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Prologue



Virginia


His mouth grazed the side of her neck. She liked the feel of his kiss, whisper-light, teasing. Her head fell back. She heard herself giggle. He drew her earlobe between his lips, and the giggle turned to a moan.


God, she loved it when he touched her.


His fingers lifted her heavy hair. They danced across the nape of her neck, then slid down her bare shoulders.


“Beautiful, Mandy,” he whispered. “Sexy, sexy Mandy.”


She giggled again. She laughed, then she tasted salt on her lips and knew that she cried. He turned her belly-down on the bed. She didn’t protest.


His hands traced the line of her spine before settling in at her waist.


“I like this curve right here,” he murmured, dipping one finger into the concave curve at the small of her back. “Perfect for sipping champagne. Other men can have breasts and thighs. I just want this spot here. Can I have it, Mandy? Will you give that to me?”


Maybe she said yes. Maybe she just moaned. She didn’t know anymore. One bottle of champagne empty on the bed. Another half gone. Her mouth tingled with the forbidden flavor, and she kept telling herself it would be okay. It was just champagne, and they were celebrating, weren’t they? He had a new job, the BIG job, and oops, it was far away. But there would be weekend visits, maybe some letters, long-distance phone calls . . .


They were celebrating, they were mourning. It was a farewell fuck, and either way champagne sex shouldn’t count with the nice folks at AA.


He tilted the open bottle of bubbly over her shoulders. Cool, sparkling fluid cascaded down her neck, pooling on the white satin sheet. She lapped it up helplessly.


“That’s my girl,” he whispered. “My sweet, sexy girl . . . Open for me, baby. Let me in.”


Her legs parted. She arched her back, the whole of her focusing down, down, down, to the spot between her legs where the ache had built and now only he could ease the pain. Only he could save her.


Fill me up. Make me whole.


“Beautiful, Mandy. Sexy, sexy Mandy.”


“Pl-pl-please . . . ”


He pushed inside her. Her hips went back. Her spine seemed to melt and she gave herself over to him.


Fill me up. Make me whole.


Salt on her cheeks. Champagne on her tongue. Why couldn’t she stop crying? She tilted her head down to the sheets and sipped champagne as the room spun sickeningly.


Suddenly the bed was gone. They were outside. In the driveway. Clothes on, cheeks dry. Champagne gone, but not the thirst. Six months she’d been dry. Now she craved another drink horribly. One bottle of champagne still unopened. Maybe she could get him to give it to her for the drive home. One for the road.


Don’t go . . .


“You okay, baby?”


“I’m okay,” she mumbled.


“Maybe you shouldn’t be driving. Maybe you should stay the night . . . ”


“I’m okay,” she murmured again. She couldn’t stay, and they both knew it. Beautiful things came, beautiful things went. If she tried to hold on now, it would just make it worse.


He was hesitating, though. Looking at her with those deep, concerned eyes. They crinkled at the corners. She had loved that when she first met him. The way his eyes creased as if he was studying her intently, really, truly seeing her. Then he’d smiled a split second later, as if merely finding her had made him so very happy.


She’d never had a man smile at her like that before. As if she were someone special.


Oh God, don’t go . . .


And then: Third bottle of champagne. All full. One more for old times’ sake. One more for the road.


Her lover took her face between his hands. He stroked her cheeks with his thumbs. “Mandy . . . ” he whispered tenderly. “The small of your back . . . ”


She couldn’t answer anymore. She was choking on her tears.


“Wait, baby,” he said suddenly. “I have an idea.”


Driving. Thinking really hard because the narrow road curved like a snake and it was dark and it was so strange how early she could have a thought, and how late her body would be in responding. He sat beside her in the passenger’s seat. He wanted to make sure she got home safe; then he’d take a cab. Maybe she should take a cab. Maybe she was in no shape to drive. As long as he was coming with her, why was she the one at the wheel?


She couldn’t hold on to that thought long enough to make it work.


“Slow down,” he cautioned. “The road is tricky here.”


She nodded, furrowing her brow and struggling to concentrate. Wheel felt funny in her hand. Round. Huh. Pressed on the brakes. Hit the gas instead. The SUV lurched forward.


“Sorry,” she muttered. World was beginning to spin again. She didn’t feel well. Like she was going to throw up, or pass out. Maybe both. If she could just close her eyes . . .


Road moved on her again. Vehicle jerked.


Seat belt. Needed a seat belt. She groped for the strap, got the clasp. Pulled. Seat belt spun out toothlessly. That’s right. Broken. Must get that fixed. Someday. Today. May day. Stars spinning away, sky starting to lighten. Sun going to come up. Now she just needed a little girl singing, “Tomorrow, tomorrow, there’s always tomorrow—”


“Slow down,” he repeated from the passenger’s seat. “There’s a sharp turn ahead.”


She looked at him numbly. He had a strange gleam in his eyes. Excitement. She didn’t understand.


“I love you,” she heard herself say.


“I know,” he replied. He reached for her kindly. His hand settled on the wheel. “Sweet, sexy Mandy. You’re never going to get over me.”


She nodded. The dam broke, and tears poured down her cheeks. She sobbed hopelessly as the Ford Explorer swerved across the road, and the gleam built in his eyes.


“I’m as good as it gets,” he continued relentlessly. “Without me, Mandy, you’ll be lost.”


“I know, I know.”


“Your own father left you. Now, I’m doing the same. The weekend visits will stop, then the phone calls. And then it will just be you, Mandy, all alone night after night after night.”


She sobbed harder. Salt on her cheeks, champagne on her lips. So alone. The black abyss. Alone, alone, alone.


“Face it, Mandy,” he said gently. “You’re not good enough to keep a man. You’re nothing but a drunk. Christ, I’m breaking up with you, and all you can think about is that third bottle of champagne. That’s the truth, isn’t it? Isn’t it?”


She tried to shake her head. She ended up nodding.


“Mandy,” he whispered. “Speed up.”


