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CHAPTER ONE


“Will you marry me?”

Allison Howard’s eyes widened. Her lips parted in surprise as she watched the tall, handsome, rich, kind, charming, absolutely wonderful man who’d spent the last week totally sweeping her off her feet drop down to one knee in front of her on the boathouse path. He held her hand and looked up at her with a rueful twinkle. Behind him, the Jefferson Memorial glowed like a Japanese lantern against the star-studded sky. Its reflection in the rippling black water of the Tidal Basin made the scene breathtakingly lovely.

Like something out of a movie. Like something out of a dream.

“I-I . . .” She, who was always so articulate, so precise with her words, was at a loss for them now. She could barely speak, barely think, barely breathe. Her heart pounded. Her throat closed up.

This is all happening so fast. Too fast?

She’d left on a business trip, met him on the plane. In the brief time they’d been together, he had become the most important person in her life. Once she would have said that falling for a man in a week wasn’t even possible. Now she was so in love that she was ready to chuck everything—home, career, her whole hard-earned life—to be with him. If he asked her to, which he wouldn’t, because Washington, D.C. was his home, too, and he was as proud of her career as he was successful in his.

“Look, I got you a ring.”

The hand that wasn’t holding hers delved in his jacket pocket. He was wearing a suit, expensive and perfectly tailored, with a white shirt and a fabulous silk tie with discreet symbols that told anyone who knew anything about that sort of thing just how fabulous it was. Unfortunately, she didn’t yet know a lot about things like that, although she pretended she did. In this brave new world she was trying so hard to conquer, the world of wealth and power and privilege, she was still working to learn the language. And that tie was part of the language. Just like her short black cocktail dress was part of the language: in her case, Armani Privé. Although it had been purchased second- or third-hand at a consignment shop in Georgetown, no one knew but her. The dress was so understated that it screamed class, even if it was just a tad too tight around the hips and thighs. The sad truth was that at five-four and the one hundred forty pounds she had dieted down to—the bare minimum she was pretty sure she was ever going to achieve on her big-boned frame no matter how little she ate—she was never going to look totally elegant in clothes meant for a six-foot-tall, one-hundred-pound model. Just like her chubby-cheeked face was never going to be anything other than depressingly round.


He says I’m beautiful. Her pulse fluttered at the memory. Beautiful, sexy, the woman he’s been waiting for all his life.


“See?” He flipped open a jeweler’s box, offered it to her like he hoped what was inside it would persuade her. The glow from the memorial channeled into a dazzling beam as it struck a diamond the size of a dime. Her breath caught. When he pulled the ring from its box and slid it on the fourth finger of her left hand, the precious metal cool and slick against her skin, her knees went weak.

At last, my love has come along.

The words of the Etta James song swelled in her mind. It was so perfect—he was so perfect—everything was so perfect. For the first time ever, her life was perfect. Her career—she was a lawyer, a thirty-one-year-old associate with the prestigious firm of Ellis Hayes—was thriving. Her finances were secure, to the point where she would never again have to lay awake at night sweating about having enough money. She’d been so lonely for so long, so certain that she wasn’t the type of woman who would ever be half of a couple, so resigned to being single that she had never even realized how much she wanted more. And now—this. Her very own whirlwind romance. A marriage proposal. And to quiet her increasingly importunate biological clock, maybe, in a year or so, even a baby. Who’d have thought it?

Impossibly, incredibly, every dream she’d never even known she’d had was coming true.

How’d I ever get this lucky?

“Allie? You’re making me nervous here.”

She realized she hadn’t said anything, had done nothing but stare dumbly at him, at the glittering diamond. His thumb caressed her fingers, nudged the ring. His smile was a little crooked now. His eyes searched her face. He looked like he thought she might actually be going to say no. This hint of vulnerability in him—she hadn’t seen him vulnerable before—made her heart melt.

“Say something, damn it. Say yes.”

She took a deep breath, striving to pull herself together enough so that she could actually speak. The thing was, she’d always been a little bit psychic. At least, that’s what she’d told the girls in the group home where she’d spent her final two years in foster care, before she’d aged out of the system at the ripe old age of eighteen. They’d been tough girls, tougher than she’d been, bigger and meaner than she’d been, but the psychic stuff had scared them enough to make them leave her alone. Now, looking down at the ring that glittered on her finger like her own personal North Star, she knew it was true: she was a little bit psychic, at least about this. Because something inside her recognized this man, this moment, as the way things were meant to be.

He was her fate, her destiny.

“Allie?” He frowned up at her. The light from the memorial painted him in a golden glow, and she saw that his face had hardened, as if he was physically bracing now for rejection. His hand tightened on hers to the point where his grip almost hurt as he rose lithely to his feet. That broke the spell.

“Yes,” she said. Then, giddy as his face changed, “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes.”

Grinning like an idiot, she threw herself into his arms. They closed around her, tight and strong, and hugged her to him. He was tall and solid, muscular from his running and workouts, fit and buff in a way she would never be, and she loved the feel of him. Loved the smell of him. Loved his dark good looks, his lopsided smile, his possessiveness where she was concerned. Surging upward, wrapping her arms around his neck, she raised her face for his kiss. As their lips met fireworks exploded behind her closed lids, and she knew she’d found her heart’s home at last.

“When?” he asked when finally they had to surface to breathe.

“When what?” Her arms were still wrapped around his neck. Across the Tidal Basin, all around them really, the city glittered like a jewel. At night Washington was so beautiful, with darkness acting as a veil to hide the seamier parts and thousands of lights turning the streets into a fairyland. Closer at hand, the branches of the Japanese cherry trees that made the city a mecca for tourists in the spring dipped and swayed in the slight breeze that had briefly chased away the usual late July humidity. Insects sang in high-pitched chorus. The soft slap of oars and distant murmur of voices from tourists manning a quartet of paddle boats around the Tidal Basin reminded her that they weren’t really alone, although the bend in the path that had taken them into the deserted area around the side of the memorial made it feel that way.

“When can we do the deed? Get married, I mean, not the other, although I think it goes without saying I certainly want to do that. As soon as possible, too.”

They’d fallen into bed together that first night. The sex had been steamy, intense, unforgettable. Since then, except for the necessary work she’d had to do for her firm, and herself, they’d basically gotten out of bed only to fly home. He kept telling her how hot she was, how amazing she was. With him, she actually felt hot and amazing for the first time in her life. Having always thought of herself as chubby and plain—hell, she was chubby and plain, no way around that—she had been amazed at the transforming power of love. Because he said she was beautiful, she felt beautiful, and that, she discovered to her wonderment, made all the difference. Just imagining what they were going to do in bed later made her blood heat. Now, she marveled, that feeling was hers to keep. Drunk with joy, she smiled up at him.

“Whenever you want.”

He grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that. How about—tomorrow in Vegas? I’ve got a private plane lined up to meet us at Dulles at midnight if you say yes. We’ll get married at one of those cheesy wedding chapels, take twenty-four hours for a honeymoon, then get back here and work out all the juicy details of how we’re going to spend the rest of our lives together. It’ll be something to tell our kids one day. Besides, it’ll be fun.”

