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        Adult Correctional Institute, Rhode Island

        August 2, 2001

      

      

      The black Mercedes rolled to a stop in front of the gray stone building. The driver of the car lowered the tinted passenger window and stared across thirty feet of concrete at the armed guard, who was frowning with scarcely veiled disgust from behind bulletproof glass. Sweating profusely, the driver flipped the air conditioner to high and turned his head toward the line of concrete barriers leading from the prison’s gate to where he sat waiting.

      Moments later, a heavy door swung open, and a tall, athletic man in jeans and a black polo shirt emerged. The driver, grunting as he leaned his ponderous body across the center console, pushed open the passenger door, and the inmate climbed nimbly inside.

      In a few minutes, the Mercedes had passed beyond the outer gate. Frankie O’Neal, his sausage-like fingers wrapped around the wheel in a death grip, kept glancing into the rearview mirror as he picked up speed. They passed the sign pointing toward the Interstate and made the turn.

      Letting out a half-sigh of relief, the driver wiped away the beads of perspiration from beneath his lower lip before lighting a cigarette. He looked over at his passenger. “How much time, Jake?”

      Jake Gantley’s eyes flicked toward his cousin. In a single motion, one hand went to the power window button while the other snatched the cigarette from between Frankie’s lips. Jake crushed the cigarette in his fist as he tossed it out of the car.

      “This stuff will kill you, Frankie. Don’t you watch TV...or read?” His mouth turned up in a half smile. “And secondhand smoke is even worse, you know.”

      “Stop screwing around, Jake.” Frankie’s eyebrows, already a straight line connecting above the bridge of his nose, bunched up in agitation. From the driver’s side control panel, he rolled up Jake’s window and glanced nervously again at the mirrors. “I asked how much time!”

      Jake Gantley glanced into the back seat and smiled. “You brought my suit.” He reached over and pulled the plastic-wrapped garment onto his lap. “And you had it cleaned.”

      The driver banged a heavy hand against the steering wheel. “Come on, Jake! Of course I brought your suit. You never do a fucking job without wearing your suit.” He put another cigarette to his lips, then immediately raised a hand protectively. “And you mind your own goddamn business about my health. Now, are you gonna tell me how much time we have or not?”

      “Look at you, Frankie. You’re a fat pig. You smoke. And you worry too much, besides. Last month’s New England Journal of Medicine had an article about stress. I’ll send it to you.”

      The driver rolled his eyes and gnawed at a sore on his lip while his passenger changed his clothes. A few moments later, Frankie watched his cousin knot his tie in the mirror.

      “Listen, Jake. This is important. I need to know when you hafta⁠—”

      “Have you collected?”

      “What? Yeah, of course. Half the full amount. As usual.” Frankie glanced over and found himself beginning to relax. All dressed up—his thinning hair combed back, his tie in place, the gray eyes in that cold squint—Jake Gantley had finally joined him. Frankie leaned forward and ran his fingers along the side of the center console until he felt the button beneath the carpeting. As he pressed it, a panel behind the gearshift popped open, revealing a hidden compartment. He pulled out a leather case and handed it to Jake. “How much time?”

      “Five hours.” Jake unzipped the case, slipped the chrome-plated 9mm handgun from its holster and ran a hand over the gleaming metal. Laying the weapon on the floor, he attached the holster to his belt. Then, with movements that were slow—almost reverent—he picked up the pistol, slid in a cartridge clip, and placed it in the holster.

      “So we have to leave Newport no later than quarter after four.” Frankie was still counting hours on his watch. “Jeez. Five hours furlough? That’s not long enough.”

      “That’s plenty long enough for this little lady, Frankie.” Jake turned his cold smile on the driver. “We’ll have time to kill.”
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        * * *

      

      The rambling Tudor mansion stretched out atop its perch of grass and rock in the attitude of a lion, lazy and regal, its face raised in the afternoon sun as if testing the breezes for a scent of supper.

      Beneath the rocky bluff that dropped off fifty feet to the Atlantic Ocean, waves crashed in between massive boulders. The salty wind, cool and refreshing despite the blazing sun, swept over the gray slate roof of the mansion, past the dozen chimneys, and on across the lawns of Astors and Vanderbilts and Whitneys. No force of nature on this day could disturb these century-old monuments to bygone elegance and power.

      Inside, at one end of the Tudor estate, in a spacious apartment looking out over the sea, the sound of the surf was drowned out by the hammering beat of Pearl Jam. The music, loud enough to vibrate the neatly arranged prints of Cézanne and Cassatt and Van Gogh, emanated from speakers tucked amid the books lining several walls. Oblivious to the volume of the music, a young woman came down the stairs to the ground floor, her body moving to the beat as she descended.

      A step from the bottom, she halted, switching the phone from one ear to the other. She looked impatiently at her watch and shook her head.

      “Come on...come on...come on!”

      She caught her reflection in an antique mirror hanging on the wall opposite the stairs and scrutinized her image.

      “Come on, lady. I have places to go. People to see.”

      Placing the phone in the crook of her neck, she ran a hand through her crop of short blond hair and then stepped closer to the mirror. She tightened the back of a gold loop dangling from her earlobe, and brushed her fingers across her cheeks to blend in the blush she’d just applied upstairs. A moment later, satisfied with the face staring back at her, she pushed open the kitchen door. A voice crackled through the phone, and her body tensed.

      “Yes! Of course I’m still on the line. For ten minutes I’ve been holding...No, I can’t hold another⁠—”

      Banging the phone on the counter, she frowned and took a deep breath as she was again put on hold. Glowering, she yanked open the door of the fridge and took out a Diet Pepsi. Kicking the door closed, she stalked into the living room, soda in hand.

      Her eyes scanned the room, coming to rest on a large mahogany desk in the corner. A few reference books sat beside a felt desk blotter, and the answering machine at the other end was partially obscured by newspapers and some ten-year-old photographs in a variety of silver frames. She had no sooner reached the desk when a voice again issued from the telephone.

      “I’m here, and don’t you put me on hold again. Wait a minute, I can’t hear you.” She plunked the can of soda on the desk and hurriedly crossed to the stereo receiver, twisting the volume knob. “Okay, go ahead. No response to the page? Okay. Are you absolutely certain she’ll get the message? You’re sure?”

      As the voice on the other end spoke briefly, the blonde-haired woman frowned again.

      “Okay. Maybe it’s still too early for her to be there. Just have her call me...Yeah...No, I’m not going anywhere. Just be sure the message says it’s important. Good! Thanks a lot.”

      Punching the button on the phone, she tossed it onto a chair. She was clearly thinking of other things as her fingers automatically cranked up the volume on the stereo. Crossing the room to the desk, she reached over the newspapers and picture frames and switched off the answering machine.

      “This next call is for me, honey.” Picking up the can of soda, she was again halfway up the stairs when the sound of the doorbell spun her around.

      “Thatta girl. You found it.” She bounced down the stairs to the front entrance.

      As she pulled open the door, two telephones—the one on the desk and the one on the chair where she’d dropped it—started to ring. She turned her head in surprise but then looked around at the open door as a man stepped across the threshold. She took an involuntary step backward into the room.

      “Just a sec...”

      Her eyes widened as he lifted the muzzle of a pistol to roughly a foot from her nose. There was no time for thinking—never mind reacting—before he squeezed the trigger, firing two bullets in rapid succession into what had once been a very pretty face.
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        Rhode Island

        August 16, 2001

      

      

      Out of nowhere, the headlights appeared behind her, blinding Sarah with their intensity. Blinking her eyes against the glare, she tilted the mirror and hit the rear defrost button again.

      “A lovely night for tailgating,” she murmured, cracking the driver’s window.

      Sarah fished into her bag on the floor of the passenger side and pulled out her friend Tori’s wallet. Flipping it open, she held it up into the light from the car behind her as she glanced again at the contents. The money, the credit cards, the California driver’s license were all there. A pang of guilt settled in her stomach. She could just imagine all the trouble the young woman must have been through over the past two weeks. Sarah knew first-hand what a pain it could be, replacing all this stuff.

      Wind-driven rain continued to slash at the windshield, and Sarah peered through the darkness, trying to ignore the vehicle on her tail.

      It was easy to see when it had happened. Earlier on the same day Sarah had left for Ireland, she’d picked up Tori at the airport. She remembered watching her friend sling the purse into the trunk.

      Sarah dropped the wallet on the passenger seat and tightened her grip on the wheel as her car hydroplaned around a bend in the road. A truck passed in the opposite lane, buffeting the sports car with wind and spray.

      Letting out a nervous breath, she turned up the volume on the radio to hear the weather report of the storm that was punishing the coast. The heavy rains were likely to continue through the night. She turned off the radio and focused on the road ahead. This weather was not part of the cheerful welcome she’d been envisioning for the past two weeks. Well, at least she was home. The worst was behind her.

      She tightened one fist on the steering wheel and tried to make herself believe that.

      Fighting back the sudden pooling of tears, she tried to erase the image of her father as the dark-suited corpse she’d seen in the open casket. John Rand was no longer the tall man with dancing green eyes and the powerful laugh.

      It was the laugh she would make herself remember, and not the arguing before the separation. She would force out the memories of those nights as a child when she had prayed aloud and buried her head in a pillow. No, she would remember his laugh, his eyes, and his warmth as he cuddled her on his lap and held her close to his heart.

      The rain was coming down even harder now, and she flipped the wiper blades on to full speed. The high beams reflecting in her mirrors were as unrelenting as the sheets of rain.

      She had no clear memory of the day he left. She knew she didn’t want to remember it. And maybe someday she would forget the bitterness that had lived in her mother’s eyes and put the edge in her voice to the day she died.

      Sarah shook her head. As for herself, she would just remember him as John Rand. Maybe even as the father he never was. Just green dancing eyes and a laugh.

      The car behind her edged closer. The high beams glared threateningly in the side mirror.

      “And can I help it if there’s no passing zone?” Sarah sped up a bit.

      She glanced at the clock on the dash. Ten thirty-eight. Not too late to call Hal again when she got home. Sarah had left him a message, but she knew better than anyone his penchant for checking them about once a week.

      She was bone tired. The flight from Shannon had been long. And the wait at JFK for the connecting flight to Providence had seemed even longer. But there was too much on her mind, and she needed to talk to someone. Someone who would listen. Someone who had recently gone through what she had just gone through. Someone like Hal.

      Sarah glanced again in the mirror and frowned at the headlights of the car behind her. There wasn’t another car on the road. She pressed her foot on the accelerator, and her sports car gained some ground. The gain was only momentary, and the headlights closed the distance.

      “Ass.” Sarah pressed her foot to the floor. Her effort was in vain as the lights again slithered up behind her.

      The shoulder widened, and Sarah pulled the car off the travel lane. Slowing down, she glanced back for the driver behind her to make his move past her.

      The other car pulled onto the shoulder, as well, staying on her tail.

      Sarah tried to swallow the sudden knot of fear that rose in her throat, and reached for the lock button. She pressed it hard and tried to get a look at the driver beyond the blinding high beams. But there was nothing she could see—nothing but the lights’ fierce glare piercing the driving rain. Pulling back into the travel lane, she looked at a passing speed limit sign. Forty-five.

      “You’re in no danger,” she murmured, trying to ignore the cold pool of liquid in her belly. With the exception of that truck, the road was deserted because of the weather and the hour, but she was only about three miles from Wickford if she needed to get to a town.

      The sudden dimming of the headlights behind her and the appearance of flashing lights on the dash of her pursuer elicited a gasp of relief from Sarah. She immediately eased up on the gas. Again there was no shoulder, but she pulled to the right side of the road to allow the unmarked police car to go by. The large sedan stayed behind her, though, lights flashing.

      “You scared me into speeding!”

      She slowed and stopped.

      As the police car halted behind her, a dark figure emerged from the passenger side. Then, to her surprise, the vehicle pulled around and angled in front of her, effectively blocking the car.

      “Oh, brilliant. Just what I need. Officer Overkill makes the collar!” She reached for her license and registration, keeping an eye on the driver of the unmarked car. He was just stepping out. His flat-brimmed hat was covered with plastic, and he shrugged into a raincoat before coming around his sedan.

      Before she got a good look at his face a flashlight was shining in her window, drawing her attention. The officer kept the light directly in her eyes, and Sarah lifted a hand to block the glare.

      He was standing close to the car, and she glanced away from the light. Dark gray pants flapped in the wind, and large black shoes reflected the red flashing light of the police car. The two policemen didn’t appear to be concerned with the driving rain, and the driver of the unmarked vehicle was now flashing his light into the car from the passenger side, covering every inch of the interior.

      Before the officer could say anything, Sarah had her driver’s license and car registration sticking out of the small opening of her window.

      “Lovely night, isn’t it?” she asked, watching him flash his light on her license. The brim of the hat obstructed her view of his face.

      “So what have I done wrong, officer?” Suddenly, it struck her as odd that at least one of them wasn’t returning to their car to run a check on her license. The wind pushed at the raincoat. She hadn’t even seen a badge.

      A small noise to her right brought her head around. The passenger door was locked, but she was certain the second man had tested the door.

      “I’d like to see some identification, officer.” She could hear the hint of a quiver in her voice. He ignored her request. “Excuse me...”

      “Switch off the car, Ms. Rand, and step out, please.” The flashlight was blinding.

      “I’m an attorney in Newport.” She forced herself to stay calm. “I’ll be glad to follow you to the station, but I believe you are required to identify yourself.”

      Sarah tried to see the license plate on the police car, but the angle of the vehicle prevented her from getting a clear look.

      “Step out of the car. Now!”

      Squinting her eyes, she turned her head fully into the glare of the light. “Officer, you know that I am within my rights to ask to see⁠—”

      The shattering glass of the windows on either side of her showered Sarah with glittering pebbles.

      She barely had time to let out a scream before the man’s hand clamped around her throat.

      It was adrenaline. It was panic. It was the sudden terror of knowing she may have just taken her last breath. Rather than clawing at the man’s brutal fingers, Sarah’s hand reached for the center console of the car, and she blindly yanked the gearshift into Reverse. Slamming her foot on the gas, her body jerked forward as the car leaped into motion. Sarah found her throat still caught in the man’s grip for an endless moment before he finally let go and stumbled into the middle of the road.

      Fifty feet away, she came to a screeching stop and, still gasping for breath, stared in terror at the two men advancing toward her, their drawn weapons pointed at her windshield.

      There was only one thing to do.

      Putting the car in drive, she jammed the accelerator to the floor. One of the men jumped directly in the path of her car, and Sarah jerked the steering wheel in an attempt to miss him. She felt the body of the other man bounce off the side of the car, and a split second later the sports car wiped out the tail light of the unmarked police car as she sped past.

      Glass splintered around her as the windshield became a lacy mass of crystalline webs.

      They were shooting at her.

      She quickly left them behind. But as she tried to peer through the shattered windshield, a cold fear flooded her with the realization that at any moment her assailants would be coming after her.

      Sarah’s body began to shake uncontrollably.

      Acting on impulse, she suddenly yanked the wheel to the right. The car responded and plowed through a gully of water onto a gravel road. In an instant, she was out of sight of the main road, following a narrow track of gravel and mud and flooding rains.

      The rain lashed at her face, but she continued on until the low-slung automobile suddenly dove into a water-filled gully. The vehicle lurched out of control and entered the woods. Sarah felt the car bouncing through the undergrowth as she frantically jerked the wheel right and left in an effort to dodge larger trees. In seconds that felt more like hours, she managed to bring the car to a shuddering halt between a pair of scrub pines.

      Wet branches jutted in through the open spaces that had once been windows. Her breath was still coming in gasps, her body shaking as the adrenaline continued to pump through her. Sarah shut off the headlights and listened to the rain falling in waves on the car’s roof. Protected as she was by the surrounding trees, the sound of the wind and the storm seemed so distant. Then, the vaguely ominous scent of pine and wet earth enclosed her, and real fear began to steal into her bones, cold and numbing.

      She had to get out. Grabbing her bag off the floor, she pushed the door open against the weight of the trees and shouldered her way out. Branches and needles scratched at her face, soaking her clothing, and a shard of broken window glass, jutting up from the door, cut the palm of one hand, but in a moment she was standing in the semi-darkness behind her car.

      Lightning lit the forest floor with a ghostly flash, and a thunderous crack rocketed through the woods. She didn’t know where she was. She had no idea where she was going. But she knew she had to run.

      That is, if she wanted to stay alive.
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        * * *

      

      The room had all the warmth of an empty art gallery.

      Owen Dean placed his wine flute on an angular glass shelf and excused himself from the pair of chatty socialites who had cornered him there. Ambling past a bored-looking string quartet, he climbed a wide set of stairs to a loft-like area and paused at the top. He looked out over the rail, letting his eyes wander over the room.

      Frank Lloyd Wright had to be the coldest, most academic stiff ever to sit at a drawing board, Owen thought, eyeing the sharp, sterile lines of wood and stone and glass.

      “Quite a place, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, I was just thinking that.” Owen turned and looked at the speaker. Tall, middle-aged, tanned, with the build of a former linebacker. He’d been introduced to Senator Gordon Rutherford earlier in the evening.

      “This house of Warner’s is quite a showpiece. Though, to be honest, my taste runs more to Middle Georgian architecture.”

      “Actually, I’m more an Early Ski Lodge type, myself.”

      “Are you?” Rutherford flashed a mouthful of square, well-cared-for teeth and waved off his minions hovering in the background. “May I call you Owen, Mr. Dean?”

      “Of course, Senator.”

      “I have to tell you, that show of yours, Internal Affairs, is one of my guilty pleasures.”

      Owen cocked an eyebrow. “Well, I’m glad to hear that you’re a satisfied viewer. But why guilty, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      Rutherford looked down at the glittering crowd of guests below. “I’ve built my political career on being a law-and-order man. If it got out that my favorite TV series portrayed the police every week as a bunch of corrupt self-seekers, with moral standards that often sink beneath those of criminals on the street, how would it look?”

      Owen mulled that over for a moment. “Hmm. I see what you mean. But I like to believe we simply tell it like it is, Senator. After all—regardless of profession—none of us is perfect. And, in the case of this show, our premise is that police have human failings, just like everybody else.”

      The senator smiled again and accepted a drink from a passing waitress. “Right, you are, Owen. And who knows about human failings better than a politician these days?”

      Owen let the comment hang in the air as his attention drifted down over the railing. His gaze immediately lit on Andrew Warner, distinguished-looking beneath a shock of white hair. Andrew was lighting a pipe and speaking to two deans from the college. Outside the large windows, lightning briefly illuminated a rain-drenched scene of fenced fields bordered by woods.

      “This is your fifth season, isn’t it?”

      Owen accepted a glass of champagne from a passing waitress as distant thunder rumbled. He turned again to the senator. “Yes, it’s the show’s fifth season.”

      “Ratings good?”

      “Damn good.”

      “And if I remember correctly, you left a successful acting career in film to get into starring in and producing this TV show.”

      “Success is a relative term, Senator. I was ready for something different.”

      The politician laughed and shook his head. “You movie stars are hard to understand. I would have thought somebody with your screen appeal would have stayed in the fast lane—bigger movie roles, more money—instead of stepping back into television work.”

      “Stepping back?”

      “Well, perhaps that’s the wrong term. But here you are in Rhode Island, at Rosecliff College, doing God knows what for Andrew.”

      “It’s called ‘teaching,’ Senator.” Owen straightened up at the rail.

      “Don’t take me wrong, Owen. It’s just that the way Andrew brags about you, a person would think Steven Spielberg sweeps out your offices. Just a little odd having such a big fish in our little pond.” The senator leaned forward with a conspiratorial smirk on his face. “What does he have on you, anyway?”

      Owen replaced his untasted champagne on a passing tray and looked the politician in the eye. “Extortion isn’t the only way of getting a friend to help out, Senator. But maybe you need to get out of Washington more often.”