“Why didn’t Daddy come home for my birthday? But I want Daddy!”


“Sweet, sexy Mandy.”


Fill me up. Make me whole.


So alone . . .


“You hurt, Mandy. I know you hurt. But I’ll help you, baby. Speed up.”


Salt on her cheeks. Champagne on her lips. Her foot settling on the gas . . .


“One little push of the accelerator, and you’ll never be lonely again. You’ll never have to miss me.”


Her foot . . . The approaching curve in the road. So alone. God, I’m tired.


“Come on, Mandy. Speed up.”


Her foot pressing down . . .


At the last minute, she saw him. A man on the narrow shoulder of the country road. Walking his dog, looking startled to see a vehicle at this time of the morning, then even more surprised to have it bearing down on him.


Turn! Turn! Must turn! Amanda Jane Quincy jerked frantically at the wheel . . .


And it remained pointed straight ahead. Her lover still gripped it, and he held it tight.


Time suspended. Mandy looked up without comprehension at the face she had grown to love. She saw the rushing dark through the window behind him. She saw the seat belt strapped tight across his strong, broad chest. And she heard him say, “Bye-bye, sweet Mandy. When you get to hell, be sure to give your father my regards.”


The Explorer hit the man. Thump bump. A short-circuited cry. The vehicle plowed ahead. And just as she was thinking it would be okay, she was still in one piece, they were still in one piece, the telephone pole reared out of the darkness.


Mandy never had time to scream. The Explorer hit the thick wooden pole at thirty-five miles per hour. The front bumper drove down, the back end came up. And her unsecured body vaulted from the driver’s seat into the windshield, where the hard metal frame crushed the top of her skull.


The passenger had no such problems. The seat belt caught his chest, pushing him back into his seat even as the front end of the Explorer crumpled. His neck snapped forward. His internal organs rushed up in his chest, momentarily cutting off his air. He gasped, blinked his eyes, and seconds later, the pressure was gone. The SUV settled in. He settled in. He was fine.


He unfastened his seat belt with his bare hands. He had done his homework and he wasn’t worried about prints. Nor was he concerned about time. A rural road in the early hours of dawn. It would be ten, twenty, thirty minutes before someone happened by.


He inspected beautiful, sexy Mandy. She still had a faint pulse, but she was now missing most of the top of her head. Even if her body was putting up a last-ditch fight, her brain would never recover.


A year and a half of planning later, he was satisfied. Amanda Jane Quincy had died scared, died confused, died heartbroken.


He and Pierce Quincy were still not even, the man thought, but it was a start.
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Fourteen months later
Portland, Oregon


Monday afternoon, private investigator Lorraine Conner sat hunched over her paper-swamped desk, punched a few more numbers into her old, cagey laptop, then scowled at the results shown on the screen. She tried the numbers again, got the same dismal results, and gave them the same dark look. The Quicken-generated budget, however, refused to be intimidated.


Damn file, she thought. Damn budget, damn heat. And damn circular fan that she’d purchased just last week and was already refusing to work unless she whacked it twice in the head. She stopped now to give it the requisite double-smack and was finally rewarded with a feeble breeze. Christ, this weather was killing her.


It was three in the afternoon on Monday. Outside the sun was shining, the heat about to crest for another record-breaking July day in downtown Portland, Oregon. Technically speaking, Portland didn’t get as ridiculously hot as the East Coast. Nor, in theory, did it get as humid as the South. These days, unfortunately, the climate didn’t seem to realize that. Rainie had long since traded in her T-shirt for a white cotton tank top. It was now plastered to her skin, while her elbows left rings of condensation on the one clear spot on her desk. If it got any hotter, she was taking her laptop into the shower.


Rainie’s loft offered central air, but as part of her “belt-tightening” program, she was cooling her vast, one-room condo the old-fashioned way – she’d opened the windows and turned on a small desk fan. Unfortunately, that little matter of heat rising was conspiring against her. The eighth-floor condo wasn’t magically getting any cooler, while the smog content had increased tenfold.


Bad day for belt-tightening programs. Especially in Portland’s trendy Pearl District, where iced coffee was served on practically every street corner, and all the little cafés prided themselves on their gourmet ice cream. God knows the majority of her upwardly mobile neighbors were probably sitting in Starbucks right now, basking in air-conditioned glory while trying to choose between an iced Chai or nonfat mocha latte.


Not Rainie. No, the new and improved Lorraine Conner was sitting in her trendy loft in this trendy little neighborhood, trying to decide which was more important – money for the Laundromat, or a new carburetor for her fifteen-year-old clunker. On the one hand, clean clothes always made a good impression when meeting a new client. On the other hand, it didn’t do her any good to land new cases if she had no means of carrying them out. Details, details.


She tried a fresh round of numbers in her Quicken file. Showing a gross lack of imagination, the file spit back the same red results. She sighed. Rainie had just passed the Oregon Board of Investigators’ test to receive her license. In the good news department, this meant she could start working for defense lawyers as a defense investigator, à la Paul Drake to their Perry Mason. In the bad news department, the two-year license cost her seven hundred bucks. Then came the hundred dollars for the standard five-thousand-dollar bond to protect her against complaints. Finally, she got to fork over eight hundred dollars for a million dollars in errors-and-omissions insurance, more CYA infrastructure. All in all, Conner Investigations was moving up – except she was now out sixteen hundred dollars and feeling the crunch.


“But I like eating,” she tried to tell her computerized business records. They didn’t seem to care.


A buzzer sounded. Rainie sat up, dragging a hand discouragingly through her hair, while she blinked twice in surprise. She wasn’t expecting any clients today. She peered into the family room, where her TV was tuned in to the building’s security cameras and now broadcasted the view from the main entrance. A well-dressed man with salt-and-pepper hair stood patiently outside the locked front doors. As she watched, he buzzed her loft again. Then he glanced up at the camera.