At the thought of the children they would have together something warm throbbed to life deep inside her. Then she frowned a little as the tiniest of serpents poked its flickering tongue into her budding Eden. It was Saturday night, and the timetable he was proposing had a serious flaw.

“I have to work Monday.”

“So do I. So what? We’ll call in sick. You can miss one day, can’t you?”

His coaxing tone was irresistible. Besides, she could miss a day, she realized, without having to worry about the repercussions of not seeming totally gung-ho in her eighty-hours-is-a-normal-work-week firm. She had achieved financial independence. Impossible as it seemed, she didn’t even really have to go to work anymore.

And that was a dazzling thought that she vowed to ponder more fully later.

“Vegas it is,” she agreed happily. Then he laughed and kissed her and bundled her into a cab and rushed her off to her apartment in Logan Circle so that she could grab a few things, which meant, basically, retrieve her suitcase, which she hadn’t even yet had time to unpack. Luckily she’d had her clothes cleaned at the hotel before leaving, and they were as well suited for Vegas as anything else she owned, so now she could just pick the suitcase up and hit the road again. On the way, at his urging, she made a quick call to her mother to tell her that she was off to Vegas to get married. Not that she actually had a mother, at least not one she was in contact with or knew how to get hold of, so the call was placed to a cell phone she knew wouldn’t be answered, and she left a message while he listened with a lazy smile on his face. One day, when they’d been married awhile, she would confess to him that her mother was long out of the picture, if not dead, and the tale she’d spun for him of a mother and a sister in Baltimore had been a pretty story she’d made up to hide the ugly truth, but not now. She had always been ashamed of her lack of family, of growing up in foster care, and she was afraid that the truth would diminish her in his eyes.

That she couldn’t take.

She had just finished up by leaving a real message for her boss at work when they reached her apartment, which was on Q Street. It was the entire bottom floor of one of the street’s row houses, built in 1878 and currently painted mint green, with an elaborate facade and a much simpler interior, because keeping costs down while keeping up appearances had been paramount in the minds of the builder, who had constructed the linked residences in the then middle-class area nearly a century and a half earlier.

Opening the door, stepping into the air-conditioned darkness of her tiny foyer, Allison flipped on the light and typed in the security code to silence the tinny beeping that would turn into a siren if it wasn’t pacified within the prescribed two minutes. She was immediately greeted by Clementine’s questioning squeak as the cat swarmed in from the bedroom, where she presumably had been napping in her favorite spot, the middle of the bed. Clementine didn’t meow like most cats. Instead she made a variety of sounds, including a drawn-out quasi squeak, because her voice box had been damaged by the wire loop someone had tried to hang her with before throwing her tiny, apparently presumed dead body into the Dumpster from which she had subsequently been rescued, weak but alive, wire still around her neck, by a kindhearted garbage man.

“Hi, baby.” Allison scooped up the cat. There was nothing wrong with Clementine’s purr, and she rattled away as she rubbed her head against Allison’s cheek in obvious affection. Clementine’s silky fur was long and black with a single white spot in the middle of her neck that had made Allison think of a Hostess cupcake the first time she had seen her, in a cage at the animal shelter where Allison had been doing her first stint of required pro bono work soon after having been hired by Ellis Hayes three years before. In fact, she’d nearly named the scrawny kitten Cupcake, but she’d figured it gave away too much about her own inner proclivities.

“Damn, I forgot about the cat.” His voice held a hint of vexation, which made her frown at him.

Having closed and locked the front door and then stood silently watching as she’d typed in the security code, he now surveyed the two of them through narrowed eyes. He’d never met Clementine before, of course. This was his first time in Allison’s apartment, in her real life, but he’d heard about the cat, probably way too much, since Clementine was practically Allison’s only family and she talked about her a lot.

“This is Clementine. Clementine, this is Greg,” Allison said by way of introduction, then passed her pet over to him. Clementine was nonnegotiable. Although if he said she had to choose . . .

“Love me, love my cat,” she added, but her eyes practically begged him.

After meeting her gaze for the briefest of moments, he seemed prepared to, tucking Clementine into the crook of his arm, stroking her small head. Clementine’s golden eyes looked mistrustful, which wasn’t surprising, given the cat’s history. Allison smiled in relief at the picture they made.

“I guess I just officially became a cat lover.” His answering smile erased any last flicker of doubt his earlier tone had raised.

“She’s a great cat. You’ll see, once you get to know her.”

“I’m sure I will,” he said. “Better hurry. If the plane has to wait, it costs me—us—a small fortune. Besides, I want to take you to bed, and I promised myself that the next time I did you’d be my wife.”

“I’m hurrying.” Allison turned and headed for her bedroom, flipping on lights as she went. His wife. Just hearing the words made her heart beat faster. As did the thought of how they would celebrate their wedding afterward. She had, she’d discovered, a real aptitude for passion, although she hadn’t had much chance to explore it before now. Fortunately, he had the patience and experience to teach her what to do with it. Her body quickened at the thought.

“There’s bottled water in the fridge,” she called over her shoulder, glad that she had something healthy, something he’d approve of.

Waving her tail and chirping, which was Clementine’s way of making conversation, the cat was at Allison’s side as she entered her bedroom. This time the chirps had an anxious quality to them, as if Clementine somehow knew that Allison was getting ready to leave again. Allison had left food and water out, and Paloma DeLong from Shelter House, the facility for delinquent teens where she had been doing her latest stint of pro bono work, had been checking in on Clementine in her absence. Surprisingly enough, because Allison didn’t have many emotional attachments or interests outside of work, Paloma had become a friend, and the work Allison had been doing for Shelter House had become something of a mission for her. Or maybe it wasn’t so surprising. The embattled girls there had touched a chord in her that must have been left over from her own rough teenage years. She understood them, felt the uncertainty and yearning and heartbreak behind their outward toughness, because she had lived it. Making a friend of Paloma had been an unexpected bonus. The only other time that Allison had gone out of town since Clementine had become a part of her life, she’d put Clementine in a kennel. Clementine had reacted so badly that the kennel had called and Allison had had to cut her trip short to rescue her. Anyway, she would put out more food and water before she left, and call Paloma in the morning and ask her if she would please keep checking on Clementine for another couple of days. Clementine would be fine, if not totally happy, until Allison returned.

Allison explained the whole thing to the cat as she changed, and Clementine, tail twitching unhappily, watched her from her perch in the middle of the bed.

“You know, we don’t have to wait until we’re married.” Tone suggestive, Greg appeared in the doorway to give her a long, lustful look as she stood there in her black slacks and pale peach bra, ready to pull on the zebra-print top she loved because the vertical stripes were slimming. Still a little self-conscious about her less-than-tiny waist and slightly fleshy rib cage, she tugged the top on over her head before replying.

