she had prepared them in the days and weeks before. When she was satisfied that she’d be able to lead them through direct examination without pause, she tossed down her pencil, turned sideways on the desk chair, draped an arm over its back, and thought of Jared. Instantly, the tension that had held her body in its grip while she worked eased, giving way to a soothing warmth.

She didn’t know when she would see him again, but she knew she would. Not that she was looking far down the road. A week, a month, two months—as long as their relationship lasted, she would enjoy it. She wouldn’t get caught by great expectations that fell flat.

“It’s ten before two,” he told her in a low, lazy drawl, “and I’m glad you’re still with me. We’re not missin’ a thing being inside, since there’s no moon in sight. CIC weather calls for cloudy skies lingering through the overnight into morning, then burning off by noon, with temperatures climbing to the upper fifties. Not bad for March. But then, nothing’s ever bad here at 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, where we’re serving up a little country in the city all day, every day. Right now, I’m kickin’ around with the Oak Ridge Boys. Jared Snow in the heart of the night, stay with me.…”

Savannah’s eyes were closed, her expression soft, her chin tilted up just a tiny bit, as if she were awaiting a kiss. When Jared’s voice gave way to four-part harmony, her eyes opened with a start.

Standing abruptly, she packed her briefcase for the morning, hurried into the bedroom, undressed, and climbed into bed. There she lay curled on her side with a pillow hugged close and tried not to think about the ache deep inside her. It was only when Jared came on the air again and assured her that he would be there until six that she managed to relax and fall asleep.

*   *   *

“Don’t touch that dial. You’re tuned to cool country, 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. I’m Jared Snow, and it’s one-oh-four on a starlit Tuesday night. If you caught the PC game, you’re probably celebrating along with the Friars. If you didn’t catch the game, you’d better know we made the finals, ’cause it’s gonna to be all over the papers come morning.” Susan imagined him smiling as he said, “Good goin’, guys.” The smile lingered, but the voice got back to serious seduction. “Here at CIC Providence, I’m kickin’ off five in a row with Anne Murray, who’s singin’ us all a love song. At 95.3 FM, this is Jared Snow in the heart of the night. Listen and love.…”

Susan sat stock still in the echo of his voice. Too soon Anne Murray took over, but Anne Murray wasn’t half as exciting as Jared Snow. The man had come to take on a new identity since Sunday. His voice was as divine as ever, and he still stood for power and prestige, but when she pictured him now, he had the face and body of Sam Craig.

Absently, she jiggled the glass she held. In the past months, the clink of ice cubes had come to be a reassuring sound, and since she had only had two drinks all night and wasn’t even high, the reassurance registered.

Sam was working. He’d been on duty since noon on Monday, which meant that she hadn’t seen him since he’d dropped her back at Newport a short hour before that. How he could work, she didn’t know. They hadn’t slept for more than two hours at a stretch on Sunday night, and between stretches there had been a most delightful and exhausting activity.

With a feline grin, she took a sip of her drink and slipped a little lower against the bedpillows.

Sam Craig was a gem. He had done things to her that no man had ever done—and she had done things back that were just as shocking to her. She and Sam fought. They could rile each other at the snap of a finger. But they were red-hot in bed.

Her grin remained as she recalled her thoughts of the week before. Oh yes, the bulge in Sam’s jeans lived up to its promise, so much so that she wasn’t dumping him so fast. Her relationship with him could never last—he just wasn’t in her class—but while it did, she planned to enjoy it. Men with the raw, animal hunger, not to mention the stamina of a Sam Craig didn’t come along often.

Poor Savannah, she thought. So innocent. She had no idea what she was missing, and Susan did believe, at last, that Savvy was missing a lot. There had never been anything between Savvy and Sam. She couldn’t possibly have been so blasé about him if there had been. Sam was the type to be remembered with a blush and a sigh.

Susan blushed. And sighed. She looked down at the magazine on her lap. While he worked, she was going to decorate his house. He didn’t know it yet, of course, but he wouldn’t object. He couldn’t object. She was experienced at decorating, and she had impeccable taste. It would give her something to do. It would give her an excuse not to have lunch with Julie Devore on Thursday or play cards at Monica Lang’s on Friday. And it would put to good use the months of Architectural Digest that were gathering dust in the magazine rack in the powder room.

Taking a slow sip of scotch, she studied the issue that lay open on her lap. Sam’s place should be clean and modern. She wouldn’t crowd it with furniture, or with artwork. Dennis Becker would be the decorator to use for an entree to the best stores in New York. Dennis was a friend. He would help her plan everything out, then she would show Sam the plans. He would be hooked.

Anne Murray segued into Alabama’s latest. Sliding even lower in bed, Susan balanced the glass on the magazine on her stomach and folded her hands below it.

Life was looking up.

*   *   *

Megan looked down at her fingernails, then curled her hands into balls so that she couldn’t see what remained of nails that had once been finely shaped and polished. In the course of the last two weeks, she had systematically chipped away at the polish, then bitten away at the nails. They looked like she’d clawed her way out of a tomb of dirt and rock, but she couldn’t seem to stop. She needed an outlet for the anguish she felt inside.

She needed a manicure. But that was out of the question now. Most everything she had hoped for was out of the question now. Even Will seemed beyond her grasp—not because he wanted it that way, but because she did. She couldn’t face him and expect his respect, not after the way she’d bungled things.

He was so good. Too good. His sole fault was in falling in love with a loser.

“That was Ricky Van Shelton with ‘Life Turned Her That Way,’” came the slow, deep voice from the radio nearby. “Jared Snow, here, wrapping up a long Wednesday, opening up a new Thursday with you. It’s two twenty-five in the A.M. I’ll be playing the coolest of cool country sounds until six, so stay tuned to 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. We’ve got greats like Reba McEntire, Willie Nelson, and Glen Campbell on tap, but first let’s kick in to the sweet harmony of Naomi and Wynonna, the Judds. This is Jared Snow in the heart of the night. Stay cool.…”

Stay cool. Stay cool. Megan closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and willed herself into Jared Snow’s peace. She had missed him, missed these moments of escape. She hadn’t wanted to ask for a radio at the hospital, and before that, well, she could have asked until she was blue in the face and it wouldn’t have done a bit of good.

They were animals, the two of them. Animals.

Deliberately she unclenched her teeth and forced herself to take another deep breath.

She was healing. The bruises on her body had turned a sickly yellow, but at least she wasn’t as sore. The hot baths helped. She’d been taking three or four a day since she’d come home. She doubted she’d ever quite feel clean again, but the baths were soothing.

And Will had had the jacuzzi fixed. He was so good.

Slowly she opened her eyes to the ledgers that lay open on the desk before her. As good as Will was, he was still a lousy entrepreneur. She didn’t know what to do with the mess of his books now, any more than she had before.

At least then she had had a solution in sight.

The prospects of that looked dim now. She had every intention of going along with the original plan, but she would bet her diamond wedding band that she would end up with nothing.

The bastards.

Especially him. She couldn’t believe his arrogance. He thought he was so smart, when in fact he was nothing more than a lying, cheating fool. His mistake, she decided, was in underestimating her. Somewhere along the line, he decided that she was a not-so-bright, spineless woman, and in all fairness, perhaps she had given him reason to think that. But he was in for a surprise. She’d show him who had the brains.

Savannah would be pleased.

*   *   *

Jared sat in Savannah’s office at four-thirty on Thursday, waiting for her to return from court. He shouldn’t have come, he knew. She needed space. But Saturday morning seemed light years away. He had begun to wonder whether he had imagined it. Talking on the phone was too short, too distant. He had to see her.

Sprawled in the chair with his jaw propped on a fist, he stared at the open doorway and willed Savannah to come through. Court ended at four; Janie told him that she was usually back in the office soon after, though she often ran out again after that. He hoped this wasn’t one of the days when she did the running before the returning.

By four forty-five, he was sitting straighter in the chair, wondering what in the hell he was doing. He had been married to a lady lawyer. He had spent five lousy years waiting for Elise to be there when he needed her. It had been a brutal experience.

What he was feeling at that moment, though, was brutal in a different way. Instead of anger and humiliation, he felt loneliness, frustration, and worry. He figured that either he had become a masochist as he aged, or he was just plain crazy.

Then Savannah came through the door, and it all made sense. The intense concentration on her downcast face, her abrupt halt, and the rise of her eyes to his, the brightening of her features, the dawning smile. He stood but didn’t say a word. His Adam’s apple felt twice its normal size.

Savannah closed the door behind her and came forward. Softly, she said, “This is the nicest thing that’s happened today.”

He swallowed hard, and even then his voice sounded thick. “It’s been a tough one?”

She nodded. “One of my witnesses flubbed up. I doubt the jury will put much stock in his testimony.”

“Is his testimony crucial?”

“Not crucial, but important.”

“I’m sorry.”

Unable to take anything too seriously when she was feeling suddenly light-hearted, she tossed off a mischievous grin. “It’s okay. I’ll just make the rest of my case brilliant enough to compensate.”

“I’m sure you will,” he said without the mischief. “I almost came to watch you in court.”

Her grin widened into another smile. “Why didn’t you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I thought I’d make you nervous.”

“I was already nervous.”

“I can’t believe that.”

She nodded with deliberate slowness. “You couldn’t have hurt.”

“I was worried I’d stick out like a sore thumb.”

Savannah couldn’t imagine him doing that. If anything, he’d make everyone else look like sore thumbs. But she got his point. “You don’t like attracting attention, do you?”

“No. I’d rather keep a low profile.”

“You take big chances every time you walk in here, y’know,” she teased softly.

“Some chances are worth taking.” Sliding the straps of her briefcase from her shoulder, he tossed the briefcase to the chair he’d just left. “I think I’d like a hug now.” Slipping his arms around her, he held her tightly to him.

Feeling a stunning sense of homecoming, Savannah wrapped her arms around his neck, closed her eyes and sighed at the relief of it all.

Jared made a low, throaty sound. He tucked her even closer, loving the crush of her body against his. “You smell so good,” he whispered into her hair.

“Can’t,” she whispered back. “Too long a day.”

“You do. Of flowers and woman and court.”

She breathed a giddy laugh. “Musty?”

“Just a little. With the other two, it’s mighty potent.”

“So are you.”

“Musty?”

“Potent.”

With the slightest dip of his knees, he lifted her higher against him. He gave a low groan, his mouth by her ear. “I’ve missed you.”

“Me, too.”

“Phone calls don’t do it.”

“I know.”

He swayed from side to side, and while the motion was gentle, there was a fierceness to his grip. “I’ve tried to stay away, Savannah. I know how busy you are.”

“It’s been an endless week. I’m glad you came.”

Setting her down a bit, he raised his head. For a minute he did nothing more than take in the look on her face. Then he covered her mouth with his.

The knowledge came almost instantaneously. He didn’t need to stroke her lips softly or open them wider or fill her mouth with his tongue, though he did all those things because his hunger was so great. The instant he kissed her he knew.

The feeling was there, all of it, the heat, the need, the desire. It was as hot and sweet and desperate as it had been on Saturday morning, and as uncontrollable. From a simple kiss came far-ranging cries. The promise of heaven hovered.

“Is there a lock on that door?” he whispered against her lips. The urgency in his voice was that of his body, and it mirrored hers.

“Yes, but we can’t—”

“—do it here?” His mouth was open on her neck. He felt her fingers clutching his hair, and the stinging drove him higher. “Sure we can.”

Savannah’s insides were buzzing, she wanted him so badly. “But this is my office.”

He spoke quickly. “We could use the desk, or the chair, or the rug—the rug—we could use the rug.” Cupping her bottom, he ground her hips to his. “The rug—I won’t hurt you—you could get on top.”

“Jared, my God,” she whispered brokenly, then wailed softly, “I can’t. I can’t. I have a witness waiting for me in the conference room.”

Jared went utterly still for a minute, then groaned. A small voice in a distant corner of his mind told him he had been through this before, but a louder voice was quick to refute it. He had never wanted Elise this way. Never.

“I’m sorry,” Savannah said. Her eyes held even a deeper apology, and her hands moved gently in his hair to atone for the discomfort they’d caused. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He caressed her cheek, brushed his thumb over her lower lip. “When, then?”

“The weekend?”

“I can’t wait that long.”

“Tomorrow night?”

“Tonight.”

It sounded wonderful. “But I have to work. My most important witness takes the stand tomorrow.”

“We can make it late.”

“But you work then.”

“We can work around my work. Come to the station as soon as you’re free.”

“It may not be until ten-thirty or eleven.”

“That’s okay. Take a cab, and bring an overnight bag with you. I’ll drop you at work in the morning.”

“Uh, I’ll need a little sleep somewhere along the way.”

“You can sleep in my bed.”

“You have a bed at the station?”

He grinned. “A biggie. I live there. The second and third floors are mine.” Putting a finger under her chin, he closed her mouth. “I have to sleep sometimes myself. Where did you think I lived?”

“I don’t know—I didn’t—you talked about your boat.”

“April to November. It’s only March.”

“Of course.”

He chuckled. “Of course.” He kissed her again, careful to keep it light this time. When he raised his head, he put his hands safely on her shoulders. “I’ll see you tonight, then?”

“I’ll try.”

“Try isn’t good enough.”

“I’ll make it. I just don’t know what time.”

“That’s okay, as long as I know you’re coming.”

“I’ll come.”

Dipping his head, Jared touched his lips to hers a final time, but he did it so lightly and with such sweet promise that, without thinking, she opened her mouth for more. He ran the tip of his tongue over her lips, then her teeth, then pulled back.

“I’ll be waiting,” he said in a husky tone that was more intimate than any he used on the air. Then he left.

For the duration of the afternoon and evening, Savannah held the memory of that intimate tone inside her. She thought of it often, and each time she did, she grew warm. At one point, Arnie even asked if she was feeling all right.

“You look a little—I don’t know—flushed.”

“I’m fine,” she said, adding a new blush to what he’d already seen. She tried to keep her mind on track, particularly after that, but she couldn’t get through the evening fast enough.

Unfortunately, when she was on trial, her out-of-court hours had to be used not only for preparing the next day’s agenda, but taking care of matters relating to other cases she was handling. It wasn’t until eleven-thirty, when she was nearly frantic to get away, that she finally managed to escape.

As Jared had suggested, she took a cab, and it was a good thing. If she’d driven, she’d surely have been stopped for speeding, or running a stop sign, or driving up a curb. She felt impatient and eager, more so than she had ever been for a date in her life.

Not that this was just a date like any other. She had never done what she was doing now.

When she rang the bell at the large Victorian house, Jared answered the door. He wore the same sweater and slacks he’d had on earlier. As clothing went, the outfit was tame. There was nothing tame about the look in his eye.

Without a word, he framed her face with his hands and gave her a long and thorough kiss. That was all it took for the level of desire to soar to where it had been that afternoon. Grabbing her hand, he made for the front stairs. She had to trot to keep up, particularly when he began taking the stairs two at a time, but she didn’t mind. She was brimming with the same excitement, the same impatience and need.

He didn’t stop at the first landing, but continued on up a second flight of stairs. At the top of that was a single door, opening into a single, large room. In most Victorian homes, it would have been the attic. In this one, it was Jared’s suite.

Savannah had neither the time nor the inclination just then to explore it. Having kicked the door shut, Jared was kissing her again, and while he did that, he was taking off whatever of her clothes he could.

She helped him. Only when she was naked did they turn their joint attention to his sweater and slacks—at least, she thought their attention was mutual, but he kept interrupting the task to touch her, to stroke her breasts or brush her nipples or splay his hand on her stomach and lower. And each time he touched her, she lost track of what she was doing. She had to struggle to focus again when he resumed the task himself.

It seemed forever until he was nude, but that was forgotten the instant their bodies touched. Foreplay was unnecessary. Jared was hard, and Savannah was wet. Neither of them had the presence of mind to do anything but complete the joining they had been thinking about since that afternoon.

Crossing her ankles at the small of his back, Savannah arched into his thrusts. They came hard and fast, seeming to defy the limits of her body with their depth. Spontaneously, she lifted her head and scraped his nipple with her teeth. His reaction was every bit as spontaneous and feral. She cried out, then sucked back the same breath with the stunning force of her release. Seconds later, Jared surged into a breathtaking climax of his own.

“Jesus,” he breathed between gasps as he sank down on top of her seconds later. “Jeeesus.”

Unable to help herself, and as breathless as he, she laughed. “You’re incredible!”

“Look who’s talking. I open my front door and you attack me.”

“Me?”

He didn’t allow her to argue, but kissed her silent, then rolled over and drew her to his side. For several minutes, neither of them spoke. Slowly, their breathing returned to normal.

Then Jared, who was usually restrained regarding his feelings toward women, blurted out, “I can’t believe you’re here.”

“I’m not quite sure what here is.” Lifting her head from his chest, Savannah looked around. The room was done in navy and cream, very sleek, very modern, very masculine. “Nice. I like the skylights.”

“Me, too. Not great for sleeping, though. Do you know what it’s like to have sun pouring in through the skylights in the middle of what’s supposed to be your night?”

She looked at him, caught the twinkle in his eyes. “Poor baby.”

“No sympathy?”

She shook her head. “That’s what you get for working at night. Why do you do it, anyway?”

“I like it. It’s quiet, peaceful. Usually the worst DJs or the newest are stuck with it. I chose it.”

Given the fact that, as owner, he could choose any shift he wanted, Savannah had to admit that he wasn’t simply making light of a bad situation. “I wish you didn’t have it tonight.”

“It won’t be a problem.”

“If you’re down there, you can’t be up here.”

“So you’ll come down there.”

Levering herself up, she looked at him seriously. “I’m on trial. I may not need much sleep, but I do need some. Especially now.”

“You’ll get as much as you want. You can stay with me until you get tired, then come back up here. I’ll join you at six.”

“Just when I’ll be getting up. I have to be in the office by seven-thirty tomorrow morning.”

Jared didn’t particularly like the sound of that, but at least he would be able to watch her dress. Then he frowned and shot a glance at the door. “Where’s your bag?”

“I didn’t bring one,” she said, feeling vaguely foolish. “I came straight from the office.” She scowled, wanting to blame Jared but fearing the fault was her own. “I was in such a rush to get over here that I couldn’t stop home.”

“Are you sorry?”

“It would have been more convenient if I’d had my things.”

That wasn’t what worried him. “Are you sorry about the rush—the urgency?”

Savannah didn’t have to think about it for long. The scowl vanished, her features softened. “No,” she said. She kissed his chest, then did it again because his skin smelled so good. Then she propped her chin on a hand there and met his gaze. “The urgency’s a little scary. I’ve never felt anything like it before. But it feels good. I’m not sorry.”

“Good,” he said hoarsely. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Good. Because I’m not. And I’ve never felt it before either, Savannah. You know that, don’t you?”

Just as she nodded, the telephone rang. Jared glanced at the nightstand clock. “Shit.” Reaching across her, he picked up the phone. “Two minutes,” he told Melissa without so much as a hello.

“That’s about all you’ve got,” Melissa said. “Unless you want me to cover for you for a little while.”

“Don’t offer. I’m apt to take you up on it.”

“Want me to stay?”

He actually considered it for a minute, then said, “Nah. I’ll save it for a time when I’m truly desperate.” He winked at Savannah. “I’ll be down.” In the process of hanging up the phone, he rolled on top of her. “Are you coming down with me?”

Savannah crinkled her nose. “Maybe I should wait till Melissa leaves.”

He gave her a look that said the ruse was pointless. “She knows you’re here.” At Savannah’s frown, he added, “No, she doesn’t know what we’ve been doing, and she didn’t see you come in, so if you show up wearing my clothes, she won’t think twice.”

“She won’t have to,” Savannah muttered.

Lacing his fingers through hers, Jared stretched her arms high over her head. Bearing his upper weight on his elbows, he looked down at her breasts. “I don’t care if she knows,” he said absently. More attentively, he said, “Your breasts are beautiful.” He lowered his head to kiss first one, then the other. Each kiss sent live wires of heat through Savannah, none of which was helped by the stirring press of his loins.

“Jared,” she whispered, wanting him again.

“I have to go.”

“Go quickly—or don’t go at all.”

Kissing her lips, he whispered, “I have to go,” and rolled off her and to his feet. She had to console herself with the fact that he was aroused, something that even a fig leaf couldn’t have hidden just then.

Crossing to a closet, he opened the louver doors and pushed several hangers around until he found what he wanted. He returned to where she was sitting now on the bed and draped a hunter green flannel shirt around her shoulders. “You’ll look fetching,” he said, but he was quickly searching the room.

Savannah watched while he located and pulled on the navy briefs he’d taken off such a short time before. She watched him go back to the closet, take out a pair of jeans, and step into them. She watched him pull his sweater over his head and jam his feet into his worn deck shoes.

By the time he came to her, she was hugging the shirt tightly around her, wondering what a man with Jared’s sex appeal saw in a woman who had bought an extraordinarily sexy teddy and didn’t dare put it on.

Setting a fist on either side of her, Jared brought his face close to hers. “Coming down?” he asked in the soft, sandy voice that sent tingles along her spine.

She gave a quick nod. “In a minute.” She touched her hair, which was a mess of escaped tendrils around a spindly knot. “I want to fix myself up.”

“Don’t fix too much. I like you this way.”

She made a face in disbelief.

“I like you this way,” he insisted, with greater feeling this time. He kissed her gently. “Gotta run. Don’t be long.”

Still hugging the edges of the shirt together, she smiled and shook her head. He strode to the door and looked back at her a final time before heading downstairs.

It was during that last look when her heart warmed and her senses seemed to reach out that Savannah first suspected she was in love.


CHAPTER 15

On Friday morning, Sam took Susan and the Jag to see Matty Stavanovich.

“You never did say whether this Matty was an authorized repairman,” Susan murmured as Sam helped her from the car. While she didn’t want him to laugh at her again, she did want an answer. The Jag was one of her prized possessions. She felt elegant driving it. When she sat behind its wheel, she was on top of the world. Heads turned. She was in command.

She didn’t want just anyone fiddling with her car.

Taking her arm, Sam guided her toward the repair shop’s office. “Matty’s authorized, all right. He also happens to do a damned good job, which is more than I can say for some authorized repairmen.”

“Does he work on your car?”

Sam smirked. “The Mazda’s a little too plebeian for his skills. He’s very selective.”

The office was far neater than she had expected it to be. It was also filled with Beethoven’s Fifth, playing a little too loud for comfort.

Matty Stavanovich was nowhere in sight. That didn’t seem to bother Sam, who proceeded to walk around the small room, scrutinizing everything in sight.

“Where is he?” Susan demanded above the music. She expected service.

Sam turned a desk calendar toward him, flipped back several pages to scan what had been written there for the preceding few weeks, turned the calendar right again. Then he went to the elaborate stereo setup against the wall and lowered the volume. “Give him a minute. He’ll be here.”

Susan watched him nonchalantly thumb through a cluster of papers on the desk. “Are you looking for something?”

“Hmmm?”

“You’re being very nosy. Either you’re looking for something, or you have terrible manners.”

He flashed her a broad smile. Then his gaze slipped beyond her. “Here he comes. The man, himself.”

Susan turned to confront a man who was several inches shorter than she, several pounds lighter, several years older. While his features were average, his skin was sallow, contrasting sharply with dark hair that was thinning on top. He wore overalls that barely camouflaged his slenderness. As grease monkeys went, he was immaculate.

“Well, hello,” he said, eying her with interest. He held out his hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met. My name is Mattias. You are…?”

In an instant, Susan knew she would let him work on her car. He had slender fingers, the fingers of an artist, or a piano player. Between that and Sam’s recommendation, she sensed he would have a way with the Jag.

But the Jag was the only thing she’d let him touch. She didn’t like his voice. And she didn’t like his eyes.

Tucking her hands deeply in the pockets of her jacket, she tossed a helpless glance at Sam, who came to her rescue by leaning in and shaking the hand that had been extended to her.

“This is Mrs. Gardner,” he said. “That’s her red Jag out front. She’s got carburetor problems. I told her that if anyone could fix it, you could.”

With a grin that Susan liked as little as his voice and his eyes, Matty brought his free hand up to clap Sam on the shoulder. “Well, well. Sam Craig. How’ve you been, old friend?”

“Working hard, Matty.”

“I’m sure you are,” Matty drawled. “I haven’t seen you in a while.”

“That’s right. I’ve been out on assignment each time you’ve been brought in. Cranston this time?”

“That’s what they say.”

“And you’re innocent as a babe.”

“Naturally.”

“Innocent as a babe, and as quick-fingered as ever, eh?”

Matty flexed those fingers and shrugged. “I have to stay in shape, now, don’t I?”

Susan knew she was missing something. But she was content to let Sam do the talking. Matty Stavanovich gave her the creeps. The less he looked at her the better.

Sam was walking around the office, studying again—this time the framed certificates on the wall, the piles of papers neatly criss-crossed on top of a file cabinet, an obligatory pinup from the most recent Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue, several snapshots. He pointed to one. “From Cancún, I take it?”

“You’ve done your homework.”

“It’s right there on your calendar, bold as day. A five-day trip to Cancún. Was it a nice one?”

“By all means,” Matty said. “And those were taken at Chichén Itzá. Marvelous Mayan ruins there. I had a private guide. He told me some fascinating things.”

“I’m sure.” With a final glance at the pictures, Sam moved on to the wall calendar beside the phone. “We’ll get you one day,” he said softly, almost absently. “You know that, don’t you?”

“Not at all,” Matty returned pleasantly. “I’m a very careful man. I don’t make mistakes.”

“Everyone makes mistakes,” Sam said as his eye skimmed notations on the calendar. “Somewhere, you’ll slip up. Then we’ll have you.”

Susan was beginning to get the gist of things she didn’t want to know. She wondered exactly where Sam had brought her.

“We’ll see,” Matty hummed at Sam’s prediction. He cupped his chin between thumb and forefinger and looked into the distance. “I may want to retire someday, to settle down, let the state foot my bills. Then again,” he dropped his hand and said whimsically, “I may decide to go abroad. I’ve always fancied retirement in Switzerland.”

“I’ll bet you have,” Sam said, less indulgently now.

Sensing the shift in mood, Matty rubbed his hands together. “But that’s a long way off, and right now I have a job to do. I’m flattered that you’re sending me work.” He turned to Susan with a smile that again grated on her. “I take it you have a ride home?”

“She does,” Sam answered possessively.

Matty nodded. With a smooth, catlike walk, he went behind the desk and took a work-order form from the drawer. Sam gave him the information he needed, and Susan was happy to let him do it. She was even happier when they left.

“What was going on there?” she asked as soon as they’d hit the fresh air.

“Where?”

“There. What was all that between you and him?”

Sam opened the Mazda’s door for her. “Just a little good-natured kidding.”

She waited until he slid behind the wheel to confront him. “Good-natured kidding, my foot. Neither one of you was kidding. Is that man an authorized repairman, or is he a crook?”

“Don’t worry. He’ll fix your car,” Sam said, patting her knee.

She batted his hand away. “Is he a crook?”

Sam started the car, pulled away from the curb, then shot her a look. He had the distinct feeling that she wouldn’t settle for anything but the truth, so that was what he gave her.

She was livid. “The Cat? You had me leave my car with the Cat? How could you?” she cried, grabbing for the wheel. “Sam Craig, how could you? Turn around. We’re going back.”

He held the wheel steady despite her efforts to turn it. “I wasn’t lying to you, Susan. He happens to be the best one to fix your car.”

“I’m not totally ignorant.” She gave another tug. “I’ve read about him. I’ve even heard Savvy talk about the Cat, but the name Stavanovich never registered. How could you do this to me, Sam?”

“He’ll fix your car,” Sam insisted.

“But he knows me now,” she wailed. “You gave him my name and my address. Who do you think’s going to be next on his hit list?”

“Not you, and that’s a promise. You’re safer now than you were before. He never preys on customers.”

Susan was only mildly mollified, though she did sit back in her seat. “There’s more than one way to prey.” She screwed up her face. “What a smarmy little man. He’s the kind to turn vicious in bed.”

“You’ve had experience with kinds like that?”

“Once,” she said with distaste. “That was enough.”

Satisfied that her distaste was genuine, Sam glanced her way again. “You don’t have to worry about Matty. He’s pretty careful with women. They’d be too apt to scream and yell if something went wrong.”

“Unless he threatened them into silence.”

“A little guy like Matty?”

“He wouldn’t have to use physical force. Doing the kind of work he does for the kind of clients he does, he probably picks up all the latest gossip. Do you think he’d be adverse to blackmail?”

“I doubt he’d try it. It’s not his style. I’m telling you, Susan, he’s got a good thing going as the Cat. He’s probably got several million stashed in numbered bank accounts. His strength is his cleverness. One of the reasons he’s been so successful is that he works alone. He’s not about to go stupid on us at this late date and start playing rough with women. You’re safe. Trust me.”

He reached over to chuck her chin and left his hand to slide down her neck and under the lapels of her blouse.

“I should trust you?” Susan asked, but her voice had lost its edge. No doubt it had something to do with the long, blunt-tipped fingers that had stolen into her bra.

“About as far as you can throw me. Where do you want to go?”

They’d talked of picking up a VCR for Sam’s place, but Sam had to go to work later that day, and Susan wasn’t in the mood for shopping.

“My place?” she asked, catching her breath. Sam’s finger was brushing her nipple, setting the rest of her on fire.

“You got it,” he said and stepped on the gas.

*   *   *

“We have to get moving,” Savannah worriedly told the small group gathered in the conference room at five that afternoon. “Time is passing. We’re getting flack from the press. I’m getting flack from upstairs. Megan is having trouble getting on with her life. And whoever kidnapped her is having a good laugh.” With a quick breath, she turned to Mark Morgan, the FBI agent on the case. “Anything new, Mark?”

“Not much. Nothing’s turned up at points of departure, but we don’t know what we’re looking for. We’ve sent alerts throughout the country for unlikely-looking persons spending money freely, but that could as easily net half the population of Las Vegas as our men. We’re going through files of kidnappings and attempted kidnappings in other states, but kidnappers don’t usually do it twice. We’re also working through lists of recent escapees from either federal or state penitentiaries. Theoretically, an escapee would be able to put three million to good use. But the kidnapping was carefully planned, so whoever it was would have had to have been around this area for a while beforehand. We’re canvasing the area with mug shots. Someone may recognize a face.”

Savannah turned her questioning eyes to Peter Sprange, who was with the state police.

“I don’t have much more. The hospital tests tell us that we have two men, blood types A positive and O positive. Both have dark hair. That’s about it. Mrs. Vandermeer hasn’t been able to give us anything. We’ve checked out every recent parolee in the state, but aside from three, they’re all accounted for. We’re working on those three, but two have different blood types and the third is an unlikely candidate.”

Savannah looked at Sam, who was representing the local police, but he slowly shook his head. “We’re looking for a needle in a haystack, and we don’t even know which haystack it is. We need Megan’s help, Savannah.”

Savannah was discouraged. “I know. But I hate to pressure her.” She turned to the last person in the room, a counselor trained in rape therapy. “Do we dare push her?”

“I think we do,” the woman said, then corrected herself. “I think you do. She won’t have any part of me. She’s totally resisting the idea of therapy, individual or otherwise. But it’s been a week since she was let go. While the horror is still very real, it’s not as immediate as it was last Friday. You can push, but gently.”

Savannah didn’t want to push anyone anywhere. She had just completed a full day in court, and although she would be wrapping up her case on Monday, the pressure wouldn’t let up until the verdict was announced.

She planned to visit Megan over the weekend, though. And yes, she would push. She intended to solve this case.

Sitting forward in her chair, she went from one person in the room to the next, asking questions, asking each for additional resources to call on during the next week. Then, knowing that there wasn’t much more she could do, she thanked them for coming and adjourned the meeting.

Sam stayed after the others had left. “How’s the trial going?”

She raised her eyebrows wearily, but said, “Pretty well, actually. There have been one or two glitches, but one or two is nothing. I think we’ve got a good shot at winning.”