      Rutherford’s perfect tan turned a darker shade. “No doubt about that, Mr. Dean. But an honest legislator’s work is never d⁠—”

      A woman’s voice floated in over the party noise as she climbed the steps. “Well, there you are. I’m glad you two got an opportunity to talk.”

      A flash outside the large, plate-glass windows was accompanied by a loud crack of thunder, punctuating the sentence of the small, gray-haired woman who joined them at the railing.

      The sound of a man coughing cut through the guests’ surprised laughter in response to the thunder. Owen looked over the railing and saw Andrew retreating to a corner, his shoulders hunched as he fought to control the hacking fit.

      “Wonderful party, Tracy,” Rutherford declared.

      “Thank you, Gordon. It is a nice way for the college benefactors to get to know one another before the school year starts, don’t you think?” She took Owen by the arm, pulling his attention back to her. “And this year they also get to meet our very own Hollywood celebrity.”

      “I’ll only be teaching a course.”

      “Yes! And Andrew tells me you were at the college today, checking out the campus.”

      “I was.”

      “Dull place compared to what you’re accustomed to, I’d wager. It will probably be a relief to get back to your very own exciting life.”

      “Not before the semester is over.”

      “But you must find the whole lot of us extremely boring.” She winked at the senator and waved a hand over the guests. “Not a supermodel or a rock star among us.”

      From the first moment Owen had met Andrew’s wife nearly thirty years ago, he had known that her resentment for him ran deep. He’d been too young then to attempt to understand her reasons. Later, he’d become too detached to care. He glanced at the fake smile Tracy had plastered on her face for Rutherford’s benefit. Her eyes, though, were bullets.

      “Well, Tracy, I’m glad to hear that I’m not the only one so thoroughly impressed with the presence of Owen Dean at Rosecliff College. We were just⁠—”

      “Senator.” Owen cut him off, extending a hand toward the politician. “It was an experience meeting you.”

      “You’re not leaving, Owen.”

      “Sorry to be a disappointment, but I have to run.”

      Owen put out a hand. Tracy took it and pulled him down to where she could brush a kiss across his cheek.

      “Of course.”

      Turning his back on the two of them, Owen took his time heading down the steps. Andrew Warner, his face back to its usual color, his snow-white hair back in place, had returned to playing host by the far windows, joking with another group of the college’s benefactors.

      When Owen was a couple of steps from the bottom, Andrew glanced up, caught sight of him, and motioned for Owen to join him. Owen shook his head and pointed at his watch before waving and heading for the entrance hall.

      He had only come out to the party as another favor to Andrew. But being a good ally didn’t mean he had to put up with Tracy’s subtle barbs.

      The rain was falling in sheets when he stepped onto the porch. Even in the darkness, he could see that the gusts of wind were scattering leaves and branches across the yard and the gravel drive. Owen watched the storm for a moment as another bolt of lightning lit the sky, giving the scene a surreal look. The broad creek flowing into the pond at the far end of the field was a raging torrent. The crack of thunder that immediately followed was sharp and loud.

      Taking out his keys, Owen turned toward the steps and the long line of luxury cars choking the circular drive.

      “Last in...first out,” he whispered into the wind, turning the collar of his sports coat up and running across the rain-softened drive to his Range Rover. The rain, changing directions with every gust of wind, had him nearly soaked by the time he climbed behind the wheel.

      Putting the key into the ignition, he glanced at the brightly lit windows of the house. Through the large plate glass windows, the well-dressed crowd could be seen milling in small groups. Separating himself from one of them, a rather frail-looking, white-haired man stared out into the storm for a moment before turning brusquely on his heel and moving away from the glass.

      Owen turned the key. “What a waste. So little time.”
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      The lightning was all around him. Owen headed down the long and winding drive that separated the Warner’s house from the main road.

      He was out of his element. He knew that. But teaching had nothing to do with it.

      Before coming to Newport, Owen had considered the fact that in taking this one-semester position at the college, he would once again be allowing his life and Andrew’s to become enmeshed. He would be poking at old wounds. But when the older man had dropped the bomb on him about his illness earlier this summer, Owen’s common sense had dropped out of the equation.

      Owen had to be there for him, just as Andrew had been there for him so many years ago.

      And Tracy’s resentment of him was something he’d just have to endure.

      A flooded section of the road slowed the Range Rover to a crawl. The rushing waters of the creek had spilled over its banks, washing over the gravel surface.

      Owen flipped on the high beams and answered the cell phone on its first ring. It was Andrew.

      “What did she say to you?”

      “Nothing.” Owen frowned at the wheezing he could hear clearly through the phone.

      “I warned her.”

      “You’re jumping at shadows, Andrew. I was tired, that’s all. Just not the party animal I used to be.”

      “You don’t have to protect her, Owen. I’m not blind. Or deaf. Last Sunday at the brunch, I know she sent those damned reporters to our table. And then yesterday. That flu business. Canceling our lunch at the last—” The cough cut off the words.

      Owen heard the sound of a drink being gulped down. “Andrew, it’s not worth getting riled about.”

      “I won’t let her do this. You’re a son to me.”

      “Tracy’s your wife. She’s trying to protect you.”

      There was another fit of coughing. “Don’t! Don’t let her get to you. I’m telling you I want you here.”

      “I’m here.” His head was beginning to pound. “I’ll call you tomorrow night after that Save the Bay thing I got hooked into. Maybe we could meet for a drink.”

      “Good.” Another pause. “We need to talk.”

      “Sure.” Owen ended the call. “And it’s about time we did.”

      Though Owen didn’t like getting patted on the head, Rutherford hadn’t been too far off the mark. Owen had put his life on hold to come to Newport for these four months or so. But he had no regrets, so long as he and Andrew could finally resolve what was past. He was tired of playing the game.

      A brilliant stab of lightning hit the ground somewhere to his right, illuminating a small river where half of the road had been just a couple of hours earlier. Jerking the wheel, he suddenly saw the woman appear in his headlights. Owen slammed on the brakes.

      “Dammit!”

      His reflexes were quick, but he couldn’t be certain if he’d hit her or if she’d just fallen against the front of the car. She lay sprawled across the hood, her face resting on the metal, and he was out of the vehicle and at her side in an instant.

      “Lady, you okay?”

      She lifted her head slowly off the hood and tried to straighten up. Owen reached for her quickly as she wobbled a step.

      “You stay right here. I’ll call for an ambulance.”

      “No!” Her response was sharp as she looked up, clutching at his hand.

      Despite the dripping jacket and pants that at one time must have been tailor-made for her, the woman was a muddy mess. She was soaked to the skin, her hair plastered against her head. All in all, Owen thought, she didn’t look like someone who should be wandering in the rain in the middle of the night.

      “No,” she repeated more softly, letting go of his hand and standing up straight. “I’m fine. It just...took my breath away...running into the car. I’m okay.”

      The rain was streaming down her face, and lightning continued to flash above them. Unconvinced, Owen held his ground and studied her in the glare of the car’s headlights. Clearly distraught, she nonetheless turned her face away from him. Pretending to adjust the shoulder strap of the case she was carrying, she peered into the darkness of the woods she’d just left.

      “Your car break down?”

      “No...yes.”

      “Well, which is it?”

      “I...I ran out of gas.” With a scowl, she stepped around him, out of the headlight’s beam, and pushed a lock of short wet hair out of her face. Again, she shot a glance into the woods. “I thought it would be safer passing through the woods than walking on the shoulder of the state road.”

      Owen stared at her in the darkness. She looked so familiar to him. A bit worse for wear, but she was well-dressed and well-spoken. But it was her face that was nagging at him. Oval-shaped eyes—he couldn’t tell the color in the darkness. The high cheekbones, streaked with mud. Or were those scratches? He tried to imagine how she would look cleaned up.

      “Have we met before?” he asked.

      “I don’t believe so.”

      She shivered and transferred the long strap of her briefcase from one shoulder to the other. He spotted the dark stain by one sleeve. He looked down at his own hand where she’d touched him. There was blood on his hand.

      “Did you cut yourself?”

      She looked down at her palm and then pulled a folded wad of wet tissue out of her pocket. “I just fell back there. It’s just a scratch. Must have done it on a rock or something.”

      A bolt of lightning struck close by, and she jumped back a step. Owen suddenly realized that they were now both soaked through.

      “I’ll give you a ride. Climb in.”

      She hesitated a moment and looked about at the storm-tossed woods.

      “I would appreciate a ride to the closest gas station. I think there’s one about a mile up the road.”

      He gave her another once-over look. “Okay. Get in.”

      Without another word, she moved to the passenger side but then paused before getting in.

      “I’m muddy and wet. I’ll make a mess of your car.”

      “If it makes you feel better, I’ll send you the cleaning bill.”

      Frowning, she hopped in and shut the door. Without thinking, he locked the doors. She immediately reached over her shoulder and unlocked hers.

      He didn’t blame her for being nervous. Running out of gas at this hour of the night, in this storm, and now getting into a car with a total stranger. Not a particularly comfortable situation. He turned to her. “Where’s your car?”

      “Just...just up the road.”

      “There’s the phone. You’re welcome to use it.”

      She shook her head. “No, I’ll be fine when we get to the gas station.”

      “It’ll probably be closed. It’s late.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I can call for a cab there.”

      He shrugged. “Okay. Where are you heading?”

      “Newport.”

      Owen reached the end of the private lane and turned onto the main road. There wasn’t a car in sight that he could see. Once he’d made the turn, he noticed she was glancing nervously in the passenger side mirror.

      “I’m going to Newport. I can take you there.”

      Her eyes, dark in the dim light of the car, studied his face for a moment. He looked over at her and she looked away. “If you don’t mind. I wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble.”

      “No trouble.”

      He watched her attention turn to the outside mirror again.

      “Owen Dean.” He stretched a hand in her direction. She tucked her injured hand out of the way and reached over with her other.

      “Sarah Rand.”

      He repeated the name in his head. Sarah Rand. Even her name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it.

      “Are you certain we haven’t met before?”

      She shook her head.

      “What is it you do?”

      “I’m an attorney,” she whispered, pulling her briefcase tighter into her chest.

      Owen swerved into the other lane to avoid a good-sized tree limb that had fallen into the road.

      “What kind of law do you practice?” he asked, glancing back at the blackness of the road behind them.

      She continued to stare out the window, obviously pretending she’d never heard the question. He let her be. Owen concentrated on his driving, but as the silence descended, he could feel the weight of her gaze occasionally on his face.

      Owen found it curious that this woman hadn’t once pushed down the visor to check her reflection in the mirror. She didn’t seem to care at all about how her short blond hair looked, plastered around her pale face. Or how the rain might have messed up her make-up. He glanced at her. Those were scratches running down her face, but she didn’t seem to even notice.

      He frowned and looked back at the road. Something was gnawing at the edges of his memory.

      For the next ten minutes, they drove on without talking, with only the wipers and the wind-driven sheets of rain to break the silence. She appeared totally content to be left to herself. Glancing in her direction now and then, Owen found her face turned toward the passenger window, her hands tightly fisted around the handle of her briefcase. Only once did she move at all, bending down to fiddle with the heel of her shoe as a car passed, going in the other direction.

      “You’d be better off calling tonight and having your car towed someplace safe.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” Her voice was distant, dismissive. She was looking ahead at the Newport Bridge, the top of which was enshrouded with rain.

      But Owen was not ready to be dismissed. “Are you from around here?”

      “You can drop me off by the Visitor’s Center in Newport. I can get a cab there.”

      She was definitely dismissing him, working at a front of arrogance and coldness. This, however, only piqued his curiosity more.

      “I’m an actor. And a producer,” he said, shooting her a half glance. He knew he sounded like an arrogant bastard. “I’ve already told you my name is Ow⁠—”

      “Nice to meet you again, Mr. Dean. But I would still appreciate it if you’d drop me in front of the Visitor’s Center.”

      “And I suppose you’re one of those people who doesn’t watch TV.” Owen glanced at her and then looked back at the road. Her face would probably crack if she smiled. “What kind of cases do you handle?”

      “Corrupt law enforcement,” she said after a pause, this time meeting his eyes. “Racketeering. Murder. Substance abuse. Very realistic and often quite scary.”

      “Tough way to make a living.”

      That couldn’t have been a smile, he thought. But her furrowed brow did open up for a fraction of a second before she answered.

      “No, not me! You. That’s what you do for a living. I know who you are, and I’ve seen your show, Mr. Dean.”

      “That’s great. But you still don’t think we’ve met?”

      She shook her head more decidedly this time. “I’m positive, though we did come close once.”

      Owen watched her attention turn to a police car, sirens and flashers going, traveling in the opposite direction on the bridge. Here was something different, Owen thought. A woman not trying to hit on him.

      “Please take the first exit after the bridge,” she said. “If it’s out of your way to take me to the Visitor’s Center, I can get off at the gas station at the end of the ramp.”

      “It’s not out of my way,” he said gruffly, flipping on his turn signal.

      When they stopped at the first light, he watched her for the first time running her fingers through her wet hair and pushing it behind her ear. A couple of pine needles dropped onto her shoulder.

      She had a long, beautiful neck and a firm, well-shaped chin. Owen’s eyes were drawn to her earrings. Very striking. Antique-looking. A large diamond, set in the star-like setting of smaller stones. Even her earrings looked familiar to him. He studied her profile once again. She was a classic beauty. Kind of a Garbo look to her. Lost in thought, she was looking straight ahead. Her eyes suddenly focused.

      “It’s green.” She pointed at the light.

      He put his foot on the gas and started down the road. Making the next turn, he frowned as they rounded the corner and headed downtown. The tent-like architecture of the Visitor’s Center loomed just ahead.

      Letting her just disappear seemed like the wrong thing to do. Of course, he couldn’t force her to do otherwise. He pulled up to the curb.

      “It looks closed to me.”

      Her look of disappointment was all too apparent. “I can wait here. I’m sure there’ll be a cab coming soon.”

      He used her hesitation to his advantage. “It’s raining. I can drop you off where you’re going.”

      He pulled away from the curb before she had a chance to protest. After a short pause, she gave him an address on Bellevue Avenue.

      “High rent district,” he commented, continuing on America’s Cup Avenue.

      “It’s not my place.”

      Then it must the boyfriend’s, he decided, suddenly annoyed. He hadn’t seen any wedding band on that fist clutching the briefcase.

      He brought the car to a stop at a red light and turned to her again, almost in spite of himself. “I’m fairly new in town. Any suggestions on things to do for excitement?”

      “The Visitor’s Center has lots of flyers.” A police car pulled up in the right lane, and the officer behind the wheel stared over at them. Sarah turned her face to Owen. “I...I’m sorry. That was rude.”

      “Okay.”

      “It’s been a tough night.”

      For the first time, she looked unguarded. Even scared. Her eyes were riveted to his own. They were incredibly large. Beautiful. When her gaze flitted away, he looked again at the scratches on her face.

      “Are you sure running out of gas was the only thing that happened to you tonight?”

      The light turned green, and the police car beside them moved on. She turned her attention back to the road and nodded. “I’m sure.”

      The small gate where she had Owen drop her was on a side street off Bellevue Avenue. The granite walls that protected the mansion rose a good twelve feet above the street. He saw no plaques by the iron-gated side entrance.

      “Thanks for the ride, Mr. Dean.” She reached for the car door and opened it.

      His hand shot out and took hold of her elbow. He fumbled in the pocket of his sport jacket and withdrew a card. “Here’s my number. Call me sometime.”

      She hesitated, then took the card, staring down at it for a moment in the dim light of the car. “A local number. I thought you were new in town.”

      He shrugged. “A couple of weeks hardly makes you a native.”

      She gave him a polite smile and tucked the card in the pocket of her muddy jacket. “Thanks again.”

      She swung the briefcase over her shoulder and stepped through the puddles to the gate. Owen sat there and watched her search in the case for keys. The rain continued to pound his car, and he waited until she opened the gate. Turning, she gave him a final wave and disappeared inside the walls. He looked up at the darkened building.

      “There resides a lucky man.”

      The irritation he could hear echoing in the empty Range Rover struck Owen as odd. As attractive as the woman was, Hollywood was full of beautiful women. They were always around and always very willing. How many years had it been since he’d made an effort to pursue a woman?

      In a few minutes, the mansion was far behind him. Out on Ocean Drive, a sports car raced by him, going far too fast for the wet roads. The wind was steadier here, howling in off the Atlantic, and he could feel it pushing his own vehicle. Involuntarily, Owen’s mind again returned to Sarah and where he might have met her.

      Considering the way she was dressed and the expensive earrings she wore, she could be any one of the ‘trust babies’ that spent so much time in this town. He might have seen her picture in the local paper, attending one of the society events. Something stirred at the edges of his memory.

      He turned his car into the long drive of the converted mansion. Waves were crashing onto the rocky sea wall, and throwing up buckets of spray over the car. At the end of the spit of land, the stone, French-style chateau stood solidly against the battering winds of the storm.

      Parking in the spot assigned to his apartment, Owen pushed up the collar of his wet jacket and took off for the main door. The place he was renting was on the first floor in one wing of the mansion and had a separate entrance off the stone terrace, but the large central hallway held the panel of chrome-faced mailboxes. Hauling out the assortment of mail, he headed down the hallway to the apartment.

      A copy of the Newport Daily News lay on the floor. Owen picked it up, stuffed it under his arm, and unlocked the door. The apartment was silent, except for the sound of the rain beating at the windows.

      Dropping his keys on the counter, he dumped everything else on the kitchen table. Opening the fridge door, he reached in for a beer...and froze in his tracks.

      Whirling, he turned back to the kitchen table and studied the picture of the woman staring back at him from the right-hand column of the newspaper.

      Of course, he knew her. After all, Sarah Rand had only been dead for the past two weeks.
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      “My own men confirmed it, sir. She is alive.”

      There was a slight pause on the other end of the phone line.

      “I told you before not to leave it to amateurs.” The sound of a stifled yawn came through the receiver, but the authority in the voice came through clearly when he spoke again. “I’m not happy, but the arrangements still work, and your instructions still stand. You know what to do.”

      The rain hammered like bullets against the windows of the car. “I do, sir. And I’ll take care of it.”
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        * * *

      

      If this were a nightmare, why couldn’t she wake up?

      Her eyes took in the burnished gold of the oak paneling on the walls in the outer office. The smell of old leather and parchment hung in the air from the shelves of antique law books. The secretary’s desk, the door to the judge’s private office, the open door into her own office—they were all the same. This wing of the Van Horn mansion, converted into a home office when the judge had decided to retire from the bench, was as familiar to her as her own apartment.

      And yet, everything had changed in just two short weeks. She looked again at the newspaper in her hand:

      
        
        In a second bail hearing, held in Providence today, District Court Judge Elizabeth Wilson denied a request made by the attorney of former colleague Charles Hamlin Arnold in...

      

      

      Sarah scanned the page for the fifth time. Her gaze rested once again on the picture of Judge Arnold, leaving the courthouse, his hands and feet manacled. She threw the paper aside and worked her way through the pile. Headline after headline proclaimed the alleged guilt of her friend and mentor. She pulled another paper onto her lap.

      “Jealousy Possible Murder Motive.” She stared at the full-length picture of herself. It was a photograph taken at the Heart Ball last year. The judge stood on one side of her, and Hal on the other.

      Leaving that issue spread on the floor, she went through the piles of newspapers stacked neatly in the bin beside the bookcase, working her way back in time. Last Sunday’s issue ran a front-page article listing Sarah’s accomplishments. Two issues before, a piece with Hal’s picture. She skimmed the article, which quoted the wealthy developer speaking of his mother, Avery Van Horn, and her lengthy battle and final defeat by cancer only a month ago. And a line about the alleged murder of his closest friend by his own stepfather, Judge Arnold.

      “But I’m alive, Hal!” She wiped at the tears on her cheeks.

      She found it. The August 4 headline read, “Attorney Missing—Assumed Murdered.” Sarah sat back and read on. “Judge Arnold Held.”