“Yes, we do.” Resurfacing, she ran smoothing hands over her chin-length auburn hair. It was cut a little longer in front than in back in a layered style designed to slim her face, not that it seemed to work, particularly. “Now that you’ve put the idea in my head, I like the thought of waiting for my wedding night.”

“Next time I start talking, remind me to shut up.” With a wry smile, he headed toward her as she stepped into her black peep-toes, his eyes on the small, packed carry-on that waited near her feet. Her laptop case was perched on top of it. Her purse lay near Clementine on the bed. His glance took in all those things before returning to her.

“You all packed? That was quick.”

“It was quick because I never unpacked,” she confessed. “I had my clothes cleaned at the hotel before we left.”

“Smart.” He pulled her close. Allison slid her arms around his neck, in the process taking just a second to admire the sparkle of her newring as it caught the light from the lamp beside her bed. Instead of kissing her, as she expected, he cupped her chin, tilting her face up to his, seeming to study it. She smiled into his eyes. His fingers moved caressingly along her jaw, warm as they stroked her skin. “Got your cell phone?”

“In my purse.”

“Called everybody you need to call?”

“Everybody important.”

“Fantastic,” he said and returned her smile. His other hand slid up her back to curve around her nape.

Allison was just registering that there was something off about his expression, something wrong about the sudden, intent gleam in his eyes, when his fingers delved beneath her hair to settle on the back of her head, his hand firm and strong as it conformed to the shape of her skull, gripping rather than caressing her now. Just like the hand holding her chin was gripping it now. In a purposeful way, as if he meant to . . .

Something primeval inside her kicked into gear and sent a warning jolt of adrenaline surging through her veins. A cold, prickly sensation raced over the surface of her skin.

Together they screamed, Danger.


Her eyes widened. Her lips parted. Her pulse jumped. Instinctively she started to stiffen, to pull away from him.

“Wha . . . ?” she began, but before she could finish, before she could get out so much as the rest of the word what, as in “what in the world are you doing?” which is what she meant to ask him, before her brain could even finish directing her muscles to escape from his hold—it was too late.

His lips thinned. His eyes gleamed hard as glass. His hands tightened brutally, then made a short, sharp movement that twisted her neck violently to the left. There was a crack, loud as a brittle twig being snapped in two.

Her eyes still wide, her head at an unnatural angle now, her breathing cut off as her trachea crushed, blinded and deafened by the explosion of pure agony that rocketed toward her brain, Allison registered a jumble of thoughts, a thousand sensations, a lifetime of memories, a final burst of horror, in an instant.

Then she died.


CHAPTER TWO


From her position under the bed, Lucy Peel heard the snap of Allison’s neck breaking without knowing what it was. Wedged in beside her, her best friend, Jaden Miller, grabbed hold of her hand. Already sweating, already tense, the fifteen-year-old girls were suddenly so petrified that they could barely breathe as they watched the shuffle of feet around the queen-sized bed and listened in vain for the resumption of the conversation that had just ended with that brittle crack.

Lucy looked at Jaden. What the hell? she mouthed.

Jaden gave a tiny, clueless shrug.

Their worst fear, besides discovery of course, was that the adults they were hiding from would decide to do the nasty on the mattress some three feet above their heads. That would just be gross, as they had communicated to each other in an eye-rolling exchange of glances when the guy had joined Miss Howard in her bedroom.

Now the girls lay facedown, their bodies pressed tight to the hardwood floor, trying not to inhale the amalgam of cat hair and dust and who knew what else floated around them as they waited in a state of silent anxiety for whatever would happen next. One sneeze, even a sniffle maybe, and they would be caught. Ten to one, the police would be called. Miss Howard would call them for sure—she was a lawyer who came in free to help out the Shelter House administrators. No way was she going to keep her mouth shut about two runaways who’d broken into her house and lived in it for four days. Especially since, besides eating everything they’d been able to find, they’d helped themselves to some cash they’d discovered in a kitchen drawer, pawned some jewelry and an iPod, and sold an old fur coat they’d found tucked away at the back of a closet, telling the consignment shop owner it had been left to Lucy by her recently deceased grandmother. All of that had netted approximately two hundred dollars, plus they’d grabbed eighty-seven dollars from the petty cash drawer at Shelter House when they’d decided to run, which Lucy was pretty sure put them in the felony category. They’d be arrested for sure, and then they’d be fed to the system one more time, only this time the chances for escape would be greatly reduced. It was unlikely they’d end up at Shelter House again, which was the only good thing about it. Shelter House was mostly for status offenders, like habitual truants, or the most minor of criminal transgressors. The key was that the female inmates, who ranged in age from fourteen to seventeen, had to have no stable home to return to once juvenile court spit them out. Lucy was in for shoplifting; Jaden, for being one of a gang of kids who’d stolen a car. For both, Shelter House had been a haven for about the first twelve hours. After that, after darkness had fallen, it had turned into a nightmare.

From which they had escaped. Five days ago. After spending a first scary night on the streets, Lucy, the more enterprising of the two, had gotten the bright idea of breaking into Miss Howard’s house, which she’d known had been empty because they’d accompanied Mrs. DeLong on a visit to the cat, which Mrs. DeLong had stopped to check on when they’d gone to the clinic, where she had been taking both girls for court-ordered medical exams. Getting in had been simple: they’d broken one of the tiny, mullioned panes in a rear basement window, then Lucy had stuck her hand in to unlock the window itself. Jaden the bone-rack had managed to squeeze in between the security bars, wriggle through the window, and shut off the security code, which was ridiculously easy to remember, 4-3-2-1: Mrs. DeLong had asked Lucy to type it in before. They had subsequently found the spare house key amongst others on a ring that hung beside the back door, and they had been sleeping there, carefully waiting to enter at least an hour or so after dark, in case of nosy neighbors. Since Mrs. DeLong had said Miss Howard would be gone a week, they hadn’t expected her back until Sunday. They had just come in from attending a free concert in Franklin Square to discover the suitcase in the bedroom. What it had meant had registered about the same time they’d heard the front door open. With no escape route available, they’d dived under the bed. Where they were now trapped.

Lucy was just thinking, Maybe they’ll go outside for something, and we can—when something big fell, just smacked right down on the floor beside the bed, crash. The whole room rattled and shook. The floor jolted. The bed jumped, just like the startled girls beneath it. The edge of the floral bedspread fluttered up from all the movement; maybe four inches above the floor. Through the gap Lucy could see—Miss Howard. Miss Howard lying sprawled on her stomach on the floor. It was she who had fallen. The wind must have been knocked out of her, because she lay perfectly still, making no move whatsoever to get up.

Lucy’s eyes widened in horror. Her heart started hammering in her chest.

Jaden gasped, an involuntary, quickly stifled inhalation that nevertheless made Lucy’s stomach knot with fear. Not that the small sound mattered. Miss Howard had definitely seen them. Her eyes were wide open, and she was looking straight at them. As soon as she got her breath back, she’d be ordering them out from under the bed. Then the shit would hit the fan for real.