“If you hadn’t thought that, you’d never have gone to trial.”

She smiled crookedly. “True.” Then she studied him more closely. He was propped on the edge of the conference table, at ease physically. Still, he looked like a man with something on his mind. “I talked with Susan the other night,” she said. “She mentioned she’d seen you.”

“Did she?”

“Uh-huh. I got the impression that it was more than just a hello on the street.”

“It was,” he said in a way that said far more.

Pressing her fingers to her lips, Savannah covered a smile. “You don’t look decimated. I take it you came out the winner?”

“I’m not sure either of us won, or lost. In some respects, we’re pretty evenly matched.”

Savannah tapped her fingers against her lips and said nothing.

Sam faced her head-on. “Okay. What are you thinking?”

One of the nice things about her relationship with Sam was its honesty. Dropping her hands to her lap, she said, “I’m thinking that I love my sister and that you’d be good for her, but that she’ll be a handful if you decide to take her on.”

“I already have.”

His firm response took her by surprise. “Oh. Ah, well then, I guess I should give you a hug and wish you good luck?”

Sam thought of her doing that, thought of telling Susan about it, and found himself right at his reason for seeking out Savannah now. “I want to ask you something,” he said. “She’s really hung up on you. Do you know that?”

“Hung up?” Savannah didn’t like the sound of that. It sounded pathological. “I wouldn’t call it hung up.”

“Well, she is. She compares herself to you all the time. She gets uptight whenever I mention your name. At the beginning, she was convinced we were having an affair.”

“Well, we’re not.”

“I know that and you know that, but it’s taken Susan a while to believe it.”

“Does she now?”

“I think so. She still gets nervous when I talk about you. I didn’t dare tell her I’d be seeing you today, and God forbid she should walk in that door right now, there’d be all hell to pay.”

Savannah grinned. “You’re sounding almost henpecked.”

“It’s not funny, Savannah. She is unbelievably jealous of you. Has it always been that way, or do I bring out the worst in her?”

Savannah’s grin faded. “It’s not you. The situation may be complicated since we see each other at work. But there’s always been a sibling rivalry between Susan and me.”

“You’re twins.” He put two fingers together. “You should be this close.”

“We’re sisters.” She made a wide vee with her fingers. “Sometimes we’re this close.” Then she relented. “We’re close. I shouldn’t say we’re not. But we do compete with each other.”

“I don’t see you doing it.”

Savannah thought of the feelings of inadequacy that still hit her at times. When she was with Jared, his attentiveness banished them. Still they lingered. “I do it, just in different ways from Susan.”

“She thinks you’re much smarter than she is.”

“That’s the myth, I suppose. Who knows how smart Susan is? She’s never given herself much of a push. Are you going to give her a push, Sammy?”

“Me? I’m not out to push her anywhere.”

“What are you out to do?”

He thought about that for a minute, then said quietly, “Make her happy. Make me happy.”

It was sweet how he’d put it, she thought. If he could do what he wanted, she’d be happy for them both. “What about the drinking?” she asked, anxious for his opinion. “Do you think it’s a serious problem?”

“I wouldn’t call Susan a full-fledged alcoholic, if that’s what you mean. Drinking isn’t the be-all and end-all of her life. When she’s busy, she doesn’t think of doing it. It’s when she’s bored or angry or alone that she hits the bottle.”

“You can’t be with her all the time.”

“No. But maybe I can give her a purpose.”

“Like…”

He grinned. “Making me happy. What would you say if I tried to domesticate her?”

Slipping her hand under the straps of her briefcase, Savannah stood. “I’d say you were nuts. I thought you weren’t out to reform her.”

“I’m not. But if she choose to stay home planning dinner—”

“—and then you don’t make it home because you’re sent on an emergency assignment, what’s she going to do?” She fingered her briefcase before looking back at Sam. “I love you, Sammy. You know that. And I love Susan, and there’s nothing I’d like better than to see the two of you together, but if you’re serious about it, that’s something to be considered. I could cope with the absences because I have my work, but unless Susan has something, what’s she going to do?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I’ll have to find her something.”

“She’ll have to find herself something. There are things she can do, but the effort has to come from her if it’s going to work. She hasn’t reached the point of wanting to try.”

“Then I’ll have to get her to that point.”

“How’re you going to do that?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’ve tried. It hasn’t worked.”

“So I’ll try.”

“And if it still doesn’t work?”

“I don’t know. Damn it, Savvy, why are you so down when it comes to Susan?”

“I’m not down,” Savannah said quickly, then meekly asked, “Am I down?”

“You don’t think she can pull herself out of the hole she’s in.”

“Of course, I do—”

“You don’t. Honestly.”

“Honestly, I do. But you can’t do it for her. She has to do it herself.”

“And you’re not willing to help?” He rose from the table and faced her. “I sensed it about her drinking. You know what’s happening but you won’t do a thing to stop it.”

“What are you talking about? I’ve talked with her time and again about the drinking. I’ve asked her to stop, begged her to stop. I’ve spied on the condition of her bar. But short of calling her an alcoholic and dragging her off to AA, what can I do? I can’t hold her hand twenty-four hours a day.”

“Maybe you don’t want her to succeed.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard. You admitted that the two of you are in competition with each other. Maybe you’re afraid that if she cleans up her act and makes something of her life, she’ll come out ahead.”

“I don’t believe I’m hearing this,” Savannah murmured.

“Is it the truth?”

“No, it is not the truth. The competition doesn’t go that far. It’s never reached the point of having a winner or a loser.”

“Susan thinks she’s the loser.”

“Well, there are times when I think I’m the loser, so we’re even.” Bowing her head, she put two fingers to the ache between her eyes. “I don’t want this. Not today. It’s been a long week.” She shifted her fingers to her lips, then slowly looked up. “I do love Susan, Sam, but I’m not her keeper. Say the word and I’ll do what I can to help, but I won’t run her life for her. I’m too busy running my own.”

Sam didn’t want to argue any more than she did. “The weekend’s here,” he said quietly. “You’ll get a rest.”

With a smile and a skyward glance, she said, “Lord, I hope so.”

*   *   *

By ten o’clock, Savannah was sound asleep in Jared’s bed. After her talk with Sam, she had met with several of the other lawyers in the division about incidental cases, cleaned things up in her office, gone to aerobics class for the first time that week, then stopped home for an overnight bag.

Jared had taken one look at her face and put her to bed. Curled against him, she had fallen asleep almost instantly. When she woke up, it was to the sound of his voice sifting like warm sand from the speaker on the wall.

“It’s two o’clock, and you’re taking in a little country in the city at 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. That was the Bellamy Brothers with ‘Santa Fe,’ and this is Crowell and Cash. I’m Jared Snow, and I’ll be kickin’ around with the coolest of cool country sounds until six. In the heart of the night, stay with me.…”

Savannah yawned, then grinned and stretched. She liked waking up to Jared’s voice. Better still, she liked waking up to his body, but that was a special treat, reserved for special times.

Feeling incredibly revived for the middle of the night, she pushed the blanket back and slipped from the bed. Pausing only to freshen up in the bathroom, she was soon on her way downstairs. A week before, she would have been appalled to think of running around WCIC Providence in Jared’s flannel shirt. But she had become familiar enough with the house in the heart of the night to know that Jared would be alone in the sound room.

The headphones were around his neck, and his eyes were downcast, directed at a stack of papers when she entered the office. He didn’t see her, so for a minute she simply stood and looked at him through the glass wall.

He was a beautiful man, she thought, though his beauty had come to be tied up in her mind with thoughtfulness, gentleness and intelligence. She didn’t know much about the details of his past. They had spent so little time together that the depth of her feelings shocked her. But she couldn’t ignore them. When she thought of him, her heart swelled. So did the nerve endings deep in her belly. And when she looked at him as she was doing now, she felt excitement mixed with the same inner peace she had associated with him from the start.

Glancing up then, he caught sight of her and broke into a brilliant smile. It was all the invitation she needed. Crossing the office, she entered the sound room and closed the door firmly behind her. Then she went to where he sat and slid an arm around his neck.

Hugging her to his side, he turned his face up for a kiss. She gave him one, and at his silent coaxing, a second. He would have liked to go on like that for a while, except that he knew he’d want more pretty quickly. So he left it at two kisses and asked, “How’d you sleep?”

“Just fine.”

“I thought you’d be out of it for the night. You were exhausted.”

“The week finally got to me, I guess.”

“You could have slept longer.”

She shook her head. “I woke up to your voice and an empty bed. It was lonely up there. I thought maybe you were lonely down here.”

He slid a hand over her back. “I was.”

Threading her fingers into his hair, she asked, “How are you fixed for coffee?”

“I made a fresh pot a little while ago. Want some?”

“Mmm, yes.” Leaving him, she went back through the office to the kitchen, helped herself to a cup, then returned.

Jared was in the process of fading one song into another. Hesitant to disturb him, she waited at the door until the new song was underway. Then he motioned her to him and drew her onto his lap.

For a minute he just looked her over. He loved the way his shirt ended at midthigh to expose plenty of skin. He loved the way her pony tail bounced when she moved. He loved the traces of sleep in her eyes and the soft pink color on her cheeks. “You look great.” Unable to resist, he slid his hand down her leg. “Warm enough?”

“Uh-huh.” She took a sip of her coffee. “Jared?”

“Mmm?”

“Why country?” When he tossed a questioning glance back toward the cart rack, she said, “You could have bought any station you wanted. Why this one?”

“It wasn’t country when I bought it. It was jazz. And not doing well. My other stations are country. Rhode Island needed a good country station, so here we are.”

“When you bought the other stations, were they country?”

“No. One was oldies, the other two, top forty.”

“Why did you change them?”

“For the same reason I changed this one. They weren’t doing well as they were, and where they were, there was need for a good country sound. Besides, I like country.”

That was what she wanted to know. “How come?”

He gave a one-shouldered shrug. “It’s good music. Smooth. Relaxing. Fun sometimes, serious other times. The quality of the artists’ voices isn’t drowned out by lots of other garbage. You don’t have to fight to hear the words.”

“Do you listen to the words?”

He nodded.

“So do I,” she admitted softly. She was a hopeless romantic when it came to music. “The lyrics can be very poignant.” She was thinking that they dealt first and foremost with love, but rather than say it, she took another sip of her coffee. “Susan listens. So does Megan.”

“How’s she doing?”

“Megan? She sounds better on the phone. I’m going over to see her tomorrow.” Her voice thinned. “She has to start helping us with this investigation. We have so little else.”

“Nothing from the FBI?”

“Nothing. I’ve never seen a crime so clean. It’s incredible. There hasn’t been one slip up to give us clues. I can understand that Megan doesn’t want to think about the men who hurt her, but if she doesn’t think about them, they’ll never be caught.”

“Do you think she’s repressing things without knowing it?”

“I thought that at first. I’m not sure I do anymore. She doesn’t seem confused when I ask, just negative. She has to get past that. There must be something she can tell us about those men. Or where she was held. Or what they gave her to eat. If she had McDonald’s food every day, we’d know she was held near a McDonald’s. Mostly what we need, though, are physical descriptions. If she’d agree to work with a police artist, we might come up with a picture to circulate.”

“Won’t the men be long gone by now?”

“Probably. But we can track them down. God, I hope Megan gives us something soon.”

As she talked, Jared had felt the slow rise of tension in her body. It was always this way with Savannah and work. She was good at what she did, but she paid a price. It was up to him to counter that price.

Leaving an arm around her, he put on the headset and faded out the last song as he spoke soft and low into the mike. “This is cool country, 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, and that was Highway 101. It’s two twenty-five on the CIC clock, with the temperature holding at a brisk forty-four degrees. Lock your door and settle in. I’ve got a string of six on the way, kickin’ off with the Trio—Dolly Parton, Linda Ronstadt, and Emmylou Harris. This is Jared Snow in the heart of the night, I’ll be back.…” The music rose as he turned off the mike. Seconds later, he dropped the headphones to the console and looped both arms around Savannah’s waist.

“When will the trial be done?” he asked.

“Late next week, I’d guess.”

“What will you do then?”

She breathed out a dry laugh. “Catch up on all the work I haven’t done since I’ve been on trial.”

He gave her a skeptical look. When she nodded in confirmation of what she’d just said, he asked, “Won’t you take a few days off?”

“I don’t have the time.”

“Make the time.” He paused. “DeBarr isn’t that much of a slavedriver, is he?”

“No. It’s me. I like to be up on things.”

“You’ll crack at the rate you’re pushing yourself.”

She shook her head. “It hasn’t been so bad this time. You’ve helped.”

He couldn’t have asked for a better answer. Still, it wasn’t enough. “Let me help more. I’ll plan something for next weekend. You’ll at least take the weekend off, won’t you?”

“Mmm, but I may not be free. I mentioned to Susan that we should get Megan away. My family has a place on Marco Island. The three of us used to go there for vacations right up through the time we graduated from college. Susan and I thought that if we could get Megan there, it would be a good escape for her. She needs something. If my trial ends next week, we may do it next weekend.”

Jared felt disappointed in an old, familiar way, and on the tails of disappointment came annoyance. Then he stopped, thought about Savannah, thought about the situation. And he realized that he wasn’t being thrown over for a bunch of shallow politicians but for something deeper and more personal, and in that sense, important. He agreed with Savannah that if the trip helped Megan, it would be worth the time.

With the flick of his fingers, he freed her hair from its pony tail and wove a hand through the long tresses. “So when will I have you for the weekend?” he asked.

She felt a flow of warmth inside. “The one after that?”

“I’ll be putting the boat in the water then.”

“Can I help?”

He gave a slow nod.

“Tell me about it—the boat. How many sails does it have?”

“Three. And an engine. And a modern galley. And a big bed.”

“How big?”

“Big enough.”

They were grinning at one another. Savannah wasn’t aware that the Trio’s song had given way to a different sound until Jared cocked his head. She listened. The song was “Slow Dancing.”

“Want to?” he asked softly.

With a nod, she set down her coffee cup and slid from his lap, then went easily into his arms as he stood. She had never thought of dancing with Jared, but it was like nothing she had ever experienced. He held one of her hands down by his thigh and slanted his other arm across her back to mold her close. The beat of the music was a quiet pulse. He went with it, but slowly, slowly and with just enough movement to heighten the flex of his body against hers.

Savannah felt surrounded—by his arms, his legs, his heat. His scent was male, warm and heady. Moving her face against his neck, she felt the pulse of his life’s blood. It was in sync with the slow, steady sway of his body, which was in sync with the beat of the music—all of which was in sync with her needs and wants. Her world, at that moment, was in perfect harmony.

Feeling utterly content, she tiptoed up and slid her arm more tightly around his neck. It was a beautiful moment, one she wished she could freeze and call back at will. She felt no loneliness, no fear, simply love.

Bidden by an unconscious directive, she dropped her head back and looked up at him. His eyes met hers, the one with a slight cast, both with smoky gray flecks. Lowering his head, he kissed her once, twice, three times.

Their bodies barely moved by the time the third kiss was done, and neither of them noticed when “Slow Dancing” segued to “Sure Feels Good.” That was taken for granted.

Teasing her open mouth with the tip of his tongue, Jared worked the buttons of her shirt open one by one.

Savannah held tightly to his shoulders and whispered, “You’re working.”

“I know. It’s okay. We won’t do anything.”

But he touched her, cupped her bare breasts in his hands, kneaded them, taunted her nipples with short, dabbing strokes. She felt her flesh swell into his. Her hands clenched tightly at the nape of his neck; she began to breathe less evenly.

“Jared.”

“It’s okay, babe. I’m just touching. Feel good?”

Her head fell back, her eyes closed. “Mmmm.”

Backing up a step, he lowered himself to his chair and drew her between his open legs. Before she had sufficient time to prepare for it, he brought her breast to his mouth. She cried out at the wetness, cried out again when he began to suck. While he pushed up her flesh with his hand, his whole mouth manipulated her nipple. The tugging sensation went straight to her womb, making her lean in closer. She wondered whether he had slipped something into her coffee, when he released that first breast, covered its wet center with his thumb, and promptly turned his attention to its mate.

She sank her hands into his hair. The pleasure he gave her was so intense it hurt, but rather than pulling back, she held him closer. His name was an aching sound when she called him this time.

“I love doing this,” he whispered against her hot flesh.

“But we can’t. Not here. Not now.”

One part of Jared knew she was right. The other part knew that he had three more songs before he was needed again, and he couldn’t think of a finer way to spend that time. “Just a little more.”

She started to protest, but he released the last of the shirt’s buttons and pushed the flannel fabric aside. He ran his hands up and down her sides, coaxing her panties lower with each stroke.

Suddenly Savannah didn’t want him to stop. Heart pounding, she looped her hands loosely over his shoulders and arched her back. He took her hint, capturing her breast again with his mouth at the same time that his hands found a home.

They were magic. Within minutes, they had her begging for release, but she didn’t want the release to be one-sided. Sinking to her knees, she set rushing fingers to work on his belt. Unfastening it, she looked up at him while she unsnapped his jeans, then eased his zipper down.

“This is crazy,” she told him.

He shifted to help her work around his erection. “No.”

“It is. You’re supposed to be working.” The zipper was down. Tugging at his briefs, she dropped her eyes to the hard flesh she’d released. He was beautiful there, too, she thought. Tall and straight, strong, velvety. Her thumbs worshipped him for an instant, then, unable to resist, she leaned forward and took him into her mouth.

“Jesus,” he breathed and had her up so fast that she wasn’t quite sure what had happened until she felt herself on his lap being firmly impaled.

She gasped at the fire inside her, then caught her breath and forced herself to slow down. Jared seemed to do the same, with the end result a sweet, simmering rocking against one another, an extension of the dancing they’d done, with their bodies more intimately joined.

The rise was slow and steady, the reward their explosive climaxes. When it was over and they sat, panting, with damp foreheads together, Savannah gave a broken laugh.

“I saw a cartoon in Cosmopolitan once. A bare-breasted female DJ sat at her mike, telling her listening audience that she hoped they enjoyed the album she’d just played as much as she had. In the background a man was pulling on his pants.” She took in another rough breath and said in delight, “You should be ashamed of yourself, Jared Snow. What would the FCC say if they knew what you’ve just done?”

“No doubt they’d take my license away, and you know what?” he took her face in his hands and turned it to his. “I wouldn’t care.” He kissed her. “That was worth far more than a broadcasting license any day.”

For a minute, Savannah looked at him, slightly overwhelmed by the sensations within her. Then she said in a very soft, heart-bound voice, “There are times like these when I feel so happy I feel guilty.”

That wasn’t quite what Jared wanted to hear. “Why guilty?”

“Because I have so much. I look at Susan. I look at Megan. I have so much.”

“You deserve what you have.”

“Maybe I deserve my career. I’ve worked hard for that. But I don’t deserve you. There are times when I’m not quite sure what to do with you.”

Jared dropped his gaze to the point below their bellies where they were still joined and said in a husky drawl, “Looks to me like you’re doin’ fine.”

A fleeting smile crossed her face before she grew serious again. “I don’t think I expected to ever meet someone like you.”

Jared basked in her adoration. “What am I like?”

Having no idea how to put into words what she was feeling, she simply said, “You’re … here. You’re calm, constant. You’re a stabilizing force.”

He wanted to believe her, but he wasn’t sure he could. “You happen to be one of the most stable women I know.”

She eyed him skeptically. “Most stable women don’t get the shakes when they’re all alone late at night.”

“How do you know? You don’t see them then. For all you know, they do worse. Besides, getting the shakes has nothing to do with personal stability. It has to do with high-powered people and tension that has no other outlet. Some people let it out as it happens. Some hold it in. That’s you. You’re totally together at work. The tension comes out in the shakes at night.”

Very gently, he started to ease her off him. When she tightened her thighs around his, he said, “My songs run out soon. I’d better be ready.” Setting her on her feet, he bent over to retrieve her panties and hand them to her. Standing, he adjusted his pants. Then he drew a second chair close and urged her into it. When they were sitting knee-to-knee with their hands linked, he said, “I don’t want you feeling guilty about us.”

She didn’t want to feel guilty. Lord, she didn’t. Locked into his gaze, she wanted to be guilt-free and happy forever after.

Still, she thought of Susan and most urgently of what Sam had said that day, and as inappropriate as the timing seemed, she heard herself say, “When we were growing up, Susan was the one who was big with the guys. She needed that, because I did better in school, and she needed to shine at something. She married Dirk right around the time I was graduating from law school. I’ve always wondered whether she did it to put herself one step past me. I had my career, she had marriage. Then her marriage fizzled, while my career has continued to grow.” She paused, looked down at her hands, seeming so pale against Jared’s. “I want Susan to be happy. I really do.”

“No one’s ever doubted that.”

She looked up. “Sam has. He told me so today. He wonders whether I’m deliberately not pushing Susan forward because I don’t want the competition. I’ve never looked at it that way. I’ve never been conscious of doing anything like that, but maybe it’s been a subconscious thing. I just don’t know. I’ve only pushed her as far as I thought wise. Maybe my judgment’s been clouded. Sometimes I blame things on work; I tell myself I’m so busy that I can’t be constantly looking over her shoulder—but maybe that’s an excuse to mask something else.”

“You can’t read so deeply into everything, Savannah.”

“I have to. I want to do what’s right.”

“You’ve been doing what’s right—”

“But I’m not helping Susan.”

“She’s an adult. You’ve said it yourself, and I agree. You can only do so much. She has to take command of her own life.”

“But I feel so badly for her.”

Jared was working hard to understand. He rarely saw his own brother and was just as happy that way, but Savannah clearly was of a different mold in that regard. “Is she truly miserable?”

“You saw the bottle of scotch under her arm. She could be headed for real trouble if something doesn’t give. Thank goodness, Sammy seems to care. He could make the difference. I hope so. I haven’t been able to.”

Jared touched her cheek. “You can’t do everything, Savannah. If you’re a big part of Susan’s problem, it would make sense that your efforts don’t work.” He grabbed at a lock of her hair. “When am I going to meet her?”

“Soon.”

“When?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re not still worried that I’ll fall for her over you, are you?”

With a sheepish smile, Savannah shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“So? I want to meet her, and Sam, and Megan.”

“I thought you wanted to keep a low profile.”

“I’m not exactly talking about going up the State House steps and shouting my way onto the front page of the Journal.”

“Word spreads. Between Susan and Megan, the grand society of greater Providence could suddenly know that Jared Snow is a gorgeous hunk of man.”

He gave a diffident smile. “Your words. They’re biased.” When Savannah shook her head, he said simply, “Maybe I’m ready to take the risk.”

But Savannah wasn’t sure she was. “I think,” she said in a smaller voice than before, “that I’d like to keep you to myself a littler longer.”

“You can have me to yourself. No one can take away what we have here or upstairs or at your place. But I want to know what your life’s about. I want to know who else is in it.” His voice went deeper. “I want to know what I’m facing.”

He said the last with an intensity in his eyes and in his voice that she hadn’t expected. Its implications took her breath away.


CHAPTER 16

The following Wednesday morning, Sam returned to his house after working around the clock. He found Susan in the living room with a man he didn’t know. Smiling her pleasure when he appeared at the door, she quickly went to him and slid an arm around his waist.

“I was wondering when you’d be back.”

“What’s happening?” he asked casually, but there was a wariness in his eyes, which never once left the stranger.

“Come.” She took his hand and led him into the room. “This is Dennis Becker. He’s been helping me. We’ve come up with some ideas that you’ll love. Dennis, Sam Craig.”

The two men shook hands, Sam far more cautiously than Dennis, who burst out with, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Sam. I’ve worked with Susan, and her father before her, but this job is something quite different. You have a delightful place here. The interaction of light and lines is fantastic. By the time we’re done, you’ll have something to be proud of.”

Slowly Sam turned to Susan. Quietly he asked, “What’s this about?”

Susan slid her elbow through his and said proudly, “I’m decorating your home. You told me that you don’t have the time or the talent. Well, I have both, and what I don’t have, Dennis does. We’ve put together a whole plan with diagrams, pictures, estimates. Come see.”

She tugged on his arm, but he held back. He had spent the last twenty-four hours doing surveillance on two of Rhode Island’s heaviest drug dealers. One of their customers had OD’d practically before his eyes. He had blown his cover trying to get the man to the hospital before he died.

The last thing he wanted to see at that moment was a decorating plan.

Brushing his fingers over his upper lip, he bought himself a minute to search for moderately tactful words. “Uh, Susan, do you think we could make it another time?”

“But Dennis is here now.”

“Another time?” he repeated.

“But we have all the plans here. All you have to do is point to what you like, and we’ll go ahead with the order. It takes a minimum of three months for delivery on most of these things.”

Aware of a growing annoyance, Sam worked to keep his voice low and even. “I don’t think this is the right time.”

But Susan was enthusiastic enough not to heed his warning. “This is the perfect time. Dennis is in from New York. We’ve both put a lot of thought into this, and we’re ready to act.”

“You should have clued me in.”

“And ruined the surprise?” Leaving his side, she bent over the sofa and raised a multicolored drawing of his living room furnished to the hilt. “Is this gorgeous or what?”

Sam was quickly realizing that bad timing wasn’t the only problem. If Dennis had come from New York with elaborate drawings, no less, there were already expenses to be paid. Though Susan hadn’t yet asked for a cent, Sam wondered whether, left to her own devices, she’d spend him broke.

Suddenly the most basic differences between them reared up and hit him between the eyes. Unable to face that after what he had just been through, he said, “I’m exhausted. I’m going to bed.” Turning on his heel, he left the room.

Slightly bewildered, Susan looked from where he’d vanished to Dennis and back. “Give us a minute,” she said and ran in pursuit of Sam. She caught him on the stairs and followed him up, hissing, “Sam, Dennis is here.”

Without breaking stride, Sam went right on into the bedroom. He tossed his jacket to the bed. “Fine. You visit with him.”

“He’s not here to visit. He’s here to do business.”

“Whose business?” He whipped his sweatshirt over his head and came out looking a little more rumpled, but no softer. “Not mine. I didn’t invite him, and I sure didn’t hire him.”

“No one hired him. He’s doing me a favor by being here He doesn’t get any money until you agree to the plans.”

Sam tossed the sweatshirt on top of the jacket. “And how much does he get then? A flat ten thousand for his services?”

“Five thousand, plus expenses and a commission on the furniture. As decorators go, he’s not bad.”

Sam sputtered out a laugh. “‘As decorators go, he’s not bad.’ Susan, I don’t have an extra five thou for Dennis, and even aside from Dennis, the estimate you’ve got is probably three times my budget.” He kicked off his sneakers. “You forget who you’re dealing with.” Sitting on the bed, he went to work on his socks.

“If money’s the problem, I’ll help you out.”

“No way.”

“Why not?”

His eyes bore into her. “Because I don’t do things like that. If I buy a condominium, it’s because I can afford it. If I decorate it, I’ll do it in a way I can hack. I’m not a charity case. Until you came along, I thought I was doing real well financially. I don’t want you telling me that what I earn isn’t enough. I pay my own way, Susan. I’m no gigolo.”

She was taken aback, but only for a minute. “I thought you wanted a nice place.”

“I already have a nice place,” he said, tossing one sock aside, “and I resent that little man downstairs—or you—suggesting that it isn’t adequate as it is. I like this place. I never said I was in a rush to decorate it, and I never gave you permission to do it. I never gave you permission to do anything.” Tossing the second sock aside, he stood.

“I thought we were beyond that.”

“Beyond what? Talking? Discussing things? Asking the other’s opinion?” He was working himself into a royal snit, letting off the frustration that had built through a tense and sleepless night. “What kind of relationship is this, anyway?”

“That’s a good question,” Susan said. Everything inside her suddenly hurt. Her pain came out as indignance. “Apparently I overestimated it.”

“Damn right, you did. We’ve known each other for little more than two weeks, yet you assume I’ll lie down and let you walk all over me. Let me tell you something, sweetheart,” he jabbed his bare chest with his thumb, “no woman does that to me. I’m the man in my house. I make the decisions.”

Susan was stunned. “I don’t believe I’m hearing this,” she murmured, then raised her voice. “You’re a fraud, Sam Craig! You have long hair and sing a liberal song, but it’s a front. You’re a cop, as traditional as they come. Your woman is good for two things, food and sex. You’re little better than a Neanderthal.”

Hands on his hips, he glared at her. Wearing nothing but a low-slung pair of jeans and a disgruntled expression, he did look primitive. “Maybe, but that’s the way it is. I’ve lived alone for a long time and I don’t like people waltzing in and taking over. This is my house. Got that? And another thing—I don’t like coming home from work grubby and tired to find you dripping in silk, playing footsies with a guy who’s probably as queer as a three-dollar bill.”

Susan mirrored his angry stance, planting her own hands on her hips. “Maybe you don’t like coming home from work to find me, period.”

Running his fingers through his hair, he looked away. “I’m tired. I don’t need this shit.”

Having long since forgotten the importance of keeping her voice down, Susan cried, “There wouldn’t have been any shit if you’d been a little cooperative. But you couldn’t do that, could you? You take delight in making a fool of me. You always have.” She drew herself up straight. “Well, I don’t need that shit. I don’t know why I bother with you at all.”

“Because,” he said in a sarcastic drawl, “you like where I take you in bed. Face it, sweetheart. That’s the crux of the appeal.”

“You’re crude.”

He barked out a laugh. “Crude? Me? Look who’s talking.”

“I’m not crude.”

“Want some quotes?”

She didn’t, and she was too upset to want much of anything but a speedy escape. “I thought we could find a comfortable meeting ground, but that’s impossible. You’re a lost cause, Sam. You have no class. None at all.” With her hair flying, she whirled around and left while she still had the last word.

*   *   *

On Wednesday afternoon, Savannah delivered her final argument to the jury. The judge’s charge was brief and to the point, and by three o’clock the jury was sent off to deliberate. Savannah retired to her office to await their return, but by nine o’clock, they were sequestered for the night. With no hope of a verdict then, Savannah stopped home for the mail before going to Jared’s. After sleeping the night away in his bed, she awoke feeling on edge.

“Is it always this way?” he asked, having been replaced by the morning DJ in time to wake Savannah. Now he stood by the side of the bed, while she sat at the edge, leaning against him as he stroked her back.

It was a divine way to wake up, Savannah knew. She only wished she could enjoy it fully. But she was tense. “When a trial goes longer than three or four days, there’s more at stake. It’s hard when the jury’s out.”

“Any idea how long they’ll be?”

She shook her head against his stomach, then wrapped her arms around his waist. “Could be two hours or two days. I don’t want to begin to think about any longer than that.”

*   *   *

Fortunately, she didn’t have to. The jury came back shortly after noon that day with guilty verdicts on nineteen of the twenty-six counts. It was a definite victory for Savannah and the state, and in its wake came multiple interviews with the media and a meeting with Paul. As she’d gotten in the habit of doing, Savannah took her assistants, in this case Arnie and Katherine, out for a celebratory dinner to thank them for their help on the case, but the celebration wasn’t a lingering one. Savannah wanted to go home. She wasn’t feeling well.

Jared called her at her townhouse at nine. He already knew the verdict; she’d left him a message earlier, and he’d followed the news reports, but he hadn’t spoken with her since morning. “You must be thrilled.”

“Uh-huh.”

It was a minute before he said anything. Then, “You don’t sound it.”

“I’m so tired.”

“Are you shaking?”

“I’m too tired for that. I’m just lying down.”

That didn’t sound like the Savannah he’d come to know. If she wasn’t asleep, she was awake and doing something. He felt a glimmer of concern. “Are you feeling okay?”

“Sure.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Can I come over?”

“Uh-uh. I’d be lousy company.”

“I’m not asking for a barrel of laughs. I’ll read while you rest.”

“No. I think I’d rather be alone. Just to come down a little. Okay?”

“Sure,” he said, but the minute he hung up the phone, he knew that it wasn’t. Savannah didn’t sound right to him. If something was bothering her, he wanted to know what it was. He wanted to know what “coming down a little” meant.