      
        
        Prominent Newport attorney Sarah Rand is believed dead. Homicide detectives, acting on a tip from unnamed sources, today found blood in the luxury condominium home of Attorney Rand, who has been missing since August 2. Judge Charles Hamlin Arnold was later arrested at his home and will be charged, according to the district attorney, for the murder of his colleague.

        Rand has been connected with the Arnold and the Van Horn family for several years. Attorney Rand was a close confidante of the judge’s late wife, Avery Van Horn Arnold, and has been linked romantically to Mrs. Arnold’s son, Newport developer Henry “Hal” Van Horn...

      

      

      Sarah leaned back against the bookcase, reading through the article again. Murdered. Assumed dead. But how could she be assumed dead?

      “Oh, God. Tori.” Sarah whispered as she dashed for the phone at the closest desk and dialed her number at the condo. Steady rings. No answering machine. Just the same as when she’d tried to call her from Ireland. The same as when she’d tried to call from the airport.

      She hung up and looked frantically around her. The piles of mail on Linda’s desk. The missing computer. The closed door of the judge’s private office. They thought she was missing. No, dead. She reached for the phone again to call Hal. The answering machine picked up on the second ring again. She waited impatiently for his message.

      “Hal. Listen, this is Sarah again. There is something wrong. I’m at the office on Bellevue and…”

      The sound was faint but distinct, and Sarah froze. She was almost certain the noise had come from the small kitchenette off the hallway. She peered into the darkness and quietly placed the phone back in its cradle. She was sure she was alone. When she came in, she unlocked the door and disarmed the security system, locking the door behind her.

      Reaching for the closest thing at hand, she picked up a heavy pineapple-shaped paperweight from the desk. Clutching the weight in one hand, she listened. There was the noise again. She switched on the light in the hallway. The door into the kitchen was slightly ajar.

      She was a step from the door when the smell of gas registered.

      Acting on reflex, Sarah took a deep breath, pulled open the kitchen door, and moved quickly to the small stove, searching for the knobs in front of the unlit burners. Solid stumps of greasy metal were the only thing that met her fingers. The knobs were gone.

      Panic immobilized her for a moment as the low sound of escaping gas continued. She whirled and started for the door. It was her only route of escape.

      The door slammed in her face.

      “No! Wait!” she screamed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Owen stared at the newspaper, his eyes going from the picture to the article text and back to the picture again. He laid the paper on the kitchen counter and walked into the living room. The accumulating pile of last week’s papers on the coffee table supplied everything else about the case.

      He could hear her voice deep in his mind. It was the same woman. It had to be. Why would anyone in her right mind want to take a dead attorney’s name? But it wasn’t just the name, it was also the way she looked and dressed. She was Sarah Rand, no doubt about it. The inside of the Range Rover had been dark, but there was no mistaking her.

      He glanced at another picture of her in the paper. Even the earrings were the same. They must be her favorites, Owen thought. In every headshot of her he’d seen, she appeared to be wearing the same earrings. Star-shaped, with a diamond in the center. Her trademark.

      Last Sunday’s magazine section had a big spread about her. Including exterior shots of the condominium apartment she owned.

      On the surface, she seemed to be all money and easy living. But the article portrayed a different kind of woman—hard-working, independent, and smart.

      Owen scanned the article for information about the murder. Her apartment was on the ground floor of a converted mansion, with a terrace looking south over the Atlantic Ocean. From what the paper reported, the police were assuming that she’d been shot, probably in the face, just inside her front door on the afternoon of August 2. The detectives in charge were speculating that her body might have been wrapped up and carried out onto the terrace and then down to a waiting car. Sarah Rand’s body, they assumed, was at the bottom of the Atlantic.

      Owen leafed through the pages and stared at the picture of Sarah standing between Henry Van Horn and Judge Arnold. An unexpected knot twisted in his gut. From the newspaper account, their relationship had all the earmarks of a love triangle in which the judge had ended up as odd man out. And it appeared that the police were looking at that as the motive for murder.

      He carried the paper into the kitchen. Something didn’t jive. It just didn’t seem possible that the woman looking back at him from the photo could be playing a part in this twisted script.

      “You should stop going out to parties entirely,” he muttered, reaching for the phone. “Or at least stop picking up strays off the road.”

      But then again, he thought, you meet such interesting people.
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      No matter what she tried, the metal stumps on the stove would not turn.

      Going back to the door, Sarah put her shoulder to it once again. The gas was horrible, and a fit of coughing racked her body as she threw herself against the door. It was no use, she thought, sinking to the floor. Helplessness flooded through her, and she lay her cheek against the cool tile.

      As she lay there, waiting for the gas to finish her, visions collected in her head, memories pooling in her consciousness before sliding off, only to be replaced by others. The funeral of her father. The open grave with John Rand’s casket at the bottom. The cheerful face of her friend Tori when she’d last seen her standing in the doorway of the apartment. The glare of flashlights.

      They were after her. On the road and now here. But why?

      There was no longer any reason to fight. She waited for the end to come and the face of Owen Dean flitted into her mind. Those youthful dreams. The silly crush she’d had on him, a movie star. She’d been barely seventeen when she and Tori had hitched a ride from Boston to New York. They stood for hours in the pouring rain just to catch a glimpse of him at the premiere of Restless. To think that tonight she hadn’t even recognized him, at first.

      Her thoughts darkened. And now someone wanted her dead, and for no reason that she could think of.

      The seconds ticked into minutes, and Sarah wondered why she was still alive.

      A phone rang somewhere out in the office.

      The gas was burning her eyes, but as she glanced at the glass-block window above the sink, she realized that she couldn’t hear the hiss of escaping gas. There was the sound of movement outside the door.

      She found the brass pineapple lying on its side on the floor.

      The door beside her head opened slightly. Sarah remained still and clenched the paperweight in her hand.

      A few more moments of silence. Sarah held her breath.

      When he kicked her in the shoulder, she rolled onto her back and lay still. A moment later she heard him step past her into the kitchen.

      She opened her eyes slightly. A short, heavyset man was bending over the knobs of the stove, a white handkerchief over his mouth and nose.

      He didn’t have a chance when the pineapple paperweight came down like a hammer on his head.

      Sarah watched him go down and, clutching her weapon in one hand, she backed out of the kitchen. Once in the hallway, she staggered for the door.

      As she passed the telephone in the outer office, she paused then picked it up and dialed.
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      Nothing was said openly, but Owen knew. He was the enemy.

      Most of the scripts of his show—in which he played John McKee, an internal affairs investigator for the FBI—dealt with the workings of local law enforcement. So he knew that police departments were close-knit. Protective of their own. Suspicious of everyone. No surprise he’d been on hold for close to ten minutes.

      After introducing himself, he’d told the dispatcher that he might have come upon some information regarding the Sarah Rand case. The cop had been polite, asking him to hold and telling him that Detective Captain Daniel Archer would probably want to talk to him. He’d been on hold ever since.

      If it weren’t for the fact that the papers had all kept mentioning this specific detective by name, Owen would have hung up long ago and left a message for the guy’s superior. For a change, he was determined to be agreeable. But Archer had roughly thirty seconds.

      Owen started water for coffee. Another voice came over the wire.

      “Mr. Dean. Are you still there?”

      “Barely.”

      “Captain Archer had to leave on a call. But he said if you’d come down to the station, he should be back in an hour or so.”

      Owen glanced at his watch. One twenty. “No chance.”

      “Then maybe I could take down your information over the phone.”

      “No. Just tell him it’s very important and have him call me in the morning.”

      He left his number and hung up. What Owen had learned tonight was too important to leave on some pink note in a pile of pink notes on the desk of an overworked detective. Nope, he had liked Sarah, somehow, despite the lie she’d fed him about running out of gas. Something wasn’t right, but Owen didn’t think she needed the entire Newport Police Department coming down on her tonight.

      The phone rang and Owen, certain it was Archer, reached for it. He couldn’t have been more wrong.

      “Mr. Dean. This is Sarah Rand. You told me I could call you.”

      “I did.”

      “I...I need your help, Mr. Dean. Please. There’s been another attempt on my life.”

      “Another?”

      “I don’t know what is happening. I need help.”

      “I’ll call the police.”

      “Don’t,” she begged. “They’re here already...but I can’t let them find me. Please, I’m frightened. I need your help.”

      She made no sense. And yet the fear and desperation in her voice were very real. “Where are you?”

      “The Ju...the same place you dropped me earlier. But I...you’ll have to wait...until they leave.”

      “The police?”

      “Yes. Please wait for me outside. I’ll explain everything. I haven’t done anything wrong. But don’t let them see you. Please!”

      Owen knew at that moment he had totally lost his mind. “I’ll be waiting outside.”
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        * * *

      

      The piercing headlights of the two police cars cut sharply through the darkness. The rain continued to pelt the ground, the gusting wind twisting the raincoats around the men’s legs.

      Dan Archer flipped the fan switch to high and watched the fog retreat across the windshield. He stared at the police officer sweeping the broken glass on the deserted road. A second officer, shining a flashlight around the perimeter of the accident scene was inspecting the gravel shoulder. There was a pronounced limp in the man’s step.

      Archer lowered his window as an unmarked police car pulled up beside his car.

      “Anything?” he barked.

      “Too dark to see. But she must have turned off on one of the side roads along the way.”

      Archer banged his hand on the wheel. “Goddamn it. I thought we fucking had her this time.”
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      The wind had eased up, and it was not long before the rain stopped completely. Drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, Owen filled his lungs with the fresh air. It was salty and carried a hint of briskness.

      He must be insane to be here. He was a fool not to have called back the police station and reported the call. He ran a hand through his hair and waited.

      From where he’d parked on the little road off of Bellevue, the side entrance to the Van Horn mansion was only fifty feet away, an old-fashioned gas street lamp throwing light on it. Not far from the high gate that opened along the wall, he could see a smaller gate for pedestrian traffic. That was the one she’d used before to access the estate grounds.

      Owen took another deep breath and frowned, remembering Sarah’s brief but desperate-sounding plea.

      This wasn’t TV police drama, Owen reminded himself. This was real life. He ran over what he’d be telling the detective, once Archer finally got back to him.

      He’d given a stranger a ride. Later, he’d come to suspect she was the murdered attorney. He’d called the police. It was just Archer’s tough luck that he’d been too busy to take the call the first time. And right now he was just making sure he wasn’t way off base in thinking the woman was really Sarah Rand.

      After all, he could hear himself saying, he didn’t want the police thinking he was just some Hollywood crackpot.

      Five minutes after arriving at the Van Horn Mansion, Owen had seen two men in a silver van with “Steele Security Company” on the side, putting a chain on the barred main entrance gate. He just hoped that she was still inside. If she’d already left the estate, he would have no clue where to go after her.

      Circling the mansion before parking on the side street, Owen had realized that the estate took up the entire block. Other than these two gates, he’d found another two chained gates facing Bellevue and an old delivery gate on the back street that looked like it hadn’t been opened since the Crash of ’29. If she was going to come out, then she was coming out here.

      The same silver security van he’d seen before passed along Bellevue Avenue at the end of the little road, and in a few minutes Owen saw its headlights in his rearview mirror. The van had circled the block and was rolling up the street, the two guys inside eyeing the perimeter of the estate wall. He tilted his seat back to a reclining position, and the van passed by and turned again on Bellevue.

      As Owen returned his seat to an upright position, the hackles on his neck rose.

      In the silence that was so peculiar to this time of the night, the click of the deadbolt came distinctly through the darkness. His eyes were riveted to the iron gate as it swung open. An instant later, a dark-coated figure emerged, casting a look up and down the side road.

      He started the Range Rover’s engine. She immediately spotted him and hurried across the street.

      She’d pulled on a black raincoat that was about three sizes too large for her, and with the collar of the coat turned up, there was little of her that could be seen by any pursuer. But Owen knew it was Sarah. From the bulge at her hip, he could tell that the briefcase she’d been carrying was still slung over her shoulder.

      She was almost beside the car when a police car appeared on Bellevue, and she came to a dead stop. Panic was apparent in her stance, and Owen thought for a moment that she was going to run for it. He lowered the passenger window and turned on the headlights.

      “Get in.”

      Regaining her wits, she quickly went around, pulled open the door, and hopped in.

      “Let’s go.”

      “Not yet, Ms. Rand. Not until⁠—”

      “Please, Mr. Dean.” The panic was audible in her whisper as she reached over and took hold of his arm. The cruiser came slowly down the street. As it reached them, she leaned over the center console and buried her face into the crook of his neck. The brush of her breath against his skin was too warm and too difficult to ignore.

      The police car passed without stopping. Watching in the mirror as the cruiser crept to the end of the block, Owen frowned when the same security van appeared again, its driver waving the policemen to a stop. A conversation ensued, but he could hear nothing at this distance.

      Owen looked down into the face inches away from his. It was pale, and he could feel her shivering.

      “What kind of trouble are you in, Ms. Rand?”

      She looked down the street where the two cars were still idling. “I don’t know. But I haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “Why are you running away from the police?”

      “I’ll tell you everything. But later. Please get me out of here. Away from this street.”

      “Everybody believes you’re dead. There is an innocent man in jail. A man who⁠—”

      “Please help me,” she interrupted, pulling at his arm as the two drivers finished their conversation at the end of the block. The security van came by at a faster clip this time, turning in the direction of the town center when it reached Bellevue.

      Owen could feel her fingers clutching his arm. He grabbed her by the chin and lifted her face to his. “Ms. Rand, I don’t trust you.”

      “Please, I just got back tonight. I’ve been away. In Ireland. And...and they’re trying to kill me...and I don’t know why.” Owen heard her let out a ragged breath. “I only ask you to take me away from this street. That police car will be back, and I need a few minutes just to...just to think what I should do.”

      Owen frowned, watching her as she looked beseechingly into his face. She was trembling from head to toe. From the cold or from fear? His money was on the latter.

      “And just what would you advise a client to do here, Ms. Rand?”

      “Wait! I can prove that I’ve been away.” Quickly, she let go of his arm and fumbled beneath the raincoat. Hauling up her bag, she unzipped the top of the briefcase and reached inside. A vision flashed through Owen’s mind of Sarah pulling a gun out of that case.

      “Here’s my passport. The ticket stubs from my flight. They’re tucked inside of it. Could we please be on our way? They’ll be turning the block any second.”

      “Why not go to the police?”

      “They are the ones who are after me, trying to kill me, and I don’t know why. Please, Mr. Dean.” She practically shoved the passport into his hand. “This proves where I’ve been. Please, just give me a chance!”

      Owen stared at her for a long moment, knowing better than to trust anything she was trying to feed him. But at the same time, she’d called him for help. Of all the people she must know and work with, she’d called him, a stranger.

      She, indeed, had to be desperate.

      “I’ll help you, but only to get away from this street. After that, we talk.”

      She nodded and pressed down the door lock herself.
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        * * *

      

      The two detectives’ silent exchange of looks went unnoticed by Frankie O’Neal as he sat at one end of a battered steel table, his head buried in his hands. At the far end, a muscle-bound rookie in uniform sat operating a tape recorder.

      “Let’s see if we got this right.” Disbelief evident in his voice, Bob McHugh lifted a shiny, black wingtip onto a chair and leaned two hairy forearms on his knee. Dan Archer straddled another chair and looked at Frankie. The heavyset man never raised his head. “You left your brand-new Mercedes just off Bellevue and decided to take a stroll down to the Cliff Walk at midnight, in the rain, where somebody assaulted you?”

      Frankie groaned and dug his fingers deeper into his hair. “My head is exploding. If this ain’t a concussion...?”

      Archer took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and slid it in front of the suspect.

      Frankie peered through puffy eyes at the pack. He didn’t reach.

      “And whoever it was that clocked you, carried you all the way back from the Cliff Walk, crossed Bellevue, hauled you another half a block to the Van Horn’s side entrance, dragged you into the judge’s office wing, and dumped you in that little kitchen off the library.” The red-faced detective rolled his eyes. “Jeez, Frankie. Can’t you come up with a better fucking story?”

      “I want my lawyer.”

      Bob moved in, looming over the ailing suspect. “We want to know what the fuck you were doing in the judge’s house, Frankie.”

      “I told you before that I didn’t go in there of my own free will.” His eyes lifted only as high as the coffee cup on the table. “I was knocked unconscious. I was dragged there.”

      “Dragged by who? And why? Oh, and have I mentioned that your goddamn fingerprints were all over the place?”

      “You’re full of shit, but I told you I want my lawyer.”

      “What the fuck for?”

      Frankie lifted his head for the first time and squinted into the officer’s red-rimmed eyes. “I’m the victim here, and you’re treating me like shit.”

      “Victim, my ass. We could be talking breaking and entering. Theft. Resisting arrest.”

      “I know my rights. I’m not saying another word until my lawyer is sitting right there.”

      Archer dropped a thick folder with Frankie’s name on the tab onto the table, then moved over to the coffee pot, pouring out two fresh cups. “Let him be, Bob.”

      The short detective turned his sights on his superior. “What do you mean, let him be? This scumbag⁠—”

      “Let him be,” Archer commanded harshly. “Hand him that phone. Better yet, take a hike and cool your jets.”

      There was a moment of silence as the two glared at each other. Muttering, Bob kicked the legs from under a chair and huffed out of the room, slamming the door behind him.

      Frankie’s surprised gaze traveled from the door to the casual shrug of the remaining detective.

      “Just sugar, right?”

      Frankie nodded, staring at the steaming cup Archer placed in front of him.

      Archer pulled an economy-size bottle of Tylenol out of his jacket pocket and put it on the table next to the cup of coffee.

      “Help yourself. I got a concussion myself last year. It was a pretty nasty thing. What with puking all night, I just wanted to crawl into a hole and go to sleep.”

      Again there was only silence for a moment. Frankie reached for the pills.

      Archer picked up the chair that had been overturned and sat in it, positioning himself about halfway down the table from the suspect—and in a direct line with the only door out.

      “Hey, sorry about all the grief Bob was giving you. He watches too much TV.”

      Frankie snorted as he dumped a half-dozen pills into his hand.

      “Take too many of those at one time, and your liver’ll shut down.” Archer sipped his coffee as Frankie dropped all but two back into the bottle.

      “I still want a lawyer.”

      Archer paused, patting the thick file on the table as if considering something, and then moved his chair closer to Frankie. Taking a cigarette out of the pack on the table, he lit one for himself and slid the pack back down the table. “We don’t really have anything we can book you on.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      “That was all standard bullshit Bob was pulling on you...that stuff about resisting arrest.” Archer inhaled deeply. “I mean, I’d be going nuts, too, if I were knocked out and then woke up to a bunch of uniforms pawing me.”

      Frankie took a swallow of coffee and shook a cigarette out of the pack. Archer slid his chair a little closer and held a lighter for him.

      “And we both know there are no fingerprints of yours in that house.”

      “So I guess you’re letting me go then.” Frankie took a long drag before crushing the newly lit cigarette on the edge of the table.

      “Sure. But before you go, there are just a couple of things.” Archer paused, searching in his jacket pockets for a moment. Having no success, he stood up, finally locating a crumpled piece of paper in his back pocket. Sitting down again, he flattened it out on the table. “Just answer a couple of questions for me, and I’ll get one of the guys to take you out to your car.” Archer looked at the man apologetically. “They towed your Mercedes to the pound.”

      Frankie eyed him warily as Archer reached inside his jacket pocket for a pair of reading glasses. Putting them on, the detective looked the crumpled page up and down.

      “Here we go. First, there were these knobs from the stove in your hand when you were found lying on the kitchen floor. Well, never mind that. They could have popped off on their own.” He lowered the glasses on his nose. “Okay. Here we go. I definitely need help with this one. The uniforms arriving on the scene found a key to the judge’s house in your possession. We’ll hold off on that one for a sec, too. What’s this next one? Oh yeah. When we towed your car, the uniform helping the tow truck operator finds these dark spots in the trunk of that nice clean Mercedes of yours. He says blood. I say no. Now, we still could do some testing and stuff like that to find out what it is.”