Lucy tensed, waiting for it. Jaden squeezed her hand so hard that Lucy would have yelped if she hadn’t been stricken absolutely dumb.

Clementine the cat shot under the bed, saw them, and did her cat freak-out thing, where all her fur puffed out like she was being electrocuted. Changing course with a skitter of claws on hardwood, she headed for the wall at the head of the bed, where she crouched in the gloom beside the bed’s left front leg, her yellow eyes glittering with alarm.

Miss Howard was so close that Lucy noticed for the first time that her eyes were blue. She was bone white, her lips were parted, and she had kind of a surprised expression on her face. Maybe that’s why she wasn’t moving: she was so astonished to discover Lucy and Jaden under her bed. Whatever, there was no way she didn’t see them. She wasn’t more than three feet away.

“Fat bitch,” the man said. The words were distinct, although he was out of sight. There was hard contempt in his tone. Since as far as he knew Miss Howard was the only other person in the house, he had to be talking to her. A couple of minutes ago, they’d been so lovey-dovey it had been disgusting. Now he was openly disrespecting Miss Howard, a tough woman who Lucy wouldn’t have thought was the type to take that kind of thing. But Miss Howard didn’t protest, didn’t move, didn’t make a sound. Didn’t so much as blink.

What’s up with that?

Had he hit her? Was that why she was on the floor? Was she, like, maybe paralyzed with fear?

Lucy’s insides began to tighten up.

The man’s shoes, shiny black lace-ups with gray suit pants breaking across the instep, stepped into view, moved around for a moment, then disappeared again. Lucy could hear him walking away. Miss Howard still didn’t move, still stared fixedly at them.

Maybe she didn’t want to give them away?

But her eyes looked funny now. Kind of really blank and—glazed.

A scarlet thread—blood, it was blood—began to unspool from the corner of her mouth. Ropey with saliva, it stretched toward the floor. Lucy watched, transfixed.


She’s dead.

The fact hit Lucy like a two-by-four.

He killed her.

Panic sent her pulse racing, made her heart buck and skitter like a spooked horse. She stared at Miss Howard, who stared unseeingly back.


Murdered. Murdered. Oh, Mother Mary, she just got murdered. Then, slowly, the rest of the equation occurred to her. And we’re stuck in here with the man who did it. We’re witnesses. Oh, my God . . .


The horror of it sent cold chills up her spine.

Beside her, she felt Jaden make a sudden, restive movement. The hand wrapped around hers squeezed so hard that it was enough to practically break her fingers. Mortally terrified that her more impulsive friend would scream or scramble out from under the bed or do something else that might bring Miss Howard’s killer down upon them as soon as she figured out what Lucy now knew, Lucy whipped her head around to scowl at Jaden.


Shut up, she mouthed fiercely. Don’t you dare make a sound. Don’t you dare move.


Jaden stared back at her. Her expression was so deer-in-the-headlights terrified that Lucy was pretty sure Jaden got it. Jaden was kind of tall, maybe five-nine or so, but rail-thin, so thin that her brown eyes looked huge at the best of times and her bones seemed to poke through her sallow skin. Lucy privately thought she had anorexia, but Jaden denied it, and nobody else—none of the teachers, none of the counselors—ever seemed to pick up on it, so Lucy just left it alone. Jaden was all Goth, with short, spiky hair she’d dyed the deepest, deadest black, lots of dark eyeliner, black lipstick, and a silver stud piercing her right nostril. She wore black jeans and a black tee with a red rose pierced by a dagger in the center of it and black sneakers. Lucy wasn’t Goth. She wasn’t anything, really. She was a couple of inches shorter than Jaden and muscular enough to be athletic looking, even though the only sport she’d ever played had been kickball when she was in second grade. Her hair was carrot orange and frizzy curly, hideous really, which was why she always wore it scraped back into a ponytail. She had naturally very white skin, which was currently kind of dingy looking from self-tanner, eyebrows and eyelashes that were so pale that if she didn’t use makeup (which she did, religiously) you couldn’t even see them, and light blue eyes. Some people said she was pretty, but if she was honest it was usually boys trying to get into her pants, and she wasn’t so stupid that she didn’t know they said that to all the girls whose pants they wanted to get into. She wore black lace-up combat boots and ripped denim shorts and a pair of ratty tank tops, one black, one army green, which left a lot of skin on display and had to be at least part of the reason she was freezing. Another reason was the air-conditioning vent, which was blasting away under the bed. The third, and probably most important, reason was the dead body that had just dropped in front of her eyes.


We’ve got to get out of here, Jaden mouthed at her, panic apparent in her face, which was when Lucy was for-sure positive Jaden knew Miss Howard was dead.


Don’t move, Lucy said again, urgently. Then, Shh.


A squeaky sound—screech, screech, screech—sent every tiny hair on Lucy’s body catapulting upright. Even as her head whipped around so that she could see out from under the bed again, she and Jaden surged closer together until they were practically on top of each other, taking up as little space as possible, trying to huddle in the very center of the floor beneath the shelter of the bed. God forbid any part of them should show.


If he finds us . . . Lucy went dizzy just thinking about it. He would kill them. It didn’t take a genius to figure that out.

Lucy could feel Jaden trembling against her. Other than that, which Jaden clearly couldn’t help, they both went as still as poor Miss Howard. The only difference was that Lucy could feel her own heart beating wildly, while Miss Howard’s heart would never beat again.

Gorge rose in her throat. She thought she might be going to vomit and swallowed hard to head it off.

Screech, screech. Screech, screech.

The guy pushed something into view. Something blue, with black plastic wheels that Lucy could see just the bottom few inches of beneath the bedspread. As it got closer she identified it: a garbage can, one of the big ones people in the neighborhood were supposed to lug out to the curb each week.

The garbage can stopped near the foot of the bed.

His shoes moved into her line of vision, walking around the garbage can, stopping. He stood between the bed and Miss Howard now, so close that Lucy could have reached out and touched his shoes. Instead, heart thudding, she pressed back against Jaden, who was trembling like crazy. Then all of a sudden she could see his hands. Blinking in surprise, she realized that he must have bent over. His hands were big, with short, thick fingers like sausage links, and strong looking. Holding her breath, she watched as they grabbed Miss Howard’s unresisting hand, stripped the ginormous diamond ring from her finger. Miss Howard’s hand hit the floor again with a thunk, and then his hands came into view once more, taking hold of Miss Howard’s waist, sinking into the stripey shirt she was wearing and the flesh beneath like he was working to get a really good grip on her. There was a scar near his little finger on the hand closest to her, his right hand. It was silvery white and round, like maybe a small animal had bitten him there a long time ago. He had on a white dress shirt that just showed beneath the sleeves of his gray coat.

A suit. He’s wearing a suit.

Grunting, muttering under his breath, he picked Miss Howard up.