She was used to being alone. He wanted her to get unused to it.

Without risking another refusal, he drove to her townhouse, then had to wait too long for comfort after he’d rung the bell. Finally, she answered the door.

Her face was bare of makeup, her hair tumbling past her shoulders. Her long robe was wrapped tightly around her and sashed at the waist, and her bare feet looked fragile. In fact, she looked fragile all over, he realized. Yes, she looked tired. More, she looked washed out.

“I was worried,” he said to explain his presence, and stepped inside before she could protest.

Not that she would have done that. Deep down inside, she was glad he’d come. She’d told him not to, still he was there, which pointed to things like concern and affection. It also pointed to strength. He had countermanded her request. Few men she had known recently would have done that.

More than anything, though, she was glad not to be alone.

Quietly, she returned to the living room sofa and lay down, curling her legs beneath the robe. He hunkered down before her.

“Aren’t you feeling well?”

“I’m okay.”

He touched her cheek. It was cool, as was her hand, which he enveloped in his. “Congratulations on the case. You should be proud of yourself. I’m proud of you.”

She gave a weak smile and whispered, “Thanks.”

“You came across beautifully on the news. Beautiful, and beautifully.”

Again she gave him a weak smile, but it didn’t last long. In the instant before she closed her eyes, he could have sworn he saw a well of sadness in them. Lightly, he stroked her hair.

“Is there a letdown at the end of a trial?”

“Sometimes,” she said without opening her eyes. “You’ve been living and breathing the trial for days, suddenly it’s gone.”

“Is that what you’re feeling now?”

It was a minute before she answered. “No. I’m relieved it’s over. It’s been a tough one. I’ve had a lot else on my mind.”

“Like Megan?”

“And you.”

“Mmmm. I like the way that sounds. Now if I could get a little smile to go with it.” She gave him a little smile. “That was puny. Try again.”

Her smile was fuller this time, if a bit helpless. She opened her eyes to look up at him. He was so sweet. So gentle. Lord, she loved him.

Her smile faded. Unconsciously, she drew her legs up a little tighter.

Jared was attuned to her every move. “You’re not feeling well. Is it your stomach?”

“I’m okay.”

He persisted. “Is it your stomach?”

“I have cramps.”

“From something you ate?”

She shook her head and closed her eyes again. “I got my period this afternoon.”

Of all the possibilities, that had been furthest from his mind. But now he relived the conversation they’d had right after they’d made love for the very first time. She had been more than prepared to have his baby. They had argued about the merits of single parenthood. He had told her he wanted to be involved.

But there wasn’t any baby. He felt a sudden and unexpected twinge of sadness. “Ahhhh, Savannah,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. Just cramps.”

“It’s more than that.”

She looked up at him, startled to see his expression. “It’s probably just as well,” she said, trying to sound nonchalant but failing miserably. “I have a life, you have a life, we barely know each other.”

“I love you.”

Her eyes widened a fraction. Seconds later, she gave a quick shake of her head. “You don’t know me well enough.”

It didn’t make sense any more to Jared than it did to her, still he felt it, and it was worth repeating. “I do love you.”

Her heart was thudding. “But I’m wrong for you. I have a career, like Elise. I can’t give you what you want.”

“You would have given me a baby. That’s part of what I want.”

She thought about the baby that wasn’t, closed her eyes, and murmured, “I don’t know why I’ve thought so much about it lately. I’m not that old. I could have babies for the next ten years.” While that was true, it didn’t make her feel better. She burrowed more deeply into the cushions.

Jared lightly stroked the underside of her jaw. “Can I get you anything? Aspirin? Tea?”

She shook her head.

“It could happen next month, or the next,” he told her softly. “I don’t have any intention of using birth control.”

“Maybe we should. Maybe there’s a message in this. Maybe I’m not meant to be pregnant right now.”

“There’s no message. But it’s only been two weeks. Some couples work at it for years.” When she didn’t respond to that, he put a hand on her stomach and moved it in a light, circular motion. “Can I hold you?”

“You are.”

“Hold you in my arms.”

She shrugged.

He wasn’t quite sure what that meant, but it hadn’t been a no, and he needed to hold her. Slipping his arms under her as he came to his feet, he turned, sat down, and settled her so that she was resting against him with her knees comfortably bent.

“Okay?”

She nodded, but she felt weepy. It wasn’t just her period. It was all the different things that had happened in the past two weeks—Megan, Jared, the trial, turning thirty-one. She usually looked at the bright side of things, but she was too drained to do that just then.

“Why don’t you skip work tomorrow?” Jared asked. His mouth was pressed against her forehead, his voice a light rasp. “The rest would do you good.”

“I have too much catching up to do.”

“But you’re not feeling well.”

“I’ll be better by morning.”

He wanted to argue, but who was he to know about the intimate workings of her body? “Are you definitely going to Marco Island on Saturday?”

“If Susan can make the arrangements. I’ll rest there.” She whispered a snort. “Good timing. You and I couldn’t do much with me this way.”

“Shows how much you know,” Jared drawled, drawing her eyes to his. His voice was low, just sandy enough to underscore his thoughts. “I could pleasure you. There are ways other than intercourse. And you could pleasure me. You’ve already shown me how. But that’s not the only reason I want to be with you. There’s more to us than sex.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

She nodded.

“I’d want you with me this weekend, whether we make love or not.”

She felt worse than ever. “I have to go with Susan and Megan.”

“I understand,” he said, trying hard to.

“If I could have chosen any other time, I would have, but Megan needs it now, and Susan does, too. She and Sam had a fight. I think she’d like to be gone right now.”

“It’s okay,” he said, but he was jealous as hell. “There’s lots I can do.”

“With my trial just over, it’s a perfect weekend for me to go. We’ll leave late tomorrow and be back late Sunday.”

“I’m used to being alone.”

“Don’t say that,” she wailed. “I feel so badly.”

So did he. He didn’t want Savannah going to Florida with Susan and Megan. He wanted her to himself. Holding her close, he spoke against the top of her head. “I’m not being fair. I know it’s important for you to go. I’ll miss you. That’s all.”

“I’ll miss you, too,” she whispered and buried her face against his chest. Somewhere in the back of her mind, a bell rang, but she was too wrapped up in Jared’s warmth to pay it heed until he mentioned it himself.

“Are you expecting someone?”

Puzzled, she looked up and shook her head.

“That was your doorbell.” Sure enough, it rang again. He glanced at his watch. “It’s ten-fifteen. Any idea who it could be?”

Again she shook her head, whereupon the bell rang a third time, then a fourth, fifth, and sixth in rapid succession.

“Someone’s angry,” he decided. Shifting Savannah, he slipped out from under her. When she started to rise, he pressed her back down. “Let me.”

For a woman of wealth, Savannah was not pampered. She didn’t usually sit still long enough for that. But she sat still now. Given the tender state of her insides, she appreciated not having to move.

Jared recognized Susan the instant he opened the door. Though he had only glimpsed her once before, she wasn’t the kind of woman a man forgot. For one thing, her thick, auburn hair was too striking. For another, she was statuesque and in that, unusual. And while she wasn’t holding a bottle of scotch this time, he could tell she had done so not long before. The scent was faint, but distinct.

The insistent ringing of the doorbell had aptly conveyed her annoyance. It was evident in her expression when he opened the door, although it almost comically vanished as soon as she saw him.

“Oh my.” She glanced at the townhouse to her left, then her right. “Am I at the wrong one?”

“No,” Jared said and stood back. “Come on in.”

But Susan didn’t move. She stared at him with dawning awareness, her frown returned. “You’re Savannah’s messenger.” She leaned forward and called, “Savannah?” but her eyes never left Jared.

On the living room sofa, Savannah was immobilized by a momentary panic. She had known that sooner or later Susan would have had to find out about Jared, but she had counted on later. She didn’t want that confrontation now. Under the best of circumstances, she couldn’t hold a candle to Susan in appearance, and this was far from the best of circumstances.

But there was no avoiding the meeting. She simply had to decide how best to handle it. Her first impulse was to join Jared at the door, but that required too much effort. Instead she drew herself higher on the sofa and called, “Come on in, Suse.”

Tearing her gaze from Jared, Susan swept past him. She was frowning when she stopped before Savannah. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing much. Exhaustion. Cramps.”

“Cramps.” Susan sighed in dismay. “Cramps. You’ve done it again, haven’t you? Here we are, all set to go off for a weekend of sun and surf, and you’ve got your period. This happens every time.”

Savannah was thinking that it shouldn’t have happened this time, though not for the reason Susan thought. She glanced at Jared, who had followed Susan into the room and was standing to the side with a hand in his pocket. “Unfortunately, I had no say in the matter,” she told Susan. “Is everything okay? I didn’t expect you.”

“Obviously,” Susan drawled. Her gaze bounced from her sister to Jared and back. “A messenger? What’s he delivering this time?”

“A little consolation,” Savannah said on impulse.

“Consolation? Since when do you need consolation? You won your case. That must please you. Another victory for the legal eagle.”

Jared wasn’t sure he liked her tone of voice. It gave him the same unsettling feeling his brother did. But she wasn’t his brother, she was Savannah’s sister. He trusted that Savannah knew best how to handle her.

“It was a victory for the people of this state,” Savannah said quietly. “I’m just glad it’s over.”

“So who’s he?” Susan asked, tossing her head toward Jared.

“He’s a friend. Susan, Jared.”

Susan gave him a slow once-over. “Not bad for a friend.” She eyed his leather jacket. “I didn’t think it was from K-mart.” Slipping out of her fur, she tossed it over the free end of the sofa and sank into a nearby chair. “Is he joining us?”

Savannah had fully expected Susan to make an instant play for Jared, but that wasn’t happening. And Jared, while he studied Susan in a curious kind of way, looked far from enamored. That gave Savannah a bit of courage.

“The question,” she amended, “is whether you’re joining us. What’s up?”

“You know what’s up,” Susan muttered, glowering. “Sam Craig is a bastard. Do you know what he had the gall to do? After I went to the trouble of taking pictures of his place, sending them by courier to Dennis Becker, spending hours on the phone with Dennis telling him what I had in mind, and arranging for him to fly in, Sam wouldn’t even give us the time of day. If that’s an example of the kind of gratitude your friends show, I’m not sure I want to meet this one.” She tossed her head in Jared’s general direction.

Savannah sent Jared an indulgent glance before facing Susan again. “You were going to decorate Sam’s place?”

“Yes, I was. That’s was. Past tense. I have no intention of doing another thing for Sam Craig. I have no intention of seeing him again.” Abruptly, she sat forward. “He’s a throwback, do you know that? He’s a throwback to the Stone Age. So you think he’s an eighties man? Think again. Old-fashioned as they come.”

“Sam?” Susan asked in some surprise.

“Yes, Sam. He makes all the decisions. No give and take. A regular dictatorship. He’s the king of the castle, period. Have you ever heard anything so backward?” Before Savannah could answer, Susan turned on Jared. “Are you the dictator type, too, or have the times actually sunk into that pea-brain of yours? Pea-brains,” she repeated, turning back to Savannah. “That’s what men have, and if we don’t watch out, we’ll be in trouble. Look what happened to the dinosaurs. Their tiny pea-brains couldn’t cope with change, so they died off. If we sit back and let men rule the world, that may well be our fate.” With a certain finality, she sank back in her chair.

There was total silence. Then Savannah took a breath and said, “Well. That’s an interesting theory.”

“There’s merit to it. Men are far inferior to women. Just look at what they’re doing to the world. People are dying in Central America and Northern Ireland and the Middle East, and it’s not women who are doing the killing.” She threw a hand up in disgust. “Why I waste my time on them is beyond me. They’re not worth it. Not for a minute.”

“I don’t know,” Savannah mused. “Seems to me there are a few things they can give us that we can’t give ourselves.”

Susan was surprised, not by the suggestion itself, but by Savannah’s making it. Savannah wasn’t a sexual being. She was an intellectual one. Traditionally, she’d have been the one to talk about the ills of the world, with Susan tossing in the sexual innuendo. It seemed that the tables were momentarily turned.

Susan’s excuse was her anger at Sam. She wondered what Savannah’s was. Studying her curiously, she asked, “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Then it had to be Jared. More curious now, Susan turned to him. “How do you know Savannah?”

“We met through her work,” he answered. He had both hands in the back pockets of his jeans and was standing, almost lazily, with his weight on one hip.

“Are you a lawyer, too?” she asked, and went on before he could answer, “You don’t look like the men Savannah usually brings home.”

“I don’t bring scads of men home,” Savannah protested.

Susan whispered, “Don’t tell him that. Keep him guessing.” She faced Jared. “Lawyer?”

“Nope.”

“Politician?” she asked, but she doubted that. He looked just a little too comfortable in his jeans and sweater to be the type to spend hours on end in a suit.

“Nope.”

There was something familiar about him, but she couldn’t decide what it was. An awful thought struck. “Oh God, you’re not another cop, are you?” She rose from her seat. “Because, if you are,” she ranted, stalking to the side of the room, “you can tell Sam Craig everything I said.” She whirled around. “You guys spend your days and nights playing cops and robbers, and you go so far undercover that people rarely see the real you. But I saw the real Sam, and he’s no knight in shining armor. He’s a louse.” She turned suddenly cautious eyes on Savannah. “Have you seen him?”

Savannah was beginning to think Susan was truly smitten. “Not since last week. When did you two fight?”

“Yesterday.”

“He hasn’t called since then?”

“Are you kidding?” Susan drawled sarcastically. “Macho man isn’t about to stoop to apologizing. I’m sure that as far as he’s concerned, he’s totally in the right.”

“And as far as you’re concerned, you’re totally in the right.”

“Of course.”

“I guess that’s that, then,” Savannah said.

“Exactly.” Chin held high, Susan returned to her chair. She sat down, crossed her legs with an elegant flourish, and laced her fingers together on her lap. She looked as though she planned to sit for a while.

Had Susan been anyone but Savannah’s sister, Jared would have picked up the silver-fox fur and held it in a blunt invitation for her to leave. He couldn’t quite believe that she was sitting there so complacently, totally unaware of interrupting anything. Then he remembered some of the things Savannah had said, and it occurred to him that, quite possibly, Susan didn’t realize there was anything to interrupt.

He intended to correct that.

Crossing to the sofa, he hunkered down as he had before, framed Savannah’s body with his arms and said in a near whisper, “Want that aspirin now?”

She shook her head, smiled, and whispered back, “I’m okay.”

“Maybe you should go to bed.”

“In a little while. You have to go to work soon, don’t you?”

He nodded. “I want to know you’re okay before I leave.”

“I’m fine,” she assured him. Her smile was soft and gentle, while her eyes devoured his face. “But I’m glad you came.” When he leaned forward, she kissed him.

Susan stared. She had taken Savannah at her word, that she and Jared were friends. Apparently, that was only half the story. As improbable as it seemed that Savannah, the brain, was romantically involved with as sexy a man as Jared, Susan couldn’t find any other explanation for their low, intimate tones and that kiss.

And the kiss went on. What Jared had intended to be short and sweet became an expression of love, and love couldn’t be rushed.

As for Savannah, she momentarily forgot Susan was there.

Susan cleared her throat. “Savannah?”

Jared was the one to hear and reluctantly end the kiss. “Yes?” he answered.

“I was calling Savannah.”

Savannah blinked. “Uh-huh?”

“Am I interrupting something?”

“Uh…” She looked dazedly at Jared.

“Yes, you’re interrupting something,” he said. His voice was a bit more hoarse than it had been. “But I have to leave, anyway.”

Again Susan felt a twinge of recognition that was just beyond her grasp. “Where are you going?”

“Work. I’m on from twelve to six.”

“On?” she echoed, but even as she said the word, she had the awful feeling that she understood. The voice. It was the voice. Smooth, but low and gravelly. Seductive. Compelling. “Jared? Jared what?”

“Snow,” he said. “I do a radio show—”

“I know,” Susan interrupted, then was quickly silent. Her eyes were wide on him as he rose to his full height. He was spectacular looking, she thought, but she had figured he would be, with a voice like his. She could easily believe every one of the rumors she’d heard about him. In person, he exuded the same confidence she had heard night after night in his voice.

She should have seen it sooner, but she’d been preoccupied with Sam. She supposed she still was, because she felt no inclination to come on to Jared, which was quite rare for her. She wondered whether Sam had ruined her for other men. If so, that was another bone of contention between them.

But Jared Snow. Jared Snow and Savannah? She couldn’t believe it. “You two are seeing each other?” she asked, though it was clear that they were.

Savannah nodded. And in that instant, Susan felt a flash of anger. Savannah had her career. She didn’t need a man like Jared Snow on top of it. It wasn’t fair that she should have everything.

But Susan wasn’t about to make a fool of herself in front of Jared. She was enough of a social animal to be gracious, regardless of what she was feeling inside.

So she smiled. “That’s wonderful, but you should have told me, Savvy. How long has it been?”

“Not long,” Savannah said. She could see that Susan’s back was straight against the cushions of the chair and knew exactly what Susan was doing and feeling. “We met soon after the kidnapping.”

Susan turned her smile on Jared. “I listen to your show all the time.”

“I’m glad.”

“You make it, you know. I’m not half as tempted to listen during the day. You add something.” Abruptly, she sat forward and stood. “But I’m interrupting you.” She had her coat in her hand in a flash and was turning it over her shoulder as she headed toward the door.

Worried, Savannah did get up then. “Wait, Suse. It’s okay—”

“No, no,” Susan insisted. “I was only going to complain about Sam, and you have better things to do with your time.”

“Don’t go,” Jared said. He was thinking along Savannah’s lines, realizing that Susan would be better off with someone than alone. “I’m leaving anyway. Stay and visit with Savannah.”

But Susan wanted to leave and leave quickly. She was having trouble pulling off the show she thought she’d be able to pull off with ease. She wanted to go home, maybe yell and scream for a while, most certainly have a drink, and she couldn’t do any of those things at Savannah’s. “Uh-uh. I have to run. Nice meeting you, Jared,” she tossed over her shoulder as she opened the door. “Savvy, I’ll talk with you tomorrow.”

“Can I drop you home?” Jared asked.

That brought Susan to a standstill on the front step. She gave him a challenging look. “I live in Newport. You’d never make it there and back in time for your show. Besides, my car is here. But thanks. It was a nice gesture.”

Savannah slipped in front of Jared. “What will you do at home?”

“What do most people do late at night?”

“Stay here. You could go home in the morning.”

But Susan wanted out. “Talk with you later,” she said as she went down the steps.

“What time’s our plane?” Savannah called. She was half worried that Susan was upset enough to back out of the trip.

To her relief, Susan called back, “Six-thirty.” Then she slid into the Jaguar, started the engine, and flew down the street.


CHAPTER 17

Susan had chartered a small plane to fly them to Marco Island. It was wonderfully convenient, though there were moments when Savannah wished they’d been on a crowded commercial flight. With only three of them in the cabin, well behind the pilot and copilot, the silence was awkward. It didn’t bode well for a relaxing weekend.

Susan was angry. She felt betrayed, hurt, jealous—so much so that she couldn’t begin to analyze all that churned inside her. She had considered canceling the weekend, but spending Saturday and Sunday with Savannah and Megan, as depressing as it promised to be, was less odious than spending a lonely weekend partying in Newport. Still, she barely looked at Savannah, and when she did, her eyes were sharp. She talked some with Megan, and gave brief answers to anything Savannah asked, but for the most part, she kept to herself. More out of defiance than thirst, she held a drink in her hand the entire time.

Megan was nearly as quiet as Susan. Sitting by the window, she spent most of the trip staring out at the clouds, wishing she were back in the cocoon of her house in Providence. She didn’t want to see people, or have people see her. She was convinced that the entire world knew about the kidnapping and would be staring. Yet she had agreed to come of her own accord. For one thing, Will needed a break. He’d been frantic with worry; she wanted to show him that she was on the mend. For another, she had fond memories of times in Florida with Savannah and Susan; she’d been helplessly lured by that spirit. And finally, she knew that she couldn’t hide forever. She had something important to do when she got back. She had to be strong.

It was hard, though. She could talk with Susan or Savannah, but only briefly and on the most mundane of topics. Inevitably a phrase or word or expression would trigger something inside her, and she’d remember what she’d done and then she would be swamped with guilt. She prayed things would improve as the weekend passed.

Savannah, too, kept her hopes high. The house on Marco Island was large and open. The pool was lovely, the private beach warm, clean, and quiet. And then there was the Florida sun. Savannah was convinced that given several hours of that, their moods would mellow and their tongues would loosen. They badly needed to talk as they used to, heart to heart, all three of them.

Of course, when they arrived at the villa it was nearly ten at night, which ruled out the therapeutic effects of pool, beach, or sun. They were enthusiastically greeted by the Stockleys, the English couple who tended the house. Husband and wife kept up a running conversation through a light snack, after which both Megan and Susan pleaded exhaustion. Savannah sat for a while on the back veranda overlooking the ocean, wishing she were back with Jared, then feeling guilty for wishing it. She could hardly believe that he loved her, and she didn’t quite know what to do about it. When she thought of him, she felt alternately exhilarated and terrified. Neither emotion was appropriate for the weekend. She had her work cut out for her.

Megan was the first to awaken the next morning, but she lay in bed for an hour, half hoping that the others would be basking in the sun by the time she went down. They weren’t. Savannah was on the patio, reading the morning paper, savoring the fresh strawberries and cream that Mrs. Stockley had set out. She looked up and smiled broadly when Megan joined her.

“Just in time. If you’d been much later, I might well have eaten them all.” She pushed the silver serving bowl toward Megan and dipped her head toward a chair. “Sit. Eat. They’re delicious.”

Megan sat and helped herself to a few strawberries. “Is Susan up?”

“No.” With studied ease, Savannah looked at the paper while Megan began to eat. After several minutes, she glanced up. “How was your sleep?”

“Not bad.” Megan gave a small, self-conscious grin. “I missed listening to the radio. At least he’s not on tonight, so there won’t be anything to miss.”

Jared. Savannah’s heart knocked against her ribs for a minute before stilling. Megan was going to have to know about Jared, too, but this wasn’t the time. “Would you like to see the paper?”

Megan shook her head. “The paper can be just as depressing as real life.”

“Real life doesn’t have to be depressing.” When Megan rolled her eyes, Savannah asked, “How’s everything with Will?”

“Just fine.”

Savannah nearly left it at that. But something goaded her on. After another minute or two of silence, she said gently, “He told me things were tight financially. I suggested he hire a financial adviser. The right person could help.”

Megan didn’t answer at first, and when she did, her eyes were averted. “I’ve told him that, too, but he’s resisted the idea. He’s a proud man.”

“Which can be a strength or a weakness.”

“Mmm.” She lowered her eyes then and concentrated on her strawberries. At the same time, Mrs. Stockley emerged to pour hot coffee and take orders for eggs. When Megan declined the offer, the portly woman wasn’t pleased.

“You’ve lost weight, Megan. Beautiful as ever, but skinny. Now, I know what you’re thinking,” she said with a raised finger. “You’re thinking that I’m jealous because I wish I was thin, and you may be right. But still, I’ve only got you for two days and in that time I see it as my responsibility to feed you right. Therefore, what will you have? One, two, or three eggs? Soft-boiled, poached, scrambled, or fried?”

Megan couldn’t help but smile. “Some things never change,” she told Savannah, then said to Mrs. Stockley, “One egg, easy over.”

“Two eggs, easy over, with a croissant,” Mrs. Stockley said as though repeating the order, and then turned to Savannah. “Your regular?”

Savannah grimaced. Her regular was two eggs scrambled with cheese, and a pecan roll. “I haven’t had that since the last time I was here.” She sucked in her stomach and looked from Mrs. Stockley to Megan. “Do I dare?”

“You dare,” Mrs. Stockley said and vanished before Savannah could argue.

Moments later, Susan swept onto the patio. While Savannah was wrapped in a muted sarong and Megan wore a long toweling robe, Susan was more dramatic in a flowing white caftan. It was a perfect foil for her toenails, which were painted scarlet, and her red hair, which was a wild tumble of curls made even wilder by the warmth of the southern air.

Apprehensive, but determined not to show it, Savannah offered a casual, “Hi, Suse.”

Susan looked annoyed. “So bright and chipper.” Softening, she asked Megan, “How’re you doing, hon?”

“Not bad.” Megan gazed out toward the gulf. “It’s a gorgeous day.”

Ignoring Susan’s snub, Savannah followed Megan’s gaze. She’d always loved the view from the patio, particularly when the sun was high in a clear blue sky, as it was now. Its rays danced between the fronds of tall palm trees to sprinkle the surface of the kidney-shaped pool with fairy dust. Beyond the pool was a sandy beach, and beyond that, the waves. She remembered likening Jared’s coloring to blue sky over a sandy beach. The thought warmed her.

“Should we stay by the pool,” she asked, knowing that Susan preferred that to the sand, “or go to the beach?”

“The beach,” Megan answered without pause. “I’ve always loved the sound of the waves. It put me to sleep last night. I needed it.”

Susan was lounging indolently in her chair. She had her long fingernails steepled against one another and her lips pursed. “What we needed,” she said in a slow, not entirely pleasant tone, “was Jared Snow to croon to us. You listen to him, don’t you, Meggie?”

“All the time.”

“Have you ever wondered who he really is? Or what he looks like? Or who he dates?”

Megan didn’t answer, because Susan was suddenly staring at Savannah. Savannah opened her hand against the edge of the glass table. “Not now, Suse.”

“Why not?”

“Because we’re here, and he’s there.”

“And you want to keep your secret a little while longer? You must have died when I went to your house on Thursday night. Why in the hell did you let him open your door?”

“He opened the door because I wasn’t feeling well, and, besides, it’s not such a great secret that I’m seeing him.”

“So why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because there was never a good time.”

“Never a good time—I don’t believe you. We spent our birthday together, the entire day, and don’t tell me that you weren’t with him then, because I’m not dumb. There was the matter of that phone call, with those dreamy little smiles. And that teddy. He was the reason you bought it, and if that wasn’t a good time to tell me about him, I don’t know what would have been.” She barely paused for a breath. “There were dozens of times that day when you could have said something, and there’ve been dozens of times since. I’m your sister, for God’s sake! That man isn’t just anybody, but you didn’t see fit to clue me in that you even knew him, much less were having an affair with him. How do you think I felt ringing your bell and finding him there?”

“Angry,” Savannah said. “But you have no right to be angry, Susan. Maybe hurt, or disappointed—”

“Angry!”

But Savannah wasn’t yielding. “No. I should have told you sooner, I was wrong about that, but I felt I had valid reasons for not doing it.”

“Valid reasons, my foot!”

“There were.”

Megan shouted, “Whoa!” Startled, Savannah and Susan swung their heads her way as she asked, “What’s going on? Who is Savvy involved with?”

“Jared Snow!” Susan cried before Savannah could say the name herself. “She’s having an affair with Jared Snow.”

Megan’s eyes widened. “Jared Snow?”

“Your Jared Snow. My Jared Snow. All of Rhode Island’s Jared Snow, only he isn’t really ours.” She glared at her sister. “He’s Savannah’s.”

Megan was having no part of Susan’s fury. Her eyes remained wide and, however briefly, she escaped the pall that had hung over her since the kidnapping. “Really, Savvy?”

The brief question, asked in a hushed, but excited tone was justification in itself for Savannah’s having pushed for the weekend. Often before, Megan had been a buffer between Savannah and Susan, stepping in when their arguments approached the absurd. There had been times when Savannah had resented it. She could have kissed Megan now, though. “Really,” she acknowledged with a smile.

“What’s he like?” Megan whispered. “Handsome?”

Still smiling, Savannah nodded.

“Tall? Well built?”

Savannah nodded at each.

“On the radio, he seems totally at peace with himself and the world. Is he in real life?”

That took more than a nod. “His life has had ups and downs, but right now he’s pretty content with what he’s doing.”

“What about his voice? Does he always talk that way? Lord, do I love the way he talks. I swear, I could listen to that lazy drawl all night—”

“For God’s sake, Megan,” Susan cried. “Stop drooling. You’re married.”

Megan replied with a strength that was reminiscent of her old self. “Of course I’m married, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t admire another man. I’m not saying that I want to have an affair with him, just that I’m intrigued. I love Will,” she told Savannah. “I’m no threat to you.”

“I know that,” Savannah said gently.

“So tell me more about him. What color are his eyes?”

“Blue.”

Megan sucked in a breath. “And hair?”

“Sandy. Blond, brown, maybe a little silver.”

“How old is he?”

“Old enough to know better,” Susan injected archly.

Savannah frowned at her. “What do you mean?”

“He should know that you’re married to your job.”

“I’m not—”

“How much time do you have to give a man? Seriously, Savannah, can you be both a lawyer and a wife?”

For the first time, Savannah grew defensive. “No one mentioned my being a wife.”

“Then, woman. Lover. What kind of man will stand for the kinds of hours you keep?”

“You’re incredible!” Savannah cried. “The other night you were accusing Sam of being old-fashioned. Look who’s talking. Nowadays women do do both, and their men respect them for it.” She prayed she’d said it with conviction, because she wasn’t sure it was true.

“Which raises a whole lot of other questions,” Megan put in in a loud enough voice to capture both sisters’ attention. “How did you meet? When do you see him? That has to be a real problem, since he works all night.”

“I’d like to hear the answer to that one, too,” Susan announced, tipping her head to a haughty angle. “Normal lovers spend their nights together. You two can’t do that.”

Savannah took a deep, calming breath. This part of Susan’s challenge she didn’t mind, particularly since it channeled the discussion away from the issue of how she and Jared had met. She didn’t want to go into that in front of Megan, particularly when Megan seemed to have forgotten the kidnapping for the moment.

“It takes a little imagination,” she said with a dry grin.

“Do you stay at his place?” Megan asked.

“Sometimes.”

“Where does he live?” Susan asked.

That one gave Savannah a twinge of discomfort. But she couldn’t think of a way to duck the question without arousing even more curiosity. “He owns the big Victorian that houses the radio station. He lives on the second and third floors.”

Megan loved that. “So you sleep in his bed while he’s on the air. Do you have any idea how many women in Rhode Island would go nuts if they knew that?”

Savannah shrugged. “They must guess that he has someone.”

“No, no,” Megan said, “that’s not the fantasy. The fantasy is that he’s talking to me,” she tapped her fingertips to her chest, “and only me. I don’t think about his woman.”

Susan snorted. “I saw a cartoon once in Cosmopolitan. There was this lady DJ who was sitting nude at the mike while her lover pulled on his pants.” Savannah had put her coffee cup to her lips and was hiding behind it, but Susan’s focus was on Megan. “She was telling her listening audience that she hoped they’d enjoyed the album she’d just played as much as she had.” She looked at Savannah. “Is that what you do?”

Savannah would have choked if she’d actually been drinking the coffee. Spared that, she took refuge in indignation, firmly setting down the cup and frowning at her sister. “That’s a really personal question, Suse, and inappropriate.”

“It’s not inappropriate at all. It’s exactly what this discussion’s about.”

“Do I ask you what you do in bed? Did I ever ask where or how often you and Dirk made love?”

Susan’s head was tipped at that same slightly haughty angle. “No, but you could have. Dirk and I made love wherever the mood took us, usually four or five times a week. We tried positions you’ve probably never even heard of. There was one that we used in the car one night—”

Hands over her ears, Savannah interrupted her. “I don’t want to hear this.”

But Susan was on a roll. Making Savannah squirm gave her perverse pleasure. “Maybe you’d rather hear about what I do with Sam. He’s a beautiful animal, Savannah. Has the rhythm and the moves. I’ve never seen a man with such sweet glory between his legs—”

It was Megan who quietly interrupted her. “Don’t, Susan.”

“Don’t what?”

“Cheapen something that should be private and beautiful. If you enjoy Sam, that’s great. But don’t tell us the intimate details.”

Susan hadn’t expected criticism from that quarter. “You wanted intimate details about Jared Snow.”