      Archer looked at him over the rims of his glasses. Frankie closed his mouth and fixed his gaze on his coffee.

      “Unless you want to tell us about it and save us some time. But what’s worse, Frankie, we found this bag in a little compartment in the front seat, and there was a...” The captain looked at his paper again. “A silver-plated 9mm handgun in there. But, of course, I’m sure you have a permit for that, and can explain where in Newport you might have fired off a round or two?”

      Archer looked up at Frankie’s pale face and turned again to his list. “There are still some other questions that I have. Like this phone call that you got tonight at O’Malley’s Pub.”

      Dan Archer paused and watched Frankie’s eyes move from the coffee cup in his hand to the bottle of Tylenol to the wrinkled piece of paper on the table.

      He slid his chair a bit closer and spoke in a low, confidential voice.

      “I could have all of these checked out myself, Frankie. But I thought, since I know you’re a decent guy and all. Look, I understand how things happen, and you know the person who was with you in the judge’s house—the person who called us—is bound to turn up sooner or later.” Archer leaned forward and touched the man lightly on the knee. “Listen, Frankie, I can help you out if you’d just⁠—”

      “I’ll talk.”
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      The Range Rover sped past dripping trees and dead-end streets, past mansions, sullen and dark behind the gilded gates and iron fences. Gas-fed street lamps too flitted by, no more than dim and dying stars in Sarah’s blurred vision. She tried to blink back the tears, but more and more she found them working their way down her cheek. She was losing control, and suddenly she was so tired. She tried unsuccessfully to swallow the thick knot that seemed to have lodged itself permanently in her throat.

      Mansions gave way to a blur of shops, restaurants, a museum, a synagogue. They were winding through the remains of colonial Newport when a gas station came into her view, awkward and out of place.

      “You should call your lawyer.”

      His voice was muffled, and Sarah pushed herself against the heavy blanket that seemed to have descended over her. She pressed her head against the window. The glass lacked the ability to cool her fevered skin. She concentrated on his words.

      “You do have someone to call, don’t you?”

      The car stopped at a traffic light, and Sarah barely managed to focus enough to see him turn and stare into her face.

      “Maybe the emergency room should be our first stop.”

      She shook her head as adamantly as she could muster and tightened her hold on the leather bag in her lap. “I...I’m fine.”

      She turned away as more tears slid down her face.

      “Right there. That brick building just past the next light is the police station, if I’m not mistaken. And in a minute that’s where I’m dropping you off.”

      Her head snapped around. “Please don’t! Not yet...I need a bit of time to think this through.”

      “You’ll have plenty of it in the police station.”

      “No.” her voice cracked. “They’re trying to kill me.”

      “The police? That’s ridiculous.”

      “I know.” Sarah nodded, burying her face in her hands. She tried to fight off the numbing chill, willing her body to stop the persistent shivering, to control the tears that kept coming.

      “You seriously expect me to believe that the police are trying to kill you.”

      Even in her frame of mind, she could hear the skepticism in his voice.

      “They stopped me on my way back from the airport. One of them tried to choke me.” She touched her neck where she could still feel the bruising grip of the man’s hand. “When I tried to get away, they shot at my car. I was barely able to get on a dirt road and escape on foot. That’s where you found me.”

      “So you’re a fugitive from the law.”

      “How could I be? I’m already dead, remember?” She took a deep breath before continuing. “Look, Mr. Dean, I went away two weeks ago and came back to a nightmare. And since my plane landed, I don’t know how many hours ago, I’ve had two attempts made on my life. Two attempts!”

      “But you don’t really think the police can be involved.”

      “I do.” She stabbed at her wet face with the heel of her hand. “I can trust no one. They’ve put Judge Arnold in jail for murdering me. I think they’re trying to finish the job. Destroy the loose ends. I think they mean to⁠—”

      “You’ve been watching too many movies, and we have a visitor.”

      Sarah’s spine froze at the sight of the police car pulling up on their right. She turned quickly to him. “I need a...”

      Owen shoved a tissue into her hand.

      The policeman’s sharp nose angled in their direction. “Everything okay?”

      “Yep.”

      “It’s been green for a while.”

      “Sorry, officer. Lost in conversation, here.”

      “You all right, miss?”

      “She’s fine,” Owen responded as Sarah nodded, keeping her nose in the tissue. “Just a little...uh, domestic discussion. You know how these things go.”

      Sarah stopped breathing as silence linked the two cars. She didn’t dare look at the officer for fear of being recognized, so instead she turned toward Owen, speaking loud enough for the policeman to hear. “I feel much better now.”

      “Well, have a good one, officer.”

      Owen didn’t wait for a response as he closed the window and drove through the intersection. At the next light, he didn’t turn into the parking lot of the police station, instead continued along Broad Way.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Our friend has decided you need a knight in shining armor.”

      Sarah glanced in the side mirror and watched the police car follow them past the hospital. Cold dread again took hold of her body.

      “They knew my car. They know where I work, where I live, when I was coming back. I can’t get away.” She couldn’t keep the tremor out of her voice. “And I don’t understand any of this, why all of a sudden.” She fought for her next breath. It was another long moment before Sarah again found her voice. “Please let me out. Anywhere. I shouldn’t drag you into the middle of this.”

      The words died on her lips as he signaled and pulled into the semi-brightness of a convenience store parking lot. Inside the plate-glass window of the store, a lone cashier sat with his back to the parking lot.

      He had done as she’d asked. This was the end of the line. Sarah reached for the door. “I appreciate the help.”

      “Come here.”

      His mouth stifled her questioning gasp as he grabbed her arm and drew her face to his. For an insane moment, the shock of his lips on hers immobilized her. Before she could articulate the sensation, she felt the heat of him penetrating the layers of chilling fear. Then reality kicked in, and she tore her mouth away.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Trying to convince your persistent hero that you’re okay.” His mouth continued to linger right above hers. His arm slipped around her. “Don’t turn around. But he’s parked right by the entrance to the lot.”

      It was difficult not to turn and look.

      “And he’s going to stay there until he knows everything he needs to know about me, and then some.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      He reached over to wipe the wetness on her face. “I have a woman who is disheveled and clearly upset in my car. I used the wrong word. Domestic. He is going to hang around and make sure that I won’t beat you some more. He doesn’t want me dropping your body somewhere off the Cliff Walk before dawn.”

      “Everybody else is trying to do just that.”

      “Yeah, well, it doesn’t look to me like he’s in on your conspiracy theory.” He stole a look over her shoulder at the police car. “If you get out of this car, then you get to talk with him. Or you can stay with me—for a short time, anyway—and try to make some sense.”

      “I’ll stay with you.”

      He gave her a half smile. The same killer smile, she thought, that she’d been seeing in the tabloids for years.

      “Then it’s show time, Sarah. We’ll have to send him the message that our domestic squabbling is over, and you just can’t wait to get me back home with you.”

      She stared up into his handsome face. The dark hair was starting to gray at the temples, and the lines around the eyes were deepening, but the piercing blue eyes were as clear as ever, and she knew he was right.

      “Look, I’m a professional,” he said. “All you have to do is...”

      Letting go of the leather case, she raised herself and took Owen’s head in her hands, bringing his mouth to her lips and kissing him as she had long ago dreamed of doing—as if nothing that had happened this night truly existed and this was yet another part of a dream.

      His eyes reflected his surprise when he pulled back.

      “A Garbo kiss,” he murmured vaguely.

      In a split second, his mouth was crushing down on hers, and suddenly she was filled with the taste of him. His mouth was rough and hot, and for an instant her mind emptied of everything else but the need to take what he gave.

      Though blinded momentarily by this unexpected burst of desire, Owen still knew that he was treading on extremely dangerous ground. This woman spelled trouble any way you looked at it. And yet, having her in his arms, her mouth so soft and willing, his concern for real life dissipated into thin air.

      At that instant, only the two of them existed. No police. No cameras. Nothing beyond the heat of a man and a woman. He pushed aside the oversized raincoat and let his hand run over her breast through the wet fabric of her jacket. Her soft moan in the base of her throat was just one more step toward his undoing. He wanted her. It was as simple as that.

      A pickup truck pulled into a space not far from the Range Rover, and Sarah practically leaped out of his arms, pressing her back against the passenger door with a look of shock on her face. He watched her struggle to catch her breath.

      “Where did that come from, I wonder?” He glanced at the entrance of the lot before looking back at her.

      She quickly looked away, but even in the light from the convenience store window, he could see the blush spreading across her face.

      Beautiful, he thought. Too beautiful for comfort. Too soft and too vulnerable. And he was too aroused to be thinking straight.

      He lowered the driver’s window to let in some fresh air.

      “I guess we put on enough of a show for our friend to send him on his way.”

      She turned around and stared at the empty curb.

      “Why did you call me?”

      His gruff tone snapped her head around. “I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have.”

      “I’m not asking you what you should or should not have done. I asked why you called me.”

      Those incredible eyes were again tearing up, but Owen fought off the urge to pull her to him. She was messing with his head.

      “There was no one else I could think of. No one that they wouldn’t know about.”

      “They? Who are they exactly?”

      Two bruisers dressed in jeans and work boots came out of the store carrying coffees and got into the pickup truck. She watched them back out and threw another nervous glance at the empty street.

      “I’ve told you. The police. And a heavyset man who tried to gas me in Judge Arnold’s house. They must be the ones who killed my friend the day I went away.”

      “Killed what friend?”

      “My friend who was house-sitting for me. They must have killed her by mistake, trying to murder me to frame the judge.”

      Owen looked at her doubtfully.

      “Well, I can’t think of anything else. Judge Arnold has always been after the Newport Police for different things: excessive use of force, failure to follow established procedures.” She shrugged and shook her head. “That’s all I can think of. This must have been a setup.”

      “But I found you in Wickford. That’s a different township.”

      “I know, but they could have been Newport police. Between the night and the rain and their flashlights, I couldn’t tell the difference.”

      He shook his head. “Think about it for a minute. Even if it were some group of rogue cops setting all this up, do you really believe they could, or would, hire a thug to gas you at that mansion within an hour of trying to bump you off on the road? A bit of a stretch, don’t you think?”

      She leaned back against the headrest and looked at him with weariness in her eyes. “I know none of this makes sense. But I didn’t imagine those attacks. Someone is trying to kill me. You saw it in the papers. But they killed an innocent woman in my apartment and…and got rid of her body.” She closed her eyes and he saw another tear trail out of the corners. “She was my friend.”

      She was a mess. A beautiful, rumpled mess. And she was upset. But Sarah Rand didn’t look like someone out of her mind. Neurotics, psychotics. He’d run into a lot of them in his business. But she wasn’t one of them, from what he could tell.

      He picked up the passport she’d shoved in his hand before. Turning on the overhead light, he leafed through the pages, glancing from the picture of a sophisticated professional woman to the real woman across from him. The one made of flesh and blood. The one with the soft mouth and the heat just beneath the surface. There was no mistaking that they were one and the same.

      Owen leafed through the passport some more, checking the stamped departure and arrival dates. The ticket stubs matched the dates on the passport.

      “Tell me everything.”

      “My friend Tori arrived from California the morning of August 2nd. That same evening I left for Ireland.” She rubbed her forehead. “No one knew I was going away. The whole thing was a last-minute family emergency. But I also hadn’t told anyone that Tori was coming to visit me, either.”

      A slew of questions ran through Owen’s mind, but he decided to wait.

      “When I arrived at the airport, I tried to call her. She’d left a message for me. I know why, now. She’d left her wallet in my car. There was no answer. No answering machine, either, which was strange. I tried to call her again from Shannon when I got to Ireland. Same thing yesterday, from JFK. No answer.”

      “Didn’t that worry you a little?”

      “Not really. I’ve known her for too many years.”

      She clutched the briefcase tighter to her chest. “But last night, after I read what had happened in the papers, the blood in my apartment—the matching traces of it on the judge’s boat—I tried to call her again.” She stabbed at another tear. “That was when I realized that she must have been killed, instead of me.”

      He closed the passport. “What do you think you’re going to accomplish by not going to the police?”

      “I will go to them. Not local police, or the state police. Someone at the federal level. But first, before I do that, I have to sort out a few things.” Her eyes met his. In the light of the car, he could see them now. They were dark green, almost the color of jade. “I have to figure out why these people want me dead. Also, I have to figure out what the connection is between all of these attempts on my life and the framing of Judge Arnold.”

      “And you think you’ll be able to figure all that out in a few hours on your own?”

      “I’m so tired now, I don’t know if I can think clearly at all. But I have to try, Mr. Dean. I can’t just go to the FBI and tell them, ‘Here I am! I’m alive.’”

      “Why not? That would free your Judge Arnold.”

      “True. But it doesn’t get us any closer to the reason behind the attacks. They’re still out there. We don’t know who they are. What’s going to stop them from making another attempt on my life, or hurting somebody else?”

      “Police protection.”

      She shook her head. “I would have been killed if I had trusted those two officers earlier.”

      “If your friend really was killed, then you’re withholding evidence and obstructing an ongoing police investigation.”

      “And what if the FBI doesn’t believe me? What if they turn me over to the very men who tried to kill me while they check out my story?” She shook her head again. “No, I can’t risk that.”

      “‘I can’t risk’? You use that word pretty loosely, it seems to me.”

      She pulled the belt of the raincoat around her and knotted it, reaching for the door handle. “I apologize again for dragging you into this. As far as I’m concerned, we’ve never met.”

      His hand shot out and took hold of her elbow. “And where are you planning on going right now?”

      Uncertainty etched the features of her frowning face. “My apartment is out of the question since these people know where I live. They probably know who my friends are, too. I can check into a Bed & Breakfast, I suppose, or a motel.”

      “Ms. Rand, your face has been on the front page of every local newspaper for the past two weeks.”

      “But for what I need to do, I have to be in Newport. There are files in our law offices downtown that I can check. The last few cases I worked on. Judge Arnold’s appointment files and books, if the police don’t have them.”

      “Why is that important?”

      “Now that I think of it, there was something the matter with him. I noticed it before I left. He wouldn’t explain, either. I can’t put my finger on it, but the answer must be here. Something, maybe a case that involved both of us. I have to stay in Newport.” She glanced down at the hand on her elbow. “But none of this needs to be your concern. Thank you for the ride.”

      Damn, the woman knew how to reel him in. “How much time?”

      “You shouldn’t involve yourself any more than you have. An innocent person is already dead.”

      “How much time?”

      The green eyes showed a flicker of hope. “One day. Just enough time to gather some information to take to the FBI.”

      One day. He could do that. He stared ahead at the lights of the convenience store, knowing in his gut that he was lying to himself.

      “Christ,” he said, starting the car.
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      They had nothing on him. Absolutely nothing.

      Frankie O’Neal felt the relief flood through his aching body. Trying to keep his hand from shaking, he stretched it out toward the pack of cigarettes still sitting on the table. He took one out and stuck it between his lips, and every remnant of nervousness drained away. As Archer reached over and held a match for him, he could see the gloat hovering in the cop’s washed-out eyes. The asshole would break out in a tap dance in a minute.

      Frankie took a couple of deep drags and mulled the whole thing over. His head, where the bitch had bopped him, still hurt like a motherfucker. She’d pay for that. He was going to drag her out to that warehouse in Portsmouth and she was going to fucking pay...in spades. He closed his eyes and rolled his head to one side and then to the other, stretching his thick neck muscles.

      But that was for another day. Right now, finding out this asshole had nothing on him was making Frankie feel better by the minute.

      “You’re one smart man, Frankie. You should have applied to the Police Academy when you were younger. We sure could use stand-up guys like you. Stand-up guys with brains, I mean.”

      The asshole was actually pretty funny, Frankie thought, taking another deep drag. Too bad it was so late. He had no patience left for dicking around. He blew smoke above Archer’s balding head and looked at the uniformed toad sitting at the other end of the table working the tape recorder.

      Archer flicked ashes into his paper cup. “Why don’t you start from the beginning, buddy.”

      Frankie took one last drag and looked his opponent straight in the eye. “I’ll make you a deal, Captain. I’ll answer all the questions you asked if you’ll let me call my lawyer right now. I want him here when we’re done talking.”

      “Frankie, I don’t think you are in the position to make deals.”

      He crushed the cigarette on the edge of the steel table and threw the butt on the floor. “Then I guess I’ll just sit back and catch some shut-eye.”

      Brushing some ash off the front of his fitted black shirt, Frankie sucked in his stomach at the sight of the buttons pulling across his middle. Jake was right. He should take better care of himself.

      “Come on, Frankie. You aren’t going to pull this shit now? I thought we were ready to talk. Man to man.” Archer glanced at the tape recorder. “You said you didn’t want a lawyer. Listen, if you’re trying to pull a fast one on me...”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it, Captain.” Frankie gave an innocent shake of his head, winced a little, and made a cross over his heart. “On the grave of my mother.”

      The scrape of Archer’s chair almost brought a smile to Frankie’s lips. Archer reached back impatiently and banged the phone on the table in front of Frankie.

      Otto Wessel was no stranger to getting calls from his clients at three twenty-five in the morning. Knowing Archer’s eagle eyes were glued to his mouth, Frankie spelled out the basics, told Otto to get down to the station, and hung up on him before the lawyer got too chatty.

      Archer was back in his face as soon as the receiver hit the cradle. “From the beginning, Frankie.”

      He touched the lump on the back of his scalp. “Refresh my memory.”

      “Come on, quit screwing around. Start with that key you had in your possession.”

      “Oh, yeah. The key. I remember now. The thing that fucks your ‘breaking and entering’ charge. You were wondering how I had a key to the Van Horn mansion.” Noting with satisfaction the detective’s stony silence, Frankie continued. “The key was sent to me by Judge Arnold’s office. I’ve had it for over a month.”

      Archer’s eyes were about as lively as a dead flounder’s. The rest of him didn’t look much healthier, either, sitting there. He’d suddenly developed a funny twitch in his fingers.

      “Yeah, you see, Captain, I’m in the business these days...antiquing.”

      “Antiquing?” Archer spat out.

      “Just a little something to do with my free time. On the side, you know? With the judge’s wife dead, the furniture in the mansion had to be appraised.”

      “You. Frankie O’Neal. An antique dealer?” The look of disgust on Archer’s face was truly comical.

      Frankie shrugged. His head was pounding, but he didn’t care. He was rolling now. “Don’t you think antiquing is a respectable job, Captain?”

      “Okay, Mister Antique Dealer, appraiser, whatever the hell you are. So you decide to pay a house call at midnight?”

      “What’s the difference? The place is empty all the time, now that the judge is locked up for snuffing that babe, the one the whole family was banging.” Frankie thought for a moment about the banging he was going to give her. He frowned. “How did I know some fucking teenager, or whoever it was, was going to clock me when I decided to make myself a cup of tea.”

      “A cup of tea?”

      “I’m trying to cut back on coffee.”

      Archer came to his feet, and Frankie threw his weight on the back of the chair.

      “They told me that antique dealers always drink tea.”

      “Why all that cockamamie bullshit before?” the detective snapped back at him.

      Frankie started to touch the lump on his head again but decided against it. He folded his fingers over his belly. “You mean about the Cliff Walk? Well, I think I was still a tad hazy after the...after the severe blow to the head. That tape still running, toad boy?”

      The young uniformed policeman looked up at him blankly and then glanced at Archer.

      “The truth is,” Frankie paused. “Well, you know all the talk about the old lady’s will. Now with the judge in stir and all that talk about him being guilty of God knows what, I didn’t wanna waltz in there in broad daylight. It’d make it look like...well, you know...I don’t want nobody tagging the guy with more stuff than he’s dealing with already.” He shrugged. “I was just looking after my client’s interests. That’s all.”

      Archer didn’t look anywhere near convinced, but Frankie didn’t care. It was a good story, and he could make it work once he got in touch with his contact.

      The detective rubbed his hands over his face and then poured himself yet another cup of coffee. Frankie watched him.

      “And what fairy tale are you gonna hand me about the gun and the blood in the car?”