It was horrible to watch. He picked her up by the waist, so that her head and hands and feet still dangled within view, limp as a rag doll’s. Her hair flopped forward to conceal most of her face, but Lucy could still see one empty blue eye—and the long, ropey string of blood that continued to spill from her mouth to the floor. It elongated as he lifted her, until finally, at last, it broke.

Then Miss Howard was gone, completely disappeared from sight, except for the small puddle of blood and saliva where her mouth had been. A loud thump made both girls start. The garbage can shook, which Lucy took to mean that Miss Howard had been dumped inside.

He was disposing of the body. The garbage can would be perfect. Miss Howard, limp in the earliest stage of death, would be easy to stuff inside. Then he would use bleach to clean up the blood . . .

Oh, God, she had watched too much CSI. Only this wasn’t TV. This was real. A real murder, a real murderer.

The clatter of plastic made her fairly certain he was closing the black plastic lid that came attached to the garbage can. Maybe now he would wheel it away and . . .

Mee-eee-eee-eee.

Clementine gave one of her pitiful, strangulated meows. It was loud enough to freeze the black shoes in their tracks, loud enough to send Lucy’s horrified gaze shooting to the cat, loud enough to make Jaden bury her face in Lucy’s shoulder with a shudder. Crouched on her belly, Clementine was staring out at where Miss Howard had been. Her fur was still all puffed up. Her eyes were wide and unblinking.

“What the . . . ?” The man broke off.

The black shoes turned toward the bed. Lucy could now see the highly polished toes, the crease in his pants. Watching, she felt as if time had somehow been suspended. The only logical place to look for the source of the sound was under the bed. Any second now he would bend down and lift the edge of the bedspread and . . .

The rest was too terrifying even to think about.

She held her breath. Her heart felt like it would slam its way out of her chest. Sweat poured over her in an icy wave.

Mee-eee-eee-eee.

Rigid with fear, Lucy awaited discovery. Jaden kicked at the cat, her black Converse sneaker soundlessly slashing the air. Hissing, Clementine shot out from under the bed.

“Damn cat.” The man’s tone made it clear he wasn’t a cat lover. His shoes moved so that Lucy could see the sides, then the heels. He was turning away.

Lucy went weak with relief, letting her head drop so that her forehead rested on the floor. Beside her, Jaden closed her eyes.

The clatter of plastic made her think the black lid that came attached to the garbage can had been closed.

Screech. Screech.

He was rolling the garbage can away.

The next logical thing for him to do would be to come back and clean up the blood. The thought of having him so close again, of being just one bad turn of luck away from discovery, twisted Lucy’s stomach into a pretzel.

Jaden nudged her. Let’s go, she mouthed.

This time Lucy nodded, then put a cautionary finger to her lips: Wait.


They both listened to the screeching sound as it got further away. He was heading toward the back door, Lucy was all but positive, which was located in the laundry room. It opened onto a tiny yard, with a concrete path that led to a garage and an alley. He could bring a car there, maybe, and haul Miss Howard away. A distant clatter made Lucy think that the garbage can had just crossed over the raised threshold that separated the hall from the kitchen.

Now.

The word flashed between the two of them. They acted on it instantly, slithering out from under the bed, rising to a crouch, creeping on silent feet toward the bedroom door. Lucy’s heart pounded so hard that she thought it might explode. Her breathing came fast and shallow. They could still hear the faint screech of the garbage can’s wheels. As long as they could hear it, she thought, they were okay. The laundry room was off the kitchen, and from the sound of it he was almost there. They would have to go out the front. They didn’t have much time.

Screech. Screech.

With Lucy in the lead, they slipped out into the hall and tiptoed down the red oriental runner. The hall was lit by a pair of candlestick lamps on a table. The warm yellow glow felt almost obscene under the circumstances. The kitchen was even brighter, a normal cheerful kitchen. They had to pass the entrance to the kitchen before they could get to the front door. If he looked around at just the wrong time . . .

Lucy shuddered. If he catches us, we’re dead.


Clementine watched them come. She was crouched in the kitchen doorway. Her eyes looked as round and bright as an owl’s. Her fur was puffed. Her tail swished.


Please be quiet, Lucy begged her silently. Please.



Scree—

The screeching stopped. Lucy and Jaden registered that with a single, horrified exchange of glances. The front door was within view. It was solid dark wood, no window, fitted with a couple of locks. They rushed it, fumbled with the locks, a dead bolt, a knob lock, turn one, turn both, trying to be quiet, trying to be quick, casting so many terrified glances over their shoulders that they could hardly watch their hands.

Footsteps in the kitchen, coming their way. Clementine jumped up and turned to look, tail raised stiff as a broomstick in the air. Batting Jaden’s hands aside, Lucy frantically twisted the knob, praying they had both locks in the right position, as panic made her fingers shake, made her go weak in the knees.

Mee-eee-eee-eee.

“Who’s there?” His voice was loud and sharp. Oh, God, he’d heard them. He was coming. Clementine skittered out of his way.

Heart in throat, Lucy wrenched the door open. She and Jaden practically shoved each other through it, then fled down the steps and into the hot, humid night.

As they raced away down the sidewalk, Lucy dared a quick glance over her shoulder.

Silhouetted by the light spilling out of the doorway they’d just escaped through, the man stood on the top step, staring after them. His face was shadowed, but she could see that he had thick, dark hair and a tall, muscular build.

“Oh my God, he’s looking at us,” Jaden gasped. Lucy saw that Jaden was looking back, too. Their eyes met in an instant of shared horror, then Lucy grabbed Jaden’s hand and they ran for their lives.


CHAPTER THREE

Three weeks later . . .


“So you just—gave it to him?”

With all eyes in the packed courtroom on her as she stopped in front of the witness stand, Jessica Ford—no, Jessica Dean now: she kept forgetting that she was in the Secret Service’s ad hoc version of the Witness Protection Program—could feel her palms starting to sweat.

“Y-yes.” The witness looked at her with big blue eyes that were wide with apprehension.

“He didn’t ask for it?”

“No. Not exactly. But . . .” Tiffany Higgs was twenty-four, a pretty, wispy blonde in a flowery summer dress who was every bit as delicately built as Jess’s five-foot-two inch, undersized, newly (reluctantly) blond self. When Tiffany’s voice trailed off, Jess’s instinct was to urge her to continue. Then she hesitated. Hesitation was pretty generally held to be as dangerous for trial lawyers as it was for big game hunters—the prey, sensing fear, might well spring at you unexpectedly—but she had a goal she was working toward and Tiffany’s answer was already enough to take her where she wanted to go.

Time to back off.

Resisting the urge to run her damp hands down the sides of the skirt of her bubblegum pink, picked-out-by-the-jury-consultant summer suit, Jess turned both hands palm out in a calculated gesture of confusion instead and concentrated on following the instructions she’d been given.

Which was to keep it nice. Jury-friendly. Nonthreatening. Forget attack dog. The impression she was striving to make while interrogating this witness was strictly Malti-poo.