“Details, but not intimate. I don’t want to know the really private things. It’s embarrassing.”

Susan looked from one face to the other in disbelief. “What’s the matter with you two? We used to sit around discussing things like this all the time. All of a sudden, you’ve both gone prudish on me.”

“Some things are sacred,” Megan said and focused unseeingly on the beach. She was thinking about Will, thinking about how beautiful loving used to be between them and how she couldn’t even undress in front of him now. The bruises were fading, but their memory remained. When she thought of Will entering her body, she thought of those other, brutal invasions.

It didn’t take a genius to interpret the stricken look on her face. Susan went very quiet, while Savannah put her hand on Megan’s. “It’ll get better,” she said softly. “It will, Meggie.”

Megan averted her eyes, then nodded, and Mrs. Stockley chose that moment to return with breakfast, giving them a diversion. Only when the older woman had returned to the kitchen with Susan’s order did Savannah speak.

“I’m sorry if I’ve offended either of you for not having mentioned Jared sooner. Maybe I should have, but I thought I was doing the best thing.”

Having vented her anger, and having been sobered by Megan’s look, Susan was calming down. It still irked her that Savannah hadn’t seen fit to tell her about Jared. Mostly it irked her that Savannah, who had so much else, should have Jared at all. But the fact was that having seen the man in person, Susan wasn’t interested in him. Sure, he was handsome and had stud proportions. But those proportions didn’t set off any sparks inside her. Certainly not in the way Sam’s did, damn his Neanderthal hide.

“Is it a big thing—your relationship with him?” she asked Savannah, cautious but curious.

“I’m not sure,” Savannah answered, then realized that if, as it seemed, Susan was setting enmity aside, she owed her more than equivocation. “Yes,” she corrected, “it’s a big thing. But I don’t know where it will lead. You’re right. I have a career. If he wants a woman to be waiting at home with a gourmet dinner each night, he’s got the wrong one.”

“He wouldn’t want that,” Megan said. “Not Jared Snow.”

“How would you know?” Susan asked, but teasingly.

“I just know.” Megan looked at Savannah. “Then again, better not listen to me. I seem to be striking out a lot lately.”

“Oh, hush,” Savannah scolded. “Eat your breakfast.” She was greatly relieved when Megan did just that, because she didn’t want anything to reverse the ease in tension that had miraculously emerged in the wake of Susan’s attack. There would be time to talk more later. For now, it was enough that the ice had been broken.

*   *   *

They spent what was left of the morning and most of the afternoon lounging by the pool, alternately bathing in the sun and reading in the shade. Though they didn’t talk much, there was a sense of quiet camaraderie sweetened by memories of such times past when they had been vacationing from school or simply escaping for several days of enjoying idleness and each other. Now, as then, they didn’t stray from the house, not even to eat out. Mrs. Stockley was as good a cook as any chef and far more willing.

After dinner that night, they settled into Adirondack chairs on the back veranda. The night air was warm, redolent with the scent of lush greenery and the sea. Moon shadows played over the pool, but the real romance lay in the play of light on the waves.

They sat in varied poses—Savannah with one knee crossed over the other, Megan with her legs bent and her heels tucked against her bottom, Susan with her feet propped up on the wood railing before her. Each sipped from a slender glass of Amaretto.

For a time, they were lost in silent musings. Then Susan, who hadn’t had more to drink than a glass of wine with dinner and now the liqueur, sighed and said, “How complicated life becomes as we get older. I think back to the times we used to come here. Our greatest worry was who to date. Things were so simple. We were so young.”

Savannah turned her head against the wide wooden slats of the chair and said, “You make us sound ancient.”

“Sometimes I feel it. Sometimes I think that the best years of my life are behind me. Look at my hands.” She held them up, graceful in the dim light from the house. “I see lines that weren’t there a year ago, and I know that they won’t go away. The body doesn’t lie.”

Savannah gave a soft laugh. “You’re gorgeous, Susan. I can’t believe you’re worried about a few lines on your hands. You’re not getting older; you’re getting better.”

“No, no. I’m getting older. I’m getting older, Retin-A and all.”

“You got lots of sun today,” Megan reminded her.

“But I like looking tanned.”

“Then you’ll have to live with the wrinkles,” Savannah said.

Susan shot her a look. “You got color today, too. Aren’t you worried about your skin?”

“No. There are too many other things to worry about.”

“You don’t think about aging?”

“Oh, I think about it. When I’m forty, I’ll think about it more, and when I’m fifty, I’ll think about it even more. Right now, I’m more concerned with maturing than aging.”

Megan had always been intrigued by Savannah’s semantic distinctions. “What’s the difference?” she asked.

“Maturing implies positive growth. It represents all the good parts of aging.”

But Susan couldn’t see any. “Aging, maturing, getting older—one’s as bad as the next. I’m getting older. That’s all. I’m getting older, and what do I have to show for it?”

Savannah had to bite her tongue. She’d given Susan the solution to that problem time and time again, and wasn’t sure she wanted to argue about it now.

Megan wasn’t as hesitant. “You have things to show for it.”

“Like what?”

“Financial security.”

“I had that the day I was born.”

Which was one of the things Megan had always envied. But there were others. “You have lots of friends. You have positions on the boards of three different organizations—or is it four?”

“Five, but what is that worth? Really. I go to meetings several times a year. That’s it.”

“You could do more, if you wanted,” Savannah said before she could stop herself.

“Ah, yes. I could work. Well, that’s just fine for you to suggest. Your life is geared toward slavery. Mine isn’t.” In search of an ally, she turned to Megan. “Do you want to work?”

“I do work,” she answered. “I do the bookkeeping for the business.” She looked from one surprised face to the next. “Math was always my strong point. I’m a natural for the job.”

“But to do the bookkeeping for all that?” Susan said.

“It’s not so much.”

Savannah joined in. “I knew you did personal bills, but I hadn’t realized you did the rest.”

“Someone had to. Will couldn’t. He draws a blank when it comes to ledgers.”

“Aren’t the accounts done by computer?” Savannah asked.

Megan shook her head. “Will doesn’t like computers.”

“It’s all done by hand?” Susan asked. “Mistake, Meggie. Make him get a computer.”

Even in the dim light, Megan’s look was eloquent. Will wasn’t in the position to spend money on computers, any more than he was in the position to hire a financial adviser.

“At least,” Savannah said, “that explains the mess on the desk in your upstairs office. There were papers all over.” Her voice was soft, teasing. “Remember when we tripled senior year? Your things were totally scattered. You knew just where everything was and could always find whatever you wanted, but don’t ask me how. Neat you weren’t.”

“I’m not much better now,” Megan confessed dryly. “I try. I do try. The cleaning men only come once a week, and things get messy in between. But I hate cleaning. Hate cleaning.” She gave the words individual emphasis. “I’m sure it’s because my mother was a fanatic about it. She always said that just because we didn’t have the money that some people had, that didn’t mean we couldn’t live in as clean a house. So she made me clean everything in sight. As soon as I left the house, I rebelled.”

She grew suddenly quiet and looked down at her hands. “During the time she lived with Will and me, we had a maid. I’m glad she isn’t around to see the mess I’ve made.”

Savannah was thinking of how immaculate the bedroom had been that night, and she would have pointed it out had she not known Megan was talking about a deeper mess. “You had nothing to do with Will’s financial problems, Meggie.”

Megan said nothing.

“Savvy’s right,” Susan said. “You can’t blame yourself for that.”

“Will would have been better off if he’d married someone like either of you. I’ve brought nothing to this marriage.”

“Will adores you,” Savannah argued. “He was a bachelor for years, a lonely man. You’ve brought him happiness.”

“I’ve brought him grief.”

“No, happiness.” Taking a breath, she broached what she knew was on Megan’s mind. “What happened the other week wasn’t your fault any more than it was Will’s. It just happened. It was an ugly, hurtful thing, but you can put it behind you, Meggie. You can.”

Megan was very quiet for a minute before murmuring, “I don’t think so.”

“Sure, you can. Once we catch the men who did it, they’ll be put away for life. Any little thing you can remember would help us find them.”

Megan didn’t answer, but seemed to withdraw into a world of her own. She took a sip of the liqueur in her glass, sat back in her chair, and stared off toward the horizon. Clearly, she didn’t want to think about the men who’d kidnapped and raped her, and Savannah could understand that. Savannah could also see that pushing her just then would do no good.

So she tamped down the sense of urgency she felt when she thought of all the leads she didn’t have, and scowled. “How did we get off on this, anyway?”

“We were talking about cleaning house, which I hate, too,” Susan said, “and before that about working, and I don’t care what either of you say, I don’t want the pressure of a job. Studies have found that women are having more and more heart and high blood pressure problems, and it’s because there are more of us—more of you—in the work force than there were ten or twenty years ago. Woman wasn’t meant to scurry around from seven in the morning until ten at night wearing a sedate little business suit.”

Savannah had never pictured her sister wearing sedate little business suits. “Seven in the morning until ten at night? What kind of job are you thinking of?”

“The kind that will deliver prestige, power, and respect,” Susan said without pause.

Savannah nodded. “I see.” She took a breath and echoed, “The job has to deliver prestige, power, and respect.”

“If it’s going to be worth the effort.”

“No halfway possibilities?”

“What’d be the point of that?”

“The point is doing something that’s interesting and, therefore, rewarding.”

“That’s an idealistic viewpoint if ever there was one. Realistically, that’s not why people work. People work for the money, which I don’t need, and the power, which I do.”

“Why do you need power?”

“Because that’s the basis for respect. I want people to look at me and know that I’m a somebody.”

“You are a somebody. You don’t need power.”

“So why should I work?”

Savannah pressed the glass she held to her forehead. “I think we’re back at square one.”

“You’re right. The whole issue of work drives me nuts, but it always comes up. Times have changed. Things were much simpler when we were younger.” Her voice softened. “Don’t you ever think back, Savvy? Your life is hectic. Don’t you ever pine for simpler times, when you had less responsibility?”

Savannah thought about it for a minute. “Not really. There’s a plus side to having responsibility.”

“I might have figured she’d say that,” Susan told Megan, who was sitting quietly, not revealing the direction of her thoughts.

“But I’m serious,” Savannah insisted. “Along with responsibility comes control. I like having that control.”

“Ah-ha! So you want power, too.”

“Not power. Control.”

That brought Megan from her silence. “What’s the difference?”

Savannah took a minute to pick the right words. “This is my own distinction, mind you, but as I see it, power has a negative connotation. It has to do with manipulating either people or events. Control, on the other hand, implies a greater say in what you do with your life. I can’t always determine the outcome of things at work; I don’t have that power. But I can determine the route I take to get to an outcome. I like being able to do that.”

“You’re very lucky,” Megan murmured.

Savannah turned to her. “Hmm?”

“To be in control that way. To be in command of yourself and your life. To be so together.”

Savannah thought of the times she’d sat in her wing-backed chair and shook from the inside out. “I’m not as together as you think. I have my moments.”

“Like when?” Susan asked, mildly challenging.

Savannah was more than willing to meet that challenge. She had nothing to hide. “When I’m very tense about something. When I’m terrified that what I’m doing is wrong or not enough.”

“You don’t do things wrong,” Megan said.

“Sure, I do. I make mistakes.”

“Like when?” Susan repeated, a little crossly this time.

“There have been times when I’ve undertried or overtried cases. There have been times when I’ve miscalculated the reaction of the judge or the jury to a particular tactic. I could cite you specific cases, but you’d be bored and I’d be embarrassed.”

Susan would have pushed for those cases if it hadn’t seemed childish. “The press is totally in the dark. They love you.”

Savannah shrugged. “We have people in the office who work at fostering that love.”

Susan had assumed that was the case, still the outcome was envious. “Do you think Paul will run for governor?”

“Eventually.”

“Will you run to fill his place?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t want that much responsibility.”

“I was under the impression,” Susan said, “that Paul puts in less hours than you and the others.”

“He does. But he’s the one who takes the flak when something goes wrong. The buck stops with him. I’m not sure I want that. And I know I don’t want to have to campaign every two years. Even now, it’s tough. My job is dependent on Paul being reelected, so every two years I sweat a little.”

“The only other alternative is private practice.”

“That’s right,” Savannah said.

Megan perked up. “You’re thinking of making the move? But you love what you’re doing.”

“I’m not saying that I’m making the move. But it is an alternative if I ever reach the point of needing greater stability. I’d also have greater control over my time if I were in private practice. The sheer volume of cases that crosses my desk can be overwhelming. In private practice, I could control that.”

“Control,” Susan mused and said to Megan, “We should each have a little of that control.” To Savannah she said, “This is the first I’ve heard you talk about private practice. If I didn’t know better, I’d say that Jared Snow had something to do with it.”

Savannah was quick to deny it. “Jared? He hasn’t mentioned a thing—”

“That’s not what I meant. I meant that if you’re thinking about having more control over your time, it might be because you’re thinking about marriage—”

“I’m not—”

“And if you’re thinking of marriage at this point in your life, the likely candidate would be Jared Snow.”

“No. I’m not getting married so fast. I’d have a baby before I’d get married.”

“A baby?” Susan breathed. “Are you serious?”

Savannah was a minute in answering. “Would that be so terrible?”

“You don’t have time for a baby, any more than you have time for a man.”

“I can make time for what I want. Any of us can do that. It’s called taking your life in your own hands.”

“But a baby,” Susan went on, still slightly stunned by the suggestion. “Do you have any idea how much time and effort that takes?”

“People have been doing it for years,” Savannah said lightly.

“But why marriage over a baby?” Megan joined the conversation to ask, sounding vulnerable enough to remind the others how much she had wanted a baby herself.

Savannah was momentarily chastised for her lightness. She took another moment to think about the question. “I’m not sure,” she finally said. She looked at her hands. “I just think I could handle a baby better than a husband. A husband is a human being with fully developed needs and wants. A baby’s needs and wants can be shaped to fit its mother’s lifestyle.”

“Are you kidding?” Susan asked. “A baby is totally dependent. If you want to talk responsibility, a baby is about the biggest one you could get.”

“You don’t want one?”

“No.”

“Never?” Megan asked quietly.

For the first time, Susan wavered. “How can I say never? I have no idea what the future holds. But right now the last thing I can think about is having a kid.”

“Are you thinking about Sam?” Savannah asked.

Susan sent her a sharp look. “I’m trying not to. He’s an imbecile. I don’t care if he is the best lover in the world, he’s still an imbecile.”

“Will you see him when you get back?” Megan asked.

“No.”

Savannah couldn’t believe that. “You had an argument. Every couple has arguments.”

“Sam and I have some very basic differences.”

“I should hope so.”

“Come on, Savvy, you know what I mean.”

Savannah did. She was also convinced that Susan felt more for Sam Craig than she’d felt for a man in a long time. Yes, the argument had hurt her pride, but the hurt went deeper. “You can work out your differences.”

“I don’t know. We’re really a poor match.”

“How so?”

“His job, his house, his bankroll—need I go on?”

“Those are all secondary to the way you two work as people. Personally,” Savannah told her, “I think you’d be good for each other. Sammy is a wonderfully warm and compassionate person.”

Susan snorted. “You didn’t see him the other day.”

“He was very good to me,” Megan said, drawing both Susan’s and Savannah’s eyes her way. “He made me feel safe. I believed everything he said.”

“Oh, he’s honest,” Susan conceded, but more gently. “He means what he says. Not that I always like what he says.”

“Would you rather he tell you only what you want to hear?” Savannah asked. “You’ve known too many men like that. I’d think you’d welcome the honesty.”

“Maybe I would if I had something more to offer.”

“What do you mean?”

“Hell, Savvy, Sam can’t respect me. He can respect you. You’re smart and accomplished. But what do I represent to him? A spoiled brat.”

“He’s fascinated by you, Suse. He sees great potential.”

“What about me as I am?”

“That’s what fascinates him. I think he likes the fact that you haven’t ‘arrived.’ He’d be intimidated if you had a career.”

“He should be intimidated because I have money, but he isn’t. He couldn’t care less about that.”

“Sam is Sam.”

“Uh-huh, and where does that leave me?”

“Where do you want to be left?”

“I don’t know!” Susan cried, then went silent.

For a time, none of them spoke. Then Savannah said in a pensive voice, “I do think life is about potentials. You say my expectations are too high, Suse, and maybe they are. But I want to be everything I can be. So I push myself. Sometimes I make it, sometimes I don’t. But if I don’t push, I’ll never know. I don’t want to be an old lady thinking of what might have been.”

Her words lingered in the night air for a long, long time. When the silence was broken again, it was on a lighter note, which was what they all needed just then.

*   *   *

By Sunday morning, the pace of the island had fully infiltrated Savannah’s system. She didn’t even try to read, but lay quietly on the beach listening to the rhythmic rush of the waves. When she moved, it was at half-speed and, even then, she moved reluctantly.

Megan and Susan seemed lost in a similar state. It was just like it used to be.

“This is heaven,” Susan murmured, barely moving her mouth as she lay utterly still on a lounge chair in the sun.

Feeling warm and relaxed, Megan hummed her agreement.

Savannah was feeling decidedly irresponsible. “Why is it that the more we rest, the more we want to?”

“It’s the sun,” Megan answered, moving her mouth no more than the others. “It’s a sedative.”

“That’s not the sun,” Susan said. “That’s old age.”

“Speak for yourself,” Savannah told her.

“I don’t care what it is,” Megan decided. “I’ll take it.”

Such was the general consensus of opinion. But time was passing, and Monday approached. Savannah didn’t want to return to work without having gotten some information from Megan. Still, she was torn. Megan was relaxed on the island. To start prodding would jeopardize that relaxation. So Savannah put it off for as long as she could, though she feared that if she waited until they were back in Providence, Megan might retreat inside herself again.

It actually started on the plane ride home. Megan got a distant look, and maintained a troubled silence. At that point, Savannah figured she had nothing to lose. Taking advantage of the fact that Susan had dozed off, she slipped into the seat beside Megan.

“How’re you doing?” she asked softly.

Megan continued to stare at the pitch black of the sky. “The weekend was too short.”

“You must be looking forward to seeing Will.”

She was, but not unequivocally. She wished she were coming home under different circumstances. “Susan’s right. Life has become very complicated.” Her eyes filled with tears and her chin trembled. “Oh, Savvy,” she whispered, “what am I going to do?”

Savannah grasped her arm firmly. “You’re going to go back home and take control of your life.”

“Fine for you to say. You’re the master of control. It’s your forte. I’ve been trying to get it all my life, but I keep coming up short. How do you do it? How do you manage to make everything work?”

“I don’t. I have problems just like everyone else.”

“But you end up on top.”

“That depends how you define on top. I look at you and see how close you and Will are. I’ve missed that, Meggie. I’ve missed the loving. I have a super job, but when the job’s done, what’s left? Not much more than the silence of an empty room.”

“You have Jared now.”

“But for how long? How long can I keep him?”

Megan was surprised by Savannah’s doubt. “As long as you want.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“You’ll keep him.”

Savannah shrugged.

“Where’s your optimism?” Megan asked.

“Giving way to realism, I guess. I’m trained as a lawyer; I’ve never had much experience holding a man. So what’s down the road for me? More empty rooms? If that’s what you call being on top, you’re crazy. But look at you. You have Will. Do you have any idea how sick with worry he was when you were gone? He worships you, Meg. In that sense, you’re the one on top.”

Megan brushed the corner of her eye with the side of her thumb. “He’s a good man.”

“Yes, he is. So you’re going back to Providence. You and Will are going to do what’s necessary to put the business back on its feet.” She paused for a fast breath. “And you’re going to work with me to find the men who hurt you. You need that, so you can put the kidnapping behind you, and I need it, but I can’t do anything without your help. You’re the one in control.”

The pleading look on Megan’s face was a precursor to silence.

“Don’t clam up on me, Meggie. I need your help.”

But Megan had already turned her eyes back to the window.

“Please,” Savannah whispered. “Anything, Meggie. I know how painful it must be to think about, but I need you to do that. For me?” When Megan said nothing, she pushed. “For you. Do it for you. So many times you’ve said you wanted to be in command of your life. Do it, Meggie. This is your chance.”

Savannah’s words sunk in, but it wasn’t until the following morning that Megan acted.


CHAPTER 18

Megan made the call from a phone booth on the outskirts of town. Her palms were damp; her stomach felt tied in knots. But she forced herself to punch out the number and sound fully in command.

The voice that answered the phone wasn’t the one she wanted. “I’d like to speak to your boss,” she demanded.

“Hold on,” she was told seconds before the phone clattered onto a hard surface. Amid strains of Mahler, she heard a distant shout, and the ensuing wait seemed interminable. When she heard voices again, her stomach twisted so sharply she actually feared she’d throw up. But she breathed in through her nose and steadied herself.

“Hello?” came the male voice she knew she would detest until the day she died.

Slowly, distinctly, and icily, she said, “I want my money.”

“Excuse me?”

“My money. As planned.”

“Who is this?”

“You know exactly who it is and exactly what you’re supposed to do. I’ll be in tomorrow. You’ll put two and a half million in my trunk.”

“I’m sorry,” he said in a syrupy tone that stuck to the fine hairs on the back of her neck. “You must have the wrong number.”

“I don’t think so. I’ll be in tomorrow for my money.”

“Then you’ll be in for a disappointment.”

“You don’t have it?”

There was a pause, then a patently light, “Money? I don’t have anyone’s money. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Who is this?”

Megan wasn’t surprised by his denial. She expected it, just as she expected the fury she still felt. She had lived with it for days.

“You don’t have my money?” she asked, her voice trembling with anger.

“No, I don’t have your money,” came the answer.

Clenching her jaw so hard that it hurt, Megan hung up the phone before she said something rash. Her breathing was shallow. Her entire body was tight. Fearing a breakdown, she remained there for another minute with her eyes closed, praying for strength. She knew he would welch on the deal. She had known it from the first time he touched her, and nothing he had done afterward had hinted otherwise. Still, she’d had to ask, just to know for sure. With certainty came an odd wave of power. It was, indeed, her turn to take command.

Returning to her car, she headed home.

*   *   *

Two hours later, shortly before noon, Megan entered Savannah’s office. Will was with her, wearing the fury on his face that she felt inside. On the outside, though, she was subdued and pale. At Will’s urging, once the door to the office had been closed, she said in an ominously quiet voice, “The man you want is Matty Stavanovich. He was the one who kidnapped me.”

Savannah was sure she had heard wrong. “Matty Stavanovich?”

Slowly and with genuine distaste, Megan nodded.

“That can’t be,” Savannah murmured, sagging back against her desk. “Matty’s a cat burglar. He’s never gone in for kidnapping, much less rape.”

“It was him.”

“Are you sure?”

“Megan wouldn’t lie about something like that,” Will said curtly.

Still, Savannah looked at Megan in bewilderment. “Are you sure?”

The look on Megan’s face answered the question even before she said in a tense monotone, “Two months ago, I took my car in for new brakes. I had to take it back a month later because the brakes didn’t feel right. One of the pads was defective. At least, that’s what he said when he replaced it.” She caught in a sudden breath. “At the time, I thought he was a disgusting man. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. I swear, I had a premonition.”

Savannah put a hand to her heart, which was thudding wildly. After a minute, she reached for the phone. “Let me get some of our people in here.” She placed an emergency call to Sam, then to Mark Morgan at the local FBI office. After leaving a message for Paul, who was at a meeting, she drew up a chair close to Megan’s. “Tell me again. Are you absolutely sure it was Matty?”

“Yes.”

“You recognized him because of the work he did on your car?”

“Yes.”

Savannah took a shaky breath. She had always known they would get the Cat one day, but never in a million years had she dreamed it would be on a kidnapping rap.

Will touched Megan’s shoulder. “Tell Savannah about the other man.”

Megan wrapped her arms around her stomach. “Stavanovich called him Pal, nothing but that. I’d never seen him before. He was bigger, more physical.” She stopped short.

“Go on,” Savannah urged gently.

“He raped me first.”

Savannah wanted to wrap her arms around her own stomach, but she knew this was not the place or the time to indulge her own feelings. So she put a gentle hand on Megan’s arm and said softly, “Matty Stavanovich has been out there for the last two weeks, carrying on business as usual. Sam took Susan to his place last week; she left the Jaguar for him to fix.” She paused for a bewildered second before asking, “Why didn’t you tell us sooner?”

Megan swallowed hard. “I couldn’t. He threatened me with even worse things than he’d already done, and he threatened to hurt Will.”

“But you’re telling me now.”

With another swallow, Megan rose from her chair. She crossed the room and stared unseeingly out the window. “I can’t live with his threats hanging over my head. I thought about it all last night and then again this morning. I drove around and around thinking about it. I liked being in Florida because I felt safe there. But it’s not my home, and I can’t spend my life running.” She turned to face Savannah. “You were right when you said that I had a chance to take control of things. I want that control. I want my life back. I want Matty Stavanovich punished.”

Savannah was watching her, wide-eyed, still having trouble believing that the Cat had suddenly changed his style. “Are you sure, Meggie? Before the others get here, are you absolutely sure that Matty was the one?”

“For God’s sake, Savannah!” Will exclaimed.

Megan stiffened. “You don’t believe me.”

“I do, but it’s a serious charge and there are a world of emotions involved. I want you to be certain that you’re pointing a finger at the right man.”

“I am.”

“Matty?”

“Yes.” She tightened her arms around her waist, and, though she was even paler than before, she forced herself to go on. “You can check his blood type with the tests they ran at the hospital. And you can check his body. He has a birthmark shaped like a light bulb just under his right nipple, and he’s not circumcised.”

Savannah let out a helpless moan.

Will swore, crossed the floor, and took Megan in his arms. Despite the rigidity of her body, he held her tightly, pressing her head to his chest in a futile attempt to shield her from thoughts that were repulsive to them both.

Just then, Sam arrived. Savannah met him at the door and, keeping her voice low, filled him in on the turn of events. She was barely done when Mark Morgan joined them. Both men questioned Megan gently. It was an unpleasant necessity. Though tense and upset, Megan stood firm in her conviction that Stavanovich had been her abductor.

The wheels of justice began to roll. Within hours, Megan had identified mug shots, blood types had been matched up, a search and arrest warrant was issued. At five o’clock that afternoon, the Cat was taken into custody.

Savannah didn’t get home until well after nine that night, and when she did, it was to find Jared waiting in her living room. She had never been so glad to see anyone in her life.

Taking one look at her, he folded her in his arms and held her while she trembled. In time, her body began to relax. Only then did he speak.

“You shouldn’t have to go through this, babe. It’s not right, so much tension.”

“It’s part of the job,” she said quietly, then looked up at him. “Besides, this time there’s excitement, too,” and it was there in her eyes. “We got him, Jared. We may not have nailed him for burglary, but if I can get a conviction for what he did to Megan, he’ll spend the rest of his life behind bars.”

Jared had caught the evening news, but that had only given him the bare outlines of the case. “Isn’t it a little bizarre—the Cat doing something like this?”

“I thought so. I honestly didn’t believe Megan at first. But she was insistent, and Megan’s never been an overly imaginative person. She’s down to earth. She’s always had an eye for details. Matty’s blood type was right. She identified things on his body that she couldn’t have possibly known unless she’d seen him naked.” She paused, looking at Jared all the while, then said in a low voice, “I know what you’re thinking. Sammy was thinking it, too. So was Mark. You’re thinking that maybe Megan had an affair with Matty totally independent of the kidnapping. You’re thinking that if it went awry, she could pin this on him out of revenge, but none of that’s possible. Megan loves Will. There’s no way she’d have an affair with Matty or any other man. Besides, she was kidnapped. Money was demanded and delivered. And she was brutalized. We have concrete proof of that.”

“How about the second man who was involved? Have you found him?”

“Matty claims total innocence, so he’s not about to talk of a second man. Megan gave us a detailed description of him, though. The police are working on it.”

Tempted by her upturned face, Jared lowered his head and kissed her. It had nothing to do with what she was saying, but he had felt the urge, and she didn’t protest. Her mouth molded to his with the sweetness he’d come to expect.

Taking her to his side, he headed for the kitchen. “Why did Megan take so long to come forward?”

Savannah took comfort from his nearness to discuss things that might well have set her to shaking again. “Trauma. Fear. That’s how it works. But she’s angry now, too, and that’s given her a strength she didn’t have before. Still, we’ve assigned a police detail to watch her until we get the second man.”

“Have you found any of the money?”

“No. And I doubt we will. Just as we’ve never been able to recover the money Matty made on his burglaries. We find the goods from time to time, but I’m sure the money’s been safely stashed.” Her fingers tightened on a handful of sweater at his waist. “The man is incredible, Jared. He pulled a burglary the night after the kidnapping and tossed it in as a red herring. He had a standard alibi to offer when he was questioned. He always has an alibi. This time it was a trip to Mexico, and it covered five days, starting one before the kidnapping.”

“The police are checking it out?”

“You bet. He had travel brochures and plane tickets and hotel receipts to show, but he’s done that before. It’s his typical MO. He’s always gone, always, when one of these brilliant burglaries takes place. No doubt he sends someone in his place while he hangs around here to do his thing. In the past our resources have been limited, so we’ve only been able to go so far in our investigation. This time, the FBI’s working right along with local and state police. Unless we get a positive ID from someone like a flight attendant or hotel clerk, Matty will be in big trouble. Megan’s testimony will hang him.”

Jared could feel her anger. “You want that.”

“Yes, I want it. Life in prison is too lenient for someone who did what he did to Megan.” Hearing her own vehemence, she let out a breath and said meekly, “I take that back. The death penalty gives me the willies. I’ll settle for life in prison.”

Jared shot her a half-grin. “You’re a tough one.”

She returned the half-grin a bit dryly. “Don’t you know it.”

He kissed the tip of her nose this time. “What’ll it be? Coffee, tea, or me?”

“Tea now. You later.”

“I work later.”

“So?”

He grinned and went for the tea. Savannah watched him, thinking how comfortable he was in her home, how natural it felt to have him there. And how good it was not to be alone. Because on nights like this, when she couldn’t easily put aside the events of the day, she liked having someone to talk with. She had never fully realized what she had been missing before. Talking to Jared gave her an outlet for her tension.

“Savannah?” His back was to her.

“Mmm?”

“What about music? Did Megan say anything about his listening to CIC?”

Savannah didn’t answer at first. He had to turn to catch her headshake. “I asked her about that when we were questioning her about where she was held. Apparently, Matty played music constantly. Not country, though. Classical.”

“Classical.” Jared was relieved. “Then he wasn’t inspired by the station.”

She shook her head.

“His wording of the ransom note was pure coincidence?”

“Either that, or another red herring.”

“Incredible,” he murmured, turning back to his work, and Savannah knew just what he meant. Had it not been for the ransom note, they would never have met. It was a sobering thought which kept them preoccupied until Savannah’s tea was ready.

“Can you imagine,” she said, “the gall of the man walking around this town like nothing’s happened? Most kidnappers would take the money and run. Not Matty. He was too clever for that.”

“Why do you think he did it?” Jared asked as he put her cup on the tiled countertop.

Savannah wasn’t sure about that, and it bothered her. “Greed, maybe, but I’d have thought he had plenty of money in Switzerland already. Maybe he had sexual motives, though Meg said the other one started the rape.” She gave the ghost of a shudder and wrapped her hands around the teacup for warmth. “I’m guessing it was an exercise for Matty. He’d already done his burglary thing and he knew he could stump us with that. He wanted to see how much more he could get away with. Maybe he wanted to show us how much more he could get away with.” She threw back her head. “Well, his days of getting away with things are over.”

Jared stirred instant coffee into a cup of boiling water. “I take it he’s locked up for the night?”

“You bet. Given the charge, we asked for high bail and got it. Matty didn’t dare come up with it, or we’d have wondered where he got the money. So he’s safely stashed. He’ll be arraigned in the morning. If all goes well, I’ll take the case before a grand jury next week, then he’ll be indicted and formally charged. With any luck, we’ll be on trial within ninety days. The sooner this is over for Megan, the better.”