Rainie couldn’t help herself. Her breath caught. Maybe her heart even stopped. She looked at him, the last person she expected to see these days, and everything inside her went topsy-turvy.


She ran a hand through her newly shorn hair again. She was still getting used to the look, and the heat made it flip out like a dark, chestnut dish mop. Then there was her tank top – old and sweat-soaked. Her denim shorts, ripped up, frayed, and hardly professional. She was just doing paperwork today, no need to dress up, and oh God had she put on deodorant this morning, because it was really hot in here and she could no longer tell.


Supervisory Special Agent Pierce Quincy remained gazing up at the security camera, and even through the grainy image, she could see the intent look in his deep blue eyes.


Rainie’s scattered thoughts slowed. Her hand settled at the hollow of her throat. And she studied Quincy, nearly eight months since she’d last seen him and six months since even the phone calls had stopped.


His eyes still crinkled in the corners. His forehead still carried deep, furrowed lines. He had the hard, lean features of a man who spent too much time dealing with death, and damn if she hadn’t liked that about him. Same impeccably tailored suit. Same hard-to-read face. There was no one quite like SupSpAg Quincy.


He pressed the ringer for a third time. He wasn’t going away. Once he made up his mind about something, Quincy rarely let it go. Except her . . .


Rainie shook her head in disgust. She didn’t want to think that way. They’d tried, they’d failed. Shit happened. Whatever Quincy wanted now, she doubted it was personal. She buzzed him in.


Eight floors later, he knocked at her front door. She’d had time for deodorant, but nothing in the world could save her hair. She swung open the door, balanced one hand on her denim-clad hip, and said, “Hey.”


“Hello, Rainie.”


She waited. The pause drew out, and to her satisfaction, Quincy broke first.


“I was beginning to worry that you were out on a case,” he said.


“Yeah well, even the good guys can’t be working all the time.”


Quincy raised a brow. His dry tone made her positively nostalgic as he said, “I wouldn’t know anything about that.”


She smiled in spite of herself. Then she swung the door open a bit wider, and truly let him in.


Quincy didn’t speak right away. He walked around her loft casually, but Rainie wasn’t fooled. She’d blown the majority of her savings on the loft just four months ago and she knew the kind of impression it made. The eleven-foot ceilings of a converted warehouse space. The open, sunny layout with nothing but a kitchen counter and eight giant support columns to carve out four simple spaces: kitchen, bedroom, family room, and study. The huge expanse of windows, filling the entire outer wall with original 1925 paned glass.


The woman who had owned the condo before Rainie had finished the entranceway with warm red brick and painted the living space with rustic shades of adobe and tan. The result was the shabby chic look Rainie had read about in magazines, but knew better than to try on her own.


The loft had nearly bankrupted her, but the minute Rainie had seen it, she couldn’t have gone without it. It was fashionable, it was upscale, it was beautiful. And maybe if the new and improved Lorraine Conner lived in this kind of place, she could be that kind of person.


“It’s nice,” Quincy said finally.


Rainie scrutinized his face. He seemed sincere. She grunted a reply.


“I didn’t know you did sponge painting,” Quincy commented.


“Don’t. The previous owner.”


“Ahh, she did a nice job. New hairdo?”


“I cut off the length and sold it to buy the loft, of course.”


“You always were clever. Not organized, as I can tell by looking at the desk, but clever.”


“Why are you here?”


Quincy paused, then smiled grudgingly. “I see you still know how to cut to the chase.”


“And you still know how to dodge a question.”


“Touché.”


She arched a brow, signaling that, too, wasn’t an answer. Then she propped up her hip on the edge of her desk, and knowing Quincy as well as she did, she waited.


Supervisory Special Agent Pierce Quincy had started his career as an FBI profiler, back in the days when that division was called the Investigative Support Unit and he was known as one of the best of the best. Six years ago, after a particularly brutal case, he’d moved to the Behavioral Science Unit, where he focused on researching future homicidal practices and teaching classes at Quantico. Rainie had met him a year ago, in her hometown of Bakersville, Oregon, when a mass murder had ravaged her quaint community and garnered Quincy’s attention. As the primary officer, she had walked that crime scene with him, having met him just an hour before and already impressed by how impassive he could keep his face, even when looking at the chalk outlines of little girls.


She hadn’t had his composure in the beginning. She had earned hers the hard way, over the following days of the investigation, when things in her town had gone from bad to worse, and she’d realized just how much she had to fear. Quincy had started as her ally. He’d become her anchor. By the end of the case, there’d been the hint of more.


Then Rainie had lost her job with the sheriff’s department. Then the DA had charged her with man one for a fourteen-year-old homicide, and she’d spent four months waiting for her day in court. Eight months ago, without warning or explanation, the charges against her were dropped. It was over.


Rainie’s lawyer had the impression that someone might have intervened on her behalf. Someone with clout. Rainie had never brought it up, but she’d always suspected that person was Quincy. And far from drawing them together, it was one more thing cluttering the space between.


He was Supervisory Special Agent Pierce Quincy, the man who’d brought down Jim Beckett, the man who’d discovered Henry Hawkins, the man who probably did know what had happened to Jimmy Hoffa.


She was simply Lorraine Conner, and she still had a lot to do to get her life on track.


Quincy said, “I have a job for you.”


Rainie nearly snorted. “What? The Bureau’s no longer good enough for you?”


He hesitated. “It’s . . . personal.”


“The Bureau’s your life, Quincy. It’s all personal for you.”


“But this more so than most. Could I have a glass of water?”


Rainie furrowed her brow. Quincy with a personal mission. She was hopelessly intrigued.


She went into the kitchen, fixed two glasses of water with plenty of ice, then joined him in the family room. Quincy had already taken a seat on her overstuffed blue-striped sofa. The couch was old and threadbare, one of the few remnants of her life in Bakersville. There, she’d lived in a tiny ranch-style house with a back deck surrounded by soaring pine trees and air filled with the mournful cries of hoot owls. No sounds of sirens or late-night partyers. Just endless evenings crammed full of memories – her mother drunk, her mother raising her fist. Her mother, missing most of her head.