“You’re telling us that Mr. Phillips did not ask for your phone number? You wrote it on a napkin and pressed it into his hand as he was leaving the bar on your own initiative?” Jess carefully kept her voice nonaccusatory. It was imperative to keep the jury from sympathizing totally with Tiffany, the alleged victim in this rape trial of Robert John Phillips IV, who was sitting at that moment at the defense table trying to look like the innocent, falsely accused law student the defense team was portraying him as. Which, as a newly conscripted member of that team, Jess devoutly hoped was the truth.

Given that Phillips was the handsome, twenty-five-year-old only son of a wealthy, powerful, also-present-in-the-courtroom U.S. senator, the stakes here were high for everyone concerned. The media was out in force—thank God cameras were not allowed in the courtroom!—and, on this twelfth day of what was projected to be a four-week-long trial, the prosecution team, which had rested its case the previous Friday, was clearly smelling blood in the water. Paul Olderman, the politically ambitious DA and lead prosecutor, was salivating at the thought of what a conviction could do to advance his career, and, in a happy coincidence, derail the senator’s, who was of the opposite political persuasion.

What the senator wanted, as Jess’s bosses had made abundantly clear, was nothing less than a resounding acquittal for his son.


Fat chance. The problem was, Rob Phillips came across as overprivileged and obnoxious once he started talking, so much so that they had almost decided not to put him on the stand. Looks 8, personality 1, had been the verdict. Every indication was, the jury didn’t like him. And to tell the truth, Jess didn’t either. Not that her opinion actually mattered one way or the other. But the jury’s did. In a he-said, she-said trial, which this one was shaping up to be, the defendant’s likability was all important.

“Yes, ma’am.” Tiffany raised Jess’s Malti-poo and did her one better: she went for the full scared Yorkie. Her voice shook, her body shook, and she wiped a tear from the corner of one eye. A sideways glance told Jess that the gesture registered with the jury: the grandmotherly woman in the front row stopped her incessant knitting, her brows furrowing in sympathy. The portly school-bus driver on the far end of the second row pursed his lips and shook his head. At least six of the twelve good citizens seated just a couple of yards to her right looked noticeably moved by the witness’s distress.


Crap.

Swallowing her chagrin at having been one-upped in the playing to the jury department, Jess tried to look both kindly disposed toward the witness and skeptical of her testimony at the same time.

No easy task. But she tried, because trying was her job. The defense team’s position was that this was a vindictive, emotionally unstable young woman. Having had her Cinderella fantasies brutally dashed when the senator’s son had slept with her and then made it clear that that had been all he’d wanted to do with her, she had set out to exact a ruinous revenge by falsely crying rape when the opportunity had presented itself, after which she hoped to win a million-dollar payday by means of a civil lawsuit.

As a scenario, and a defense, it was reasonable.

The problem was, Jess was increasingly having trouble buying it. Which meant she was having trouble selling it, although she was doing her best.

See, the thing was, the law was not about justice. It was not about truth. It was not about fairness, about right and wrong, about parity.

In the case of the elite D.C. law firm of Ellis Hayes Associates LLP, Jess’s esteemed employer, it was about nailing your opponent’s balls to the wall in return for your salary, which was embarrassingly large due to the obscene amount of money the firm was being paid to win. The firm’s slogan? “Going to war when the outcome is life or death.” The unstated corollary: and grinding your opponent’s face into the dirt in the process.

Ergo, enter the gladiators.

Today, in courtroom 318 in Moultrie Courthouse in Washington, D.C., Jess was one of those gladiators. It was her first real foray into the stadium, as it were. She’d been on the job with Ellis Hayes for nearly four months and had been working the Phillips trial exclusively for the past three weeks. But until jury consultant Christine Hubbard had decided that the jury had taken a dislike to hard-driving lead counsel Pearson Collins, Jess’s had been a strictly supporting, research-based role. Pearse was a Rottweiler if she’d ever seen one, Christine said, using her own personal classification system, which had helped her win 308 out of 312cases since it had come to her in a burst of what she could only describe as truly cosmic brilliance. It might sound foolish (and here she had glared at Jess, who had clearly failed to control her expression sufficiently when the system had been explained to her), but it worked. According to Christine, the largely working-class jury had turned hostile to Pearse from the moment he had started questioning Tiffany Higgs, which had been yesterday (Monday) morning at approximately 9:00 a.m. They thought he was too aggressive, too intimidating, too deep-voiced, too big. Christine’s take on it was that when Pearse shot questions at Tiffany, what the jury saw was the equivalent of a bad-tempered Rottweiler threatening a shivering little Yorkie. As a result, their natural protective instincts were instantly aroused, and they instinctively sided with the Yorkie. The remedy had been arrived at in an emergency war session after court had adjourned the previous day: when the time came to question Tiffany again, the defense needed someone equally feminine, equally petite, equally inoffensive-looking, to do the job.

In other words, Jess. Hazel-eyed, square-jawed, even-featured Jess, who, with a disarming scattering of freckles dusting her small nose, was attractive in a girl-next-door kind of way that pushed no buttons. Jess, with her newly wavy, newly blond bob, tricked out in a nauseatingly pink suit that she protested, in vain, made her look like a bad caricature of Elle Woods in Legally Blonde. Only minus the whole adorably cute vibe.


Try accessorizing with a smile, Christine had snapped back as she had supervised the application of cotton-candy pink lipstick. Otherwise, you just look like a hundred pounds of cranky. And juries don’t like cranky.


With all eyes now on her, Jess felt kind of like a minor-league player unexpectedly called up to bat in the big leagues.

“Would it be fair to say that you gave Mr. Phillips the napkin with your number on it because you wanted him to call you?” Jess asked. The Cheerios she’d had for breakfast had coalesced into a churning mass in her stomach. At any moment she feared they were going to rebel. Losing her breakfast in front of the jury might have won her some sympathy points, but she’d really rather not go there.

“Yes, ma’am.” Tiffany’s voice wobbled. Even to Jess, she looked more like a scared teenager than the viciously scheming gold digger the defense needed her to be. Why didn’t I just say no when Cates—her boss—agreed to lend me to the defense team? Then she answered herself: Because working this trial is the opportunity of a lifetime, that’s why. Then her innate, much-despised streak of truthfulness forced her to add: And because I really, really wanted to get away from Cates. “I—he was nice to me. I thought he was nice. I didn’t know he—”

Out of instinct, Jess jumped in before Tiffany could add something that Jess was pretty sure would be detrimental to the client.

“There was also the fact that he was handing out fifty-dollar bills as tips all around that night, isn’t that right?” Jess heard the sudden sharpness of her own tone with chagrin. Malti-poo, she reminded herself grimly, and tried her best to radiate sweetness and light while at the same time doing a decent job of interrogating the witness. “He gave you one of those fifty-dollar bills every time you brought him a drink that night, didn’t he?”


And, oh yeah, let’s not forget to smile.

Tiffany wet her lips as Jess stretched hers. “Yes, ma’am.”


Turn that smile toward the jury. Let them see how unthreatening you are. Hey, the middle-aged woman in the yellow dress in the front row is smiling back. I think she l-i-i-kes you.