“And for you,” Jared added as he studied her features. There in her home at the end of a long work day, she looked far more delicate than she did at other times. “It’ll be a strain. Would you consider letting someone else try the case?”

“Absolutely not. I have the know-how and the drive. I want to do it.”

He reached across the counter to touch her cheek. “I know you do, but is it wise?”

“I’m trying this case, Jared,” she said determinedly. “I’m trying it, and I’ll win. Men like Matty can’t be allowed to get away with what they do. There are laws to protect us from the Stavanoviches of the world, and if I can’t enforce those laws, what good am I?”

“You can only do your best. You can’t guarantee a conviction.”

“I know that,” she said and sank onto a stool. Her voice went quieter. “I know that. I also know that if we’d been able to get the Cat on a burglary charge, he wouldn’t have been free to hurt Megan like he did.”

Jared didn’t like what he was hearing. “You don’t actually blame yourself, do you?”

“Not personally. As you’ve told me any number of times, I’m only one member of the law enforcement community. We all failed Megan, but I’m the one who has a chance to right that wrong.”

“You’re making it your own personal cause.”

“No. I’m prosecuting a case that has to be prosecuted.”

“But you’re taking it all on your own shoulders. Don’t do that, babe. The law takes strange twists. Stavanovich could be acquitted on some technicality that has nothing to do with you or the way you try your case. Don’t set yourself up for a fall.”

Savannah looked at him with bewilderment. “You sound like my sister. She says I do that all the time, but she’s wrong. If I approach this case with a mind to win, I’ll win.”

Jared wished he could believe that, but he was a realist. He’d had his share of exposure to criminal law and knew the twists a case could take. He’d seen Elise give everything she had to a case and then, through no fault of her own, lose. It hadn’t happened often, but it had happened, and he remembered the anguish. He didn’t want Savannah to have to suffer that. She was much more vulnerable. Then again, maybe it was just that he cared much more for her than he had for Elise.

He took her face in his hands. “I love you,” he whispered against her lips. “I missed you last weekend.”

Savannah closed her eyes and breathed in his scent. “I missed you, too.”

“One phone call wasn’t enough.”

“I know. But I had trouble getting off by myself to make even that one call. The others were always around.”

He kissed her cheek, then her chin. “You’ve got pretty color on your face.” His mouth slid down her neck. “How far does it go?”

“How far does what go?” she whispered, burying her fingers in the heather of his hair.

“Your tan.” He was unbuttoning her blouse, nuzzling his way to her breasts. “Mmm. Toasty here. You went topless?”

Savannah felt weak. He could do that to her so easily. She held more tightly to his hair. “It was a private beach.”

“Mmmm. Not bad.” He had unhooked her bra and kissed first one breast, then the other. “Did you go bottomless, too?” he asked against her swelling flesh.

“No.”

He went still. “I don’t believe you.”

“I swear it.”

He looked up and, in a raspy voice, said, “Show me.”

“I can’t.”

He stood. “Why not?”

“I’m drinking tea.”

“What’s drinking tea got to do with it?” he asked. Slipping his arms around her, he raised her just enough so that he could bunch her skirt up with his fingers. When he returned her to the stool, her slim skirt was around her waist and he was sliding a small triangle of silk over her legs.

She cried his name in a whisper, but he was kneeling again, looking at what he’d laid bare. “You’re right,” he said in a low, lazy drawl. “You wore a bottom. Not a very big one, though.” He touched the pale line that circled her hips.

“It was a bikini,” she managed to say, though how she didn’t know. Her insides were humming. Her mouth was dry, she was sure because every bit of moisture in her body had rushed to that special spot between her legs.

He slid his thumbs back and forth over the skin that had been hidden from the sun, then lower, through the nest of tight, chestnut curls at the apex of her thighs. Savannah gasped softly, but she didn’t protest when he drew her forward on the stool, then put his mouth where his thumbs had been.

His kiss was deep and wet, and while his tongue loved her, his hands stroked her thighs, holding them ever wider until her moment of release came. She was still in the throes of orgasm when he opened his jeans and entered her, and when he climaxed soon after, she was right with him.

Just as she was with him when, some time after that, they left for the station.

They were made for each other, Jared knew. It didn’t make sense to him at times, particularly when he thought about her career, but when he thought about who and what she was inside, he had no doubts.

She was his.

*   *   *

Susan was bored. Then again, maybe she wasn’t bored so much as unsettled. She had heard about the Cat’s arrest and had wanted to be with Megan, but Megan was with Will, and Savannah was still at work, or had been until eight o’clock, when Susan had stopped trying her number.

Desperate to get out of the house, she’d agreed to play bridge at Felicia’s, but she hadn’t played well at all. Her mind was elsewhere. By eleven, she had had more than enough.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Felicia asked as Susan put on her coat.

“Just tired,” Susan said with a smile. She gave Felicia a hug. “Thanks for having me over.” She called into the other room, “Take care, you two,” then slipped out the door.

The fresh air brought immediate relief. Still, as she began the drive home, she felt uncomfortable and restless. She was filled with an energy that had nowhere to go.

For that reason, she was willing to believe she had been speeding when the lights of a cruiser suddenly filled her rearview mirror. Not that she was concerned; speeding tickets were easy to fix. But being caught was an embarrassment.

Pulling over to the side of the road, she rolled down her window and waited, contemplating the best approach to take. Indignance would do no good, nor would anger; she’d tried them before and failed. She could act surprised, even appalled that she’d been speeding. Or perplexed that she’d been stopped. That sometimes worked. As did seduction, but she wasn’t in the mood to be the seductress.

All the contemplation in the world, though, couldn’t have prepared her for the man who approached with a prowl in his walk, wearing faded jeans and a pea jacket. Too late, she realized that the cruiser wasn’t a cruiser at all, but a worn sedan with a blinker that had already been put back inside.

One look at Sam and she thought she’d cry. She couldn’t make out his expression. She knew her own had to be stricken. Straightening her head, she stared at her steering wheel and remained quiet.

Sam braced his hands on the open window, leaned down, and asked cautiously, “How are you, Susan?”

She kept her voice neutral. “Okay. Was I speeding?”

“What do you think?”

“I don’t know.” She waited for him to say something. When he didn’t, she darted him a quick glance. It was a mistake. He was too close. Her heart beat more erratically than before.

Looking back at the steering wheel, she said, “I wasn’t paying attention.”

“Why not?”

She was silent for a minute, then answered him with a shrug.

“What were you doing back at that house?” he asked.

She glanced at him. “How did you know where I was?”

“I saw your car.”

“But why are you here? This isn’t your jurisdiction.”

“When you weren’t home, I started cruising around.”

“Looking for a Jaguar?” She laughed, but it was forced, and feeble, at that. “You must have had a time. They’re a dime a dozen around here.”

“Only one has your plates.”

For the second time in as many minutes, Susan wanted to cry. She didn’t understand that, which made her angry. “What do you want, Sam? If I was speeding, ticket me. Otherwise, let me leave. It’s late, and I’m tired.”

“You sound sober.”

She rounded on him. “I am sober. I was playing cards with some friends. Believe it or not, we don’t always drink ourselves into a stupor.”

“Did you win?”

“No. I lost. I played a lousy game. Are you happy?”

Sam wasn’t happy. He hadn’t been happy since Susan had stormed out of his home the Wednesday before. Straightening, he took a step back and said in a very quiet voice, “Get out of the car.”

“What for?” she snapped. Being near him, but not near enough, pained her. She didn’t think she could take much more.

“Get out of the car.”

“Are you charging me with something?”

“No, I’m simply asking you to get out of the car.”

“And if I don’t, what will you do? Charge me with violating an order of a police officer? For God’s sake, Sam, can’t you do better than that?” She reached for the ignition. “It’s late. I’m going home.”

Suddenly a long arm crossed in front of her. Her hand was imprisoned and removed from the keys, which were as quickly removed from the ignition. The next thing she knew, her door was opened, Sam had taken her arm and all but lifted her out. Seconds later, she stood against the car, imprisoned by his flanking arms.

“Please, Sam,” she whispered. “Let me go.”

“We have to talk.”

She gave a small shake of her head. “I think everything was said last week.”

“And you’re satisfied with that?”

“Aren’t you?”

“Not for a minute. Not for a minute since you left have I been satisfied.”

Squeezing her eyes shut, she wailed softly, “Oh God, don’t do this to me.”

“Do what?” Sam demanded.

Her eyes opened with a snap and she focused sharply on his face. “Talk of satisfaction in that tone. Bring it down to its lowest form. Make it physical. Because it was more than that, Sam. Always. I’m a living, feeling person, not a sex object. If you think that my sole purpose in life is to satisfy your urges—”

Sam’s look was just as sharp. “I never thought that. For Christ’s sake, what do you take me for?” His lips thinned, and he dropped his arms to his sides. “Stupid question, Craig. She told you what she takes you for. She takes you for a dumb cop. A Neanderthal, without a touch of class.”

The words haunted Susan, particularly as they came from Sam’s mouth. She had hurt him—which was precisely what she’d intended at the time, only now the hurt boomeranged. “I don’t take you for that,” she rushed out.

“You said it.”

“I was angry. You’d just told me that I only appealed to you in bed.”

“Nuh-uh. I never said that. I said that I only appealed to you in bed.”

“But that’s not true.”

“That’s what I felt. You made me feel it, coming in the way you did, trying to change everything about my life.”

“I didn’t do that. I didn’t want to change everything. All I wanted to do was to decorate your house. I mean, what else could I do? I’m not good for much else. I’m not a great cook or a great cleaner, not that you need either of those things since you do them just fine by yourself. I don’t have a career for you to respect like Savannah—”

Sam cut her off. “Don’t bring her into this, Susan. This is between you and me. Savannah’s irrelevant.”

“Okay, but still, what do I know? I know how to plan fund-raisers. Does that impress you? Of course not. I know how to arrange flowers, but you’re not a flower person. And I know how to decorate. I was trying to be useful. That was the only thing I could think to do. So I thought wrong.”

“You sure did. You made me feel like a bush-league nothing. It’s bad enough that you’re loaded. I’m not. Never have been, never will be. I can’t begin to measure up to the other men you know when it comes to assets. I can’t give you anything you don’t already have—”

“I’ve never asked you for anything—”

“That’s not the point. It’s a matter of pride, Susan. Don’t you see? I’m proud of what I have. I’m proud of what I’ve done with my life. You suggested it wasn’t good enough—”

“I didn’t!” she cried and reached for his arms. “Listen to me. You were the one who said I said it wasn’t good enough. I love your place. It has more warmth to it, even without a stitch of furnishing, than my house does. But you mentioned decorating, so I thought I’d do it. I guess I got carried away. I thought you’d be pleased. I wanted that.” Then she realized something else, and with the realization came a return of the vulnerability she had been feeling so much of lately. Releasing his arms, she tucked her hands in her pockets and said quietly, “I wanted to please you, just … wanted to please you.”

Looking at her, seeing the rawness of her expression, hearing the naked need in her tone, Sam couldn’t doubt her. “Why, Susan?” he asked softly. “Why would you want to do that?”

He had no way of knowing that his own expression was as raw or his tone as naked. But Susan saw and heard, and the urge to cry that had hit her earlier brought tears to her eyes now. “I don’t know,” she whispered. Taking her hands from her pockets, she closed her fingers around the lapels of his jacket and clung to the wool. “I don’t know. You’re so different from other men I’ve known. I can’t stop thinking about you.”

He touched her chin with no more than his thumb and forefinger. “The feeling’s mutual.” When a tear trickled from the corner of her eye, he blotted it up. “I want to see you again.”

Susan wanted that more than anything in the world, but the problems that had driven them apart remained. “We fight so much. I don’t know if I can go on like that with you. It hurts, Sam.”

“It hurts me, too, but it hurts more to be without you. Can’t we try it again? Can’t we approach the thing differently this time?”

“Like how?” she asked cautiously.

He thought for a minute, searching for the words to express what he meant without offending her. “Maybe it was too physical before. For both of us.” He hurried on. “We’re great together in bed, but we let that be the starting and stopping point of our relationship. It was a high. We fell back on it, especially when we were feeling insecure about so many other things.”

“You’ve never felt insecure.”

“Of course I have. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I feel insecure a lot when I’m with you. It’s a new feeling, and I’m not sure how to handle it, but I have to do something, because it’s there. You’re special, Susan. Classy. Don’t you think I want to please you, too?”

“You do,” she whispered.

“Not as much as I’d like. You said I was traditional, and I never thought of myself that way, but when it comes to you, I guess I am. Possessive. Protective. Give you a few drinks, and you need a protector. Stone sober, you’re pretty self-sufficient.”

“Shows how much you know,” Susan murmured but said no more because there was something else she needed just then. Slipping her arms inside his coat and around his waist, she leaned against him for the warmth that had been so missing from her life.

Making a small sound deep in his throat, Sam crushed her close. He didn’t try to kiss her. He just needed to hold her. He needed to know that they’d have another chance. “Ahhh, sweetheart,” he breathed into her hair. “You feel so good.”

“I always did.”

“Not like this. This is special.” He hugged her tightly for another minute, then took her face in his hands, turned it up, and spoke with exquisite gentleness. “You teach me a lot. You may not believe that, but it’s true. You teach me things about myself. Like being old-fashioned. I am, I suppose. And that’s not the best way to be in this day and age.”

“Then again,” Susan argued, able to do so because he’d made the admission first, “it’s not such an awful thing. There are times when a woman wants to feel protected.”

“Do I do that for you?”

She nodded. “Besides that, you think. You say what you feel.”

“You don’t always like what I say.”

“It’s not what you say that bothers me, as much as the way you say it. When you yelled at me last week—”

“I didn’t yell. You were the one who yelled.”

“Well, it felt like you were yelling. I felt like I’d been slapped in the face. I really wanted to help, Sam. It wasn’t a question of walking all over you. I thought you’d be happy. That was what I wanted.”

Sam had no comeback, because his mind was grappling with the sudden realization that of all the women he had known, none had ever said that to him. That Susan, who had so much and was by some measures spoiled, should be the one to say she wanted him happy—and to say it with such sincerity—affected him deeply.

Unable to speak, he lowered his head and kissed her, but it wasn’t the kind of fevered kiss they’d so often shared before. It was a kiss from the heart, deep and filled with soul.

Susan, who’d never received a kiss like it, was stunned. It pulled at something deep inside her, sparking thoughts of once upon a time and forever after. But before she could begin to grapple with those thoughts, the approach of a third car intruded.

Still holding her face in his hands, Sam looked around, then watched in disbelief when a full-fledged police cruiser drew to a halt. The officer riding shotgun rolled down his window.

“Any problem here, folks?”

“No, sir,” Sam drawled.

“How about moving along, then?”

“Yes, sir.” But he didn’t budge.

The officer waited for a minute, then looked at Susan. “Is this man giving you trouble?”

“He’s been giving me troubles since the day I met him,” Susan replied sweetly, “but I think things are under control. Thank you.”

“Why don’t you both move on, then.”

“We will,” she said and smiled up at Sam.

“Now,” the officer prompted.

Sam returned Susan’s smile and, brushing his thumbs over her cheeks, said in a low voice, “Your place is closer.”

“Yours is nicer.”

“All that way in two cars?”

“Follow me while I drop off the Jag, then we’ll go together.”

“I like the sound of that. I want you close.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“Uh, excuse me,” came the police officer’s voice, less patient this time. “This is a public street. I doubt the good folks of Newport would appreciate prolonged tête-à-têtes at this hour.”

Sam had an inkling that something was coming when Susan drew herself straighter, but he wasn’t quick enough to catch her when she slid around him and approached the cruiser.

“Officer, I am the good folks of Newport, and quite frankly, I resent your interference.”

“Susan,” Sam murmured as he put an arm around her from behind, “let’s just do as the good officer says.” He began drawing her back toward the Jag.

“You don’t have to take this from him,” she argued. “You’re a lieutenant.”

Sam gave the officer an apologetic grin. “She’s a spirited one,” he said, and guided Susan into the car. As soon as he closed the door, the police cruiser started to roll off.

“He’s a cop, you turkeys!” Susan shouted through the open window. “He’s one of you—”

Sam silenced her with a sound kiss. By the time he let her up for air, she had an arm draped around his neck. In her eyes he could see subtle accusation for what he had done, but the accusation faded quickly, fallen prey to the deeper feelings that had been released before the cruiser had arrived.

“I’ll be right behind you,” he said softly.

She nodded.

“Drive slowly.”

She nodded again.

Unable to resist, he kissed her again, then returned to his car.


CHAPTER 19

Savannah spent the weekend with Jared on his boat. She had to laugh when she thought of how casually he had called his small yacht a boat. Built of fiberglass with interior trimmings of ash, its amenities included a galley as modern as Savannah’s kitchen, a washer and dryer, a king-size bed, and a luxurious bath.

Jared had had the craft put in the water on Friday, but there was plenty of cleaning and polishing to do before he was satisfied with its condition. Working alongside him, Savannah enjoyed every minute.

Not that they worked the entire time. They talked a lot, slept a lot, and loved a lot. She had never been happier.

On Sunday evening, she told him so. It had been a beautiful day, mild and fragrant as was the best of early April on the Rhode Island coast, and though the air had begun to chill with the setting of the sun, an inner glow kept them warm. They were below deck, facing each other from opposite corners of a sofa with their legs snugly entwined, sipping from glasses of the wine Jared had uncorked for the occasion.

“This has been great,” she said with the kind of soft smile that never failed to make his heart turn over.

His chuckle was like the wine, light and dry. “Then you’re a glutton for punishment. I’ve made you work all weekend.”

“No, no. It’s been great. A vacation, even more so than last weekend in Florida. There’s something truly therapeutic about what we’ve done.”

He nudged her bottom with his bare foot, which was tucked there for warmth. “You hate cleaning.”

“But this was different. I’ve loved it. Really I have.” When he arched a skeptical brow, she insisted, “Really. I’d do this any time with you.”

Jared’s heart turned over again. But then, it had been turning over practically since the first time he’d seen Savannah. In some respects, she’d turned over his whole life, certainly his outlook on the future.

“Many me, Savannah.”

She caught her breath.

“I love you,” he said, and his voice was as low and deep and intense as she’d ever heard it. “You haven’t said the words, but I think you feel them, and I can’t risk letting that go. Let’s get married.”

Savannah didn’t know what to say. Somewhere in the back of her mind she had wanted him to ask, then feared that he would. Confused, she whispered his name on a broken breath.

“Is that a yes, or a no?” he asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t know what to say.”

“Do you love me?”

She hesitated for just a minute, not because she didn’t know the answer, but because saying it aloud implied a commitment. But that time had come. “Yes,” she said, then with greater feeling, “Yes.”

Setting his wine glass on the carpet, he leaned forward, took her under the arms, and brought her forward to straddle his hips. He locked his hands at the small of her back. “Say it.”

Savannah smiled. “I love you.”

“Again.”

“I love you,” she said, and the smile became a grin, because it seemed so absurd that she hadn’t said the words sooner.

So she sat there grinning, loving his face with its rough-hewn features, its faintly squared chin with a ghost of a dimple, its eyes of pale blue with gray flecks, the one with its slight cast. She loved the sandy hair that tumbled across his forehead, brushed the tops of his ears, hit his collar in back. She loved the way his shirt was open to midchest, laying bare a faint sprinkle of tawny hair, and the way he sat eye to eye with her, though she was on his lap.

“I do,” she whispered. Looping her hands, wine glass and all, around his neck, she came forward for a kiss.

“Then marry me,” he said when the kiss was done.

She pressed her temple to his. “For a man who was burned once before, you’re in a big rush.”

“There’s no comparison between this and that.”

“We’re both lawyers.”

“You’re as different from Elise as night from day.”

“I have a demanding career. I won’t always be here, and when I am here, my mind may be there.”

“I don’t care whether your mind’s here or there,” he returned, “as long as you’re wearing my ring. You’re right; I’ve been burned once, and because of that I should be wary of ties that bind. But I’m not. Because I’ve been burned once, I know what I want, and you’re it. I can live with your career. It’s part of who you are. Say you’ll marry me.”

“I want to,” she whispered, and one part of her did. That part wanted Jared bound to her so that he couldn’t escape, so that no other woman could have him, so that all those who listened to him night after night would know he was taken. On the flip side, though, the thought of ties like that scared her. “Marriage is rough.”

“All good things are.”

“But I’ve seen it fall apart so often. Where I come from, marital rifts are more common than bliss.”

“Your parents were happy.”

“Uh-huh, and my mother died nearly twenty years ago. Who knows what would have happened if she had lived?”

Jared was taken off-guard by the thought. “Do you really wonder about that?”

“Once in a great while it crosses my mind. People are always telling me to be realistic, and the fact is that my dad is a difficult man. Maybe he would have been different if Mom had lived. Then again, maybe Mom would have had enough at some point.” She paused, desperately wishing she could make Jared understand. “So many of the people I know are on their second or third tries. I don’t think I could bear it if something happened to us.”

“Something’s already happened to us,” Jared said, looking as frustrated as he sounded. Under his breath, he mumbled, “I don’t believe this,” then more loudly, “You’re saying that since we love each other so much, we don’t dare risk marriage. That doesn’t make sense! If we love each other so much, marriage isn’t a risk.”

With a breath, he then dared to voice the idea he’d clung to of late. “You need me, Savannah. You’re as independent a woman as I’ve ever met; you have financial security, a career, a home. But you need me. I saw it in your eyes that first time we met, and I’ve seen it lots of times since. It’s just a flicker sometimes, but it’s there, an intense loneliness, almost desperation. You need a soul mate, and I’m it.”

Savannah couldn’t argue with anything he’d said. Nor did it surprise her that he’d analyzed the situation so well. He was that kind of man. Still, his solution frightened her.

Sliding a hand down his shirt front, she grasped a button. “We could live together for a while, just to make sure this is what we want.”

“I don’t have to make sure. I already know.”

The warmth of his body penetrated his shirt to soothe the backs of her fingers. “That’s what you say now, but you may feel differently after a month or two.”

Slowly he shook his head. “The only way I’d feel differently would be to love you more.” His hands rose on her back. “I love you, Savannah.”

“You say that—”

“I mean it. I know all about your career and how demanding it is. I’ve lived with it for the past few weeks, but it hasn’t mattered. We’ve made time to be together, and we’ve done it without any severe hardship on either of our parts. Am I right?”

She couldn’t deny it. “But that’s different from year after year of seeking warmth from a woman who is forever engrossed in depositions and affidavits and bills of particulars.”

Jared let a moment of silence pass. “You talk of wanting a baby. How can the woman you’ve described possibly make a good mother?”

“She can. I can. I’d do things differently if I had a baby. I’ve already told you how.”

“Then having a baby means more to you than having me?”

“No!”

“That’s how it sounds.”

“No. I don’t mean it that way. It’s just … just…”

“What, babe?” he asked more gently. “Tell me. I have to know.”

With a quick breath, she blurted it out. “You frighten me. You’re so perfect.”

“I’m not—”

“To me, you are. I always thought that if I married it would be to someone a little older and sedate, someone who was successful enough to indulge me in my career. You—you’re successful and dynamic and gorgeous. You should be with someone like Susan, someone who can devote her whole life to you.”

“No offense to your sister, but I don’t want that kind of woman. I’d feel smothered, and bored.”

“But you have needs and wants. I want to satisfy them, but I don’t know if I can. I don’t want to disappoint you, Jared. I’m scared that I would.”

Jared looked off to the side. “This really boggles my mind. You talk like I’m some kind of god and like you’d have to be a goddess to fill my needs.” His eyes went to hers. “I’m not a god, Savannah. I’m human. I have faults like everyone else. It takes two to make a marriage work or not work, and I’ve already blown it once before. So obviously I’m not such a joy to live with.”

“She didn’t love you like I do.”

Savannah blew his mind with that remark. It was another minute before he could speak, and then his voice was more hoarse. “I know you, Savannah. I know you’re a lawyer, and I know what time demands that puts on you. I want you in spite of all that, maybe because of it. You’re an interesting woman. Your life is never static. I’m not asking that you be a traditional wife. I don’t want a traditional wife.” He made a face. “Hell, what kind of traditional wife is going to put up with her man working all night? Or living on a boat? Not that I’m planning to live here forever, but for now it’s fine. It wouldn’t be fine for a woman who’s around all day. She’d go stir crazy.”

Thrusting a handful of fingers through his hair, which fell right back down on his brow, he glanced toward the far end of the salon. Frustration was written all over his face. “How can I make you understand? You have an idea of what I want and need that’s not what I want and need at all.” He looked back at her. “You’re convinced you’d make a lousy wife, but that doesn’t make sense. Take this weekend. If we’d been married this weekend, I wouldn’t have expected any more or less from you. So why shouldn’t we be married?”

She tugged at his button. “That goes the other way, too. If this weekend was perfect, why should we change a thing?”

“Because I want bonds. I want to know you’re mine. See, I’m not perfect. I’m insecure.”

“You are not.”

“When it comes to you, I am.” With finality, he said, “I want us married.”

Leaning forward, Savannah pressed her face to his neck. He smelled so good. Even now, especially now, after a full day’s work, he was man through and through. “Oh, Jared.”

His arms went around her. “What is it you want, babe?”

“A little time. A little time to get used to us. It’s still so new. If you think you’re feeling insecure, I’m feeling ten times more so.”

“You shouldn’t.”

“But I do. For me, marriage was always something way out there in the great beyond. I never dwelled on it. Maybe I purposely avoided thinking about it, because I’m not sure I’d do it well, and if I can’t do that, maybe I don’t want to try. I’d have certain expectations of myself if I were married, far more so than if we were living together.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Maybe, but it’s so. I’ve never spent much time picturing myself as a wife. I’ve pictured myself a mother more, but even then, we’re talking dreams.”

“So dream about us.”

“Lately that’s all I do.”

Framing her face with his hands, he said in a tone that was raw and pleading, “I love you. Why won’t you believe me? You’re so positive about everything else in life. Why not about us?”

“Because,” she said with her heart in her throat, “you mean so much to me. When the optimist in me runs free, I imagine all sorts of beautiful things—us, kids, health, and happiness. Then I get nervous and I begin to think that one person can’t have it all. I have a successful career. I’m not sure I can do justice to more.”

“You can. You can have it all.”

She wanted to believe him. He spoke with such confidence that she almost did. Still there were fears that gnawed and nagged. In an attempt to ward off those chilly fingers of doubt, she hugged him closer.

“Agh!” he cried and went suddenly straight. He twisted an arm to his back and brought his hand out wet. “Uh … babe?”

It was a minute before Savannah realized what she’d done. Eyes wide, she looked at the empty wine glass she held at his shoulder, then at Jared. In a small voice, she said, “I forgot it was there.”

His look said, “You sure did,” as he began unbuttoning his shirt. “So,” he tried to sound casual without feeling it at all, “you want to put the wedding off just a little?”

She nodded.

“A month or two?”

She shrugged.

“But you will marry me?”

“If you still want it.”

“I’ll want it.” He peeled the shirt off first one arm, then the next. “What if you get pregnant?”

“I’m not getting pregnant so fast.”

He tossed the shirt aside. “We’re not doing anything to prevent it.”

Captivated by his chest, she spoke distractedly. “But it’s not happening.”

“Maybe it will this month.”

“No.” She spread both hands over his ribs, letting her thumbs meet at the faint, central line of hair. “It won’t happen for a little while.”

Jared was intrigued by her certainty. “Why not?”

“Because,” she said, taking a breath, “the next few months are going to be ugly. I don’t want our baby to be tainted by that.”

“Our baby.” Jared grinned. “Sounds nice.” In the next instant, though, the grin vanished. “Will I be competing with Stavanovich for your attention?”

“Not competing—”

“You can’t let him dominate your life, Savannah.”

“He won’t—”

“He’d better not.”

She couldn’t help but grin. “Or what? What’ll you do to poor Matty?”

“I won’t do a damn thing to poor Matty. It’s poor you I’ll do things to.” He leaned forward, all the way forward until Savannah’s back hit the sofa cushions. “If necessary,” he loomed over her, “I’ll keep you right here on this boat, naked and hot,” a more husky drawl, “just beggin’ for it.”

“You could do it,” she whispered, sliding her hands up his chest, “and without much effort. It doesn’t take much to get me hot when I’m around you.”

“What about naked?” he asked. The gray flecks in his eyes had darkened.

At the slight pressure of her hand, he backed off her. She stood and began to undress, slipping off first her jeans, then her shirt, then her panties and bra. Her movements weren’t purposefully seductive, yet the effect on Jared couldn’t have been greater if she had done a bona fide strip tease. His face was flushed and his chest felt suddenly tight.

She looped her aims around his neck. “I’m naked.”

“I know,” he said in a raspy murmur. While he cupped her breast and sucked her nipple far into his mouth, his free hand set the rest of her on fire. When his fingers finally wound up high between her legs, he whispered, “You’re hot.”

“And begging,” she breathed in a broken whisper. Her hands went to the snap of his jeans. “Please, Jared, hurry.” She lost patience with his zipper and, instead, began to stroke his swollen flesh through the denim.

With a soft curse, he struggled out of the jeans. Then he stood, brought her tight against him and moaned. “God, do I love you.”

“Then help me,” she whispered without restraint. She wasn’t sure why, but she had no patience at all. She needed him inside, and she needed it now. Backing her up a step until the backs of her knees touched the large, square coffee table, he lowered her to its surface and slowly, sensuously, stretched out over her. Linking his fingers with hers by her head, he watched her face as he entered her.

She was beautiful all the time, he thought, but especially at the moment of his penetration. Her face was always the same, with elements of surprise and delight, yet always different, depending on what they’d been doing or discussing beforehand. This time, mixed with a canvas of love was relief, and even in spite of the relief, she was raising her thighs higher on his, opening herself to a deeper possession.

Jared would have possessed her soul if she had let him, but he had to be satisfied with her body and her heart. Some time later, when he lay damp and spent between her thighs, he thought of that possession and realized how tenuous it was.

“You’ll be mine,” he whispered into the tangled cloud of chestnut hair that cushioned his face.

“I am yours,” she whispered back.

“Forever and ever, amen?”

“I want that.”

“Then marry me.”

“Soon.”

“Now.”

“Soon.”

Taking her with him, he rolled off the table and onto the rug with a thud.

“Jared!” she cried, on top now. “Good God, what are you trying to do?”

“Knock some sense into you.”

“I have all the sense I need.” She shaped her hand to his jaw, which hadn’t been shaved in a day and was pleasantly rough. “I just need time. That’s all. A little time to feel totally sure I’m the right one for you.”

He came back with, “What about my being the right one for you?”

She wanted to say that he was, that if she ever married, it would be to him. But she knew that would only spark a renewed why-wait attack, and she had had enough of the argument for a day.

So she grinned and said, “Right? Right may have nothing to do with it. Face it, bud. You’re stuck with me awhile. I’m not goin’ nowhere until I hear more about the Grumpslaw.”

Jared hadn’t thought about the Grumpslaw since the morning he’d talked Savannah to sleep, and he had no intention of thinking about the Grumpslaw now. So if that was what she needed to set her free, he mused with some satisfaction, she was in for a long imprisonment.

*   *   *

Imprisonment was a major topic of discussion the following Friday night when Savannah and Jared joined Susan and Sam for dinner at an inn in Wakefield.

“The question is where to hold him,” Sam was explaining to Susan as they finished their salads. “The man’s like grease. He could slide through our fingers and be gone just like the stuff he’s stolen over the years. So we need maximum security, but the facilities are all mobbed, which doesn’t bode well for keeping a close eye on him.”

“Not to mention the havoc he’d play with an overpacked prison population if given the chance,” Savannah added.

Susan wasn’t sure if she believed that. “I’d have thought it would be the other way around. Matty’s a runt. I’d picture him being kicked around—” She caught herself. “I almost said mercilessly, except that he doesn’t deserve any mercy. It’d serve him right to be raped. He’s an animal.”