Not all of the recent changes in Rainie’s life were bad.


Quincy took a long sip of water. Then he removed his jacket and carefully draped it over the arm of the sofa. His shoulder holster stood out darkly against his white dress shirt.


“My daughter – we buried Mandy last month.”


“Oh Quincy, I’m sorry,” Rainie responded instinctively, then fisted her hands before she did something awkward such as reaching out to him. She knew the story behind Mandy’s automobile accident. Last April, Quincy’s twenty-three-year-old daughter had collided head-on with a telephone pole in Virginia, causing permanent brain damage as well as shattering her face. At the hospital, she’d immediately been put on life support, though that had only been intended to sustain her organs long enough to gain permission for harvest. Unfortunately, Quincy’s ex-wife, Bethie, had confused life support with life, and refused to have the machines turned off. Quincy and Bethie had argued. Finally, Quincy had left the bedside vigil to return to work, a decision that had alienated his ex-wife even more.


“Bethie finally gave permission,” Rainie supplied.


Quincy nodded. “I didn’t think . . . In my mind, Mandy has been dead for well over a year. I didn’t think it would be this hard.”


“She was your daughter. It would be strange if it were easy.”


“Rainie . . . ” He appeared on the verge of saying something more, maybe caught up in this moment when they seemed like old friends again. Then the moment passed. He shook his head. He said, “I want to hire you.”


“Why?”


“I want you to look into my daughter’s accident. I want you to make sure that it was an accident.” Rainie was too flabbergasted to speak. Quincy read her doubt and rushed on firmly: “Some things have come up. I want you to investigate them.”


“I thought she was drunk,” Rainie said, still trying to get her bearings. “Drunk, hit a man, a dog, and a telephone pole. End of story.”


“She was drunk. The hospital confirmed that she had a blood alcohol level of twice the legal limit, but it’s how she came to be drunk that has me concerned. I met a few of her friends at the funeral, and one of them, Mary Olsen, claims that Amanda spent most of the evening at Mary’s house, playing cards and drinking Diet Coke. Now, I hadn’t spoken with Mandy in a bit. You . . . you know I haven’t had the closest relationship with her. But apparently, Amanda had joined AA six months before her accident and was doing very well. Her friends were very proud of her.”


In spite of herself, Rainie frowned. “Did something happen during the card game? Get her upset, make her drive straight to a bar?”


“Not according to Mary Olsen. And Amanda didn’t leave until nearly two-thirty in the morning, after the bars were closed.”


“Was she alone?”


“Yes.”


“Maybe she drove home and got drunk.”


“And then got back into her car to drive where?”


Rainie chewed her bottom lip. “Okay, maybe she had liquor stashed in her car and started drinking the minute she left the party.”


“No containers were found in her vehicle or in her apartment. Plus, the liquor stores would all be closed, so she couldn’t have purchased it that night.”


“Maybe she’d bought it before arriving at her friend’s, then she threw away the empty containers on her way home. You know, to cover her tracks.”


“Amanda crashed fifteen miles from her apartment, on some back road that bears no direct relationship to Mary Olsen’s house or hers.”


“As if she was just out driving . . . ”


“Drunk, at five-thirty in the morning, with no obvious supply of alcohol,” Quincy finished for her. “Rainie, I’m concerned.”


Rainie didn’t answer right away. She was still turning the facts over in her mind, trying to make the pieces fit. “She could have gone to someone else’s house after leaving Mary’s.”


“It’s possible. Mary said Amanda had met a man a few months before. None of Amanda’s friends had met him yet, but he was supposedly a very nice man, very supportive. My daughter . . . Amanda told Mary that she thought she might be in love.”


“But you never met this guy?”


“No.”


She cocked her head to the side. “What about at the funeral? Surely he attended the funeral?”


“He didn’t attend the funeral. No one knew his name or how to contact him.”


Rainie gave Quincy a look. “If he’s that great, he would’ve found you by now. Surely Mandy mentioned her father, and given the amount of press you’ve received on various cases . . . ”


“I’ve thought of that.”


“But no sign of Mr. Wonderful.”


“No.”


Rainie finally got it. “You don’t think this was an accident, do you? You think it is Mr. Wonderful’s fault. He got your little girl drunk, then let her drive home.”


“I don’t know what he did,” Quincy replied quietly, “but somehow, Amanda got access to alcohol between two-thirty and five-thirty in the morning, and it cost her her life. She was troubled. She had a history of drinking . . . Yes, I would like to hear his side of things.”


“Quincy, this isn’t a case. This is one of the five stages of grief. You know – denial.”


Rainie tried to utter the words gently, but they came out bald, and almost immediately, Quincy was pissed off. His lips thinned. His eyes grew darker, his features harsher. For the most part, Quincy was an academic, prone to approaching the world as a puzzle to be analyzed and solved. But he was also a hunter; Rainie had seen that side of him, too. Once – their final evening together – she had fingered the scars on his chest.


“I want to know what happened the last night of my daughter’s life,” Quincy uttered firmly, precisely. “I’m asking you to look into it. I’m willing to pay your fees. Now, will you take the case or not?”


“Oh for God’s sake.” Rainie bolted out of her chair. She paced the room a few times so he wouldn’t see how mad he’d just made her, then said sourly, “You know I’ll help you, and you know I won’t take your damn money.”


“It’s a case, Rainie. A simple case, and you don’t owe me anything.”


“Bullshit! It’s another bread crumb you’re tossing my way and we both know it. You’re an FBI agent. You have access to your own crime lab; you have one hundred times the number of contacts I do.”


“All of whom will want to know why I’m asking questions. All of whom will pry into my family’s life and will sit in judgment of my concerns, even if they are too polite to accuse me of denial.”