“And how many drinks did you bring him?”

“F-four.”

“Two hundred dollars. Mr. Phillips gave you two hundred dollars for bringing him four drinks. No wonder you gave him your phone number.” Too much snark, Jess realized as soon as the words left her mouth. The Cheerios gurgled threateningly.

“Objection!” Olderman, a no-nonsense, fifty-ish career prosecutor with an impressive won-lost record, leaped to his feet. He was average height, thin, dressed in an appropriately lawyer-ish dark gray suit, with a limp white shirt and a nondescript blue tie. “That was uncalled for. It tends to impugn my client’s character.”

“Overruled. But you might want to watch your tone, Ms. Dean.” Judge Howard Schmidt looked at Jess reprovingly. Sixty-two, white-haired, carrying north of two hundred and fifty pounds on a five-eight frame, he resembled Santa Claus without the beard. The good news was, as everyone knew, Schmidt was prone to favoring women. The bad news was, Jess wasn’t the only woman in the courtroom, far from it, so that only helped her as far as a match-up with Olderman was concerned.

“Sorry, Your Honor.” Jess was determined not to let her Malti-poo slip again. “May I restate?”

The trouble was, she didn’t believe in Christine’s idiotic system any more than she believed in Phillips’s innocence.

And keeping up that damned Christine-ordered perpetual smile was starting to interfere with her concentration, to say nothing of the fact that it was making her cheeks feel as stiff as hardening concrete.

“Please do,” the judge answered. “I didn’t realize there was a question in there.”

Jess tuned out the dryness of his tone and, with an apologetic glance at the jury, turned her achey/smiley face toward the witness.

“Did Mr. Phillips give you two hundred dollars for bringing him four drinks, Ms. Higgs?” Her tone was positively honeyed this time.

“Yes.” Tiffany shot an anguished glance at the jury. “I didn’t—it wasn’t about the money. I—I liked him and . . .”


Break in quick, before the witness and the jury can connect.

“Two hundred dollars is a lot of money, though, isn’t it? And you’ve already testified that you were short on your rent that month and had a number of other expenses you couldn’t meet besides. Isn’t that right?”

Tiffany’s shoulders slumped in defeat. “Yes, ma’am.”

Never mind that Jess was only twenty-eight herself, looked about eighteen, and was handling the witness as delicately as possible under the circumstances. Tiffany was making her look like a bully. Another sideways glance told Jess that those shaky “ma’am’s” were playing well with the jury, which was broken down pretty evenly by race and gender but skewed fifties and older. She could see that many of them were thinking of their own daughters, or granddaughters, or nieces, or whoever, and she immediately vowed to ask no more yes-or-no questions to which a “ma’am” could be attached if she could avoid it.


And smile. Christine’s voice seemed to echo in her head. Jess stretched her lips wide one more time.

“Mr. Phillips did subsequently call you, isn’t that right? That same night? About what time was that?”

“I got off at two, so a little before that.”

“What did he say?”

“He wanted to know if I wanted to go out with him, go to a party with him.”

“And how did you answer?”

“I-I said yes.”

“You said yes.” Jess spun that out to maximum effect, looking significantly at the jury as she did so. There it was, straight from the horse’s mouth, she willed her eyes to say above that fixed smile: Tiffany Higgs had said yes. Hopefully, the unspoken question that was left hanging was, what else had she said yes to that night? Jess watched the jury register it, felt a spurt of satisfaction, then let her attention swing back to the witness. “Where did he take you, Ms. Higgs?”

The courtroom went quiet in expectation. The grandmotherly juror’s knitting continued to rest untouched in her lap. The third juror from the left in the rear—male, midsixties, retired pilot—quit the incessant rocking back and forth in his chair that had underlined most of the proceedings with a just-audible-enough-to-be-annoying squeak. The rustling in the courtroom pews stopped. Even the court reporter’s fingers suspended over the keys.

There had been so much media coverage that everyone, it seemed, knew the prosecution’s version of the story: Rob Phillips had lured an unsuspecting Tiffany Higgs up to his apartment, where he had brutally attacked and raped her. Repeatedly. Over the course of a weekend that she claimed to have spent handcuffed to a bed. Only a fire in a neighboring apartment, which had brought firefighters in to evacuate the building, had saved her. The jury knew they were now getting to the steamy, salacious, sensational meat of it. Jess could feel the anticipation in the courtroom building, coursing like electricity through the air.

“He took me to his apartment.” Tiffany’s voice was so low that Jess had to strain to hear it. But asking her to repeat what she had just said might smack of badgering the witness, so she refrained.

“His apartment,” Jess repeated distinctly instead.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Crap. Another “ma’am.”

“So you went with Mr. Phillips to his apartment at two a.m.” Jess’s tone made that in and of itself sound reprehensible. Before Tiffany could counter with another miserable-sounding “yes, ma’am,” Jess hurried to add, “Would you say you went with him willingly? Or not?”

“W-willingly.”

“Refresh my memory, if you would, Ms. Higgs: what floor is Mr. Phillips’s apartment on?”

“The sixth.”

“To reach his apartment, you and Mr. Phillips rode up in an elevator together, isn’t that right? Do you recall how many others were in the elevator with you?”

“Three.”

Jess felt a spurt of satisfaction. Tiffany’s voice had gone way low again. Tiffany knew what was coming, and she feared it.

“Three.” Jess nodded pleasantly. It was always good to agree with the witness when you could. Feeling virtuous because she was being so nice, and was even remembering to keep her mouth stretched into that gotta-like-me smile, she cast a significant look at the jury. “We’ve already heard from those witnesses, but I want to make sure that there’s no mistake, so I’m going to ask you, Ms. Higgs: what were you and Mr. Phillips doing as you rode up to his apartment in the elevator?”

Tiffany wet her lips. The look she shot Jess was resentful. “You know the answer. We were kissing.”

“You were kissing.” Jess rolled the word around on her tongue for the delectation of the jury, then felt vaguely dirty. And if that made her feel dirty, she hated to think what she was going to feel like when she took Tiffany through a blow-by-blow description of her version of what had happened in Rob Phillips’s apartment that night. Maybe, if she was lucky, Pearse would take over before then. But then, she’d never been very lucky. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but hadn’t you just met the man about two hours before?”

“Objection!” Olderman was once more on his feet. “How long she had known him is immaterial. Opposing counsel is again clearly trying to influence the jury’s opinion of Ms. Higgs’s character.”

“Sustained.” Judge Schmidt frowned at her. Jess tried to look innocent. “Watch yourself, Ms. Dean.”

“Sorry, Your Honor.” Jess took a deep breath and turned her attention back to Tiffany, who was visibly shrinking in her chair. “You stated that you and Mr. Phillips were kissing. Would you characterize your participation as willing or unwilling?”

The previous testimony on that point, plus the grainy security video that had been recovered, made it incontrovertible, or Jess wouldn’t have asked the question. Never ask anything in court you don’t already know the answer to: Law School 101.