“But clever, very clever,” Sam said. “He’s been in prison before and no one touched a hair on his head. He can manipulate people when he has to, and they don’t even know he’s done it.”

Savannah had read the reports, too. She knew everything there was to know about Matty Stavanovich, but whether she recognized the real Stavanovich was impossible to tell. He was a master of deceit. “We’ve got him, though. The grand jury didn’t have much of a problem returning the indictment.” She had appeared before the grand jury on Wednesday. Stavanovich had been formally charged on Thursday, and bail had been revoked. He was being temporarily held in a federal facility pending a decision on placement. “If necessary, we’ll keep him where he is and push for a speedy trial, which would suit me just fine.”

Jared recalled the incredible amount of work, not to mention the pressure that accompanied the kind of trial Savannah faced. He’d lived through more than one trial like it with Elise. For those days and weeks, he’d been shut out of her life. He knew that Savannah would never do that, still he felt uncomfortable about the burden she would carry. “You talked about three months,” he said. “Will that give you enough time to prepare your case?”

“It should.”

He turned to Sam. “Any leads on the Cat’s accomplice?”

Sam wished there were. He and Hank had been but two of many assigned to the case, and neither the state police nor the FBI, both of which had greater resources than the local police, had had any luck. “He’s probably left the area, but we’ll keep after him. He can only run so far. The drawing the artist came up with after working with Megan has been circulated through departments all over the country. Something may turn up, either on him or on a second accomplice.”

“Second?”

Savannah explained. “Someone went to Mexico. It couldn’t have been Matty, since he was here raping Megan—”

Susan interrupted. “For God’s sake, Savvy, do you have to be so blunt?”

“She was raped,” Savannah said quietly.

“Okay, but don’t repeat it time and again.”

“You were the one who mentioned rape before.”

“I was referring to the Cat, and he deserves it. Meggie didn’t.”

“I know that.”

Sam leaned close to Susan. He knew that Savannah’s words had hit her the wrong way. She was extremely sensitive when it came to Savannah. Though this dinner had originally been Susan’s idea, she’d entertained second thoughts once the invitation had been extended and accepted. Those second thoughts had been cause for more than one neat scotch.

Despite all Sam had said and done to assure her, Susan was convinced that he would see her beside Savannah and decide he had chosen the wrong twin after all. Not that Savannah was available. Still, Susan worried.

Unnecessarily, as far as Sam was concerned.

Opening his hand on her thigh beneath cover of the white linen tablecloth, he asked softly, “Want us to talk about something else?”

But Susan was determined to handle it. It upset her to think of Megan and what she had been through, but if Savannah could do it, so could she. Besides, this was Sam’s work. She didn’t want him to think he couldn’t talk shop when she was around.

She held up a hand in apology to Savannah. “Sorry. Go on. You were talking about Mexico.”

Savannah looked at Sam, who hitched his chin back at her. So, in a quiet voice, she continued. “Matty claims he was in Mexico during both the kidnapping and the Cranston heist. He has all kinds of paperwork to prove it. Obviously someone went in his place. Whoever it was may not have even known what he was doing.”

Jared found that hard to buy. “I can’t believe that someone would spend a week, or five days, or whatever, signing someone else’s name without knowing what he was doing.”

“Oh, he knew what he was doing,” Savannah corrected, “he just didn’t know why. Matty’s the type to come up with an explanation that a patsy would find perfectly logical.”

Susan thought of the day she and Sam had left the Jaguar with Matty. “I saw plenty of mechanics around his shop. Would he have sent one of them?”

Sam shook his head. “We’ve checked. They’re all clean, but we expected that. Matty wouldn’t do anything so obvious. He probably used someone from somewhere else entirely.”

“Like where?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. He’s been all over the country, Matty has. We wouldn’t know where to begin.”

“So what do you do?”

“We track down every clerk who processed his receipts and pray that one of them will take a look at Matty’s picture and swear that he wasn’t the one who signed the bill. We can also take those receipts to a handwriting expert who’ll tell us whether or not Matty was the one who signed. He very conveniently kept the receipts for us, but they’re carbons. We want the originals for a more valid analysis. We’re working on getting them now.”

“Any sign of the money yet?” Jared asked.

Sam shook his head.

“Or Megan’s gun? Or her watch?” Susan asked.

“The guy covers his tracks,” Sam acknowledged begrudgingly. “We won’t find those things. We won’t even find any clothes with tiny glass splinters that could be matched up to the French door he broke. He dumped everything.”

“Do you know where he held her?” Jared asked.

“Nope. Megan didn’t see a thing. She was in a laundry bag coming and going. She said the drive was endless, at least an hour, she thought. Given the terror she must have been feeling, I’m sure it seemed longer than it actually was. It was probably closer to half an hour, but even then there’s a lot of territory to cover. Half an hour could have taken them into either Massachusetts or Connecticut.”

Jared had been closely following the televised news reports on the case. “Stavanovich’s face has been all over the place. What are the chances of someone coming forward—maybe one of his unsuspecting dupes?”

“Not great,” Savannah said. “Let’s face it. The friends of men like Matty don’t sing in the boys’ choir. Like Sam says, he’s clever. I’d put money on the fact that whoever he used has good reason to keep his or her mouth shut, and even better reason to fear him.”

“He’s a disgusting man,” Susan muttered simply because she needed the outlet.

No one argued.

But Jared was lost in thought. He had originally been intrigued by Matty the Cat, and now he was intrigued by Matty the kidnapper. “He planned it all out. It’s incredible. He mapped out every little detail of the crime, even planned a second crime, the robbery, to coordinate with it, and he had an alibi for both. How much you want to bet that he used cars he was servicing to transport Megan from one place to another.”

Savannah and Sam looked at each other.

“Possible,” she mused.

“Probable,” he decided.

But Jared wasn’t done. “And the fact that he never robbed clients of his, yet he chose to kidnap a client. He deliberately broke the mold.” He sat back in his seat, leaving a hand on his fork, pushing a sliver of onion around his otherwise empty salad bowl. “And then there’s the issue of the ransom note. He’s a classical music buff, yet he chose wording for the note to suggest he listened to country. He thought of everything.”

“Maybe not,” Savannah cautioned. “There are still a couple of things that don’t make sense.”

He abandoned the fork. “Like?”

“Like the alarm system. How did he know it wasn’t working? I want to find that out.”

“The tour guide,” Susan murmured.

The other three stared at her.

“Tour guide?” Savannah echoed blankly.

“When we were in Matty’s office that time, Sam was looking at the pictures on his wall. They were taken in Mexico, in Chichén Itzá. Matty said he’d hired a private guide to see the ruins there.” With a hint of smugness, her gaze moved slowly from one face to the next. “I’ve been to Cancún, and to Chichén Itzá. The trip takes somewhere around two hours each way. Allowing for another hour, minimum, at the ruins, Matty and his guide would have been together for five hours at the least.” Her eyes held Sam’s. “Unless Matty’s private guide was an idiot, he’d be the one to say yea or nay to a picture of Matty.”

Sam studied her for a minute, then arched a pleased eyebrow. “Not bad, Suse. Not bad at all.”

Jared thought it was brilliant. “Could be what you need,” he told Savannah, who was grinning.

“I’d love it. It would be the kind of slip up that would drive the Cat nuts.” She looked at Sam.

“I’ll put someone to work on it first thing in the morning.”

Susan beamed. “There. Now that we’ve solved your case, Savvy, we can eat.” Tipping her head, she crooked a finger at the busboy. “We’re ready for our main course. If you’d be so good as to pass that message along…”

*   *   *

Jared and Savannah returned to Providence just in time for Jared to change into jeans and go on the air. Savannah sat with him in the sound booth for a while. She was comfortable there now, knew when she could talk and when she couldn’t. While the music played, they talked quietly—about Susan and Sam, about the difficulty Savannah was having with one of the other lawyers in the division, about the office building in Honolulu that Jared had just sold and the high rise he was buying into in Seattle.

At times they simply listened to the music. Watching Jared during those times, Savannah grew convinced that he was a true romantic. He felt the words. The subtle changes in his features suggested that he could put himself into a song as easily as she could, and that knowledge only enhanced her feelings for him. He was a sensitive man. His manner toward her proved it. She loved him deeply for that.

It was nearly two in the morning when he woke her up. She was sitting on the floor and had fallen asleep against his leg. Fearing that she would end up cramped and sore if she stayed that way much longer, he sent her upstairs to bed.

At two-thirty the first call came. A light went off on the telephone console signaling his private line. Having just started a new song, he reached for the receiver.

“Hello?”

At first there was silence.

“Hello?” he said again.

A woman’s voice came on then, quiet, almost timid. “Jared?”

He didn’t recognize the voice, which puzzled him. The list of people with access to that number was short. “Speaking.”

Again there was silence. Had the call come in on any one of the station’s other lines, he would have been tempted to hang up. But this was his private line, so he waited.

Finally, the same quiet, hesitant voice came again. “I just wanted to thank you. You’ve given me strength.”

Jared searched his brain for a flicker of familiarity but found none. “I’m glad.” Gently he asked, “Who is this?”

“I’ve been listening for almost as long as you’ve been in town. The nights are so long. If you hadn’t been here…”

Still gently but more puzzled than ever, he asked, “Who is this?”

There was a long pause, then a small click.

Replacing the receiver, Jared put both elbows on the table before him and his chin in his hands. Several things about the call bothered him, first and foremost that it had been on his private line. Besides that, he had been disturbed by the woman’s near-whisper. There had been a tightness to it. He wondered why.

When it came time to move into the next song, he brought the mike close. “You’re listening to 95.3 WCIC Providence,” he said in a low, lyrically husky drawl. “That was George Strait, and this is Jared Snow, keepin’ you company through the darkest hours of the day. The graveyard shift they call it; I can understand why. It can be long and lonely when you’re sittin’ by yourself. So listen in. I’ll play you the best I’ve got, a little country in the city at WCIC Providence, kickin’ off a string of six with Earl Thomas Conley. Jared Snow, here, in the heart of the night, think bright so I’ll know you’re there.…”

He wasn’t sure what he wanted to say, but hoped he said it anyway. Knowing he could do no more, he returned to the contracts he had been reading before the call had come in.

Earl Thomas Conley segued to the Eagles, who segued to Juice Newton, who segued to the Desert Rose Band. Then the button on the telephone console lit up again.

He had an odd premonition as he reached for the phone, even hesitated a minute, wondering whether he should just let it ring. But that would be harder than answering. “Hello?”

“I’m sorry I hung up,” the woman said softly, quickly. “I shouldn’t be calling, but I have to talk to someone, and the rest of the world is asleep.”

Jared didn’t pretend not to connect this call with the last. “How did you get my number?”

“By accident,” she said in the same fragile but hurried way. “No, that’s wrong. I meant to get it. It wasn’t hard. With a little ingenuity, most things aren’t hard to get. It’s knowing what to do with them that’s hard.”

“You knew what to do with my number,” Jared reminded her.

“But I lost my nerve and hung up.”

“And now you’ve called back.” He didn’t want to ask her name lest she hang up again. She was clearly upset about something. He felt an odd responsibility to draw her out. “Do you live here in Providence?”

She paused, letting a moment pass before asking, “Are you really as calm in real life as you sound on the air?”

“This is real life. What you hear is what you get.”

“I wish I could get it,” she said wistfully, and more slowly now. She’d apparently realized that she wouldn’t lose her nerve, which, Jared assumed, was why she’d been rushing out her words. “I could use a little of that peace.”

“Have things been rough for you lately?”

“Lately? God, yes. But it’s not only lately. Things have been rough all my life.”

“Want to tell me about it?” Jared surprised himself by asking. He wondered what he was letting himself in for, but wouldn’t have taken back the question. He wanted to know who she was and where she’d gotten his number. For that, he was going to have to establish rapport with her.

She hesitated for a long time before saying, “I can’t.”

“And you won’t tell me your name?” When she said nothing, he asked, “What will you tell me?”

She hesitated again, then, sounding confused, even distracted, asked, “Have you ever been in a situation where you planned something out and thought you had everything right, and then things backfired?”

Jared thought of his marriage to Elise. “I’ve had that happen.”

There was a minute’s pause, then a surprised, “You have?”

“Yes. Is that what’s happened to you?”

She answered his question with another. “How did you handle yours?”

“I took a good look at where I was vis-à-vis where I wanted to be. In my case, I’d been mistaken about that goal. Before I could do anything, I had to decide where I was going.”

“Did you?” She made a noise. “That was a dumb question. Of course, you did. You’re there now.”

“Almost,” Jared said, thinking of Savannah.

“Almost? Do you think you’ll make it all the way?”

“I don’t know. I think so, but there aren’t many sure bets in life.”

“I know,” she said sadly. “I used to think there were. I was wrong.”

“Are you married?” She didn’t answer. “How old are you?” At times she sounded eighteen, at other times fifty. She vacillated between the vulnerability of youth and the disillusionment of middle age.

She wasn’t telling her age, either. So he took a different tack.

“Things can’t be as bad as you think. Maybe it’s the night. Problems always look worse when you’re tired. Have you slept?” It was nearly three in the morning. His system was used to it; his schedule accommodated it. But he was in the minority.

“I slept a little.”

“Why don’t you try for a little more?”

“I want to, but when I lie down and close my eyes, I start thinking about everything that’s gone wrong, and I realize that things could get even worse, and I don’t know what to do!”

The fine thread of desperation that Jared had heard in her voice seemed to swell with her cry. “Shhhh,” he soothed. “You’ll work things out.”

“I can’t.”

“Sure, you can.”

“You don’t understand. I’ve done some awful things!”

Jared was beginning to feel like a confessor, and he was increasingly uncomfortable with the role. This was no random prank caller, but a woman with serious problems. Unfortunately, he was neither a priest nor a psychiatrist. He wasn’t sure quite how to handle her.

“I wish I knew your name,” he murmured half to himself, but she heard.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, suddenly more subdued. “Just talk to me.”

“What should I say?”

“Tell me to stay calm. Tell me to keep my wits. Tell me that panicking won’t do any good.”

“It won’t.”

“I know. But what will? Nothing’s gone as I planned. I’m scared.”

Jared didn’t doubt it for a minute, but he felt helpless. “I want to help, but I can’t do that unless you tell me more. I need to know who you are.”

His plea was met by silence.

“Or where you are.”

Silence still.

“Are you at home?” He paused. “At a friend’s?”

Nothing.

“Then tell me more about your problem. I’m probably not the person you should be speaking with. If you give me a better idea of what’s wrong, I’ll direct you to someone who can help.”

“You don’t understand,” she said defeatedly.

“I’m trying to. Help me.”

His plea seemed to echo over the line. The silence that replaced it was final.

“You’ve hung up again, haven’t you?” he murmured into the phone. When there was no answer, he replaced the receiver.

He didn’t budge until it was time to identify the station again, and as soon as he’d done that, he went back to thinking about the call. He had to decide whether to do anything about it, and, if so, what. More immediately, he had to decide what to say if she called again.

But the remainder of the night passed uneventfully, and when he joined Savannah in bed shortly after six, it wasn’t a mystery woman’s call that was on his mind. It was Georgia, as always.


CHAPTER 20

Susan had always liked the month of May. She thought of it as a time of emergence, a time when things were fresh and new, when the worn, tired face of winter yielded to spring’s rebirth. Most immediately, that meant putting furs and wools and downs into storage and coming out in the open with the brightest and best of the coutures’ new look.

At least, that was what spring had meant to her in the past. This year was different. Though her wardrobe was as smashing as ever, she found little excitement in showing it off.

Sam was forever on her mind.

When they were together, life was positively beautiful. At those times, she didn’t need expensive new clothes to give her a kick. She dressed more casually than she ever had, sometimes preferring a slacks outfit that she’d bought two years before, or a soft pair of jeans and a sexy silk blouse. Other than the planning that went hand in hand with wanting to turn him on, she rarely thought of clothes when she was with him. Nor did she think of alcohol. He kept her busy. They talked about everything, they read and they shopped for the few pieces of furniture he decided to buy. They grilled dinner on the deck and they made love.

Then he went to work and everything changed. Those were the times when she returned to Newport. Bored and lonely without him, she was looking to fill her time. But she was increasingly impatient with those of her crowd whom she saw, and increasingly disinterested, all of which brought her thoughts right back to Sam.

She felt in limbo, suspended between two very different worlds. Much as she loved Sam, she didn’t know where their relationship was going. Any way she looked at it, they were from opposite sides of the track. While she liked having money and the things it could buy, Sam refused to take a cent from her. She wasn’t sure she could moderate herself to fit his standard of living.

Yet thought of a future in Newport, with more of the same for the rest of her life, depressed her.

She wanted to talk with Savannah, but between Jared and work, Savannah was preoccupied. And anyway, Savannah was on her black list. She had everything—a job, a love, the kind of attention that Susan craved. Perhaps it was just as well Savannah was busy.

The only other person who’d met Sam and might understand her dilemma was Megan. Each time Susan called, though, Megan had other plans, and while she sensed that such plans were fictitious, she couldn’t push the issue. Megan was worried about the upcoming trial. By comparison, Susan’s problems seemed petty.

So she was left without an outlet. Frustrated that Sam wasn’t with her, wanting to escape the uncertainty of their relationship, even wanting to defy him in her way, she drank. She usually did it in Newport, where she’d have more time to sleep it off before he found her, but there were times when she settled into Sam’s new leather easy chair with a bowl of ice, a glass, and a bottle of Chivas Regal.

That was just what she did on a night in the middle of May when Sam went undercover to get information on a call-girl ring that was allegedly putting more than one Brown coed through school. Susan didn’t like the case. She didn’t like the idea that Sam would be mixing with coeds any more than she liked the idea that the suspected mastermind of the ring was a local politician with reputed ties to the mob. Most of all, though, she didn’t like the fact that she was alone.

She wasn’t drunk, just slightly dazed, when the phone rang. It was barely ten. Somewhere through the mist in her brain came the thought that it might be Sam. She nearly got up. Then she realized that if her words were slurred, he’d know just what she was doing and be disappointed in her. It was one thing to defy him, another to disappoint him. She didn’t want to do the latter. Besides, her legs were too heavy to move.

Propping the glass on her lips, she waited through the second, third, and fourth rings until the answering machine went on, then smiled lazily at the sound of her own sexy voice.

“Hi. You’ve reached the right number at the wrong time. If you’d care to leave your name and number, the good lieutenant will get back to you as soon as he can. Ciao.”

The beep sounded. Seconds later, a gravelly voice said, “This is Captain Divine from the Butler Police Department. We have an emergency situation here. I have to talk with Sam Craig as soon as possible.” He gave the number, then hung up.

Susan stayed where she was. Captain Divine. Cute. Some yo-yo was having a good time.

She started to tip the glass to her lips, then righted it. Leaning forward carefully to compensate for any lessening of her coordination, she set it on the floor by the bottle. Then she sank back in the chair and thought about the call.

It was probably a joke. Captain Divine had to be a comic strip character.

Still, for a comic strip character, he’d sounded grim. And where was Butler?

Pushing herself from the chair, she maneuvered her way to the answering machine, pressed the replay button, and listened to the message again. There was a strange feel to the call. She wasn’t sure whether, in her predrunkenness, she was imagining it, or whether it was simply strong enough to penetrate that same semidrunkenness.

Fumbling for the nearby pad and pencil, she listened to the call again. This time she jotted down the number the man had given. There was an area code, but it wasn’t one she recognized, not that she was up for recognizing much. And as for Butler, it didn’t ring any bells at all.

Much as she wanted to put the message aside, return to the large, leather easy chair and finish her drink, she couldn’t. Something inside told her that the call wasn’t a prank.

Grasping the telephone, she contemplated putting through a call to Sam. She couldn’t reach him directly, she knew, but she could relay a message through the department. Even they might have trouble; when Sam went undercover, there was often no way to reach him until he resurfaced. She assumed that if it were a dire emergency, contact could be made. Somehow. If it were a dire emergency.

The problem was that she didn’t know what kind of an emergency the grim Captain Divine had in mind.

That could be remedied, she decided. But first, she had to be able to think more clearly. To that end, she ran the water in the sink until it was steaming hot, dumped two generous spoonfuls of instant coffee into a cup, filled the cup with the water, and drank it down. While she was waiting for the caffeine to take hold, she went out to the deck and let the chilly night air do its share. Within ten minutes, she felt that while she wasn’t as sharp as she might have been, she could safely carry on a conversation without embarrassing either herself or Sam.

Returning to the phone, she punched out the number on the pad. Indeed, it got her through to the Butler Police Department, but to an Officer Sackett.

“Captain Divine, please,” she said. “I’m calling on behalf of Sam Craig.” She was immediately put through to the man who had called nearly twenty minutes before. “My name is Susan Gardner,” she told him. “I’m a close friend of Lieutenant Craig’s. Your message came through, but Sam is on duty. I don’t know exactly when he’ll be able to return your call. If there’s a real emergency, I could try to have someone from the department contact him.”

“I think you should do that,” the man responded. He sounded as grim as he had before, and this time Susan couldn’t blame her muzziness. She was growing more sober by the minute.

“Can I ask what this is about?”

“There’s been an accident. Several members of Mr. Craig’s family were involved.”

“Oh no,” Susan breathed. Her heart was beginning to pound. “If you’re calling Sam, it must be bad.”

“I think he should get out here as soon as possible.”

Susan didn’t ask where here was. Sam’s family lived in western Pennsylvania; she assumed Butler was in that area. “I’ll call the department,” she said. “Sam will call you as soon as we reach him.”

“I’ll be here.”

Susan pressed the button to disconnect the call, then quickly punched out the number of the Providence police. Once she relayed her message to the officer who answered the phone, she could do nothing but sit and wait for Sam to call.

The waiting was hard. She tried to imagine where Sam was and what he was doing, but that made her nervous. Then she tried to imagine what kind of accident had befallen his family, which members were involved, and what condition they were in, but that was worse.

By the time an hour had elapsed, she’d realized two things. The first was that she wasn’t sure she wanted to be involved with a police officer if it meant waiting, wondering, and worrying while she was totally out of touch. The second was that she wasn’t sure she could avoid involvement with one, since the level of fear she felt on his behalf was directly related to the depth of her love.

When the phone finally rang, she jumped, then snatched up the receiver. “Sam?”

“This had better be good,” he warned.

“Thank God they could reach you,” she breathed. “A Captain Divine called from the Butler Police Department. There’s been an accident, Sam. He said it involved your family. I don’t know the details, but he left a number. He said you should call him as soon as you could.”

Sam was silent for a minute before quietly asking for the number.

She gave it to him. “Will you let me know what’s happened?”

“Let me see first,” he said in that same quiet voice. “Thanks, sweetheart.”

Susan replaced the receiver, swallowed hard, then headed back toward the large leather chair. Her eye fell on the Chivas, and she was sorely tempted to reverse the effects of the caffeine and fresh air by taking a healthy dose of the stuff. Except that she didn’t feel she could drink a thing. Her stomach was tied in a knot of worry.

But the worry wasn’t all. She’d been fumbling through her relationship with Sam, wishing she had more to offer. This was her chance. If he needed her, she wanted to be sober.

Scooping up the bottle of scotch, the glass, and what remained of the bowl of ice from the floor, she put them away, then sank into the sofa to await word from Sam. It came thirty minutes later, but not in the phone call she’d expected. Sam, himself, walked through the front door.

One look at him told her the news was bad. His face was pale, his eyes confused. His shoulders sagged, as though suddenly burdened with an awesome weight.

Taking his hand, Susan held it in both of hers while her eyes asked the question she couldn’t quite voice.

“There was an automobile accident,” he told her. “My parents were in the car with my sister, Lynn, and her husband. My mother is the only one alive.” Susan gasped. “The other three were killed outright. I have to go.” Closing his hand around hers, he drew her with him toward the stairs.

“Will she be all right?”

“I don’t know. She’s in critical condition.”

“Oh, Sam,” Susan whispered, “I’m so sorry.”

He didn’t say anything, but he clung to her hand until he’d reached the bedroom, where he dropped it to take a duffel from the closet. “I’m driving straight through,” he said as he went to the dresser. “With waits and transfers, it’d take just as long to fly.”

Wanting only to help, Susan said, “I’ll charter you a plane. I have a friend who’s in the business.” Then she realized what she’d said. “Forget that. I’ll drive with you.” She went for her own overnight bag.

Sam went on with his packing. “You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to do it. If I’m along, one of us can drive while the other sleeps.”

“I don’t think I’ll be doing much sleeping.”

“Still, you shouldn’t be alone.”

“I’m used to it.”

“Not at a time like this.” She took a skirt, then a pair of pumps from the closet, infinitely grateful that she had a fair supply of clothes there. Sam would never have considered her going if they had to stop in Newport first. “Besides, I’d rather be with you than stay here.”

She was pressing the skirt into her bag when Sam put a hand on her arm. “This won’t be fun,” he cautioned. “I’m going to have to arrange three funerals. At least.”

Tears came to her eyes. “That’s why I should be there,” she said. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she gave him a quick hug. “I love you, Sam. I want to be with you.”

For an instant, arms trembling, he completed the embrace and held her tightly. Then he released her and returned to his packing. After another minute and without looking up, he said in a low voice, “Could you phone your friend? If he can get someone to fly us there, it would save hours.”

Susan didn’t have to be asked twice. With a single phone call, she’d arranged for the flight. They’d be going in a private plane, one that was smaller and less luxurious than that in which she, Savannah, and Megan had flown to Florida, but she didn’t mind, and she was sure Sam wouldn’t. She didn’t think he’d see his surroundings at all. His mind was in Butler.

The flight was an uneasy one. The plane had to plow its way through rain clouds that thickened the night. But they landed safely, and an unmarked police car was waiting to drive them directly to the hospital, where a doctor apprised Sam of his mother’s condition.

She was in the intensive care unit. Having suffered multiple fractures, the most severe to her skull, she was unconscious. The prognosis was bleak.

Walking down the hall with Sam toward the ICU, Susan could feel his anguish radiating through the fingers that held hers so tightly. She was close enough to him to know what he was feeling far more than fear for his mother’s life. He hadn’t seen the woman in fifteen years. At that moment, he was deeply regretting the separation.

Susan paused at the door to the glass-enclosed unit. When Sam glanced quickly at her, she whispered, “You go in. She doesn’t know me.”

But he tugged on her hand. His eyes were wide, pleading in the way of a man not accustomed to pleading.

Susan didn’t hesitate any longer. She’d made a decision back in Providence, when she’d put away the scotch, that she wanted to be there for Sam. He needed her now.

Janet Craig looked pale and fragile against the pristine white sheets. A small woman, she’d reached her midfifties with a minimum of wear. Only the finest of lines, sprinkled at the corners of her eyes and mouth, marred the softness of her skin. Her hair was the same natural brown shade as Sam’s.

While Susan saw all that, Sam only saw the bandages that swept diagonally around her head, the tube that was taped to her mouth, the machines by her bed, the needles that forged entry to her veins. She was his mother. He knew what she was supposed to look like, and it wasn’t this.

“Mom,” he whispered. Dropping Susan’s hand, he bent over the still figure on the bed. “Mom?” He cleared his throat and forced himself to speak louder. “Mom? It’s Sam.”

His voice cracked at his name. Afraid she would cry, Susan pressed a fist to her mouth. Her throat was so tight that she doubted she’d have been able to say a word. But Sam either had greater strength than she, greater determination, or both.

“I’m here, Mom. Just got in a little while ago. The doctors are taking really good care of you. You’ll be fine. Just fine.” He paused. “Can you hear me, Mom?”

His mother showed no sign of awareness.

Sam wore a look of raw fear when he glanced up at Susan, but there was little she could say to ease his grief. The doctor hadn’t left much room for hope.

With the lightest of hands, Sam touched his mother’s cheek. His fingers trembled on her hair, then on her arm. Taking care around the intravenous needle, he slipped his fingers through hers.

“When I was little,” he murmured, moving his thumb over her pale skin, “she used to hold my hand. I always thought it was because she was afraid I’d run off and get lost, and she probably was, but I liked it when she did it. She wasn’t an openly loving person, but when she held my hand I felt safe. Loved.”

He leaned close again. “I’m here, Mom. I’m going to take care of you. Just open your eyes and look at me. Know I’m here.”

Susan pressed her fist harder against her mouth.

“It’s Sam. Can you hear me, Mom? It’s Sam.” He held his breath, watching in vain for a response that didn’t come. After an interminable minute, he let that breath escape. “I’m going to see Dad now.” His voice broke again, but he forced himself on. “I’ll be back, Mom. You work on getting better for me. Okay?”

Tears were pooling on his lower lids when he turned to face Susan. He took her hand again, then, as though knowing that he needed more, drew her close and held her tight. His voice was a ragged whisper by her ear. “It shouldn’t have happened this way. Not this way.”

Susan didn’t know whether he was talking about the accident or his reunion with his family. Neither should have happened that way, she knew. “Don’t give up hope,” she whispered. “Modern medicine can do wonders.”

“They think she’s already brain-dead.”

“Wait till they know it. Don’t assume the worst until then.”

Dragging in a ragged breath, Sam straightened. He glanced back at his mother, called, “I’ll be back, Mom,” then took Susan’s hand again and led her out to the hall, where he looked down at her. “Do you want to go somewhere to wait?”

Susan knew where he was going. He had to identify the bodies of his father, sister, and brother-in-law. It promised to be a heartrending task. He was giving her an out.

But she shook her head. “I’d rather stay with you.”

“You don’t have to. I’m okay.”

“I want to.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded.

He didn’t smile; she doubted he was capable of it just then. But the way he held her hand, keeping her close by his side as they walked toward the elevator, told her that he appreciated what she was doing, and as long as that was the case, she knew she’d do whatever she could to ease his pain, even if it meant increasing her own.

The elevator opened. They entered it and began the short trip to hell.

Fifteen minutes later, the same elevator returned them to the ICU floor. They were both paler and more drawn. Heads down, they started down the dim corridor toward Janet Craig’s room, only to stop at the sound of Sam’s name and look up.

A policewoman stood by the nurse’s station holding the hand of a tousle-haired little girl who looked to be no more than five. The child was wearing a light jacket and sneakers over flannel pajamas. Her eyes were large and frightened.

For a minute, Sam didn’t breathe. Then he whispered, “My God. Oh my God.” Slowly, he approached the little girl. Though his voice had risen above a whisper, it was hoarse. “Courtney?” He reached out to touch her face, but she shrank back against her custodian.

“She was with a sitter,” the policewoman explained softly. “It’s better that she be with family.”

Bewildered, Sam looked from the woman to the child and back. “Where’s John’s family?” He’d thought for sure that his brother-in-law had parents or siblings in the area.

But the policewoman silently shook her head.

The look Sam sent Susan verged on panic. She was feeling a little of it herself. If Sam’s mother died, Sam would inherit a daughter. He didn’t know what to do with a child. Neither did she.

Someone had to do something, though. The policewoman couldn’t stand there forever holding the child’s hand, and the child was obviously scared.

Trying to recall what people had said to her when she was six and had been separated from her mother and Savannah in Saks, Susan came forward and squatted before the little girl. “Courtney’s a beautiful name,” she said gently. “Do you have a middle one?”

The child nodded.

Susan waited. When the name wasn’t forthcoming, she said, “I bet it’s Jane.”

The child shook her head.

“Alice?” Susan asked.

Another headshake.

Susan tried again. “Dawn?”

“It’s Marie,” Sam told her without taking his eyes from his niece.

Susan gave him a quick glance of thanks, then turned back to Courtney. “He knows that because he’s your uncle. His name’s Sam. Samuel John Craig.”

“I don’t know him,” the child said in a small, high voice.

“That’s because he lives way off in Rhode Island. But he’s your mommy’s brother.”

“Where is my mommy? She was supposed to bring me a Kit Kat, but it wasn’t there when I woke up.”

Susan tossed a helpless glance in Sam’s direction. At her silent bidding, he, too, hunkered down. “It’s still the middle of the night,” he said. “Are you tired?”