“I’m only saying—”


“I know I’m in denial! I’m her father, for God’s sake. Of course I’m in denial. But I’m also a trained investigator, just like you, Rainie, and something about this stinks. Look me in the eye and tell me it doesn’t stink.”


Rainie stopped. She mutinously looked him in the eye. Then she wished she hadn’t, because his jaw was tight and his hands were clenched into fists, and dammit she liked him when he was like this. The rest of the world could have composed, professional Pierce Quincy. She wanted this man. At least she had.


“Did you ask the DA to drop the charges against me?” she demanded.


“What?”


“Did you ask the DA to drop the charges against me?”


“No.” He shook his head in bewilderment. “Rainie, I’m the one who told you to go through with the trial, that it was probably the best way to put the past behind you. Why would I then interfere?”


“Fine, I’ll take your case.”


“What?”


“I’ll take your case! Four hundred dollars a day, plus expenses. And I don’t know beans about Virginia or motor vehicle accident investigation, so no accusing me later of not having enough experience. I’m telling you now, I’m inexperienced, and it’s still going to cost you four hundred dollars a day.”


“There you go with that charm again.”


“I’m a fast learner. We both know I’m a fast learner.” She said that more savagely than she’d intended. Quincy’s face nearly softened, then he caught himself.


“Deal,” he said crisply. He picked up his jacket, drew out a manila envelope and dropped it on her glass coffee table. “There’s the accident report. It includes the name of the investigating officer. I’m sure you’ll want to start with him.”


“Jesus, Quincy, you shouldn’t be reading that.”


“She’s my daughter, Rainie; it’s the only thing I can do for her anymore. Now, come on, I’m buying.”


“Buying what?”


“Dinner. It’s too damn hot in here, Rainie, and you really need to put on some clothes.”


“Just for that, I’m wearing the tank top to dinner. And as long as you’re buying, we’re going to Oba’s.”
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Pearl District, Portland


One night out on the town, and it was easy to slip into old roles. Quincy sweeping into town and taking her out to an extravagant restaurant. Eating great food, tropical shrimp ceviche, rare ahi tuna, butternut squash enchiladas. Quincy drank two world-famous marionberry daiquiris, served in chilled martini glasses. Rainie stuck to water, because in a place like Oba’s she was too embarrassed to conduct her little ritual of ordering – but not drinking – a Bud Light.


They talked a little. They talked a lot. God it was good to see him again.


“So how is the investigative business?” Quincy asked halfway through dessert, when they had exhausted small talk and settled in.


“Good. Just got my license. Number five hundred and twenty-one, that’s me.”


“Doing private work?”


“Some. I got in with a few defense attorneys; they’re the ones who convinced me to get licensed. Now I can do more work for them – background checks on witnesses, crime-scene reconstruction, police report analysis. Still a lot of sitting at the desk, but it beats chasing down the cheating husband or wife.”


“Sounds interesting.”


Rainie laughed. “Sounds dull! I spend my time logged on to the Oregon Judicial Information Network. On a really exciting day, I might access my Oregon State Police account to peruse criminal history. It takes intelligence, but we’re not talking adrenaline rush.”


“I read lots of reports, too,” Quincy said, sounding mildly defensive.


“You fly places. You talk to people. You get there while the blood’s still fresh.”


“You miss it that much, Rainie?”


She avoided his gaze to keep from answering, wished she did have a bottle of Bud Light, and switched topics. “How’s Kimberly?”


“I don’t know.”


Rainie arched a brow. “I thought she was the daughter who liked you.”


Quincy grimaced. “Tact, Rainie. Tact.”


“I strive to be consistent.”


“Kimberly needs some space. I think her sister’s accident hit her harder than the rest of us. She’s angry, and I don’t think she’s comfortable with that yet.”


“Angry with Amanda, or angry with you and Bethie?”


“To be honest, I’m not sure.”


Rainie nodded. “I always wanted a sister. I figured that must be something special, to have a genetic ally in the world. Someone to play with. Someone to fight with. Someone who had your parents, too, so she could tell you if your mom really was nuts, or if it was all in your head. But it doesn’t sound like Mandy has been much of an ally for Kimberly. Instead, she’s been the major source of family stress.”


“The rebellious older sister, getting all the attention,” Quincy agreed.


“While Kimberly behaves as the model child, the born diplomat.”


“Bethie hates for me to say it, but Kim will make a terrific agent someday.”


“She’s still pursuing criminology?”


“Psychology for her B.A. Now she’s looking at submatriculating into a master’s program for criminology.” The lines in Quincy’s forehead momentarily smoothed away. He was very proud of his younger daughter, and it showed on his face. “How’s Bakersville?” he asked presently.


“Okay. Moving on the best you can after these things.”


“Shep and Sandy?”


“Still together.” Rainie shook her head as if to say, who understood. “Shep’s working for a security company in Salem. Sandy’s gotten active in revamping juvenile law.”


“Good for her. And Luke Hayes?”


“Making a fine new sheriff, or so he tells me. I visited five, six months ago. The town’s in good hands.”


“I’m surprised you went back.”


“Luke had some business for me.”


Quincy gazed at her curiously; she finally gave up the information with a shrug. “He was getting inquiries about my mom.”


“Your mom?” Quincy was surprised. Rainie’s mother had been dead for fifteen years, murdered by a shotgun blast to the head. Most of the people in Bakersville figured Rainie had pulled the trigger. That’s what happens when you leave a house with brains dripping down your hair.


“Some guy was calling around town, trying to find her. Luke thought I should know about it.”


“Why after all this time?”


Rainie grinned; she couldn’t help herself. “The guy had just gotten out of prison. Released after serving thirty years for aggravated murder. Yeah, my mom knew how to pick ’em.”


“And apparently she knew how to make an impression,” Quincy added drolly, “if the man was still thinking about her thirty years later.”


“Luke gave him the score. Ran a background check to be sure nothing was funny. Passed it along to me, and that’s that.”