“I was willing.” Tiffany’s eyes darted toward the prosecution table in obvious distress.

“According to the previous witnesses, you and Mr. Phillips were, in fact, ‘making out’ in the elevator.” Jess managed to sound a little sorrowful at having to point this out, and mentally patted herself on the back for her tone.

Tiffany’s head came up. She took a deep breath.

“That was when I still thought he was a nice guy.” She looked toward the jury. Her eyes flashed. Her voice rose in sudden, unexpected defiance. “But he isn’t! As soon as he got me inside his apartment he changed into a monster. He hurt me! He raped me! He said—I thought—he was going to kill me! It’s the truth, so help me God.”

Then, before Jess could even begin to counteract in any way, Tiffany dropped her head into her hands and burst into noisy tears.


CHAPTER FOUR


Jess felt the jury’s sudden rush of sympathy for Tiffany slam into her like a gust of gale-force wind. The Cheerios clumped into a knot.

“Your Honor!” Olderman was on his feet, raising his voice in an effort to be heard over the sudden excited buzz from the gallery. “We request a recess to allow the witness time to compose herself. Your Honor!”

“The defense has no objection to giving Ms. Higgs time to compose herself, Your Honor,” Jess said before Judge Schmidt could respond. The sounds emanating from beneath Tiffany’s pale hands pressed to her even paler face were heart-rending. Enough so to make even Jess, who was busy steeling her heart by reminding herself that from the defense’s perspective this emotional display was nothing more than a ploy designed to unfairly prejudice the jury, feel a nearly irresistible impulse to pat the weeping woman consolingly on the shoulder.

“This seems to me like a good time to take a lunch break,” Judge Schmidt announced to the courtroom at large. “It’s almost noon anyway. We’ll reconvene at two.”

Noise filled the courtroom as everybody sprang to life at once. The judge rose, as did the jury. The prosecution team converged on Tiffany. Jess retreated to the defense table.

“You call that a Malti-poo?” Christine greeted her under her breath, shaking her improbably red head so that the ends of her short, feathery ’do quivered. At forty-one, formidable in a black blazer, flowing skirt, and polka-dot bow-necked blouse that made her look just about as wide as she was tall (nearly six feet), Christine had coarse features, sallow skin, and small, snapping brown eyes. The combination should have made her unattractive, but it didn’t, because her personality was forceful enough to overcome any physical flaws. She had a Ph.D. in psychology and a J.D. from Stanford Law and was arguably the preeminent jury consultant in the country. Which, of course, was why she was on Ellis Hayes’s payroll: with a few notable exceptions, they only hired the best. Christine was already on her feet and gathering her belongings preparatory to going to lunch even as she glared at Jess. “Hell, you’re as bad as Collins. Just smaller. And female.”

Her bulk blocked her comments from being overheard by anyone else, for which Jess was thankful. Since Pearse had conscripted her onto the defense team, originally just temporarily, to help with background research because the member of his team who usually did that had been sent off on a quick business trip to follow a lead, and had then eloped and failed to return, she’d been working with Christine every day. She liked her, respected her, was learning a lot from her and appreciated her outspoken ways. Usually. At least when the caustic remarks Christine was famous for weren’t directed at her.

“I was gentle with her. I smiled,” Jess protested in an aggrieved undertone.

“Some smile.” Christine slid a yellow legal pad into her briefcase. “I’ve seen better smiles on barracudas. Hope you don’t have any lunch plans, cause we’ve got some work to do.”

Jess started to reply, then almost bit her tongue as a heavy arm dropped unexpectedly around her shoulders.

“How ya doin’, sweetheart?” The defendant’s father gave Jess a hard hug that had her fighting back a grimace. Though it might not have been working just at present on her, the three-term senator from Virginia was renowned for his charm. A blue-blooded charter member of the D.C. old boy network, he was a glad-hander, a kisser of babies, always clapping men on the back or hugging women, immensely popular with his constituents. Six feet tall, a little overweight, a little jowly at sixty-two, he was still a handsome man with regular features and a full head of dark hair (Grecian Formula, anyone?). He was also one of the leading contenders to be the next Republican nominee for president of the United States, or at least he had been before his son had been charged with rape. Appearing beside him, his wife, Vicky, nodded a greeting. A tall, thin, fifty-something blonde, Georgetown chic in a pale blue linen suit and pearls, she reached for her son’s arm even as he, a younger, handsomer version of his father, came around the table to join them.

“I can’t say I like the way this is going,” the senator continued without waiting for Jess to reply. He was looking at Pearse.

“We’ve got to get the truth out of her.” Mrs. Phillips, too, was looking at Pearse. “All that shaking and crying she’s doing—she’s making the jury feel sorry for her. Can’t you get the judge to order her to stop that?”

“There’s no doubt the witness’s demeanor is having an effect on the jury, but I’d rather not make an issue of it.” Pearse gave Mrs. Phillips his best reassuring smile.

He was on his feet, buttoning up the jacket of his perfectly tailored gray suit, which he wore with a white shirt and silver tie. Pearse was vain, as the best defense lawyers often were, gravitating to the profession because it called for much peacock-y strutting before a jury, and the ensemble had been chosen, Jess suspected, to play up the arresting light gray of his eyes. Six-three, forty-ish, with a leonine mane of raven hair and the burly build of a prize fighter, Pearse had a prominent nose, broad, high cheekbones, and a jaw so square it could have been stolen from Mt. Rushmore. Handsome wasn’t the right word to describe him, although Jess supposed he was. Imposing was a better one. A Yale grad himself, he was the biggest of Ellis Hayes’s big guns in the criminal defense division. “I’m hoping that when it counts, Ms. Higgs’s emotionalism will work in our favor.”

“It makes her look like the nutcase she is, Mama, don’t you see? That’s what we want. That’s what Jessie here is trying to show.” Rob smiled at Jess even as he spoke reassuringly to his mother. It was an effort to smile back: she hated the way he called her Jessie, which no one else ever did and no one had invited him to do. It was inappropriate under the circumstances. It was condescending. It was irritating, particularly since, given the fact that she was a very lowly member of the defense team and he was the client, correcting him wasn’t in the cards. Add in the fact that he had somehow acquired her cell phone number and had called her on it twice, both times to ask her something he could have found out from anyone else, and it was also a little creepy. “It should be obvious to anyone from just watching her up there that she’s got some major emotional problems. So that’s good for us, huh?”

He, too, looked at Pearse, who made a noncommittal gesture by way of a reply.

“The woman’s a liar.” Mrs. Phillips’s expression was fierce. “Can’t they see that?”

“She’s hanging herself up there. You just heard her admit we were making out in the elevator.” Rob patted his mother’s hand. “Jessie’s got her on the run already.” His eyes met Jess’s. She realized that one of the things she found so off-putting about him was his smug assumption that she found him attractive. “You just keep hammering away at her, Jessie, and she’ll fall apart, see if she doesn’t.”
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