The child shook her head. Her eyes were wary, her tiny lips pressed together as though she might cry.

Susan didn’t want that to happen. Nor did she want another question about Courtney’s mom. Eventually the answer would have to come, but now wasn’t the time. Instinct told her that it was critical to establish rapport with the child.

So she exclaimed softly, “Oh my, what’s this?” The tip of something promising was peeking from the child’s jacket pocket. Very carefully pulling on a furry white ear, she extricated a small stuffed bunny.

“That’s Peter,” Courtney told her.

“Peter Rabbit?” Susan cradled the miniature creature in her hand. “He’s adorable!”

“The Easter bunny brought him. They’re cousins.”

“Peter and the Easter bunny? You must be very special for the Easter bunny to give you one of his cousins.”

One shoulder moved in a half-pint shrug, while she pinched in the corner of her mouth.

Sam spoke then. “Do you have any cousins of your own? Any people cousins?” He was having trouble grasping the fact that he might be the child’s only living relative.

Courtney went silent again and shook her head.

Susan knew what Sam was getting at. In an attempt to help, she said, “You must have had quite some Easter to get a bunny like this. Did your grandma make dinner?”

“Mommy did,” the little girl told her.

“Were your grandma and grandpa there?”

Courtney nodded.

“Who else was there?”

“Just my daddy.”

“Any aunts and uncles?”

Courtney shook her head, then said in that small, high voice, “I don’t have any of those. Betsy Winters says I can have some of hers. She hates them.”

Sam remembered all the times he’d tried to send things to his niece, and he felt a sudden urge to take the child in his arms. But she’d made it clear that he frightened her, so, instead, he said, “You have an uncle now, Courtney. I’ll take good care of you.”

“I want my mommy.”

“Are you hungry? Would you like something to eat?”

“I want my mommy.”

“How about a Kit Kat? I’ll bet we could find one somewhere in a machine.”

“I don’t want your Kit Kat,” she said. Her chin was beginning to tremble. “I want my mommy’s.”

Susan’s heart was breaking, not only for the child but for Sam. He was doing his best to put the little girl at ease, but he hadn’t had much practice with children. And even if he’d been an expert, he wasn’t at his best. The family he hadn’t seen for fifteen years, but had held in his heart far longer than that, had suddenly been tom from him. He was in mild shock.

Susan shot a beseechful glance at the policewoman, thinking that maybe she’d know something brilliant to say. But the woman was younger than Susan, wore no wedding band, and had “I’m only the courier” stamped on her face. Even as Susan looked at her, she glanced at her watch.

Courtney continued to stare at Sam. “Is he a boy or a girl?” she asked no one in particular.

Grateful for the diversion, Susan answered. “Sam? He’s a boy.”

“But he’s got long hair. Only girls have long hair.”

“Boys do sometimes. Sam’s is only long in back. I kinda like it.”

“I don’t. I don’t like him. I don’t want him for my uncle.”

The policewoman did speak then, showing more insight than Susan would have credited her with moments before. “I think you’re being used as a scapegoat, Mr. Craig.”

Sam could understand that. It didn’t make things any easier for him, though. Nor did thinking how much better things would have been if the child had known him. That was water over the dam.

But something had to be done. Marshaling his thoughts, Sam reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out his badge and identification. “My name’s Sam,” he told Courtney, “just like Susan said. I’m a detective with the police department.” He offered the leather folder that held the badge and ID to the child. “Want to hold it?”

Courtney was still looking wary, but she did raise one small hand to take the folder.

“I don’t wear a uniform,” Sam went on, “because that scares people off sometimes. I try to look like just anybody on the street.” As he said it, he realized that wouldn’t make any sense to the child. If she’d never seen a man with long hair, she wasn’t going to believe that he looked like just anybody on the street, and he wasn’t about to tell her about rapists, pushers, and pimps. “Do you really think my hair’s too long?”

Courtney nodded.

“I could cut it if that would make you feel better.”

She moved her head and shoulder in a way that said she didn’t know whether that would make her feel better or not.

“Maybe you’ll think about it and let me know,” he said.

Without giving an answer, Courtney looked at Susan. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

Susan swallowed, then stood. “Okay.” She slid her damp palms down the sides of her jeans and held out her hand.

Courtney looked up at the policewoman, who said, “You go ahead. I’ll bet Susan’s even better at pajama snaps than I am.” She held her hand, to which Courtney still clung, out to Susan.

“I’m great at pajama snaps,” Susan said as she took the child’s hand. Knowing that the policewoman would be gone before she returned, she mouthed a quick “Thank you,” then turned to Sam, who had risen also. “Why don’t you go down the hall?” she suggested softly, cocking her head in the direction of his mother’s room. “Courtney and I will take our time. We’ll go exploring. Maybe we’ll even find some hot chocolate and doughnuts.” She gave the child’s hand a playful tug. “How does that sound?”

Courtney made the same I-don’t-know gesture with her head and shoulder, but the neutrality of the response didn’t bother Susan at all. She was feeling an odd sense of control. And she was helping Sam.

He knew it and was grateful. After fifteen long years, he wanted to spend some time with his mother. There were things he wanted to say to her, whether she heard him or not, before she died.

Seeking a bit of Susan’s warmth, he curved his hand around the back of her neck. His eyes showed the thanks that he couldn’t put into either a smile or words. He did manage a small smile for Courtney because he knew how much she needed it. Then, with a knot in his throat, he watched the two of them head off down the hall.

His mother died late that afternoon. He’d been with her through most of the day and was holding her hand when her heart finally stilled. Aware of what had to be done, he forced himself through the business of arranging for the funerals. He spent a sad hour walking through the house he’d grown up in, then joined Susan and Courtney at his sister’s house, less than a mile away.

Late Thursday night, Susan reached Savannah at Jared’s. “I didn’t want you to worry,” she said after she’d explained where she was and why, but that was only one of the reasons she’d called. She felt as though her own life had taken a drastic turn. She needed Savannah’s levelheadedness and encouragement.

“I feel so badly for Sam. He’s crushed.”

Savannah, who loved Sam in her own platonic way, grieved for him, too. “How’s he handling it?”

“He hasn’t broken down and torn at his clothes, if that’s what you mean, but he’s in awful pain. It’s there in his eyes. Who wouldn’t be? He’s just lost both of his parents and his only sibling. And he’s become the father of a child who’s as upset as he is.”

“Does the little girl know the truth?”

“Sam told her tonight. He figured he had to, but I’m wondering whether it would have been better to have a priest do it. Courtney’s decided that Sam’s the bad guy in all this. She doesn’t like him very much, which doesn’t bode well, considering that she’s going to be living with him for the next thirteen years.”

“Then he’ll be bringing her back to Providence?”

“There’s no one else at all. He has some distant cousins; there are some on his brother-in-law’s side. But none of them know Courtney. None are even close enough to know what’s happened. And even if some one of them offered to take her, I doubt Sam would let her go. And he shouldn’t. She’s his sister’s child.”

Twirling the telephone cord around her fingers, Susan spoke in a loud, desperate whisper. “What am I going to do, Savvy? I’m not ready to be a mother. I have enough trouble wondering whether I can be what Sam wants, and now all of a sudden this little girl comes along. She’s adorable. I really like her, and she’s taken to me more than she has to Sam, for what it’s worth. But she’s a child, Savvy. She’s little more than a baby. I’m lousy with kids. What am I going to do?”

“First off,” Savannah said, “you’re going to calm down. You won’t be any good to anyone unless you do.”

“You don’t understand,” Susan went on in that same frantic half-whisper. “She has to be taken care of. I’m talking the most basic needs. While Sam was at the hospital this morning, Courtney and I came back here. I had to help her get dressed. I had to make her lunch. I had to figure out something to do to keep her busy. She needs help taking a bath and brushing her teeth and combing her hair. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. Sam may not be thinking about it yet; he’s still trying to deal with the shock of the deaths. But I’m thinking about it. Courtney needs a room to sleep in. She needs clothes. She has to be enrolled in school. She has to be looked after while Sam’s at work, and you know what his schedule’s like.”

She paused to take a breath. “I mean, talk about putting pressure on a relationship. I’m not sure where I stand with Sam. He’s never mentioned marriage. I’m his lover. That’s it. His lover. So what happens to that, now that he’s an instant father? What am I doing, Savvy?”

Savannah used the silence that followed as a buffer between emotion and reason. “What you’re doing,” she said slowly and gently, “is helping Sam cope with an incredibly frightening situation.”

“I’m scared to death myself. How can I possibly help him?”

“You did it today. You took care of Courtney. You might not know what to do with a child, but you managed today. She survived, didn’t she?”

“Barely.”

“Barely is better than not at all. The poor child must be feeling lost and lonely.”

“So am I. Sam’s sound asleep. We were up all last night, and today’s been a nightmare. But he sleeps while I sit here and worry.” She moaned, then muttered, “God, I need a drink.”

“That’s the last thing you need. You have to be able to think straight.”

“I’m not sure that’ll help. I’m telling you, Savvy, I’m in over my head.”

“You are not. You can handle anything you set your mind to.”

“You’re the one who can do that. Not me.”

“Yes, you. Come on, Suse. You have an incredible opportunity here. You love Sam, don’t you?”

“If I didn’t, I’d have been long gone by now.”

“So if you love him, you’ll make things work.”

“You’re not hearing me, Savannah. I don’t know how to make things work.”

“You’ll learn. You’ll take one day at a time. You’ll feel your way along.”

“Yeah. Right along the ground in the dirt. And I’m apt to bring Sam and Courtney right down there with me.”

“You can do it, Suse. I’m telling you. You can do it!”

“I’m glad someone believes in me.”

“Sam does. Otherwise, he’d never have brought you along. He needs your help. And don’t you see? This is your chance to show him that you can do what needs to be done. It’s your chance to show yourself that you’re perfectly capable of being what Sam wants.” She hesitated, then spoke more softly. “I’m envious of you. You can really have it all.”

Of the many words Savannah had said that night, those were the ones that lingered longest with Susan.


CHAPTER 21

Megan had admired Savannah from the very first of their academy days. While Susan was the more gregarious, perhaps the more exciting of the two, Savannah had been the one with the level head on her shoulders. She was the one the others sought out when things got rough, and Megan had done her share of the seeking.

Technically, Megan was bright, and she knew it. What she didn’t always know was how to channel that intelligence along the most productive lines. Savannah, on the other hand, was a master of the overview. She could stand back and analyze a situation, then suggest the best course of action.

Megan had consciously studied Savannah’s approach. She firmly believed that if she could master it, she’d have the world in the palm of her hands, and for a while, it looked as though she’d done it. She graduated from the academy near the top of her class, went through college with similar ranking, and landed a plum of a job as the mathematical consultant to an electronics conglomerate headquartered in Boston. While she had no intention of working her life away, her job gave her exposure to some of the most successful entrepreneurs in the Northeast.

She hadn’t made the most of that situation. Though she was a math whiz, she was far less sure of herself socially. She’d been intimidated by some of the men she’d met, turned off by others. When, totally out of the professional context, she met gentle, unimposing William Vandermeer, she readily fell in love.

For several years, she was unabashedly happy. She didn’t work, and she didn’t miss it. Then the business began to flounder. She helped Will out where she could, but the downward spiral continued. When things got so bad that Will was taking pills to sleep and she spent half the night worrying herself sick, she took a leaf from Savannah’s book, analyzed the situation, and came up with the one solution that seemed to hold hope of returning things to where they’d been.

It would have worked had it not been for Matty Stavanovich.

Now Matty was in prison awaiting trial, and Megan felt a measure of satisfaction in that. She was furious whenever she thought of him, and when she wasn’t furious, she was afraid. She’d covered her tracks; she was sure of it. But she didn’t trust Stavanovich. She’d done that once. She wasn’t making the same mistake twice.

Between fear, anger, and a guilt that never left her for long, she wasn’t good for much of anything but wandering aimlessly through the house. She didn’t want to go out, didn’t want to be seen. Everyone in town knew what had happened. She couldn’t bear the thought of their stares. So she stayed within the protective walls of her house and agonized.

Stand back. Look at things from a distance. That was what Savannah always said, and Megan tried to do it, but she’d never had to face anything like this before.

Take it step by step, day by day. Savannah always said that, too, and while Megan was a little more successful there, she still found it hard.

For one thing, she couldn’t talk with Will as she used to. He treated her with kid gloves, and she let him. At times she wished he’d get angry, so that she could blurt out the truth. After all, what she’d done, she’d done for love. But he never raised his voice to her, and she couldn’t make herself tell him. He was overtaxed as it was, since the business was in worse shape than ever.

For another thing, the rest of the world seemed to be merrily making its way through May and into June. Friends of theirs were busy opening summer homes on Nantucket or in Bar Harbor. Others were in the final stages of planning trips that Megan would have given anything to take, if only to get her out of Rhode Island and away from the mess of her life.

Even Susan was on the move. Understandably, her time was in short supply, but since she was spending so much more of it at Sam’s place in Providence, she saw Megan often. Usually she had Courtney with her, and though she talked on the sly of being a lousy mother, Megan couldn’t see any sign of that. More often than not, Susan sent home the woman Sam had insisted she hire and took care of the child herself. She clearly loved the little girl, clearly loved Sam. Megan was sure they would marry one day.

Savannah, too, visited often, but her visits were as much business as pleasure, since she brought the latest news on the case against Matty. Most often, that news concerned one pretrial motion or another that had been filed, argued, won, or lost. At other times, the news was more pithy.

There was the day when Savannah told Megan that a witness had been found who saw a Mercedes leave Matty’s shop at midnight on the night of the kidnapping. And the day when she told Megan that of four Mercedeses in Matty’s shop at the time, one of the owners, who’d left her car for the week while she’d been in Palm Beach, claimed that the odometer read ten miles less when she picked it up than when she’d left it, which suggested tampering. Then, of course, there was the day when Savannah triumphantly announced that Matty’s alibi had been broken. Susan’s hunch had been right; the Mexican guide who’d spent the better part of a day shuttling a Matty Stavanovich from one ruin to another was vehement that the man he’d driven around was not the same as the one in the picture shown him by the police.

Still, Megan’s testimony was the key to the case. That meant Savannah’s reviewing it with her again and again and again. Once would have been too much for Megan; the repetition nearly drove her wild. But it served its purpose. With each run through of the questions that either Savannah or the defense attorney might ask, Megan grew more sure of her script. Indeed, there were times when she began to imagine that her testimony was the whole truth and nothing but.

It was the other times that got to her, though, the times when fear took over. Those were the times when, in the dark of night, she picked up the phone and called Jared.

He was wonderful. He no longer asked her name, but he recognized her voice and was incredibly gentle. Yes, he coaxed her to tell him what was wrong. She’d have been disappointed if he hadn’t. He wanted to help, but unless she told him the truth, he couldn’t do that.

She couldn’t tell him, of course. She couldn’t incriminate herself that way. She supposed she gave little hints from time to time, but she couldn’t imagine that he’d put two and two together, and even if he did, he wouldn’t betray her. Their late-night talks were private and special. If he didn’t feel that, she reasoned, he wouldn’t answer the phone.

She was infinitely grateful that he did. She doubted he understood how much comfort he brought her, though on more than one occasion she’d tried to tell him. He was always calm and together. If the sound of his voice on the radio was soothing, the sound of his voice on the phone was even more so. She called more often as the trial approached, needing more frequent assurance that things would work out.

*   *   *

Savannah, too, grew more keyed up as the trial approached. She showed no signs of nervousness at the office, where she juggled her full load of cases with the same competence as always, but she was having trouble eating, and sleep came only in two- to three-hour shifts.

That was why, at four in the morning, she was in the office within sight of Jared when one of the calls from Megan came through. She’d been sitting at a desk, making notes on a yellow legal pad when the telephone rang. She looked up in time to see Jared lift the receiver.

For a minute, looking at him, she forgot about the call. He was a beautiful man; she’d thought it the first time she’d seen him, and she thought it even more now. Though she knew his body nearly as well as she did her own, there were times like this when, in a flash of fresh awareness, she had to stop and catch her breath. Wearing denim cutoffs, he seemed all tawny, hair-spattered legs. His T-shirt hugged his chest and shoulders; his arms were every bit as well formed and masculine as his legs. And his hair, the hair she loved to touch, fell as casually as ever over his brow.

Swiveling around in his chair to use the control table as a backrest, he cradled the phone to his ear, bringing her thoughts back to the call he’d received. He didn’t look at all surprised by it. From time to time he frowned, but there was a gentleness to his expression that aroused Savannah’s curiosity.

“Who is it?” she mouthed.

He held up a finger to say he’d answer her shortly, which she took to mean that it wasn’t a simple matter of mouthing a name. He didn’t talk for long, no more than five or six minutes, but as soon as he’d hung up the phone, he put on the headphones and went on the air to announce the time, the weather, and the songs he was playing. When he’d finished doing that, he set the headphones on the console and went to the door of the booth. Opening it wide, he leaned against the doorjamb.

Savannah’s eyes asked the question she’d mouthed earlier, and for a minute Jared stood there looking puzzled. Then he shrugged.

“I don’t know who it was,” he said. “I’ve been getting the calls on and off for a while now.”

“You talked. You looked like you knew.”

“In one sense I do. It’s the same caller each time.”

Savannah shot a glance at the clock on the wall. “At four in the morning?”

“Sometimes earlier, sometimes later. She varies the day and the time.”

“She?”

Pushing off from the doorjamb, Jared strolled over to where Savannah sat. “Not to worry.” He slipped his fingers into her hair and exerted just enough pressure to tip her head back. “You’re my only girl.” He planted a firm kiss on her lips.

“But she calls you in the middle of the night while I’m asleep,” Savannah teased in the last breath of the kiss. Less teasingly, she asked, “What does she say?”

“Not much.” He sat on the edge of the desk, took her hand, and wove his fingers through hers. “She says that talking with me calms her. She never stays on long, and she apologizes for taking my time. But she’s upset about something, something that’s very wrong in her life. She won’t tell me what it is.”

“How often does she call?”

“Once a week, maybe a little less.” He thought about that, then corrected himself. “It’s been more lately. That was the second call in a week.”

Savannah found the idea of a nameless woman’s fixation a little frightening. “I thought you didn’t take calls like that.”

“I don’t. But she calls on my private line. I remember when she did it the first time, I let the conversation go on because I wanted to find out how she got that number.”

“Did you?”

“No. And I still don’t know. The only people who have that number are people who have good cause to have it. I can’t believe one of them is passing it around. And it’s not like she dialed it by accident. She said my name right off the bat.”

“Scary,” Savannah said. “She could be a little nuts.”

“We’re all a little nuts. She doesn’t sound unusually so, just troubled.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t take the calls.”

“You’re not jealous?” he chided.

“No,” she said, and she wasn’t. “But the more you talk, the more involved you get. If she has problems, she should see a professional. She may seem only a little nuts now, but what if she gets worse?”

Jared hadn’t thought about that. “I feel sorry for her. She’s a sad character. And the calls are harmless. Not once has she said anything threatening or suggestive. Sexual innuendo is the farthest thing from her mind.”

Savannah tried to imagine the conversations they might have had. “Have you been able to learn anything about her?”

Taking a deep breath, he pressed her hand flat on his bare thigh. He never tired of the feel of Savannah’s skin on his. “She evades personal questions, but little things have come out.”

“Like?”

“Like she’s married.”

“That’s good,” Savannah said in quick relief. “Then again, maybe not. What kind of married woman calls another man in the middle of the night? What’s her husband doing through all this?”

“Sleeping, I guess. I’ve never heard any voices in the background. I picture her being alone in whatever room she’s in.”

“Do you have any idea of her age?”

“Sounds like she could be anywhere between twenty-five and forty. If I had to pin it down, I’d say in her early thirties.”

“And you don’t know what her problem is?”

“She talks about thinking things out and then messing up. She compares being rich to being poor. I get the impression that she started out poor and has had a taste of rich, but is about to lose it.”

“Then money is the core of her troubles.”

“In some ways. In other ways, she’s more upset about deception. She talks about that a lot. She seems to feel that she’s lied to the people she loves, and she’s having trouble dealing with it.”

“Do you have any idea where she lives?”

“She won’t say. If the calls become troublesome, I’d have the phone company put a tap on the line.”

“Maybe you ought to do that anyway.”

But Jared didn’t want to just yet. He felt an odd sense of loyalty to the woman. She asked so little, just an ear and a few words of encouragement. Turning her in seemed like a betrayal.

Savannah sensed his reluctance. “If she’s calling more often, it could be because things are getting worse for her. Maybe she really needs help.”

“I keep pushing that. I have names to give her—psychiatrist, social worker, bank loan officer, priest—but she isn’t buying.”

“Maybe you ought to call the psychiatrist anyway.”

“And do what? He can’t sit here waiting for her call. She can’t be forced into treatment.”

“Does she sound high on drugs or anything?”

“No. Just scared.”

“You should call the psychiatrist.”

But Jared couldn’t do that. “I’ll wait. Just for a little while.”

“Doesn’t she make you nervous?”

“No. I told you. She’s harmless.” He squeezed her hand. “Really, babe.”

Savannah eyed him dryly. “If she’s so harmless, how come you didn’t tell me about her?”

There was no mystery to it. “Because you’ve always been sleeping when she’s called before, and by the time I get upstairs I have other things on my mind.” They both knew what those other things were. “Besides, you’ve been busy lately. This is nothing, Savannah. Really.” Tightening his fingers around hers, he drew her up and held her between his thighs. In a softer, more sandy voice, he said, “How do you feel?”

“Pretty good.”

“You should be tired.”

She shrugged, but there was a look in her eye that said she knew what he was thinking.

“Are you?” he asked softly.

“I don’t know.”

“When were you due?”

“Last week.”

“You’re not usually late.”

“I know,” she said, then slipped her arms around his neck and hugged him. “I’m afraid to hope.”

He ran tender hands over her back. She was wearing a soft, white nightgown that flowed to her ankles and gave her a delicate look and feel. “You said it wouldn’t happen till after the trial.”

“I was close. The trial starts in two weeks.”

“You should see a doctor.”

“Too early.”

“Then do a test at home.”

“I’d rather wait. My body will let me know if it’s true, and there’s nothing I can do differently in the meanwhile.”

He held her back. “You can take it easy.”

“No. I have to prepare for this trial.”

“What if you push yourself too much and something happens?”

“Then it wasn’t meant to be.”

“But you want the baby?”

She smiled. “Uh-huh.”

“And me? Do you want me?”

“Wanting you was never the issue.”

“I don’t mean sex.”

“Neither do I. The issue wasn’t whether I wanted you, but whether you wanted me.”

Locking his hands at the back of her waist, Jared was quick to protest. “I never had the slightest doubt—”

“Maybe I said that wrong,” she interrupted. “The issue was my believing that you want me.”

“How can you question it?”

“You know how. We’ve been through it before.”

“But time has passed. Do I seem unhappy living with you?”

She thought about it for a minute, then shook her head.

“Right,” he said. “I’ve lived just fine with your schedule. And with you. You give me everything I want and need.”

“But I’m a walking—”

“—law brief. You’ve said that before. But I seem to remember three times in the last six weeks when you played hostess to, all told, nearly two dozen of my business associates.”

“I didn’t play hostess. Other people did the work.”

“So you didn’t do the cooking yourself. No career woman has time for that. But you made the arrangements—twice at restaurants, once with a caterer on the boat.”

“Susan told me what to do.”

“But you did it, and don’t tell me it wasn’t a whole lot of work, because I know it was. Food, flowers, tables and chairs, background music—you coordinated everything. And then you stood there by my side, looking absolutely gorgeous, so calm and collected that no one could believe you’d put in a full day at the office.” He caught his breath, but nothing could stop the flow of warmth in his eyes. “Do you have any idea how proud I was of you?”

Savannah felt the warmth of that pride as a glowing ember deep inside her. “You’ve told me,” she said humbly.

“And I’ll tell you again. And again. You played hostess, and you did it with flair. Face it, lawyer lady, you’re not quite as limited as you thought.” He took a deep, slow breath. “So, do you believe that I want you?”

She hesitated for just a minute. “I’m getting there. I have doubts sometimes. But you’re still hanging around.” She shot a look at her surroundings and amended that to, “I’m still hanging around.”

“Only because I have to work. Otherwise I’d be at your place. Or on the boat. But I don’t like the idea of your being there while I’m here working. This way I can run upstairs and check on you.”

“Against FCC regulations,” she reminded him with a crooked grin.

“Ahhh,” he teased, “such a stickler for legalities.”

“I always was. Susan called me a goody-two-shoes. I played by the book, while she broke every rule.”

“Goody-two-shoes?”

She nodded. Too late, she realized that she’d set herself up.

“If you play by the book,” Jared advised in a dead-serious drawl, “then we have to get married. We’re in love. We’ve living together. And you may be pregnant.”

“Later.”

“Pregnant?”

“Married. We’ll get married later.”

“Why wait?”

“Because I can’t think straight with this trial coming up.”

“So? I love you anyway.”

“This trial is really important to me, Jared.”

“I can understand why. But just think. If we get married now, one part of your life will be completely settled. You’ll be able to focus your concentration that much more.”

“Could work the other way around,” she reminded him. “I could be that much more distracted.”

“I won’t distract you.”

“You do. All the time. Take now. Since I couldn’t sleep, I was going to do some work. So here you are.” She glanced toward the sound room. “Aren’t you supposed to be in there getting ready to fade something or other in or out?”

“In a minute.” Lowering his head, he kissed her gently, then deepened the kiss until she’d begun to melt against him. Only then did he warn, “I won’t let you go. I’ll keep after you until you give in. We’re going to be married, Savannah. Count on it.”

Later, thinking back on those words, he had to commend himself for his confidence. Because the fact was that he could tell her whatever he wanted, but the decision was hers. When it came to determining the future direction of their relationship, she was the one in the driver’s seat.

*   *   *

Savannah felt in control as the trial approached. Her exhibits were ready. Her witnesses were ready. She spent the Fourth of July weekend with Jared on the boat preparing her opening argument, until she had it planned to her satisfaction, presentation and all.

The trial was to start on Wednesday. On Tuesday night, she had a minor attack of the shakes. Jared was working. She was upstairs, and her first thought was to run down to him. Then she stopped, turned up the radio, and let the balm of his voice wash over her.

Her mind wandered where it would, free-associating. Not surprisingly, her free associations centered on Jared. What surprised her was the speed with which her body calmed. It wasn’t that she was any less nervous about the trial, or any less determined to win a conviction. But for the first time, approaching a trial, she saw the trial in a broader context. Other things had come to mean as much to her as the law. She’d achieved a certain perspective. Her life had filled out.

*   *   *

All of Wednesday and the first of Thursday were spent picking a jury. Shortly after eleven that second morning, Savannah gave her opening argument. She spoke for fifty minutes, outlining the contents of her case. The talk during the lunch break was unanimous in commending the power of her statement. When court reconvened, she was feeling as confident as she ever had.

That confidence was shattered over the course of the next thirty minutes. In an argument delivered with flair, the Cat’s attorney, a surprisingly straight lawyer named Walter Woodward, stunned not only Savannah, but every other lawyer, media representative, and spectator in the room by claiming that the mastermind of the kidnapping had been none other than the supposed victim, Megan Vandermeer.

Savannah listened in disbelief, and for several minutes after he was done, her rage was such that she was nearly paralyzed inside. On the outside, though, she was the image of self-control. That self-control was critical. While a case was to be tried on its facts, the jury had eyes. The jury saw everything. Just as it would see that Stavanovich was being represented by a lawyer as clean-cut and dignified as Megan’s husband, so it would see that Savannah was confident enough in her case not to be affected by the bizarre claims of the defense.

Once past that moment of immobility, her mind shot into gear and sped onward. The first thing she did prior to opening her case was to approach the bench and request that the jury be sequestered. Her argument was that the media would have a field day with the defense’s claims, and that sequestering was the only way to ensure an unbiased jury. Woodward fought it. Even the judge was reluctant; sequestering a jury involved considerable work and taxpayer expense. But he didn’t want a conviction overturned on appeal any more than Savannah did. So he agreed. The jury was polled. Only one member, a woman with children in day-care, found being sequestered a hardship. That juror was excused and one of the four alternates was named in her place.

Savannah opened her case then, calling Will as her first witness in an attempt to establish that a kidnapping had indeed taken place. Question by question, she led him through that day in March, from the time when he’d discovered his wife missing to the meeting he’d had with Paul, Anthony, and herself. She put the ransom note into evidence, deliberately making eye contact with each of the jurors as she walked the note past for their inspection. Throughout her questioning of Will, she stressed the shock he had experienced and the anguish he’d felt.

Cross-examining him, Woodward emphasized the failing of the family business and the stress both Vandermeers had been under. Will held up well under his questioning. He strongly refuted Woodward’s subtle suggestions that Megan was dissatisfied with him and his inability to support her in style. When court recessed for the day, Savannah felt that her case had held firm.

Megan had spent the day in Savannah’s office. Her reaction upon learning of the defense argument was much the same as Savannah’s had been. She went utterly still, momentarily stunned, before erupting into a fury.

“That bastard!” she spat. Her eyes were wide, her nostrils flaring with each labored breath she took. “That bastard!”

“The jury will think so, too,” Savannah said in an attempt to calm her. “You’ll see. By the time we’ve put our case before them, they’ll be livid that Stavanovich should even hint that you were involved.”

Savannah took her prediction a step further when, several hours later, she met Jared for dinner at a small Italian restaurant that had become a favorite of theirs. “It’s another version of the old line that the woman who’s raped incited it. You watch,” she said angrily. “He’ll claim she asked for that rape. Despite the medical testimony showing how battered and bruised she was, he’ll claim she invited it.”

Jared considered that possibility. “He’s taking a big chance. Your jury is seven females to five males.”

“Thank goodness. I’ll have to count on those women being as incensed as I am. Can you believe it, Jared? Can you believe he’d say that? Megan has never, never committed a crime. She’s as honest as the day is long. Do you think she’d truly be capable of planning and carrying out her own kidnapping?”

Jared wished he could answer, but the fact was that he didn’t know Megan. She was the one person close to Savannah whom he hadn’t yet met, much less spent time with. Savannah regretted it, he knew; she apologized often. But Megan had refused to leave the house for anything remotely social, and when Savannah suggested bringing Jared around, she seemed so uncomfortable that Savannah chickened out. Time enough when the trial was done, she reasoned.

Jared had been satisfied with that until now. Since he’d heard Woodward’s opening argument that afternoon, weird things had been running through his mind. Time and again he pushed them away. Still they returned, pesty little germs of doubt that wouldn’t leave him alone.

He debated discussing them with Savannah, but at that moment her anger was intense. It had abated somewhat by the time they’d finished dinner, but by then she was looking so tired that he was reluctant to reopen the wound. So he kept his doubts to himself, brought her home, and put her to bed, then went to work.

First thing Friday morning, Savannah called Sam to the stand. An experienced witness and, therefore relatively easy to lead through direct examination, he testified not only to what he’d found when he’d arrived at the Vandermeer house on the day of the kidnapping, but to the work he and Hank had done there that afternoon and on succeeding days. Savannah introduced into evidence the tape of the kidnapper calling to arrange the drop. Sam also described Will’s emotional state. The defense objected to this line of questioning but was overruled. The overall effect of his testimony, as summed up more than once by Savannah, was that a legitimate act of violence had been committed.

Woodward asked one or two token questions, then sat down.

The agent from the insurance company, whom Savannah called to the stand next, corroborated what Sam had said. Savannah made a point of drawing out, then repeating the fact that Will had bought the policy soon after he’d married Megan, and that such policies weren’t unusual among the wealthy.

Woodward had no questions for the agent.

Following the lunch break, Savannah called the Warwick police officer who had been in the first cruiser to arrive at the telephone booth in which Megan had been dumped. He described her condition, described her reactions to the arrival of her husband, described Sam’s taking her off in his car.