      “Come on, Captain. You think I don’t know what guns I have permits for, and what guns I don’t?” He grinned. “Not that I have any guns that I don’t have permits for.”

      “We’re running a ballistics check on that gun right now, Frankie. We’re going to get a match on the bullets we found in the Rand apartment. Then I’m going to run a DNA check on that blood, and after that, I’m going to mount your fat head on my wall.”

      Frankie looked up at a cobweb in the corner of the ceiling above the door. He dropped his gaze to the scratched metal tabletop. He let his eyes wander back up the pale green cinder block to the cobweb again. Then he turned his eyes on the detective’s ashen face.

      “Fish.”

      Archer’s eyes turned murderous. The cup of steaming coffee hung forgotten halfway to his lips.

      Frankie rocked back on two legs of the chair. “Yeah, fish. Me and a buddy of mine were out in his boat off King’s Point and this big motherfucker of a fish tried jumping into that boat. I’m telling you, Archer, it was either a Great White shark or toad boy’s grandmother.”

      He nodded at the policeman sitting at the far end. The cop’s knuckles were white on the edge of the table.

      “Why, we had to shoot that sucker at least once or twice to discourage the son of a bitch. And good thing you told me about my trunk, Detective, because if there’s a drop of blood in there, then it probably came from that fucking bait bucket. I can’t believe I missed it when I was cleaning it last week.”

      “And you think I’m going to swallow that shit?”

      You can choke on it as far as I care, Frankie thought, leaning forward and straightening the creases in his pants as he rose to his feet.

      “Swallow anything you want, Archer,” he said nonchalantly. “But I’ve answered your questions, and I’ll be waiting downstairs until my lawyer gets here.”

      “Frankie...”

      “Fish,” Frankie whispered, brushing past the detective and heading toward the door.

      Once this lump on his head got better, he thought, maybe he’d actually give the fucking sport a try.
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      Leaning in the doorway to his bedroom, Owen watched her place the phone back where she had found it.

      “Who were you trying to call?”

      Surprised, Sarah practically jumped off the edge of the bed. She quickly recovered.

      “A friend in town. But the answering machine picked up, and I didn’t think it would be too wise to leave a message.”

      As she stared at the phone for a moment, he let his eyes wander over her from head to toe. Fresh out of the shower, her wet hair was neatly combed behind her ears, while the rest of her was wrapped in his oversized terry-cloth robe. Her legs, crossed at the ankles, were strong and well-shaped. From sitting, the robe had fallen open a little, and his gaze lingered on the gentle curve between her breasts. The skin was smooth and cream-colored, triggering a stir in his loins that he had to work hard at ignoring.

      Sarah drew the lapels of the robe together at the neck. Owen looked up and met her eyes. A blush had spread across her cheeks, but she held his gaze with those jade-colored eyes of hers. Cleaned up, with no makeup, she was even more beautiful than he’d thought.

      He had to get out of the bedroom.

      “Want some breakfast?”

      She nodded, but Owen didn’t wait for her as he headed toward the kitchen.

      After arriving at his apartment, he’d shown her to the bathroom, given her towels and the robe, and in a moment he’d heard the shower running.

      Using the time to his advantage, he’d rummaged through the briefcase she left with the raincoat on the chair in the bedroom. The case was open. He’d watched her take a toiletry and cosmetics bag out of it. And the materials he found in the bag matched the information that she’d already given him.

      Round-trip airline tickets from Providence to JFK to Shannon and back, and the passport that he’d already looked at. Her wallet with a few credit cards, the license missing. A notebook with scribbled records pertaining to connecting flights, finances, and what he assumed to be the place where she’d parked her car at the airport. A couple of case files that she must have been working on during her trip.

      In the sturdy leather case, Owen also found some newspaper clippings containing the death notices. “John Rand, deeply regretted by his sorrowing brother and two sisters, and his daughter.” Owen scanned the other for her name. “Very sadly missed by his loving daughter Sarah.”

      As Owen had put the articles back in her case, his sympathy for the woman grew. “May I help?”

      “Pour the coffee,” he said, dropping bread in the toaster. “You like your eggs fried or scrambled?”

      “Either way, thanks.”

      “Scrambled, then.”

      He glanced at her back as she reached for the coffee pot and filled the two cups he’d put out. Her hand shook a little as she poured, and a wave of guilt hit him broadside.

      “After you eat something, you should lie down.”

      She shook her head and took the cups to the table. “The clock is already ticking. I have too much to do.”

      Owen dumped the eggs into the skillet and reached for a wooden spoon. “Where are you going to start?”

      “I wish there was a way I could get in touch with the judge. I know it would, at least, be a relief for him to know that I’m alive.” She came back to the counter and picked up some paper napkins, folding them and smoothing the crease as she considered her words. “I can’t believe how these people have arranged for all the evidence to point to him. He would be the last person in this world who would ever hurt me.”

      Owen remembered the tone of some of the articles. The insinuations that jealousy was the motive for the murder. He glanced at the woman’s features, at the line of her neck, at the shadows of skin where the robe had opened up again. He didn’t want to think about the nature of Sarah Rand’s and Judge Arnold’s relationship right now.

      “He knows he’s innocent,” she continued. “But I can’t even imagine what he’s feeling right now, thinking I’m dead…and that he is being held for my murder.”

      Owen scraped the eggs onto two plates. “Going to see him would be as good as handing yourself over to the police.”

      “I know.” Without asking, she pulled open a couple of drawers until she found the silverware. Carrying them to the table, she laid them down, arranging them neatly.

      Owen put the plates on the table. “Look, I’ve allowed myself to dive neck-deep into this business. I’m not going to just sit back now while you take your time and do whatever you’re planning to do to get out of this jam. And I’m not going to apologize for prying into your private life, either. You owe me that.” Dropping toast on the plates, he met her gaze, daring her to stop him right there. But she said nothing and instead sat down and wrapped her hands around the cup of coffee. “It would help if we went over the facts. Everything we know from the papers about the murder. And whatever else you can add to it about the events preceding your trip.”

      “This is starting to sound like one of your shows.”

      “I wish it was. Then I’d know how it was going to come out.” Owen took a seat across from her.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Sorry to have involved you like this.”

      “You’re forgiven. At least for now, anyway.” He stabbed at his eggs. “But let’s talk straight about the facts, okay?”

      “I only skimmed the papers in the judge’s office.”

      “The police believe a crime was committed in your apartment. There was definite evidence of foul play. Blood and bullets.”

      “But they didn’t find a body.”

      “That’s right. But the matching tissue and blood samples from your apartment and the judge’s boat make them believe that your old partner has gotten rid of it.” He took a sip of his coffee. “There is no doubt that someone was killed. The only confusion is that it was someone else and not you.”

      He looked up at her. Once again, her face had turned pale. “Tell me about your friend.”

      “She arrived from California the day I left. She lived there.”

      “Why was she coming east?”

      Sarah placed her elbows on the table and buried her fingers into her scalp. “Just to visit me.”

      “But you were going away.”

      “She didn’t know that. I didn’t know it, until the day before she arrived. My father passed away suddenly. There was no advance warning.”

      “Why didn’t you call her and tell her not to come?”

      “I did. I called her from my office downtown. But she said she wanted to come anyway.”

      “Why?”

      “Mr. Dean, I don’t believe you need to know everything.”

      “But I do! And call me Owen. Considering the way you’ve already dragged me into a life of crime, I think you could at least call me Owen.” He pushed her plate of eggs closer to her until it bumped her elbows. She snatched up a fork. “So why was this friend so intent on coming?”

      She poked at her eggs. “I don’t know. That’s the way she was. Once Tori made up her mind, there was no changing it.”

      “Other than you, who else knew that she was coming?”

      She continued to push the eggs around on her plate. “No one, I think.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it was nobody else’s business.”

      “You know, your openness is truly flattering.”

      “Look, I know you’re trying to help, but I don’t think you need to⁠—”

      “Come on, Sarah. Think of what the FBI will be asking you. Do you expect them to believe that you have a friend coming all the way from California, and you hadn’t mentioned it to anyone? That you had done no planning, whatsoever, to introduce her around to your million other pals in Newport?”

      “Despite what you might think from the newspaper reports, before this disaster I led a quiet life here in Newport.”

      He pushed his plate away and considered her answer. “Okay, so you didn’t tell any friends. How about your co-workers? Office staff?”

      She shook her head. “It’s August. We always shut down the office for the month. And there was no reason to say anything to anybody.”

      He rose to his feet and refilled their coffee cups.

      “What about your trip? Who else knew about you going to Ireland?”

      Her fingers tightened around the cup. “No one other than Tori.”

      “You know, if you try to sell them a story this lame, they’re going to lock you up for her murder.”

      “What do you mean?” A look of horror spread across her face.

      “You had the opportunity to do it, Sarah. And believe me, they’ll dig into your past until they find a motive. You’re a lawyer, you know how it works. The fact that you left the country for two weeks, and the fact that you can’t even come up with reasonable answers to the simplest questions will cook your goose, for sure.”

      “I told you, the news about my father came out of the blue. I thought the only person that had to know was Tori. She was the one I was leaving high and dry. And then I was busy. Busy making airline reservations and packing and everything else a person does when they get a call telling them that their father is dead. I wasn’t thinking about developing a solid alibi.”

      Silence fell between them. Owen watched her as she gazed into the blackness of the coffee. Her face didn’t show any grief. Only concentration.

      “Who made your airline reservation?”

      “I did,” she answered after a moment’s pause. “And as for the rest of your questions, originally I planned to be away for a week at the most. I thought Tori could tell whoever asked⁠—”

      “But you stayed away longer.”

      She shrugged. “Things happened. The funeral got delayed. And then there was the family. My father’s family and property issues with the will. I just couldn’t walk away so soon. I tried to call Tori.”

      “How about getting in touch with your co-workers or your boyfriend when you were away?”

      Owen didn’t know why he’d added that last part of it, but it was already out and that was that. Her green eyes lifted and searched his own.

      “Being away for two weeks is not too long.” She pushed the cup and the plate away. She was all business when their gazes locked again. “As I mentioned before, the office was closed. Tori was supposed to let the judge and whoever else might call know where I was. And to answer your next question about why didn’t I worry when I couldn’t get a hold of her? The answer is that my friend is...was...a free spirit. I knew she would use the house as her base, but she’d come and go as she pleased. She had a lot of charisma. She attracted men.”

      “Had the judge and your friend ever met?”

      His question threw her for a moment, and she paused before answering. “Yes, they met about two years ago. She came to visit me around the holidays. I took her to the Christmas party Avery, the judge’s late wife, threw every year. It was the last party she threw because of her illness.”

      “Is it possible that something might have developed between your friend Tori and Judge Arnold?”

      “No!” Temper brought a flush to her cheeks. “Absolutely not. Judge Arnold was devoted to his wife.”

      “From what the papers say, she was increasingly ill. Now, don’t you think it’s at least possible for a wealthy, middle-aged man to have a fling or...”

      “Not this one.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Owen cleared the area before him. “Think of it the way the police might look at it. Suppose, just suppose they did have something going before, dating from that party. Suppose Tori called him about your departure for Ireland, so he came over and things got started again. The judge is no longer married, so your friend sees him as fair game.”

      “I don’t care for your insinuations in any way, Mr. Dean.”

      “I don’t either. I’m just playing devil’s advocate here. Suppose something happened, an accident, and Tori is killed.”

      “No! This is real life, not one of the episodes from your show.” Anger blazed in her eyes. “Judge Arnold didn’t have anything going with Tori. Not now, and not two years ago.”

      “And how can you be sure?”

      “Because he is not one for a frivolous fling.”

      “You don’t know much about men, do you, Ms. Rand?”

      “I know that the judge would not have cheated on his wife.”

      He leaned toward her. “Why?”

      “He is an honest man. He is a loyal man. A truly upright and good man.” Owen watched her trying to keep her emotions in check. “I was there. I saw the way he suffered during Avery’s long and painful illness. I saw the way he stayed with her to the end, never giving up hope. Never letting her spirits flag. Always showing his love to her.” She shook her head. “No. I’ll never believe that he acted improperly with Tori or anyone else.”

      He waited a moment, giving her a chance to get her emotional legs under her. In that second’s pause, he decided not to ask the question that was burning his tongue. The question about her relationship with the judge. He changed tack. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Would the judge have a reason for wanting you dead?”

      “We were friends.”

      “That’s not what the papers said!”

      “What did they say?”

      “That you and the judge had been having some heated arguments in the days preceding your supposed murder. That there are witnesses who are coming forward and talking to the police about the extent of the quarrels. There is talk of you storming out of his office two days before the shooting, threatening to leave him.”

      “Not leave him, but the office. And I didn’t ‘storm’ out.” She rose to her feet and took both of their dishes to the sink. “None of this is new. Judge Arnold and I always argued. And as far as ending our association, I’d been considering that for a while.”

      She didn’t want to talk about her relationship with the judge either. He drained half of the cup of coffee and studied the square cut of her shoulders, the silky blonde hair that was starting to curl at the ends as it dried. His gaze moved down over the graceful arch of her back. And she said this Tori attracted men.

      As Sarah bent to put the dishes in the dishwasher, Owen’s eyes riveted to the gentle swing of her breasts beneath the robe. Frowning, he forced himself to look at her profile before speaking. “Are you and your friend very much alike?”

      She straightened up and tugged at the belt of the robe as she faced him. “We...we were roommates in college.”

      “And?”

      “I finished, and she...well, she dropped out. We stayed friends.” Sarah crossed her arms over her chest as she leaned back against the counter. “She hated order of any sort. I was always fairly organized. When I decided to go on to law school, she was totally disgusted with me. Later on, we grew apart to some extent. But every now and then, out of the blue she would call.”

      “Actually, I was wondering about your looks. Did the two of you look very much alike?”

      “Not so much when we were younger, but this trip, she had cut her hair, and she was a blonde. She’s always gone with the color of the month, but I was surprised to see that her hair was about my color. Actually, it looked good on her.” Sarah glanced down at her bare feet on the white tile. “We were both about the same height, but she was much better endowed in certain places, if you know what I mean.”

      Owen kept his eyes on her face. “So, then, is it safe to assume no psychotic boyfriend chased her here from California?”

      Sarah considered for a moment. “I believe it’s safe to assume that.”

      “And I think we can assume that this was not just a simple robbery gone bad because they never would have gone to the trouble of getting rid of the body.”

      “Okay.”

      “Then your comment that someone might have murdered your friend, thinking it was you, is not inconceivable. Certainly, the police think it was you.”

      “Someone who had only been given a description, perhaps. But I don’t know why anyone would want to have me killed.”

      She was the picture of concentration, but his mind clicked over, registering more provocative images. He shifted in his chair a little before drinking down the last of his coffee. “So what’s next?”

      “I have to get to the information inside our offices.”

      “You were just there.”

      “No, the law offices downtown. That’s where most of the law firm’s current files and schedules are kept.” She pushed away from the counter and padded back and forth across the kitchen floor. “I think I mentioned to you before about something, some case, that the judge was all stirred up about in the weeks before I left.”

      “You think there’s a connection?”

      “I don’t know. But whether or not I was the intended victim, or the judge is being used as a scapegoat, the answer might be found at the office. That’s the only place I know to start.”

      “All right.”

      She hesitated by the table. “I can call a cab and have them take me downtown, but there’s a slight problem.”

      He was already getting to know that ‘I’m brave and grateful but I need a favor’ look. It was a powerful tool.

      “What’s the problem?”

      “My keys to our downtown offices are on the same key chain as my car keys. They’re in the ignition of my car, I think. Also, I need to have my laptop for some files. I left that in the car, too.”

      “You want me to take you to where you ditched your car?”

      She gave a small nod. “You’ve already done so much, and I can’t thank you enough.”

      Owen came to his feet. “Save it. You’ll be able to return the favor by giving me the name of a good lawyer. I know I’m going to be needing one.”

      She nodded guiltily and then hesitated before turning to go. “Oh, I need another favor.”

      It would be too much to ask, he thought, for her to want to have sex with him right there on the kitchen table.

      “My clothes are wet. Could I borrow something, anything, until I can get my suitcase from the car, as well?”

      “Absolutely not. You want a ride, you’ll have to come as you are.”

      As he walked toward her, Owen saw her eyes widen, her lips parting. Sarah only took a half step back when he stopped right in front of her. Her breath caught in her throat as he ran his finger from the hollow of her throat downward into the valley between her breasts and beyond, stopping only when he reached the belt at her waist. He looked from her stunned face down to the inside curve of her breasts. She wasn’t breathing. Then again, neither was he.

      Looking away from her, he crossed the room as her hands quickly drew the front of the robe together and tightened the belt.

      “Go through the drawers and the closet and get what you want. I’ll be taking a cold shower before we leave.”
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      “Allahu Akbar.”

      Amir bowed to the east, straightened, and cupped his hands before him.

      Jake stared at the knit cap covering the shaved head of the black man and started to whistle, “When You’re a Jet,” from West Side Story. His cellmate ignored him, continuing to pray. It was a kind of tradition they’d established.

      Because Amir woke him up two hours before he had to, Jake would normally curse out the son of a bitch when he started, then move on to whistling. Today, however, he decided to wait until Amir was finished before hurling some select and particularly vile epithets at the Muslim.

      After all, he thought generously, today he’d already been awake when his cellmate had rolled off his bunk.

      Jake, lying on the top bunk with his hands tucked behind his head, continued to whistle as he glanced over at Amir’s scarred hands.

      A devious smile broke across his lips. He rolled onto his side and reached under his pillow, dragging out the bootlegged printout of the photo he’d taken off the Internet the day before. Starting to whistle his tune again, Jake stared at the picture of the couple on the page and felt himself go hard.

      Amir’s face appeared over the printout.

      “You filthy mick. How do you think Allah is gonna hear me when you’re whistling up the devil and jerkin’ off while I pray?” He pulled his small knitted cap off his head and threw it disgustedly into the bunk below.

      “That’s one ugly buzz, Amir.” Jake looked past the picture at his cellmate’s shaved head. It was nicked in half a dozen places. “What did you do? You didn’t let that faggot Jerome take a blade to your head again, did you?”

      “Not your damn business.” Amir pulled the picture out of Jake’s hand and stared down at it. Jake sat up in the bunk and hung his legs over the side, watching his cellmate’s face.

      Amir hit the paper with one hand. “Hey, that McKee guy from Internal Affairs.”

      “And you’re a frigging genius.” Jake jumped down from the bunk and, stepping in front of the toilet, started to relieve himself. “Owen Dean. His real name is Owen Dean.”

      “Whatever, man. More important, who’s the bitch with the tits?”

      Jake walked over and snapped the page out of Amir’s hand. He looked down again at the picture of the movie star having sex with the woman.

      “As a matter of fact, my friend, her name is Tori Douglas. And it just so happens that I know this bitch.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Riding up and down the state road, Sarah found it impossible to identify the place where she’d left her car after the shooting. They did a U-turn and slowed again at the place where Sarah remembered the police car initially pulling her over. Even here, it was difficult to find anything to support her story.

      No glass on the road. No skid marks. Nothing.

      Sarah could feel the skepticism growing by the moment in the Range Rover.

      “It has to be one of the first two or three gravel roads,” she said.

      “Okay, but do we want to get arrested for trespassing on a dismal Thursday morning?” Owen frowned. “I don’t think so.”

      Despite his words, Owen abruptly turned onto one of the side roads, and she glanced over at him in surprise.

      “This is the drive I was coming out of when I saw you last night.”

      Sarah tucked a loose strand of hair behind an ear and pulled a baseball cap on her head as Owen brought the car to a stop.

      “Here we are. This was exactly where you came out of the woods.”

      Sarah looked uncertainly into the woods, dark and forbidding beneath a shroud of morning mist. Try as she might, she could see no break in the thick undergrowth. No place where her car had entered the woods. No gap where she’d come out.

      An icy chill had formed a permanent pool in her belly. She glanced at the man sitting silently behind the wheel and found herself momentarily distracted by the memory of his touch in the kitchen.