Quincy had that strange look on his face again. Rainie thought he might be about to say more, then he apparently changed his mind.


The waiter came with the bill. Quincy paid it. And just like old times, Rainie pretended it didn’t bother her.


The sensible thing would’ve been to end the night there. Quincy had flown in, handed her some desperately needed business, and taken her out on the town. She should quit while she was ahead. But it was only seven o’clock, the temperature was just beginning to cool, and her ego still felt raw.


Rainie walked him through the Pearl District. Look at this gorgeous antique store, complete with a Porsche illegally parked out front. Here’s another coffeehouse, here’s an art gallery, here’s a showroom for unique, hand-made furniture. She led him by rows of recently converted warehouses, their facades now redone in creamy yellows and warm brick reds, modest exteriors for half-a-million-dollar condos and luxurious penthouse suites. People sat in tiny square gardens that dotted each front door. More than a few J. Crew-clad couples walked their prized black Labs down well-manicured streets.


Look at this place, Rainie thought. Look at me. Not bad for a small-town Bakersville girl.


Then she glanced down at her ripped-up shorts and ratty tank top, and that quickly, the euphoria left her. She wanted this world, with its pretty, pretty things. She hated this world, with its pretty, pretty things. She was thirty-two years old, and she still didn’t know who she was or what she wanted out of life. It made her angry, but mostly with herself.


She made an abrupt about-face, and headed for the hills. After a confused moment, Quincy followed.


Touché was a local place. It had stood when poor college students were the only ones who found the declining warehouse district inhabitable. It would stand long after the SUV crowd got tired of cavernous lofts and fled for greener pastures. The downstairs of the building was a restaurant. Not bad. The upstairs was a pool hall. Much better.


Rainie handed over her driver’s license and a wad of cash at the bar. In return, she got a rack of billiard balls, two cue sticks, and two Bud Lights. Quincy arched a brow, then took off his jacket. He wore the only suit in a dimly lit room filled with half a dozen bikers and two dozen college kids. He was now the fish out of water, and he knew it.


“Eight ball,” Rainie said. “Junk balls count the same as a scratch. Hit the eight in first and you die.”


“I know the game,” he said evenly.


“I bet you do.” She racked up the balls, then handed him the cue stick to break. He offered her the first pleasant surprise by rolling the stick on the table to test for warp.


“Not bad,” he commented.


“They run a good show here. Now stop stalling and break.”


He was good. She’d expected that. In their time together, she hadn’t found his weak spot yet, something that both irritated her and held her attention. But Rainie had been living in the Pearl District for four months now, and Touché was still the only place that felt like home. The tables were scuffed from use, the carpet well worn, the bar beat up. The place had taken its lickings, just like her.


Quincy hit two balls in on the break and went on a six-ball run before missing. Leonard, the bartender, stopped by long enough to watch, then shrugged indifferently. Touché attracted its fair share of pool sharks and he’d seen better.


Rainie took over with a swagger. She felt good now. Adrenaline in her veins, a pleasant hum in her ears. She was smiling. She could feel it on her face. A light was beginning to burn in Quincy’s eyes. She could feel it on her bare arms as she bent over the table. His shirt collar was open, his sleeves rolled up. He had chalk on his hands and another light blue smudge on his cheek.


They were on dangerous ground now. She liked it.


“Corner pocket,” she said, and the game truly began.


They played for three hours. He won the first game when she got cute and tried to hop the cue ball over the eight. She missed. He won the second game when she got aggressive and tried a triple bank shot to close out the table. She missed again. Then she won the third, fourth, and fifth games by nailing those same shots and giving Quincy’s meticulous nature something to consider.


“Give up yet?” she asked him.


“Just warming up, Rainie. Just warming up.”


She gave him a huge grin and returned to the table. Game six, he surprised her by exchanging some of his finesse for power. So he’d been holding out on her. It only made things more interesting.


He got her game six; they settled in for game seven.


“You’ve been playing a lot,” he observed halfway through a four-ball run. His tone was mild, but his brow was covered with a sheen of sweat and he was taking more time to line up his shots than he had in the beginning.


“I like it here.”


“It’s a nice place,” he agreed. “But for real pool, you need to go to Chicago.”


He went after the eight ball and missed. Rainie took the cue stick from him.


“Fuck Chicago,” she told him and cleared the felt-lined table.


“What now?” Quincy asked. He was breathing hard. She was, too. The room had grown hot. The hour was late. She was not so naïve that she missed the nuances in his question. She looked around inside, at the poor, beat-up room. She looked outside, where streetlights glowed charmingly. She thought of her beautiful, overpriced loft. She thought of her old fifties-style rancher in Bakersville and the soaring pine trees she still missed.


She looked at Quincy then, and . . .


“I should go home now,” she said.


“I thought as much.”


“I got a big job in the morning.”


“Rainie . . . ”


“Nothing’s really changed, has it? We can fool ourselves for a bit, but nothing’s changed.”


“I don’t know if anything changed, Rainie. I never knew what was wrong to begin with.”


“Not here.”


“Yes here! I understand what happened that last night. I know I didn’t handle it as well as I could’ve. But I was willing to try again. Except next thing I knew, you were too busy to see me when I came into town, then you were so busy you couldn’t even return a phone call. For God’s sake, I know what you’re going through, Rainie. I know it’s not easy—”


“There you go again. Pity.”


“Understanding is not pity!”


“It’s close enough!”


He closed his eyes. She could tell he was counting to ten so he wouldn’t give in to impulse and strangle her. There was irony in that, because physical abuse was something she would have understood better and they both knew it.


“I miss you,” he said finally, quietly. “Eight months later, I still miss you. And yes, I probably came here and offered you a job for that reason as much as anything—”


“I knew it!”


“Rainie, I won’t miss you forever.”


The words hung in the air. She didn’t pretend to misunderstand them. She thought of Bakersville again, the house she grew up in, that big back deck, those gorgeous towering pine trees. She thought of that one day fifteen years ago, then that one night, fifteen years ago, and she knew he must be thinking of them, too. Quincy had told her once that getting the truth out would set her free.