Savannah had time to get in the first of the medical testimony before court recessed for the day. Since the jury was sequestered, the judge called for a Saturday session, which suited Savannah’s purposes just fine. She felt the momentum was hers and was just as happy not to break it.

It took all of Saturday for her to get through the medical witnesses. There was a doctor to testify to Megan’s physical condition when she’d been brought to the hospital, both a rape counselor and a psychiatrist to testify to her emotional state. Knowing that the medical testimony was critical, given the defense’s chosen approach, Savannah took her time and spared no detail. Indeed, the picture painted was so brutal that she was grateful Megan wasn’t in the courtroom to hear it. She had a hard enough time with it herself.

As always, though, no one knew that but Jared, who trundled her off at the end of the day for an evening sail and a night on the boat. Gradually, her pallor became less pronounced. She ate a solid breakfast on Sunday, slept for another few hours, then went ashore to spend time with Megan, whose testimony was forthcoming.

Between direct and cross-examination, Megan was on the witness stand for two solid days. She was a sterling witness, poised and quiet, just nervous enough, just angry enough, just tearful enough. Not once did she waver from her story, even when Woodward went after her, and go after her he did.

“During the last six months, you had occasion to bring your car to the defendant’s shop, did you not?”

“I did.”

“How many times?”

“Twice.”

“For what purpose?”

“There was a problem with my brakes. It was supposed to have been fixed the first time. Since it wasn’t, I had to take it back.”

“Was it fixed then?”

“Yes.”

“So you didn’t have to return a third time?”

“No.”

Woodward straightened his shoulders and looked at the jurors. “That first time you brought your car in—when was that?”

She’d already said it twice, but she said it again. “In January.”

“Is it not true that at that time you were acutely aware of your husband’s financial problems?”

“I was aware of those problems long before then.”

“And you’d tried to help, but nothing was working?”

“I was only doing the books. I didn’t expect to be able to turn the business around.”

“Who did you expect to do that?”

“I had faith that Will would. I still do.”

“But last January, whatever he was doing wasn’t working, was it?”

Telling herself to stay calm, Megan took a breath. “No.”

“Last January, you were aware that something had to be done or the business would go under, isn’t that true?”

“Will and I had both been aware of that for a long time.”

“Please answer the question, Mrs. Vandermeer—”

“Objection,” Savannah called. “The witness has already answered the question. Defense counsel is playing with words.”

“A yes or no is all I want,” Woodward said firmly.

“Sustained,” the judge decided.

Woodward rephrased his question. “Is it not true, Mrs. Vandermeer, that at the time you brought your car to be serviced by the defendant you were aware of the precarious state of your husband’s business?”

Megan didn’t see how she could get around that one, so she said with as much dignity as she could, “Yes, that’s true.”

“Were you aware of the insurance policy your husband had taken out to cover ransom demands in a kidnapping?”

“Yes. He told me about it soon after we were married.”

“Since you worked with the books, you knew that three million dollars would be a comfortable boost for the business, did you not?”

“No.”

“No?” He drew his head back, as though mildly stung. “Three million is a lot of money. Didn’t it cross your mind that it could come in handy?”

“I’m not a businesswoman. I have no idea how much money the business needs to put it back on its feet.”

“Wouldn’t you have guessed that three million might do it?”

“I never thought about it.”

“Think about it now. Doesn’t three million sound tempting—”

“Objection,” Savannah called. “The question is irrelevant.”

“Sustained,” the judge said.

Woodward went smoothly on. “Had you ever heard of Matty Stavanovich before that January day when you brought your car into his shop?”

“Yes.”

“In what context?”

“He’d worked on the cars of several of my friends.”

“Had you ever heard of him in any other context?”

“Yes.”

“And what context was that?”

“There were articles in the paper linking him to burglaries that have been committed in different areas of the state.”

Woodward gave a solemn nod. “Did you think he was a thief?”

“He was never brought to trial.”

“But did you think he might be guilty?”

“If I had, I wouldn’t have brought my car to him.”

Turning his back on the witness stand, Woodward walked leisurely toward where Stavanovich sat at the defense table. Just shy of it, he pivoted to face her again, raising his voice to cover the added distance. “Is it not true, Mrs. Vandermeer, that, knowing the stories that had been widely circulated about the defendant, you figured he’d be a perfect patsy?”

“No,” Megan said.

“After you left your car with him that first time, didn’t the wheels in your mind start turning? Didn’t it occur to you that Stavanovich might be just the guy you needed?”

Megan stared at him with a look of disgust on her face.

“Did it not occur to you, Mrs. Vandermeer, that your own tracks would be covered if you let a suspected crook take the fall?”

“No.”

“Didn’t the convenience of it strike you? You could pass money and messages back and forth simply by bringing your car in for servicing. Didn’t that cross your mind?”

“No.”

Woodward paused, straightened, put one hand in his trouser pocket and came slowly closer. “Refresh our memory, Mrs. Vandermeer. How long have you been married?”

“Six years.”

“Six years. And how old are you now?”

“Thirty-one.”

“That would have made you twenty-five when you were married?”

“That’s right,” Megan said. She felt a sense of foreboding in the pit of her stomach. Savannah had warned her what to expect; still, it was hard.

“Very few women nowadays reach the age of twenty-five without having taken a lover or two. Or three or four or more. Was that the case with you?”

“Objection!” Savannah called. “The question is irrelevant.”

“Not so,” Woodward told the judge. “I’m trying to determine something about the character of this witness.”

“Her sexual history has nothing to do with this case,” Savannah argued, though she was neither surprised nor worried when the judge simply told Woodward to rephrase his question.

“Was William Vandermeer your first lover?”

“No.”

“Then you had had others.”

“One.”

Blatantly skeptical, Woodward stared at her. “Only one lover up to the age of twenty-five?”

“That’s right,” Megan said. She was never more grateful for Savannah’s coaching than at that minute. Without it, she’d have been totally unsure of what to say. With it, she spoke in a quiet, confident voice. “We were together for three years during college. He went home to graduate school in San Francisco. I stayed east.”

Woodward mulled that over. “Have you been faithful to your husband?”

“Yes.”

“You haven’t taken any lovers since you’ve been married?”

“No. I love my husband.”

“I’m not talking about love. I’m talking about sex. Have you ever taken a lover?”

“No.”

“Have you ever wanted to take a lover?”

“No.”

“Your eye hasn’t ever wandered, even the slightest bit?”

“No.”

He let the space of several breaths pass undisturbed, then scratched the side of his head and said, “Frankly, I find that hard to believe. You’re an attractive woman. You run in circles that allow for a certain amount of freedom—”

“Objection!”

“Sustained.”

“You see free sex all around you—”

“Objection!”

“Sustained.”

“—and you’ve never been tempted?”

“No,” Megan said.

“Not by some of the brawny young men Matty employs?”

“No.”

“Not even when you wanted Matty Stavanovich to do your bidding?”

“No!”

“Look at him, Mrs. Vandermeer.” Woodward turned toward his client. “Do you think he’s an attractive man?”

Matty was wearing a crisp white shirt, a striped tie, navy blazer, and gray slacks. As he’d been doing since the start of the trial, he was sitting straight in his chair, looking appropriately concerned.

Megan’s lip curled. “No.”

“Not even the tiniest bit?”

“No!”

Woodward shrugged. “I suppose you wouldn’t have to find him attractive. If you wanted something from him badly enough—”

“Objection!”

“Sustained.”

“No further questions, your honor.”

*   *   *

Matty Stavanovich was the sole defense witness. Guided through his story by Woodward’s questions, he claimed that Megan Vandermeer had approached him about the kidnapping during her second visit to the shop. She had it all planned out, he said, from the ransom note, which she made herself, to the point of entry into her home, to the day and time of both the staged abduction and the exchange of the money. Under the plan, Matty was to hold the three million until she contacted him, at which point she would bring her car in for servicing, and her share would be placed in its trunk. He claimed he’d done that, and that his share, $250,000, had been deposited in small amounts in banks in each of six states strewn around the country.

As for the rape, Matty claimed that his accomplice had been the one to use force. He had, himself, never once manhandled Megan. He admitted that he’d had intercourse with her, but swore that it had been a pleasurable experience for them both.

Savannah began her cross-examination that afternoon. Her major objective was to prove Stavanovich a liar. To that end, she produced his past criminal record and questioned him on it at length. Then she asked him about each of the burglaries that had taken place in the state since he had arrived. Though Woodward vigorously objected to each reference and the judge sustained each one, Savannah made her point.

She questioned Matty about the alibi he’d originally given the police. “It was intricately thought out. You had airline tickets, hotel and tour receipts, even photographs. Not that I’d have expected less from a man who has successfully pulled off so many burglaries—”

“Objection,” Woodward called.

“Sustained.”

“You’re a clever man, Mr. Stavanovich. You pride yourself on the brilliance of your thefts—”

“Objection!”

Savannah walked back to the prosecutor’s table to lift up a file folder. “I’m quoting from the report of the court psychiatrist who evaluated the defendant before his 1981 conviction in California. Shall I enter this into evidence?”

“Not necessary, Ms. Smith. The objection is overruled. Continue.”

Savannah dropped the folder on the table and returned to Matty. “Is it fair to say, Mr. Stavanovich, that you are a careful man?”

Matty considered that for a minute. “Yes. I’d say that.”

“Is it, therefore, fair to say that you would never have agreed to collaborate with Mrs. Vandermeer unless you felt that her plan was sound?”

Matty tipped up his head a fraction. “Yes.”

“Yet you took elaborate steps to create an alibi. Was that to cover the burglary you staged in Cranston the night after the kidnapping?”

“Objection!”

“Sustained.”

“Why,” Savannah went on undaunted, “was it necessary for you to concoct such an elaborate alibi if the plan you’d worked out with Mrs. Vandermeer was so sound?”

“Because women can be flighty,” Matty answered without pause. “I wanted to cover myself just in case.”

“You wanted to cover yourself. Yourself. What about her? What was her alibi?”

“I don’t know. That was her problem.”

“You didn’t check it out? A brilliant thief like you didn’t check it out? Or,” she said more loudly, “were you only concerned with yourself because Mrs. Vandermeer was, in fact, nothing more than a victim? Isn’t this simply one long cock-and-bull story you’ve come up with to save your hide?”

“No, it is not.”

“You’re a very clever man, Mr. Stavanovich. A master. Not many people could come up with a story like yours, particularly after the supposed mastermind of the scheme winds up brutally raped. Was that in the original plan?”

“I’ve already said that my accomplice was the violent one.”

“Your accomplice. Where is this accomplice?”

“I don’t know.”

“You didn’t want him to verify your story?”

“He would have done that.”

“But you couldn’t find him.”

“That’s right.”

“Because he knew he was in big trouble well beyond the rape—”

“Objection.”

Savannah moved on. “Strange, this accomplice business. You always work alone, Mr. Stavanovich. If, as you claim, Mrs. Vandermeer was willing, why did you need an accomplice?”

“It was simply a convenience—”

“For when Mrs. Vandermeer was tied hand and foot to the bed,” Savannah finished with a look of distaste for the jury to see. “But I do agree with you. A kidnapping takes two men—”

“Objection,” Woodward called. “The prosecutor’s opinion has no place in the cross-examination of this witness.”

The judge agreed. “Sustained,” he said.

Savannah moved on. She went through every inch of his story, questioning it, throwing doubt where she could. By the time she’d finished with him on Thursday morning, she was repulsed by his smugness and offended by his arrogance. She could only hope that the jury was as turned off as she.

After Matty’s appearance on the stand, the defense rested its case. Woodward delivered his closing argument shortly after lunch. It was relatively brief as closing arguments went and involved a simple recapping of the facts as Woodward saw them. His client, he concluded, had spoken in his own defense and, as sworn, was guilty neither of kidnapping nor of rape. Clearly, he claimed, the state had failed to prove its case beyond a reasonable doubt.

Savannah spoke for two hours, delivering one of the most impassioned arguments of her career. When she was done, the judge briefly charged the jury, then sent them off to deliberate.

The hours of deliberation were always difficult for the parties involved. For Savannah, this time, it was pure hell.


CHAPTER 22

The jury deliberated until shortly after ten. During that time, Savannah remained in her office. Jared was with her. Her assistants wandered in and out, as did Anthony Alt, whose ascerbic comments only added to the stress. Paul called from time to time. Megan was at home with Will.

When it became clear that there would be no decision that night, Savannah and Jared left for his house. Neither of them said much during the drive, and when they arrived, they went upstairs to the living room and took possession of separate chairs.

Slipping out of her shoes, Savannah folded her legs in front of her and pressed her face to her knees. After several minutes, she looked up to find Jared’s watchful eyes on her. Her own were tormented.

“Have I made a mistake?” she whispered.

Jared didn’t answer at first. He was going through a torment of his own, wondering just how honest he should be. The seeds of doubt that had plagued him since the defense first aired its claims had grown until he was sure that Megan had been the one calling him for emotional support in the heart of the night. He hadn’t been positive until the start of her testimony, when he’d easily recognized the voice. He added to that the fact that she could have gotten his private number when Savannah had called him from Marco Island. And the fact that she’d been skittish when, at the end of that day in court, they’d finally been introduced. And the fact that he hadn’t received a call since the start of the trial.

It all fit together like a puzzle, and it gave him the uneasy feeling that Megan did have something to hide.

More than once, he’d opened his mouth to tell Savannah. But she’d been embroiled in the trying of her case, and, for what it was worth, the case was strong. Moreover, Megan staunchly proclaimed her innocence. Now that the work was done, though, and the immediate tension of performance had passed, Savannah looked as torn as he felt.

He had to know what she was thinking when she wondered whether she’d made a mistake. “In what sense, babe?” he returned softly.

“Is she innocent?”

“Do you have doubts?”

The look in her eyes said she was weighing her words on the knowledge that once spoken, they would be irretrievable. But the doubts were too strong. “There are some things about this case that have bothered me from the start. I couldn’t find an explanation for them, so I ignored them, because they were really small things. All the larger things made sense.” She paused, frowned, blurted out, “If I buy into the Cat’s defense, those small things fall right into place.”

“What things do you mean?”

“The alarm system, for starters. It was broken. Stavanovich is an expert at disengaging alarms, yet he made no attempt to do it at Megan’s. The alarm system hadn’t been touched. Like he already knew it was broken. But there was no way he could have known that for sure—unless Megan told him.”

She hugged her legs tighter. “Then there’s the way it was done so cleanly. Sammy and Hank went through that library with a fine-tooth comb and couldn’t find a thing. That doesn’t usually happen. Usually there’s a hair or a thread, something to link the perpetrator to the crime, especially if the victim puts up a fight. Megan did that, but was it a staged one? The Mercedes they used tested clean in the lab, too. There should have been microscopic pieces of the laundry bag she was supposedly stuffed in. But there weren’t.

“And the business of the ransom note,” she said with a new breath. “Megan could have made it. In a minute. She had all the materials right there at her fingertips, including supermarket bags. She had plenty of those. The house was loaded with food. I mean, when I went there after the kidnapping, I found three bags of coffee beans. Three bags of coffee beans. Don’t ask me why she needed three bags of beans, or why she had so much other food in the refrigerator. Unless she was planning to be gone for a while.

“Same thing with neatness. Megan was always a slob. The office upstairs where she’d been working on the books had papers strewn around, typically Megan. Not the rest of the house. It was neat as a pin. Again, like she was planning to be away. She knew that Will liked things neat; she always felt guilty that she wasn’t a better housekeeper. Maybe she cleaned things up to make up to him for what she was doing.”

“Do you think she did it on her own?” Jared asked.

“I don’t want to think she did it at all!” Savannah cried, then lowered her voice. “But I doubt Will could have been involved. I saw him through a good part of the time Megan was gone. He couldn’t possibly have faked that anguish. Of course,” she said facetiously, “if I was wrong about Megan, I could be wrong about him.”

Her eyes grew beseechful. “Do you think I was wrong, Jared? Do you think I got so wrapped up in punishing the man who raped Megan that I overlooked things I should have seen?”

Lately Jared had spent a lot of time contemplating questions like that. “I think you acted on the facts as you saw them.”

“But were they wrong?”

He came forward in his seat and let his hands fall limply between his knees. “She was raped. Do you have any doubt about that?”

“None at all,” Savannah said. “Even if she did plan the kidnapping, she didn’t plan the rape, and I don’t give a flying shit about what Stavanovich says, she wouldn’t willingly let him touch her.” She dropped her voice and muttered, “Kinky sex, hah. The only way Megan would let that piece of scum near her would be if he tied her hand and foot, which we know he did. She would never, never be unfaithful to Will. She loves him too much.”

Her voice trailed off. After a minute’s silence, she said quietly, “That would have been her reason for doing it. She loved him. She wanted him to have enough money to get the business back on its feet. She wouldn’t have stolen the money for herself, but she might have stolen it for Will. If she stole it at all.” Releasing her legs, she sat back in the chair with a tired sigh. “There’s still no sign of the money. We’ve found the two hundred and fifty thousand that Matty told us about, but the rest? Nothing. We’ve checked every possible outlet, and we can’t find a cent. Now, does that make sense, if the woman staged her own kidnapping for the sake of recovering money to pour into her husband’s business?”

It didn’t make sense to Jared, but then, he feared some would think his judgment as warped as Savannah’s. After all, he wasn’t going to tell her about the phone calls. He wouldn’t add to her doubt. It wouldn’t serve any practical purpose. Megan Vandermeer had been cruelly raped. On that fact alone, Matty Stavanovich deserved to be convicted.

*   *   *

He was. Late Friday afternoon, the jury returned with verdicts of guilty for both kidnapping and rape. Sentencing was set for two weeks later.

At Anthony Alt’s urging, Paul faced the press with Savannah. Given the doubts she’d had, and those she continued to have, she relished the support. Somehow she could tell herself that if Paul DeBarr, the next governor of Rhode Island, was sticking up for her, she’d done something right.

*   *   *

Matty Stavanovich was sentenced to twenty years for each offense, to be served concurrently. While there was some talk around town that Savannah should have fought for an even tougher sentence, she ignored it. She was comfortable with the knowledge that Matty would serve the same amount of time he would have if he’d been convicted of rape alone.

*   *   *

Within two weeks of the sentencing, Megan called Savannah to say that Will had sold the business, that they were putting the house on the market and leaving Providence.

It was the first time they had talked since the sentencing. Savannah was having trouble reconciling the fact that, very probably, Megan had used her. The closeness they had once shared seemed tainted by truths unspoken and trust betrayed. It was the sad ending of a dear friendship, and Savannah, who was feeling more susceptible to her emotions than usual, wasn’t sure how to say goodbye.

That was why, on the Sunday after Megan’s call, when Sam, Susan, and Courtney were spending the afternoon with Savannah and Jared on the boat, Savannah suggested that Susan and she take a few minutes out for a quick visit with Megan. Since the men weren’t about to be left behind, and Courtney certainly couldn’t be left alone, the five of them piled into the Pathfinder.

The house that had been in the Vandermeer family for years looked old and tired, since Will no longer made even token attempts at upkeep. Left without hope of a facelift, it seemed to sag more than ever.

Inside, the rooms were strewn with packed cartons. What furniture hadn’t been sold was covered with padding. The walls were a checkerboard of squares where pictures that had hung for years hung no more.

Will was on the phone. Diplomatically, Jared and Sam took Courtney out to explore the backyard, leaving Savannah and Susan inside, on the carpeted steps with Megan.

Wearing jeans and shirts, the three of them looked as they might have looked, sitting together, chatting, ten years before. Their faces were more mature and somber, though, and the chatter was more a quiet, sad talk.

“Where will you go?” Savannah asked.

Megan gave an awkward shrug. “We’ll be leaving for Saint Croix tomorrow. The Websters have loaned us their villa for as long as we want it. Will has been in touch with some people about buying into a textile business in North Carolina. If it pans out, we’ll be moving to Winston-Salem.”

“Winston-Salem, North Carolina,” Susan drawled. “Sounds good enough.”

Megan looked down at her hands, which were sandwiched between her thighs. “I can’t stay here. Rhode Island is too small. I’d never escape—” she lifted a shoulder, “—everything.” Her shoulder returned to normal, but she didn’t take her eyes from her hands. “Between the sale of the house and the business, we’ll have a nice kitty. We can start over somewhere where they won’t look at us and stare.”

Savannah couldn’t help but think that if what she suspected were true, an odd kind of justice had been served. Megan was being punished. She’d suffered through the rape, through the ordeal of the trial, through endless days and nights of private agony. She and Will had a long road ahead of them, particularly given Will’s track record as an entrepreneur. If he’d failed once, he could fail again. Savannah prayed he’d either go into something with partners who knew what they were doing, or hire a business manager.

“Will you be working?” she asked.

Megan nodded. “With Will. We’re in this together.” She paused. “I love him. I don’t care where we live or what we do.” A flicker of pain crossed her features. “Unfortunately, he cares. He has more pride than I do. Selling the business has been one of the hardest things he’s had to do.” She manufactured a small smile. “But he’s trying. He’s looking forward to doing something different, and if he can find something that makes him happy, I will be, too. That’s all I’ve ever wanted,” she said in an even softer voice, but there was an intensity to the look she gave Savannah. “All I’ve ever wanted is to be a helpmate to Will.”

The words, the look, and the tone spoke simultaneously of justification and apology. Then Megan forced a small laugh. “Pretty old-fashioned, huh? I must be a gross disappointment to you two.”

“Disappointment?” Susan asked. “Because you care about pleasing the man you love?”

“Because that’s about all I care about. You both have other interests. You always have. You’ve always lived the kind of lives I wanted to live, only I never made it. I’ve been obsessed with the basics. When I was a kid, it was survival. As an adult, it still is, only survival now means salvaging my marriage. It’s taken a battering. There’s been so much pressure.…” Her words trailed off in a moment of pain.

“None of us escapes those basics,” Savannah mused, realizing it as she spoke. “It may seem like we do. It may seem like our lives are fuller or more exciting than yours, but the bottom line is always the same.”

“Men,” Susan said.

Savannah shot her a look. “I’m serious.”

“So am I. We thought we were hot shots, didn’t we? We thought we were the cat’s meow, modern women taking the world by storm. You were the lawyer. I was the femme fatale.” She forced a dry smile. “It’s pretty empty, isn’t it?”

“Oh yes,” Savannah said.

“But you have Jared,” Megan told her, then turned to Susan, “and you have Sam.”

“For now. Having Courtney has thrown in a new twist.”

“But you adore her.”

“So does Sam. She’s finally warmed up to him, which means that my role as a buffer is over. Now there are dozens of decisions to be made concerning her future. Some we agree on, some we don’t. But that’s not the twist. The twist is that Sam has to want me independently of Courtney.”

“He does,” Savannah said. She’d had enough frank discussions with Sam to know it was true. She also knew that though her sister still drank on occasion, she hadn’t been drunk in months, which wasn’t to say the problem was solved, simply that it was temporarily eased. Knowing that Sam cared, and how much he cared, was a comfort to Savannah. “Sam loves you.”

“He says it.”

“It’s true.”

“There are times when I wonder. But I’m trying to make a go of this. I’m working real hard at it. It’s not easy.”

“No relationship is,” Savannah said. “But do you want it to work?”

“Yes,” Susan answered, then went on with conviction, “Sam Craig may never earn a million, but he makes me feel like a somebody. I don’t remember any man ever making me feel that way before. Yes, I want him.” She paused. “Like you want Jared?”

Without answering the question, Savannah said, “I wish I could give him more.”

“He doesn’t want more. Hasn’t he told you that?”

“Many times. Still, I wish I could give him more.”

“Has he mentioned marriage?” Megan asked.

“Oh yes.”

Susan scowled. “And you’re putting him off because you don’t think you can give him enough? Savannah, are you nuts? The man loves what you are, not what you’re not. He isn’t asking for superwoman; she wasn’t the one he fell in love with. And if you’re going to say that you wished you looked like me, save your breath. First thing in the morning, I look just as lousy as either of you.”

Savannah grunted, but softly, and didn’t speak.

“Sad, isn’t it?” Megan said at last.

“What?”

“That we judge ourselves in relation to each other. Why do we do that? We always have, and it’s a little sick when you think about it. You two may be twins, but you’re still individuals, and I don’t even have the same blood as you. So why can’t we accept ourselves for what we are?”

“I don’t know,” Savannah said. She sensed that some of the competitiveness between Susan and her could be traced to their father’s constant comparisons, but not all. They were adults. They should have wised up.

Susan frowned. She’d just realized that what she’d told Savannah moments earlier about looks could easily be turned around to apply to brains. She supposed that just because Savannah had decided to become a lawyer didn’t mean that she was any smarter, particularly since she was being so dumb about Jared. The question remained as to whether Susan was being any smarter about Sam.

“I’ll miss you two,” Megan murmured. There was something furtive about the way she said it, almost as though she didn’t think she had the right to claim a shared past.

Savannah thought about that past. They’d been friends for half their lives, and the friendship had been good. Regardless of present truths or untruths, that friendship deserved more than a cursory dismissal. “We’ll keep in touch.”

But the look on Megan’s face said that might not happen.

“We will,” Susan vowed. “We’ll compare our gray hairs, our liver spots, our sagging bottoms.”

Megan’s eyes were moist, but she rolled them anyway and grinned feebly at Savannah. “She’s all yours.”

“I’m not sure I want her.”

“I do,” Sam said, coming up from behind. He seized Susan in a playful stranglehold that clamped her head to his side. “We’re hungry. I thought we were going out for something to eat.”

Susan made a grotesque choking sound. The instant his arm loosened, she called him a name.

“Come join us,” Savannah said to Megan. “Just for a little while?”

But Megan shook her head.

“For old times’ sake?” Susan asked.

Megan gave a visible swallow. “I’d better not,” she said brokenly. “This is hard enough—” Her throat jammed.

Throwing an arm around her, Savannah hugged her hard. “Take care, Meggie,” she whispered, then stepped back to give Susan a turn.

“Be happy,” Susan whispered, as choked up as Megan. Turning away, she let Sam take her hand and lead her to the door, where Courtney waited.

Jared approached then, and Megan eyed him nervously. Coming up close, he took her hand and said so that only she could hear, “Sometimes we do all the wrong things for all the right reasons. We can be our own worst enemies. It takes a while to get over that.”

“I know,” she whispered.

“Try, Megan. You’ve been given another chance. Make it work. I know you can.” He took her in his arms and held her for a minute. “We’ll be rooting for you.” Then he set her back, kissed her lightly on the forehead, and joined Savannah.

*   *   *

Savannah spent hours thinking about her and Susan’s last visit with Megan, about what the three of them had said. So much of it made sense. She didn’t understand why she hadn’t seen it before.

She tried to imagine what her life would have been like if she’d never had Susan or Megan as points of reference. Certainly less rich. Flatter. More one-dimensional. Susan was her sister, Megan her friend. She’d taken their best points and tried to match them, making her a more complex person than she might have otherwise been. Through contrast and comparison, they’d pushed her toward realizing her potential.

At least, that was the optimist’s view. But it was the one Savannah clung to, and largely because of it, she agreed to stop at Megan and Will’s after work on Tuesday to pick up the keys for the realtor. The movers had left. Megan and Will were racing to catch their plane to Saint Croix. The keys were tucked in the tray of the planter outside the front door.

Savannah found them without any problem. Instead of pocketing them and heading home, though, she turned toward the house, looked at the door for a minute, then slowly unlocked it and let herself in.

The front foyer was warm, fallen prey to the August heat that had poured over the toiling movers. While the large hall inside was cooler, it was a chamber of echoes for her slightest step.

For a long time, Savannah stood motionless in the hall, feeling the emptiness of the place, listening to its silence. Then, almost idly, she wandered into the living room. She thought of the generations of Vandermeers who had lived within its walls—Will’s grandparents and parents, Will, and Megan, who was never quite a Vandermeer, yet perhaps more dedicated to the Vandermeers than any of the others.

That was why she’d done it. If she’d done it. Had she done it?

The living room floor creaked as Savannah crossed it, drawn irresistibly toward the library. It was as empty as the rest of the house. Shadows fell over the shelves where books had once been, cast there by the evening sun that slanted in through the French doors. She had expected to have an eerie feeling about the room. Instead, she felt nostalgia.

The library, more so than any other room in the house, was a nerve center. Business had been transacted there, family matters discussed, social affairs planned. With the dismantling of this room, an era had passed.

An era had passed. It was time to move on.

Will and Megan had sold the business and were selling the house. An era had passed. They were moving on.

Susan had turned her back on the idle rich in favor of being a policeman’s wife and mother to a five-year-old daughter. An era had passed. She’d moved on.

And an era had passed for Savannah, too, she realized. The long nights of being alone, of working herself to the bone to mask the void that gnawed at her from within, were behind her. Ahead was a richer life.

A new lightness settled over her as she stood in the empty library. She thought of Jared, then of the baby she carried, and a private smile softened her lips. She wanted them, both of them, more than she had believed possible.

Maybe that was what being thirty-one was all about. Maybe it was about putting things in perspective, setting priorities, closing a chapter in one’s life, and opening a new one. She was ready. It was time.

And with that realization came one more. Looking at the French door that had been shattered one Monday night in March, she realized that she didn’t want to know whether Megan Vandermeer had planned her own kidnapping. Knowing wouldn’t change a thing. Megan wouldn’t be brought to trial; without the money, there was no case, and Megan clearly didn’t have the money. So maybe the Cat had double-crossed her, and if that was so, it was poetic justice. Besides, Megan had her own conscience to live with, which was a sentence far greater than one any judge might mete out.

As for Savannah’s conscience, the only thing weighing on it was that she hadn’t shared her new insights with Jared. Turning on her heel, she set off to remedy that situation.

*   *   *

“It’s twelve-oh-four,” came the deep, sandy voice that Rhode Island knew and loved, “that’s four minutes after twelve on a breezy September Monday. You’re tuned to 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, where the country sounds are always cool. I hope your Labor Day weekend was as sweet as mine. This morning’s Journal was right; I got married. But that doesn’t mean I won’t be here as always, bringing you a little country in the city from twelve to six. I’ve got a super string of stars to kick off the month, including the likes of Ronnie Milsap, Reba McEntire, and Kenny Rogers. Right now I’m wantin’ to hear Randy Travis say, ‘Forever and Ever, Amen.’” His voice grew deeper. “This is Jared Snow in the heart of the night, and that’s a vow.…”

*   *   *

“That was Sawyer Brown, and this is Jared Snow comin’ to you through the driving snow on a stormy February Wednesday.” The voice was deep and familiar, but it had a special lilt that couldn’t quite be denied. “It’s twenty-seven degrees out there, but you don’t want to stray from the fire unless you’ve got good cause. I did. My son was born four hours ago. He and his mom are tucked safe and warm at the hospital, listenin’ in, like you, So don’t touch that dial. It’s set for cool country, 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence. On a special night, I’ll be bringin’ you special songs, kickin’ off with the Gatlin Brothers and ‘Love of a Lifetime.’” He paused for a split second, and when he went on, his voice was more hoarse. “Jared Snow, here, in the heart of the night, believe it.…”

*   *   *

“You’ve been tuned to 95.3 FM, WCIC Providence, and Jared Snow. It’s a promising Saturday in May, five fifty-six in the A.M. At the stroke of six, I’ll be on my way, but I’m leavin’ you in good hands. Noel Lappan is kickin’ on right after the news, and starting Monday night, Christopher Nix will be easin’ you through the heart of the night. I’ll miss you all. I’ve had a good three years here at CIC, but my baby’s gettin’ bigger and my wife’s indulged me far too long. I don’t mean to say we’ll always be sleepin’ through the heart of the night. Sometimes we’ll be listening like you, sometimes we’ll be remembering how we met, sometimes we’ll be lovin’ the night away, and if that ain’t inducement enough to start working days,” he drawled, “I don’t know what is.” He paused, then said more quietly, seriously, emotionally, “So I’m goin’ home, and all the way I’ll have ‘Georgia on My Mind.’ This is Jared Snow with the rising sun, Godspeed.…”
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