      Owen’s short black hair was still wet from his shower. The muscles in his jaw continued to flex as his eyes probed the scene before them. She felt a shiver run through her, and this time it had nothing to do with fear.

      “Ready?”

      She looked at him and again felt her treacherous pulse leap at the way he glanced at her. The gym shorts she’d borrowed were way too big, but with a drawstring, she’d been able to gather the waist enough to keep them up. The T-shirt with the logo for his television show on the back was hanging a little limply over her breasts, but tucking it loosely into the shorts had helped. She should have opted for a sweatshirt, but she hadn’t seen one in the drawers and didn’t want to ask. Her shoes—black suede, muddy, and still wet—made for a perfect match to the ensemble.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      They both stepped out of the car, and Sarah jumped at the bleep of the car alarm. She pushed into the heavy underbrush.

      As soon as the branches closed behind them, she had a sense of being in another world. Damp and dripping in the early morning gloom, the trunks of the trees looked black and ominous. She slipped on a wet rock and recoiled at the feel of some fungus growing on the side of a tree.

      “Real nature girl, eh?” Owen stood beside her.

      “It’s these shoes and this place. How do we know the men who attacked me aren’t still around?”

      Owen looked around and frowned. “No way we can know for sure. But we saw no sign of them out on the main road.”

      “I realize I probably should have asked this before, but you don’t have a gun, do you?”

      He fought back a smile. “Do you want me to shoot somebody now?”

      “No, I just thought, if they’re waiting for us at my car...”

      “Then they’ll be pretty wet sons of bitches.” He peered ahead. “Probably with the storm and all, there is no way you remember which direction you ran from.”

      “This way, I think.” She led him through the tangles of vines and suckers that cluttered the forest floor. “I remember trying to keep my distance from the main road.”

      In a few minutes, they reached a small clearing. She stopped and looked around her.

      “I think I came through here.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “We’re not far from the car.” She turned around and looked again at the tall trees, at the denseness of the woods. “Even with the storm howling as it was, I could have sworn I could see...”

      She hesitated, gauged where the main road was, and then pointed in the direction that she remembered seeing the lights from a house. “Yes. In fact, it was from right here...I could see lights coming through the trees as the wind blew them. A house, I remember thinking. I didn’t know whether I should go toward it, or stay clear of it. I just couldn’t think straight.”

      “Warner’s house.”

      His words brought her head around. She was surprised by the sudden seriousness in his voice. He reached for her hand and pulled her toward a gap in the brush.

      “There are two separate roads that go up onto their property. The one you took may have been the old logging road that circles up around the house. Andrew hasn’t done anything to keep it up.”

      She freed her hand and moved ahead of him. “You said that the house is Warner’s. Is this Warner as in Andrew Warner, the president of Rosecliff College?”

      “Do you know him?”

      “Somewhat.” She looked ahead through the woods for something recognizable. “I believe he is a friend of the Van Horn family. I remember meeting Warner’s wife at Avery’s funeral. Mrs. Warner is...hmm, a hard woman to figure out.”

      “You don’t have to mince words on my account.”

      “I didn’t.” As she turned to glance at him, she tripped over a log protruding from the leaves and undergrowth. Just beyond, the ground dropped off into a gully slick with mud. Before she plunged into the muck, he grabbed her wrist. He reeled her in and she slipped against him.

      His scent was intoxicating. Soap and spice. She was appalled at the reaction that the contact wrought in her body.

      “Okay?”

      She nodded and tried to push back onto her own feet, but he had one arm around her and appeared to have no interest in letting her go. She glanced up and saw the look. The tabloid look. The eyes that spoke of desire. Of sex. His eyes were focused on her mouth. She swallowed hard.

      A sudden breeze in the treetops brought a shower of last night’s rain down on them, breaking the moment.

      “This is a very slippery slope,” she murmured.

      The rustle of undergrowth behind Owen jerked them apart. Turning, he held her behind him. Sarah fought back the sudden rise of bile in her throat. She’d been so foolish to think that she would be safe. How quickly she’d forgotten how close she’d come to death just a few hours before.

      “Stay here,” he whispered.

      He picked up a good-sized stick off the ground and walked along the gully. Sarah was not about to let him walk into some danger alone, and she followed, glancing about for another stick. Abruptly, a cock pheasant erupted from the forest floor in front of them, disappearing in an instant into the treetops in a flurry of feathers and falling leaves.

      Owen gave her a half-grin.

      Sarah’s eyes were caught by something beyond him. There, the sun that was beginning to filter through the trees was reflecting off the hood of her sports car.

      There was no one around it, and there was no sign Sarah could see that anyone had been near it since last night. As Owen busied himself checking the damage to the hood and the windows, Sarah pushed past the pine branches, took her keys out of the ignition, and popped open the trunk. She pulled out her two suitcases and her laptop.

      “Are you going to leave the car here?”

      “I don’t have many options, do I?”

      “I wonder if it’ll start.” He reached out for the keys.

      The ignition clicked, but the engine was not about to turn over. She watched him as he studied the bullet-shattered windows from the inside. “There is certainly enough proof of an attack here. No casual run through the woods would have produced this kind of damage to your windshield.”

      She closed the trunk and stood with her arms full, watching him. Despite the hell she’d gone through, it was a relief to know that someone else could see that none of this was the product of her imagination. As she watched him through the broken rear window, he leaned over and picked up something off the passenger floor.

      She knew what it was.

      Tori’s wallet.

      A pang of grief stabbed at her chest. After today, after she’d gotten her own mess straightened out, she’d have to call California. Someone had to break the sad news to Tori’s mother, and she knew she would have to be the one to do it.

      Mrs. Douglas, Tori is dead.

      Mrs. Douglas, your daughter was murdered, instead of me.

      There was that choking feeling in her throat again. Dead. An innocent woman, who had her whole life in front of her, was dead because she was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      The rustling of leaves accompanied the sound of footfalls not far from where they were. The muffled rumble of a man’s voice came through the trees.

      Sarah dropped her things and pushed to Owen’s side.

      “That way,” she whispered. “Someone’s coming.”

      As agile as a cat, he was out of the car and motioning for her to get down. Without protest, she moved back, keeping the vehicle between her and the approaching intruders.

      The two hunting dogs burst into sight, their noses to the ground as they wove around the trees toward the car.

      “Slow down, boys. Slow down.” It was the voice of an elderly man, from the sound of him, and quite out of breath.

      One of the dogs caught sight of Owen and barked threateningly. He dropped to one knee. “Chip! Skip! Come on, good boys.”

      The animals bounced toward him.

      “Owen, is that you?”

      “Yeah, Andrew,” he called out. “Over here. Watch out for the gully.”

      Relief flooded through Sarah, and she stood up, stretching her palms out toward the excited, friendly beasts. Having greeted her, the two turned their attention back to Owen, racing back and jumping at him with muddy paws and quick licks at his hands and face.

      In a moment Sarah saw a white-haired man appear through the woods. As he gave an enthused wave to Owen, the man she immediately recognized as Andrew Warner was seized by coughing that would not quit. He reached out for a tree trunk, gasping for air.

      Owen went to him. “Where’s your inhaler?”

      Continuing to cough, the older man couldn’t catch his breath long enough to answer.

      “You do have it, don’t you?”

      Andrew Warner gasped for breath, his face turning an ugly shade of purple. He patted the leather pouch at his waist. Owen’s hands were quick, unclipping the pouch and pulling out an inhaler.

      It was a few moments and a couple of puffs on the medicine before Warner’s coughing subsided enough so that he could lean his head back against the tree.

      Sarah’s eyes turned on Owen’s face and what she saw in his expression surprised her. He was clearly worried about the elderly man. And it was not just worry that one would see in the face of someone helping a casual acquaintance. This was deeper.

      She knew the look. It was the visual reflection of the helplessness that you feel when you’re losing someone you really care about. She’d seen it in her own mirror while her mother had been slowly wasting away. This was close to the same grief she’d seen in the judge’s face while Avery had fought so valiantly against death.

      “Owen, I was hoping you’d come.” There was more coughing, but not nearly as violent as the medicine took effect.

      “Didn’t your doctors discourage you from going out in this kind of dampness?” His voice was irritated, snappish.

      “The hell with doctors. I had to get out of the house.”

      “Christ, Andrew! These attacks could kill you.”

      “I’ve had it with that house, Owen. And with her.”

      “Don’t do this. You asked me to come. I’m here. We made a bargain. I’ve met my end. Now it’s your turn, dammit! You’ve got to hold up your end of the deal.”

      Apparently forgotten by Owen, Sarah felt like a trespasser. She knew she was listening to a private conversation—one that she had no right to know anything about.

      “I made another appointment with my doctor for next Friday.”

      “That’s a start.”

      “I want you to come with me.”

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

      “Why? Because of Tracy?”

      “She is your wife, Andrew. It’s her place to go with you.”

      “The hell with Tracy.” The old man’s face turned red again as he started wheezing. “The hell with her selfishness. The hell with her blaming you for everything that I did.”

      Owen’s impatience was too apparent as he jammed the inhaler inside the bag again. “Andrew, if you think this is helping anything...”

      “And stop defending her. She has never in her life said a single kind word about you. Even knowing my feelings for you, in all these years she’s barely been able to muster a shred of civility toward you. So stop taking her side.”

      “I don’t take her side.” He shoved the bag at him. “But you’ve been married to her for fifty years, for chrissake. She’s put up with all your screwing up for a long time, and if you ask me, she has every right to be bitter. And if she wants to hate me along with you, then let her. I am not a ten-year-old anymore. What do I care if she slams a door or two in my face? Christ, Andrew, you said yourself that she’s treated you better than you ever deserved. That’s all that matters now. You’ve got to keep on getting what you need.”

      One of the dogs barked, and the college president’s blue eyes fell for the first time on Sarah. There was a momentary pause, but his gaze narrowed with immediate recognition, despite her baseball cap and baggy clothes.

      “I’ll be damned.” Andrew’s eyes took in the abandoned car. Gray eyebrows arched as he surveyed the shattered glass and the scrub pines hedging in the vehicle.

      “What the hell is this all about?”

      Owen was standing next to her before Sarah could find her voice. “Who said real life is not as exciting as the movies? Andrew, I want you to meet Sarah Rand.”

      “You know her?”

      Sarah extended a hand toward the elderly man. He clasped it in his own. “Actually, we only met last night.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be dead or something?”

      “News of her death has been exaggerated. Sarah only returned from Ireland last night.”

      “I was away for the past two weeks.”

      “Well, that’ll make at least a few people we know quite happy,” Andrew remarked.

      “Yes,” she agreed. “Judge Arnold is innocent.”

      “May be innocent. A little early to tell, if you ask me,” Owen continued. “At any rate, Sarah flew into Providence last night, totally unaware of the circus going on here, and immediately ran into some trouble.” He nodded toward the car. “Some people, it appears, tried to finish what they’d thought was a done deal before.”

      Andrew threw a questioning look from one to the other before turning his attention to the car. He looked back at her. “Shouldn’t you be going to the police, young woman?”

      “She is.”

      “I am.”

      “I’m glad you at least agree on that.”

      “But she needs a day, Andrew. A day to try to figure out what’s going on. Why the frame-up of the judge? If it was a frame. And maybe figure out how a couple of guys who were posing as cops knew she was coming back. They were waiting for her.”

      “As it stands, I can’t trust the local or state police, Dr. Warner.” She motioned toward her car. “That’s what they did to me last night. They were ready to kill me.”

      “Wait a minute! Wait a minute! Let’s start from the beginning.”

      “Let’s not.” To Sarah’s surprise, Owen put an arm around her shoulder and pulled her to his side. She didn’t understand what he was doing but decided to go along for the moment. “Considering everything that’s happening, the less you know, the better.”

      “But—”

      “She’ll be contacting the authorities by the end of the day. All will be made clear to everybody, then. With any luck you can see it on the news tomorrow night.”

      “Owen, if her life is in danger, then so is yours, now.”

      His arm released her. “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve been able to take care of myself for a long time, as you know better than anyone.”

      “Owen—”

      “Do this for me, Andrew. Keep a lid on it for today. For a couple of days, at most.”

      The older man fell silent. “You be careful.”

      “We will.”

      Sarah felt Andrew’s eyes on her back as they walked back to the car for her laptop and luggage. As she reached for one of the bags, Owen picked up Tori’s wallet, open on the ground where he’d dropped it, and handed it to her, taking the luggage himself.

      Andrew Warner and his dogs were still watching them as they moved into the woods toward the Range Rover. Glancing at Owen’s face as they pushed through the underbrush, Sarah saw a different man than the one she’d walked into these woods with such a short while earlier. The man who walked with her now had a past. He had feelings. He displayed emotions. Instead of a movie star, Sarah now saw a man.

      “So I’ve got a couple of days, you say?”
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        * * *

      

      Gray must have been the color of choice when the visiting room of the prison had been redone ten years earlier. Light gray for the top half of the wall, dark gray below, and medium-gray furniture and tables to complete the look. The flooring was white—with gray flecks, naturally.

      By the gray steel door, a guard wearing charcoal slacks and a white shirt with epaulets watched the only occupants of the huge visiting room—two men conversing by way of telephones through the glass divider at one of the rows of tables.

      Wearily putting a check on the list he’d compiled, Judge Arnold looked at the legal pad on the table in front of him, scribbled a few more notes, and then glanced up at the man on the other side of the divider. “Anything else?”

      Evan Steele, the head of Steele Security, flipped through a few pages of his small notebook. “We are still unable to find anyone who can pinpoint the getaway car on the day of her murder. There were a couple dozen cars—tourists and year-rounders—lining the dead-end street. We’re continuing to check, but nobody is coming in with any useful information.”

      “How about the police? Do they have anything on it?”

      “No hard evidence. I think they’ve decided that Sarah’s car was used to move the body since the vehicle is still missing.” Steele, an unsmiling, studious-looking man with salt-and-pepper hair, flipped through his book a few seconds more and then closed it, tucking it into his inside jacket pocket. “Senator Rutherford’s office called again. They want you to know that the senator himself is planning to call Judge Wilson next week to request another bail hearing.”

      “Right. Well, fat chance of him getting anywhere with that bitch before the preliminary hearing.” A small muscle started to twitch in the older man’s neck. “What’s my stepson up to these days?”

      “The papers are still hounding him at work and at home. But Hal is laying low.”

      “All right, Evan. That’s the official report. Now why don’t you give me the report I’m paying you for.”

      “He took off sailing on Monday for Block Island.”

      “So, the bastard is already flaunting the control of his inheritance at me.”

      “Actually, it was your lawyer’s suggestion. Scott thought that Hal’s image of all work and no play could prove detrimental to your case,” Steele explained. “Also, by convincing Hal to go away, he thinks we might manage to take some heat off of you. The media loves him, and as long as he’s around and suffering from all his recent loss…”

      “Bullshit!”

      “Well, sir, with him gone I had a better chance of digging into his books as you wanted me to.”

      “Now you are getting someplace.” The judge rubbed the jumping muscle in his neck. “What did you find?”

      “He made a large withdrawal from his trust account this month.”

      “How large?”

      “Fifty thousand.”

      Judge Arnold sat forward. “That could be something, Evan. That money could be a payoff for any kind of job...even murder. Did you tell Scott about it?”

      “Yes, sir. But he already had an idea what the money was for.”

      “What?” the judge snapped.

      “Your son was planning⁠—”

      “Stepson.”

      “Stepson,” Steele repeated with a frown. “Hal hinted to Scott that he was planning an elaborate marriage proposal. It’s possible some of the money was used on a ring we know he picked out for Sarah.”

      “She wouldn’t take him four years ago. She certainly wouldn’t have a damn thing to do with him now.” The tic in the judge’s neck appeared to be worsening, but he gave up rubbing it. “And I don’t believe any of this bullshit. There was no way Sarah would have kept it from me if she was getting involved with him again. No way in hell she would do such a thing to me.”

      Steele sat back, his gaze intent on the judge’s face.

      “Keep a close watch on him, Evan. He can pull all the wool he wants over everyone else’s eyes, but I know what he is all about.” Judge Arnold lowered his voice. “I want to know every step he takes. Everyone he speaks to. I am not going to let that son of a bitch take me down. No way in hell is he going to come out on top on this. Do you hear me?”

      “Perfectly, sir.”
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        * * *

      

      Archer reached for the single-page report Bob McHugh dropped on the desk.

      “There were three outgoing calls made from that mausoleum last night.” He sat heavily on the metal chair. “Number one went to Henry Van Horn’s home number, who by the way is still out of town. The second one was the 911 call. And the third phone call was made to our new celebrity in town, Owen Dean.”

      Archer shuffled through a stack of pink messages on his desk and dragged up the one he was looking for. He stared at it, comparing the phone numbers.

      McHugh peered at the message, reading it upside down. “Hey, check out the times.”

      The detective nodded. “He leaves me a message at 1:07 a.m., and then gets a call from the Van Horn Mansion at 1:22. Now, who would be calling him at that time of the night?”

      “Should I ring him up and drag his pretty face out of bed?”

      Archer pushed the slip of paper into a thick file on his desk. “Nah. I think I’ll just pay Mr. Dean a personal visit this morning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Andrew Warner was dying. Aside from Tracy, Owen knew that just a few others knew what was coming.

      Owen had read everything he could find on lung cancer. He’d read about hospice. He’d read about death and dying. They all said essentially the same thing.

      Everybody eventually died. It was part of the deal. Sadness for some final moment shouldn’t dominate a person’s life; rather, celebration for each passing day should be the driving force. What an incredible opportunity to wake up in the morning and be able to challenge the world again and again. Living every moment.

      What a crock of shit, Owen thought as he sped across the Jamestown Bridge. All bullshit. But it was the same bullshit that he had used to convince himself to come to Newport. To try to recreate something he and Andrew had never had. Something they would never have.

      “You mean a lot to him.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Her silence drew his glance. She was staring out the window. The morning sun had completely burned through the mists and was sparkling off the raindrops on the bridge. Christ. He had no reason to snap at her.

      “We’re old friends,” he said, his tone gentler.

      Her face turned, and her eyes met his. “It shows.”

      He shifted his gaze back to the road. She didn’t ask any more questions, so he let it go. It wasn’t something he wanted to talk about.

      Old friends. For years, that had always been his answer to anyone who asked about Owen’s relationship with the older man. But that hadn’t always been his answer.

      He’s just a friend of my mother’s.

      He’s the guy who takes care of us.

      He’s the one who checked my mother into this...this hospital.

      Yeah, he’s the guy who pulled some strings to get me out of that mess.

      Him? He just keeps track of me. He knows the headmaster.

      Owen had given a number of answers over the years. But he’d been a kid at first, living in the slums of West Philly with his substance-abusing mother, and not understanding what exactly Andrew Warner was to them. And to this day, after all the half-assed explanations the older man had given him over the years, he still didn’t know. Not really. Not really.

      Well, maybe now was the time.

      “Would it be too much to ask if we were to stop at your place first?”

      Sarah’s question broke into Owen’s brooding thoughts, and he threw a quick look at her.

      “I’d like to change into my own clothes. Also, I’d hate to drop in at the office in broad daylight and run into someone I know.”

      “I thought you said the office was shut down for the month.”

      “It is. But with Judge Arnold being held at ACI, and me supposedly dead, I have no idea what the schedule is. Linda could easily be there today.”

      “Linda?”

      “Our office manager. She pretty much runs the office, the schedules, the business side of things.” She adjusted the laptop by her feet. “I can call the office, and if there is no answer, I can access a lot of the files remotely.”

      “Don’t you trust this Linda?”

      “Of course I do. But I don’t want to get any more people involved than I have. I am supposed to be dead, and it’s just not that easy explaining to people in twenty-five words or less what I’m trying to do.” He sensed her gaze on his face. “And not everybody will be as trusting and as accepting as Dr. Warner.”