One year later, she wasn’t so sure. She lived with the truth these days, and all she could think was that there were still so many things cluttering the space between.


“I should go home now,” she said again.


And he repeated, “I thought as much.”


Rainie walked home alone. She turned on the lights of her cavernous loft alone. She took a cool shower, brushed her teeth, and climbed into bed alone.


She had a bad dream.


She was in a desert in Africa. She knew the place from some wildlife show she’d watched one night on the Discovery Channel. In her dream, she half recognized the scenes as part of that TV program, and half felt they were unfolding in real time in front of her.


The desert plains. A horrible drought. A baby elephant born to a sick, exhausted mother. He rose shakily to his feet, covered in goo. His mother sighed and passed away.


Sitting too far away to help, Rainie heard herself cry, “Run little guy, run.” Though she didn’t know yet why she was afraid.


The hour-old baby leaned against his mother, trying to nurse a corpse. Finally, he staggered away.


Rainie followed him through the desert. The air shimmered with heat, the hard-baked earth cracked beneath their feet. The orphaned elephant uttered little moans as he searched for food, for companionship. He came to a grove of sagging trees and rubbed his body against the thick trunks.


“The newborn pachyderm mistakes the tree trunks for his mother’s legs,” Rainie heard an unseen narrator report. “He rubs against them to announce his presence and seek comfort. When none comes, the exhausted creature continues his search for badly needed water in the midst of this savage drought.”


“Run little guy, run,” Rainie whispered again.


The baby lurched forward. Hours passed. The baby began to stumble more. Collapsing into the unforgiving ground. Heaving himself back up and continuing on.


“He must find water,” the narrator droned. “In desert life, water means the difference between life and death.”


Suddenly, a herd of elephants appeared on the horizon. As they neared, Rainie could see other young calves running protectively in the shade of their mothers’ bulk. When the herd paused, the babies stopped to nurse, and the mothers stroked them with their trunks.


She was relieved. Other elephants had arrived, the orphan would be saved.


The herd came closer. The baby ran to them, bleating his joy. And the head bull elephant stepped forward, picked up the infant with his trunk, and hurtled him away. The nine-hour-old baby landed hard. He didn’t move.


The narrator commented again. “It is not uncommon for a herd of elephants to adopt an orphan into its midst. The aggressive behaviour you see here is indicative of the severity of the drought. The herd is already under stress trying to sustain its own members, and thus is not willing to add to their group. Indeed, the bull elephant sees the newborn as a threat to his herd’s survival and acts accordingly.”


Rainie was trying to run to the downed infant. The desert grew broader, vaster. She couldn’t get there. “Run little guy, run.”


The baby finally stirred. He shook his head, climbed unsteadily to his feet. His legs trembled. She thought he was going to go down again, then he bowed his head, pulled himself together, and the shaking stopped.


The passing herd was still in sight. The baby ran after them.


A younger bull elephant turned, paused, then kicked the tiny form in the head. The baby fell back. Cried. Tried again. Two other male elephants turned. He ran to them. They slammed him to the ground. He staggered back up. They slammed him back down. The baby kept coming, crying, crying, crying. And they pummeled him into the hard, cracked earth. Then they turned and ponderously moved on.


“Run little guy, run,” Rainie whispered. She had tears on her cheeks.


The infant crawled wearily to his feet. There was blood on his head. Flies buzzed around the torn flesh. One of his eyes had swollen shut. Nine hours of life, all of it cruel, and still he fought to live another.


He took a step. Then one more. Step-by-step, he followed the main elephant herd, no longer bothering to cry and no longer getting near enough to be charged.


Three hours later, the sun sank low and the herd found a shallow pool of water. One by one, the elephants went into the water. According to the narrator, the newborn orphan was waiting for them to be done, then he would have his turn.


Rainie finally breathed easier. It was going to be all right now. The animals had found water, they would feel less threatened, they would help the orphan. He had persisted, and now everything would be all right. That’s the way it works. You bear the unbearable. You earn the happily-ever-after.


She thought that right up to the moment when the jackals appeared and in front of the uncaring bull elephants, jumped on the overwhelmed newborn and methodically ripped him to shreds.


Rainie awoke with a start. The plaintive sounds of the dying baby’s cries were still ringing in her ears. Tears washed down her cheeks.


She got out of bed unsteadily. She walked through her darkened loft to the kitchen, where she poured herself a glass of water and took a long, long drink.


There was no sound in her loft. Three A.M., still, dark, empty. Her hands were trembling. Her body didn’t feel as if it belonged to her.


And she wished . . .


She wished Quincy was here.
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South Street, Philadelphia


Elizabeth Ann Quincy had aged well.


She’d been raised being told that a woman should always take care of herself. Plucked brows, coiffed hair, moisturized face. Then there was flossing, twice a day. Nothing aged you as fast as bacteria trapped in the gums.


Elizabeth had done as she was told. She plucked and coiffed and moisturized. She put on a dress to run errands. Off the tennis court, she never wore tennis shoes.


Elizabeth prided herself on playing by the rules. She’d grown up in an affluent family outside of Pittsburgh, riding English-style every weekend and practicing her jumps. By the age of eighteen, she could dance Swan Lake and crochet a tea cozy. She also knew how to use beer to set her dark brown hair in curlers and how to use a flatiron to straighten it out again. Girls today considered her generation frivolous. Let them stick their heads on ironing boards first thing every morning, and see if they still thought the same.


She had a tough streak. It had taken her to college when her mother had disapproved. While there, it had drawn her to a man quite outside of her family’s experience – enigmatic Pierce Quincy. He was from New England originally. Her mother had liked that. (Mayflower maybe? Does he still have ties to the motherland? He didn’t. His father ran a farm in Rhode Island, owning hundreds of acres of land, and apparently few words or sentiments.) Quincy was pursuing a doctorate in psychology. Her mother had liked that, too. (An academic then, nothing wrong with that. Dr. Quincy, yes very good. He’ll settle down, open a private practice. There’s a lot of money to be had in troubled minds, you know.)