      It was his cue, but he was done discussing Andrew. He was done even thinking about him for today. There was a big mess in Owen’s lap right now. A big mess named Sarah Rand.

      Owen made a quick stop at a convenience store and picked up some necessities while she waited in the car. There was nothing that resembled food in that refrigerator.

      It was still just a little after seven in the morning when they turned off Ocean Drive onto the long driveway leading to his building. He pulled into his usual parking space.

      She took her laptop, her leather case, and one of the grocery bags.

      “I’ll make a second trip for the other bags,” he said, picking up her suitcases.

      “Could we use your entrance off the terrace?”

      “Of course.” In fact, it was probably a good idea. Being a working actor had its rewards, but privacy wasn’t one of them, and bringing home a woman was sure to attract the attention of...well, at least a few of his neighbors.

      He led the way along the stone wall to the flagstone terrace and his sliding glass door and unlocked it.

      Once inside, Owen paused a moment by the door and watched with amusement as Sarah moved comfortably about the place, dropping her case on the sofa, putting the laptop on the coffee table, taking the groceries into the kitchen. All traces of vulnerability were gone and this suited him just fine. He couldn’t afford to let himself forget who she was and why she was staying with him. He remembered the suitcases that he still held in each hand.

      “You can leave those anywhere.”

      He met the friendly green eyes. “I only have one bedroom.”

      A blush crept up into her cheeks, but she didn’t look away. “I should only be here until tonight.”

      “That’s good.”

      He could feel her eyes following him as he took the suitcases into his bedroom. He deposited them on the bed and went back to the living room. She was still standing where he’d left her. There was no mistaking it. There was a sexual pull between them. But somehow, running to Andrew had sobered Owen to his responsibilities. “I’ll get the rest of the groceries out of the car.”

      “Do you want help?”

      “No. I can handle it.”

      There was a smile and an expression of gratitude.

      He was shutting the back door of the Range Rover when he heard the car coming down the drive. The sixth sense he’d cultivated as a certified juvenile delinquent told him who it was before he even looked. The car pulled up beside him.

      “Mr. Dean?”

      Owen looked blankly at the man behind the wheel. At the wrinkled, white, short-sleeved shirt. At a shiny tie so shapeless and worn that Owen figured it must have been handed down father-to-son since sometime around the Crusades. The driver’s arm was draped over the mirror on the outside of the unmarked car.

      “Aren’t you Owen Dean?”

      “Captain Archer, I presume.”

      “That’s right. Dan Archer.” A set of uneven teeth flashed in the man’s pallid face. He ran a hand through his thinning hair. “How did you know?”

      “Just a lucky guess.” Owen moved the bag of groceries from one arm to the other. “What can I do for you, Captain?”

      “Hold on.” Archer pulled into the parking space next to Owen’s and quickly got out of the car. “Actually, I’m here to ask you the same thing.”

      Owen leaned against the back of his car and faced the man. “A return phone call would have done just as well. No reason to drive all the way out here.”

      “Hey, it’s not every day I get a chance to visit a movie star in his little hideaway.” The man surveyed the stone chateau. “Nice place to hang your hat.”

      “It’s all condos, Captain. I only rent a little apartment. Not much to it, really.” The way the man’s eyes continued to scan the building, Owen knew no matter what he said, Archer was still determined to be impressed. “I appreciate you coming, but as far as my phone call last night...”

      “Anything in the bag gonna melt?”

      Owen glanced down at the bag of groceries in his arm. “No. I just got back. Now as far as the call...”

      “I was just finishing up the night shift. So, no problem swinging by. But yeah. Jeez, it was a long night. How about a cup of coffee for an overworked civil servant, while you tell me what you called about?”

      “Sorry, Captain, but I’m expecting an important call.”

      “Hey, I understand. I won’t stay long. You want a hand with that bag?”

      Owen frowned at the detective. No longer distracted by the building or the fancy cars parked nearby, Archer was focusing on Owen himself. The detective’s eyes had a hawkish look to them. Owen had not invited him in, and the policeman’s instincts were obviously aroused. “I’m fine with the bag. Why don’t you come in, then?”

      He led the detective through the main door of the converted mansion. “Have you been inside the chateau before?”

      “Nah! I don’t often get to see the insides of any of these fancy places. Unless, of course, there’s a drug bust or something. My wife and I got a little place in the Fifth Ward. A little noisier now with tourists than it used to be, but it’s home.”

      Owen stopped in the great hall beyond the entry foyer. Archer’s eyes assessed the giant crystal chandelier hanging overhead. The twin sets of marble stairs hugging the two walls. Owen pointed at a sofa near the dark, cavernous fireplace.

      “If you wait here a minute, I’ll just run this down to my apartment. There’s a library at the south end of the building. It looks out on the terrace and the ocean. Worth the price of admission itself.”

      “I’ll take a rain check on that one, Mr. Dean. It was a long night for me, and that cup of coffee would do me just fine.”

      “Sure. Another time.”

      As they walked down the hallway toward his door, Owen’s mind raced with explanations for Sarah’s presence in his apartment. They reached his door, and he jingled the keys in his hand, pausing as Archer bent down to pick up the newspaper.

      Owen turned the key in the lock and pushed the door open.

      “Honey, I’m home.”
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        * * *

      

      “What are you worrying about? If she was going to go to the goddamn cops, she’d have done it last night, when she clocked me with that fifty-pound dumbbell.”

      “You were already paid for the job, Frankie,” the voice barked through the phone.

      “Look, I tried to snuff the second broad for you. Gratis, as my lawyer would say. Now, if Jake was out, he never woulda agreed to do a second hit for nothing like that.”

      “For nothing, you fat fuck? You never did it in the first place.”

      “I did. I mean, Jake did.” Frankie weaseled. “Trust me, that was no hundred-pound fish we dragged outta that condo. I mean, how else could those cops have made the blood match between the bitch’s apartment and the judge’s boat, if there was no stiff?”

      “That won’t mean shit if she turns up, asshole.” The voice turned low and menacing. “You know how I feel about being crossed, Frankie. In fact, just last night I met with a couple of your friends who were telling me they’d be more than willing to stuff your face down a john for free.”

      Frankie swiped at beads of sweat forming on his brow with the back of a fleshy hand. “Look, what do you want me to do? I don’t even know where the bitch is hiding right now.”

      “Read my lips, Frankie. Finish. The. Fucking. Job. If you don’t, I’ll get someone who will finish her and you both. Got it?”
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        * * *

      

      Scott Rosen shut the telephone off and placed it on the arm of the oversized leather chair in his study. His fingers reached for the TV remote. The lawyer immediately turned the volume back up as the morning news flashed video clips of the news stories ahead.

      A five-car pile-up on the S-curve into Providence. A fourteen-year-old girl previously missing from Warwick found in Boston. A shot of Senator Gordon Rutherford commenting on a botched drug bust in Cranston. Sports. Weather.

      “You didn’t come to bed last night.” Lucy’s arms encircled his neck from behind and he trapped her two hands in one of his own. “Does my tossing and turning bother you?”

      “No, of course not.”

      She stroked the morning whiskers on Scott’s face before reaching up and removing the glasses from his nose. She cleaned them with the bottom of his T-shirt before putting them back on his nose. “I’ve never seen you so consumed by a case as you are with this one.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Judge Arnold might be the one locked up, but you are the one who seems to be suffering the most. What is it, Scott? I’ve never known you to keep yourself away from me like you have over the past couple of weeks.” She brushed a kiss across his temple. “You know I’m not a nosy wife. I never pry into your work or try to compete with it for your attention. I’m just starting to worry about you.”

      He placed a kiss absently on her arm, but his attention remained focused on the television set. “I have a lot on my mind right now, honey. I’m sorry.”

      The uncomfortable silence was filled by an obnoxious car commercial.

      “I think this baby is coming sooner than we think.” She placed a kiss on top of his mussed hair and pushed herself upright. She was a master at maintaining her dignity. “I wish you could have come with me last night to the birthing class. Everything seems so real now. So imminent.”

      Lucy continued to talk as she headed toward the kitchen, but Scott reached over and picked up the remote, turning the volume up higher as Senator Rutherford’s tanned face flashed onto the screen.

      
        
        …should all be commending these dedicated police officers, rather than criticizing their actions. But in the end, it all comes back to the bill I have been pushing in the Senate. A bill that will put more police on the street, and provide more resources for local and state law enforcement agencies across the country.

      

      

      The caption Murder by the Sea showed in red letters behind the newscaster, who introduced the segment with a comment that new allegations were surfacing that Judge Arnold, being held for the murder of Sarah Rand, might have had a hand in the death of his wife, a month earlier.

      Scott watched the senator again appear onscreen, responding to a question obviously posed at the same press conference.

      “These rumors of Judge Arnold’s possible involvement in the tragic death of his beloved wife Avery are despicable. Anyone fortunate enough to know Avery Van Horn Arnold, knows that her death was the result of a long and courageous battle against cancer. I know what it is like to lose a spouse, and Judge Arnold does not need the added pain of such unfounded innuendo.”

      “Clever. Very clever.” Scott absently reached up and accepted the cup of coffee Lucy handed him.

      “I didn’t know he ever was married.” She sat down on the arm of the oversized chair, both hands protectively wrapped around her bulging stomach.

      “Twenty years ago.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “She ran away with a traveling salesman.”

      Lucy took the remote out of his lap and muted the volume as another commercial came on. “Seriously. What happened to her?”

      “She took off during his first Senate race.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Probably because he is a workaholic. No doubt she couldn’t accept playing second fiddle to anything in his life.”

      Lucy’s fingers lifted his chin until he was looking into her large brown eyes. “Well, you can forget it, Scott Rosen. I am not running away.”

      “Good!” he said, his hand resting hesitantly on her firm belly.

      “But you, on the other hand, had better get going before I have to kick your butt from here to the office.”

      Scott Rosen made his way up the stairs. As he stepped into the shower, he could not know that his wife was picking up the phone and dialing the code to check the last incoming call.

      Wordlessly, Lucy scratched the number on a piece of paper and tucked it safely away before heading upstairs herself.
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      She was nowhere in sight. The laptop sat open on the coffee table. Her leather case sat on the floor, tucked halfway under an oversized pillow that had fallen to the ground. The bedroom door was nearly shut.

      “You married?” Archer asked, surprise in his voice.

      “No, why do you ask?”

      “Well, that ‘Honey, I’m home’ thing sounded pretty domestic.”

      “No. Just a private joke. It goes with the territory, you know? Talking to yourself? Writing at all hours of the day?” He closed the laptop on his way to the kitchen. “High test or decaf?”

      “Nothing but the real stuff for me.”

      Owen, dropping the bag on the counter, was relieved to find no sign of Sarah in the kitchen, either. The coffee was already started.

      “Very trusting, leaving your doors and windows open like this.”

      “They tell me it’s a safe neighborhood.” He watched as the detective walked toward the terrace door. He slid open the screen door and stepped outside. Following him, Owen picked up some old newspapers from a side table and dropped them on the floor, effectively hiding Sarah’s leather case.

      “Nice view.” Archer came back inside. His trained eyes surveyed the spacious living room. “It must cost a few bucks to live in a place like this.”

      “Not too bad.” Owen returned to the kitchen and put the groceries away.

      “How about a twenty-five-cent tour?”

      “What you see is what you get.” Owen thought his tone was a little short, but he suddenly didn’t give a damn. “All that you haven’t seen is the bedroom, and if you don’t mind...”

      “Hell, no.”

      “It might be the end of the shift for you, Captain, but I’m just starting my work day. Sugar or cream?”

      “Black for me.”

      Two mugs were sitting next to the already percolating pot. Owen filled the cups and plunked them down on the counter separating the kitchen from the living room. After studying the pictures on the walls, Archer finally came by the counter and sat on the high chair facing the kitchen. “You live alone?”

      Owen bristled at the question. But he took a sip of his coffee and nodded curtly. “Most of the time. Now about my message last night.”

      “I imagine you’re a popular guy.”

      “Did I mention that I’m waiting for an important phone call?”

      “Yeah, as a matter of fact, you did.”

      “Good.” Owen frowned as Archer openly eyed a stack of unopened mail sitting near his elbow.

      “So, they’ve found you already. Prison letters.”

      “Just part of the job.”

      “Do you ever use them?” Archer picked some up, checking the return addresses on each of them. “I mean, in your shows and everything. Do you use them for material?”

      “No. That’s what I have script writers for. I don’t do it all, Captain.” Owen took the envelopes out of the detective’s hand, tossing them onto the kitchen table. He glanced down at his watch. “My free time is running out, Captain.”

      Red patches appeared on the detective’s pale face. “Okay. Why don’t you start from the beginning?”

      “Sometime before midnight last night, I was coming home from a dinner party out past Wickford. I gave a ride to a woman who was stranded on the side of Route 1A. She said her car had run out of gas. I brought her back to Newport and dropped her off at the Visitor’s Center.”

      Archer’s face had regained its customary ashen hue. He took a pack of cigarettes out of his shirt pocket, but seeing Owen’s frown, he put it away. “Sorry. Go on.”

      “When I got back to my apartment, I was just glancing at yesterday’s newspaper, and I just thought the woman I picked up and dropped off looked a little like this Sarah Rand. So that’s when I called and left a message.”

      “What was her name?”

      Owen took a long sip of the coffee. “Mary or Marie or Marla. I don’t remember. She didn’t give me a last name.”

      “What did she look like?”

      “Light brown hair. Little bit rounded, especially around the hips. And she was soaking wet.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I thought she kind of looked plain.”

      “Mr. Dean, you ever met Sarah Rand?”

      “No. Just pictures in the newspapers.”

      Archer looked around him and spotted the newspapers on the floor. He got off the stool and crossed the room. Leaning over, he picked up yesterday’s paper. Owen looked at the leather case, now exposed to view. The detective folded the paper and put it on the counter in front of Owen.

      “Did she look anything like this?”

      Owen glanced down at Sarah’s classic face. “Is this a new picture? You never know with photographs. I mean, this could have been taken during her college years.”

      Archer frowned at him and then studied the picture. “No. This was taken less than a year ago. She was making a presentation at some Bar Association thing. Now, the woman you picked up last night—did she look anything like this one?”

      Owen looked at her again. “The nose. Or the mouth. Something struck me. She was pretty well dressed, despite being completely soaked by the rain.”

      Archer reached into his back pocket and took out a small notepad. “So you believe this woman, this Mary or Maria or Marla, was Sarah Rand.”

      “I can’t say that. What I said was that she looked a little like the dead woman.”

      Archer scratched his balding head. “So you called to tell us that?”

      “I didn’t remember reading in the papers anything about close kin. Family, that sort of thing. So I thought, maybe she could be a sister or something. I don’t know...just trying to be of some help. Hey, it was late.”

      Archer took a pen out of his pocket and leafed through the small notebook until he got to a blank page. “Did you get a license plate number on her car?”

      “Nope. I didn’t see the car.”

      “But you said she ran out of gas.”

      “That’s what she said, but she’d been walking in the rain looking for a gas station. She wasn’t next to her car.”

      Archer tapped the pen on the counter and looked up at Owen. “Did you pass a car on the side of the road before you saw her?”

      “Don’t remember any. I was talking on my cell phone, so I wasn’t paying any attention.”

      “Who were you talking to?”

      “It was business.” Owen looked down at his watch again.

      “Did she tell you where she lives?”

      “No.”

      “Did you wait at the Visitors Center until she got into a cab?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “No reason to. The place was well-lit, and she said she was all set.”

      “Did she ask to use your cell phone when she was in your car?”

      “No.”

      “If her car was out of gas, wouldn’t you think she’d want to call AAA or the police or...”

      Owen straightened from where he was leaning against the counter. “Captain, I’m a busy man and now you know what I know.”

      “To be honest, Mr. Dean, that’s not much.”

      Owen picked up the detective’s coffee and put it in the sink with his own cup. “If you’ll excuse me.”

      Archer climbed down from the stool and put the notebook and pen back in his pocket. “Mr. Dean, have you ever been acquainted with the Van Horn family?”

      “No, I’ve never had the pleasure.”

      “How about Judge Arnold?”

      He shook his head. “I can’t help you there either, Captain. This is my first visit to Newport.”

      The detective cast a cursory glance around the room. “Last night, after you left a message at the station, what did you do next?”

      “I went to bed, of course.” His answer was immediate, but the quick recollection of the cop following Sarah and him to the convenience store parking lot flashed into his mind.

      “Did you receive any calls after calling the station?”

      “I am working both the East Coast and West Coast hours, Captain. Of course, there were more calls,” Owen responded, defensiveness evident in his voice. He stalked around the counter, ready to usher the man out. “I know my call to you might have been a nuisance, and I apologize for the unnecessary trip you had to take this morning.”

      “No, not at all,” Archer responded breezily. “I don’t get a chance to chit-chat with the rich and famous too often.” The hawk eyes scanned the apartment again, this time focusing on the half-closed bedroom door. “You mind if I use your bathroom before I go?”

      Owen hesitated for a moment remembering Sarah’s wet clothes in there. “Sure. Just give me a second.” He marched straight to the bathroom door and walked inside. To his annoyance, Archer was right behind him.

      Glancing inside, Owen could see that Sarah’s things were gone. On the far side of the bathroom, a second door that connected to his bedroom was wide open. Owen closed it firmly.

      “All yours.”

      He walked out. As soon as Archer had closed the door, Owen took a quick look inside the bedroom. No sign of Sarah or her suitcases. He glanced in the direction of the walk-in closet before going back to the sofa and picking up her leather case. A makeup case and lipstick were visible in the open bag. He tucked it next to his desk on the far side of the room.

      The toilet flushed in the bathroom, but when Archer didn’t immediately appear, Owen realized with dismay that the detective had used the door into his bedroom.

      Sarah’s words flashed back to him. Two cops had made an attempt on her life. After seeing the condition of her car, he believed her. But the true identity of those ‘cops’ was still a puzzle. Fake IDs, stolen police cars—Owen made movies, so he knew how easy it was to make things look believable and official. But that was television. Now, realizing the son of a bitch was in his bedroom, Owen bristled with alarm.

      His action was instinctive. He picked up a couple of sealed letters and the letter opener off his desk and moved quietly toward the bedroom door. He could hear Archer moving around the room.

      Glancing in, he watched Archer paw through the junk Owen dumped on one of the dressers every night. Pocket change. Credit card receipts. Business cards. Then Owen saw Archer’s gaze shift. The bedside table. The fancy appointment book, open beside the phone.

      It wasn’t his. It had to be Sarah’s. Archer took a step toward it.

      “So you decided to give yourself the twenty-five-cent tour anyway?” Owen slid the scale model of the Wallace’s sword under the flap of the envelope and ripped it open with a snap.

      Archer stiffened and turned to him slowly. He eyed the gleaming blade briefly but then put on an embarrassed look.

      “Couldn’t help myself. Hope you don’t mind.”

      “As a matter of fact, I do.” Without taking the letter out of the first opened envelope, Owen used the model sword to rip open the second one.

      Archer’s eyes lit again on the ornate weapon in Owen’s hand. “Impressive dagger you got there.”

      “Just a letter opener. A gift from Mel Gibson.”

      “No kidding?” The detective’s eyebrows shot up, and Owen backed away, giving Archer room to pass in front of him and out of the bedroom.

      “Oh, one more question,” Archer said. “What time was it exactly that you picked up this woman?”

      Owen drew a blank, trying to sort out the significance of the question. “I don’t remember the exact time.”

      “You called the station at 1:07.”

      Owen shrugged. “As I said before, I didn’t really pay much attention to the time.”

      “I can see how that could happen. But I might have to call on you again, Mr. Dean. In case it turns out that this Mary Maria Marla is important, after all.”

      Owen ushered him straight to the door. “You have my phone number, Captain. I’d much prefer a call over a visit.”

      Archer’s eyes narrowed before stepping into the hall. “They all do, Mr. Dean. They all do.”
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      She was already up, installed in a Mackintosh chair at the table by the bay window, a cup of tea in front of her when Andrew came into the kitchen.