Quincy had been drawn to troubled minds. In fact, it was his years on the Chicago police force that had convinced him to pursue dual degrees in criminology and psychology. Apparently, even more than the guns and testosterone inherent in police work, he was fascinated by the criminal mind. What made a deviant personality? When would the person first kill? How could he be stopped?


She and Pierce had had long talks on the subject. Elizabeth had been mesmerized by the clarity of his thoughts, the passion in his voice. He was a quiet, well-educated man and positively shocking in his ability to step into the shoes of a killer and assume his path.


The darkness of his work gave her a secret thrill. Watching his hands as he talked of psychopaths and sadists, picturing his fingers holding a gun . . . He was a thinker, but he was also a doer, and she had genuinely loved that.


In the beginning, when she had still thought they’d marry, settle down, and lead a normal life. In the beginning, before she’d realized that for a man like Pierce, there was no such thing as normal. He needed his work, he breathed his work, and she and their two little girls were the ones who became out of place in his world.


Elizabeth was the only member of her family to get a divorce, be a single mom. Her mother had not liked it, had told her to stick it out, but Elizabeth had found her tough streak again. She had Amanda and Kimberly to think about, and her daughters needed stability, some sort of sane suburban life where their father was not buzzed away from soccer games to look at corpses. Amanda, in particular, had had difficulties with her father’s career. She never did understand why she only saw her dad when the homicidal maniacs were through for the day.


Elizabeth had done right by her children. She told herself that often these days. She’d done right by her children.


Even when she’d pulled the plug?


At the age of forty-seven, Elizabeth Ann Quincy was a beautiful woman. Cultured, sophisticated, and lonely.


This Monday evening she walked down South Street in Philadelphia, ignoring the laughing throngs of people who were enjoying the quirky mix of high-end boutiques and sex-toy shops. She bypassed three heavily tattooed teens, then sidestepped a long black limo. The horse-drawn carriages were out in full force tonight, adding the strong scent of horse manure to South Street’s already distinct odor of human sweat and deep-fried food.


Bethie resolutely ignored the smell, while simultaneously refusing to make eye contact with any of her fellow Philadelphians. She just wanted to get back to her Society Hill town house, where she could retreat into a comforting shell of ecru-colored walls and silk-covered sofas. Another night alone with cable TV. Trying not to watch the phone. Trying not to wish too badly for it to ring.


She jostled against the man unexpectedly. He was walking out of the gourmet grocery store just as she was passing and knocked her square in the shoulder. One moment she was striding forward. The next she was falling sideways.


He grabbed her arm just before she hit the manure-splattered street.


“Oh, I’m so sorry. Clumsy, clumsy me. Here you go. Up again. Right as rain. You are okay, aren’t you? I would hate to think I’d knocked the stuffing out of you.”


Elizabeth shook her head in a daze. She started the obligatory I’m okay, then actually saw the man who’d collided with her, and felt the words die in her throat. His face . . . Strong European features with merry blue eyes, while a generous dollop of silver capped the dark hair at his temples. Older, forties or fifties, she would guess. Well-to-do. The fine linen shirt, unbuttoned enough to reveal the distinctive column of his throat and a light smattering of graying chest hairs. The well-tailored tan slacks, belted by Gucci and finished with Armani loafers. He looked . . . He was gorgeous.


She was suddenly much more aware of his hand still on her arm. She started to babble. “I wasn’t looking . . . lost in my own little world . . . ran right into you. Not your fault, no apology necessary.”


“Elizabeth! Elizabeth Quincy.”


“What?” She peered up at him again, feeling even more flustered and not at all like herself. He was tall, very tall, broad shoulders, handsome. And an absolute stranger. She was sure of it.


“I’m sorry,” he said immediately. “Here I go again, making a mess of things. I know you, but you don’t me.”


“I don’t know you,” Bethie told him honestly. Her gaze fell to his hand, still on her arm. He belatedly released her, and to her surprise, he blushed.


“This is awkward now,” he stammered, obviously disconcerted and somehow all the more charming for it. “I don’t know quite what to say. Maybe I should never have mentioned your name, never brought it up. Well, in for a penny, in for a pound. I’ve seen you before, you see. Had you pointed out to me. Last month. In Virginia. At the hospital.”


It took Elizabeth a moment to put those facts together. When she did, her whole body stilled. Her face paled. Her arms wrapped around her waist defensively. If he’d been at the hospital, had her pointed out . . . She thought she knew where this was going now, and something inside her felt ice cold. She closed her eyes. She swallowed thickly. She said, “Maybe, maybe you’d better tell me your name.”


“Tristan. Tristan Shandling.”


“And how do you know me, Mr. Shandling?”


His answer was as she feared. He didn’t say a word. He simply pulled his finely woven shirt from the waistband of his slacks, and bared his right side to her.


The scar wasn’t too big, just a few inches. It was still a raw, angry red, fresh out of surgery. Give it another month or two, however, and it would fade, the swelling would go down. It would become a fine white line on a broad, tanned torso.


She reached out a trembling hand without ever realizing what she was doing, and touched the incision.


A sharp gasp brought her back to reality. She blinked her eyes, then realized her hand was on a stranger’s stomach and he was still holding up his shirt for her and now people were stopping to stare.


And she was crying. She hadn’t realized it, but there were tears on her cheeks.


“Your daughter saved my life,” Tristan Shandling said quietly.


Elizabeth Quincy broke down. She wrapped her arms around his waist; she pressed herself against the man who carried Mandy’s kidney. And she held him as tight as she’d ever held her daughter, held him as if finding him would bring Mandy back to her. A mother should never have to bury her own child. She had pulled the plug. Oh God, she had given permission and they had taken her baby from her . . .
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