      The dogs, happy to be free of their leads, ignored her completely and disappeared through the doorway into the house. Andrew stood by the mud room door and considered doing the same himself.

      “Have a nice walk?”

      He ignored the question and took his jacket off, hanging it on one of the hooks that lined the wainscotted mudroom wall. He kicked off his heavy boots.

      “You didn’t come to bed at all last night.”

      Sparing her not even a single glance, he took off the pouch of medicine at his waist and threw it on the counter. Getting a glass out of a cabinet, he filled it with water and headed for the door. She left her empty tea cup on the table, following him as Andrew picked up the newspaper and left the kitchen.

      “Don’t you want some breakfast?”

      “Not hungry.”

      Tracy followed Andrew into his study.

      This was his domain. All dark wood and leather. All bookcases and clutter. She hated the room and that made Andrew all the more eager to love it and spend his time there.

      “Did you take your pills this morning?”

      “Of course.” He sat in his favorite chair and buried his nose in the morning paper.

      “The Johnsons invited us to go sailing with them out to Block Island next weekend. I told them I’d need to check with you first.” She started tidying up the newspapers on the coffee table. “And Mildred called again. She is still being quite nosy about seeing us coming out of that...damn, what was his name, anyway? that oncologist’s office last month. She’s got great intuition, never mind all the people she knows at the hospital. She’ll guess at it sooner or later.”

      Andrew said nothing. No grunt of acknowledgment. Nothing. He tried to focus on the box scores. Red Sox were still making it interesting, and here it was almost September.

      “Andrew, I still can’t understand why you’re making all this fuss about keeping everything private. I’ve been doing quite a bit of reading on the subject. To battle cancer, doctors and medicines are not enough. They all say it. You need the support of friends. People who care for you and will help you get through the difficult times.”

      Andrew lowered the newspaper onto his lap. “I need Owen.”

      A frown creased Tracy’s face as she straightened up beside the table. “I wasn’t talking about him.”

      The old man folded the paper methodically and dropped it next to his chair. His blue eyes were tired when they met his wife’s. “I’m dying, Tracy.”

      “You’re not dying, Andrew.”

      “Did you see anything about ‘denial’ in all that reading you’re doing?”

      “I’m saying this is not the time for exaggeration.”

      “You’re right. Nor is it the time for guilt or lies or vindictiveness.”

      Thin arms folded across her chest. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Fine. It’s your call, Tracy. Admit it, live through it, or let me be.”

      She avoided his stare and walked toward the window. “You are talking in riddles. And that’s all his influence. He wants to ruin you, ruin our marriage. Right now, with the stress of your illness, I just can’t deal with it. He has to leave. You have to send him away.”

      “No.” The quiet severity of his tone snapped her head around. “I’ll never make that mistake again. I want Owen in my life. That’s my choice. And for the first time in my life, I’m going to have my way in this.”

      Tears pooled in her eyes. “So you’re forcing me to leave. After all of our years together, you are choosing him over me.”

      “Only if you make it that kind of choice.” He shook his head. “This is not some stranger. This is Owen. Tracy, I have to make up for the past somehow. There’s no time left. I have only two months to live to do the⁠—”

      “That’s a lie,” she cried. “Those doctors. They said six months. The ones in Boston said maybe two years. Mildred’s husband...”

      “Look.” Andrew’s words were spoken slowly, matter-of-factly. “I’m not about to let anyone hook me up to a bunch of tubes. I’m not going to live like that, lose what dignity I have, just so I can keep breathing for a few extra weeks. What’s the point of that?”

      “But you can’t just...”

      He waved her off. “Two months. That’s all I have left, and I can accept that. But this time that I have left, these last few weeks of my life, I’m not going to waste any of it. I’m going to mend the past.”

      “But with him. It always has to do with him. What about me? What about the wrong he’s done to me? To us? To our marriage?”

      A moment of silence fell between them. He could feel the cough coming on but willed it back. Picking up the glass of water, he drank half of it down. Andrew leaned forward heavily on his elbows, his eyes tracing the patterns on the large Persian rug on the floor.

      “Tracy, I know I don’t deserve the loyalty you’ve given me, the love you’ve managed to sustain for me. God knows I’ve been unworthy of the years you’ve put in with me.”

      A small sound escaped her throat as the woman glided to her husband’s chair. Crouching on the floor, she reached for his hand. “I love you, Andrew. I’ve always loved you.”

      His face lifted, his blue eyes misty. “I know. And I think that’s been the worst part. The guilt of having you stick by me no matter how much I tried to screw up our marriage.”

      “Andrew.”

      “No, Tracy.” He clasped one of her hands tightly in his own and looked fiercely into her eyes. “Listen. Because, by God, if you don’t listen now, I’ll go right out that door. I’ll walk away from our marriage and from our life.”

      “You can’t do that to me. Not in these last days.”

      “I can and I will. It’s up to you. Don’t force me to choose.”

      The older woman’s back straightened. Her lips formed a tight, thin line. But she remained silent. Her gaze did not waver as she looked into her husband’s eyes.

      “Owen’s mother wasn’t the first woman I had an affair with. There were many before her. Coworkers, students, friends. Remember the day you had that last miscarriage? I left the hospital that night with Angie, your cousin. We got drunk together and...”

      She made a choking sound and wrenched her hand out of his grasp. She stood up and moved to the bookcase on the far side of the room.

      “I know how horrible that sounds. So self-centered. Heartless, even. I was a man who was so confident of your love, and yet I still took such pleasure in screwing every woman who even looked twice at me.” He paused until she turned around. “I wanted a son. I was the last of my line. I wanted a child then so badly I considered divorcing you a thousand times. Instead, I just went out and had sex with every woman I could find.”

      A sob escaped the older woman’s throat as she stared down at the floor. Andrew watched tears roll down the drawn face, dropping onto the expensive silk house dress.

      “As much as you loved me, Tracy, I was ready to leave you. An excuse. I know now that’s what I was after. A woman...another woman carrying my child. The illicitness of it? An ugly divorce? None of that mattered to me. I didn’t care about the consequences.”

      Andrew gazed steadily at his wife. Finally, she lifted her chin and looked across the room at him.

      “And don’t tell me you didn’t know any of this,” he continued. “I was not discreet. But you were the very picture of devotion and understanding. You never threatened to leave me. You never even confronted me about the rumors that I know went around every place we ever lived.”

      “I knew we’ve had problems, Andrew. But I loved you then as I love you now. I knew with time you’d change. You’d settle down.”

      “And I did change. I changed the day I found out about Owen. My son.”

      Anger flashed into Tracy’s eyes. “She lied. The woman was a whore. That boy could have been the offspring of anyone.”

      Andrew slammed a fist into his other hand, temper quickly erupting in his blue eyes. “Becky was no whore. When I started that affair with her, she was my student. A simple, eighteen-year-old girl. I was the first man she ever slept with.”

      “But you didn’t see her for years after that first year. She left school. He could have been anyone’s!”

      “But he wasn’t. I checked all of that. Hospital records. Talking to people she stayed with after she dropped out of school. For God’s sake, she was already several months pregnant when she left school.”

      “If the baby was yours, she would have told you.”

      “No.” Andrew shook his head. “Not Becky. She was too proud and too guilt-ridden about having an affair with a married man. No, she took it all on herself.”

      “She wasn’t too proud when she contacted you later, wanting money to take care of her brat.”

      “My son,” he snapped. “She needed money to take care of my son. By the time she contacted me, she was desperate. And I had done all of this to her. I was the one who had ruined her life.”

      “You didn’t pour liquor down her throat. You didn’t put needles in her arm or make her pose for disgusting pictures. You didn’t turn her into a whore.”

      “But I did, Tracy.” Andrew ran his fingers through his hair. “Don’t you see? You’re doing it again. Blaming Becky, blaming everyone, refusing to admit that the true fault lay with your husband. If I hadn’t seduced that young woman, she would have finished her education and gone back home. She would have had a chance for a decent life—a husband, children, a future. But I destroyed that chance. I destroyed her.”

      His voice was shaking, and he sat back in the chair.

      “Even with the mess her life turned into, even with her addiction, the pornography, the prostitution, everything...I still would have divorced you and married her when I found out about Owen. But she wouldn’t have any part of that. Any part of me. Even as screwed up as she was, she still wouldn’t break up a home.”

      Tracy’s voice was as still as a mountain pool. “After all these years, you still love her more than you ever loved me.”

      “I was infatuated with her when I first laid eyes on her. Her beauty, her innocence, her youth. But like it or not, in my own twisted way, I still loved you. I continued to love you until the day you turned Owen away.” Her gaze avoided his as he looked across the room at her. “He had never done anything to you. He was only a child when I brought him home with me after Becky died. Do you remember that day?”

      She was silent, but he knew she remembered.

      “I told you everything that day. The truth about Becky, about Owen. I promised you I’d change. And you acted as if nothing had ever happened. As if I were some saint, and all my confessions were just made-up tales. Stories invented for effect.”

      “You wanted forgiveness, and I gave it to you.”

      “You didn’t give me forgiveness. You gave me denial. But what I wanted was acceptance. Acceptance of my son. A home for him. But you refused. You treated him with less compassion than you’d have given a stray dog.” He rested his head on the back of the chair and stared blankly ahead. “Do you remember your threats? That if I were to claim him openly as my son, you would ruin him. You said you would tell everyone what a whore his mother was. That it was a lie that I was his father. Everyone would know, you said. You would torment him until he ran away.”

      “It was just money that he was after. And you gave him plenty of it over the years.”

      “For God’s sake, Tracy, he was only ten when I brought him home. He needed a family. A home. A real home. And you refused to let him stay. Money!” Andrew snorted. “God, it’s amazing that your bile hasn’t choked you over the years. Do you know why Owen dropped out of college the first year? Do you know why he moved across the country and tried to put as much distance as he could between us?”

      Her chin lifted and she stood rigidly.

      “He went away because he didn’t want my money. Because, like his mother, he was too proud to accept charity from a stranger.” He ran a thin hand over his face. “A stranger. I was just somebody who’d paid for him to grow up in good boarding schools. That’s what he thought of me all those years growing up. Not a father. Just an old man who’d been kind to his mother in her last days. Tracy, you kept my son from knowing his father. You kept us from being a family. And I let you. I let you.”

      He turned in his chair and looked away from her. A knot rose in his throat that he thought would choke him. One small arm encircled his shoulders. She was sitting on the arm of the chair.

      “He is a grown man, Andrew. He has everything he needs. There was nothing you could have done for him that could have been better than what he’s done for himself.”

      He turned to her, shaking off her arm. Blue eyes, red-rimmed with anger, met hers.

      “You still don’t understand. This is not about him anymore. This is about me. About me dying without ever having had the chance to tell Owen that I’m his real father. This is about me begging forgiveness of my son.”
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      The deadbolt slid into place with a loud snap. Owen moved quickly across the room and closed the sliding glass door, locking that as well. Next, he pulled the cord for the shades, shutting out the light and the prying eyes of intruders—and policemen.

      Standing in the protective darkness of his plush cocoon, he still had difficulty quelling the irritation of Archer’s visit.

      He went to his bedroom in search of Sarah and crossed to the far side of the room. When he opened the door of the large walk-in closet, he first saw her suitcases piled up under his hanging clothes. She was sitting, knees drawn up, her hands clutching the crumpled material of the suit she’d worn last night. Her face was buried in her knees. But as he switched on the light, her head lifted, her anxious green eyes gazing searchingly into his face.

      “He’s gone.”

      That look of frustration, almost hopelessness, that he saw in her expression quickly gave way to a look of relief. He stepped into the closet and stretched out a hand. Sarah reached up, and Owen pulled her to her feet.

      “Thank you. It would have been much easier for you to turn me in.”

      “I don’t know, if the rest of his department is anything like him, I can see why you don’t want to go to them.”

      “Archer’s department doesn’t have the best reputation.” She followed him out of the closet. Stopping at the bedside table, she picked up her appointment book and closed it. “Too much temptation, I guess, with so much money floating around this town.”

      “Have you had any dealings with Archer in the past?” he asked as they went back into the living room.

      “Not with him directly, but I made a couple of his officers sweat pretty badly over a case about six months ago. The city settled and the case never went to court, but in the process, one of them took an early retirement, and the other was forced to resign.” She sat down on the edge of the sofa and started her computer. “I somehow ended up with three traffic citations in the month following the trial. So you might say we are not the best of friends.”

      “What was the case about?”

      “Scaring the hell out of a fifteen-year-old girl until she couldn’t even remember her own name, never mind the name and description of the animal who raped her and the woman who set the whole thing up.” She picked up the newspapers off the floor and stacked them into a neat pile. “Of course, it was absolutely unrelated to anything that the young man accused of the crime was the son of one of the richest New Yorkers that summers in Newport. A man with a very large checkbook when it came to civic donations.”

      “Did the cops intentionally scare her?”

      “Absolutely.” She saw her briefcase next to his desk and retrieved it. “I was able to prove that this wasn’t a first for those two officers, either. They’d made a career out of taking that ‘good cop, bad cop’ routine a few steps over the line. That’s bad enough under ordinary circumstances, but this girl was the victim.”

      “Did the guy who was responsible for the whole thing ever get caught?”

      “No. We sued the department after the creep had gone free. The girl was a mess, having contradicted herself on a half-dozen points, so there was no case. I heard the creep is back in Newport this summer, again. After getting off so easy, he’s probably gone right back to paying that woman—or someone like her—to set traps for other young girls.”

      Owen watched her drawn face as she tried to focus on the screen of the computer. She’d had no time to change into her own clothes, but guessing at her mood, how she looked was the last thing on her mind. “What happened to the girl?”

      “She never went back to school, and then just took off for parts unknown this spring. Last time I checked with the family—which was just before my trip to Ireland—there was still no news of her.”

      The two fell silent for a few moments. Then, Owen reached for a pad of paper and a pen and started jotting down some notes.

      “Could I run something by you?”

      She glanced up from the laptop.

      “I know you believe somebody killed your friend, thinking it was you, so they could set up Judge Arnold.”

      “So?”

      “I have another possibility.”

      “What?”

      “Murder, Sarah. A frame was not the goal. Someone is trying to murder you, not someone else, only you. The fact that Judge Arnold is the number one suspect might just be coincidental.”

      “What about the blood in his boat? That had to be planted there.”

      Owen nodded. “True! Still though, when it came down to the actual hit list, you were the target. You were the one they were gunning for. Maybe you know something incriminating. Maybe you’ve already done some damage. There are some vindictive people out there.” He pushed the pad of paper across the counter. “Help me out with this.”

      She slowly got up from the sofa and walked over to the kitchen. He saw her rub her arms, as if suddenly cold.

      “List them,” he encouraged. “Cases like the one you just mentioned. Results that might have hurt someone. People whose lives were turned around because of something you’ve done. Most important, who might still think of you as a threat to them.”

      “This is no one-page list.” She stared down at the pad.

      Owen handed over the pen. “But I’ve already started the list for you—with the Newport Police Department at the top.”
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        * * *

      

      Between the Chinese antiques and the paintings hanging on every wall, the luxury condo could have been a museum. Not wanting to sound stupid, Archer fought back the urge to ask if all these pieces were originals. At the same time, he tried his damnedest not to bump into anything as he was led through the spacious rooms.

      “Thank you for letting me stop by like this.”

      “No problem, Captain.”

      Hal Van Horn smoothed down the front of his white Oxford dress shirt and opened the screen door. A light breeze carried the scent of expensive cologne back to the detective as the developer led him onto the balcony overlooking the busy harbor.

      “It was lucky that you found me at home. I got in less than an hour ago.”

      “I know,” Archer said politely, seating himself in a wicker chair that he was sure cost more than his own dining room set. “One of my men saw your boat dock at the pier and gave me a call.”

      “Gracias, Maria. Desearemos el café, por favor,” Hal said to his housekeeper. She placed a plate of fresh pastries on the small table between them. “I’m sorry, Captain. I had no idea you were anxious to speak with me again. If I’d known, I would have sailed back from Block Island sooner.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t,” Archer responded. “After all you’ve been through this past month, you needed to get away from Newport for a while. If there was anything urgent, we would have gotten hold of you out there.”

      Hal’s expression was serious as he brushed off an invisible piece of lint from his tailored gray flannels. “There is no getting away from this for me. Sarah is still too much with me. Here…and here.” He touched his heart and his temple. “Actually, Scott Rosen encouraged me to take the entire week off. But I couldn’t.”

      Archer watched his host pick up a pair of sunglasses off the small glass table and put them on. The breeze off the harbor played with the perfectly cut strands of the man’s wet hair. The reflection off the dark glasses now hid the sadness the detective had seen in the man’s eyes. Archer recognized Van Horn’s need to compose himself, so he refrained for a moment from asking the questions that had brought him to the luxury condominium.

      “This trip to Block Island was supposed to be the one. I had it all planned. I’d picked out the perfect ring. Stocked the boat with her favorite wine. Had my secretary call the chef at the White Horse Tavern to plan just the right dinner for the occasion.” Hal Van Horn smiled bitterly at the detective. “I had every intention of sweeping Sarah off her feet this time. Four years ago, when we broke off our engagement, we were too young. We weren’t ready. But this time, I was sure I would win her over.”

      Hal rose to his feet and walked to the railing. He stood for a few moments, looking out at the yachts lining the harbor.

      “There is a rather large rock in a platinum setting sitting on the ocean floor about a mile northeast of Block Island’s Sandy Point Light. I stood on the deck of my boat and threw that ring overboard. I couldn’t stand looking at it, knowing that the woman I loved was out there in the murky depths of those cold waters. And here I was, just staring at this bauble…thinking if only…”

      Archer fidgeted in his chair as the other man’s voice cracked. Hal Van Horn leaned on the railing and stared straight ahead.

      The detective cleared his throat. “Listen, Mr. Van Horn. I really do apologize for breaking in on you. But because of the incident last night at the mansion, we thought it was essential.”

      “What incident?” Hal turned his back to the rail. “Was there a break-in?”

      “That’s something we are trying to determine right now. Evan Steele, the owner of your security service, tells us that, as far as he can tell, nothing was either damaged or missing.” Archer’s fingers inched toward the pack of cigarettes in his pocket, but he stopped himself. “Do you know a fellow named Frankie O’Neal?”

      “O’Neal?” Hal paused for a long moment, mulling over the name. “It doesn’t ring a bell. Why? Should I know him?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out.” Archer took a notebook out of a pocket and flipped through it. “Mr. Van Horn, do you know if Judge Arnold or anyone from his office might have been in touch with any antique dealers regarding the appraisal of some pieces in the mansion?”

      Hal removed his sunglasses as a dark patch of clouds blocked the sun. “Of course. But that’s old news. After my mother’s death, Sarah acted as executor of Avery’s estate. I know she approached a large appraisal company about putting together estimates of everything that was left in the house. My mother was a collector of practically everything. Estimating the values for a final settlement looked like it was going to be pretty much a mess. I tried to stay out of it as much as I could.”

      “Do you recall the name of the company Attorney Rand hired? Or perhaps a contact name? Of course, I can always try to get hold of⁠—”

      “Island Antiques. My understanding is that they are the largest outfit of this sort in Newport. They appraise, as well as buy and sell antiques.” The housekeeper walked onto the balcony again carrying a silver tray with coffee. “I haven’t had any direct dealings with them myself in the past, but I know my company has used them a number of times in furnishing the model homes in our new developments. The name you mentioned, Frankie O’Neal, does he have any connection with Island Antiques?”

      “We’re working on that.” Archer declined the offer of coffee and, seeing his host’s quick glance at his watch, rose to his feet. “Is it safe to assume that Attorney Rand’s work on your late mother’s estate was not anywhere near finished?”

      “Considering everything, it is more than safe to assume that Sarah hadn’t even been able to scratch the surface of my mother’s affairs.” Hal led the way back into the living room. “Because of the turn of events, we still haven’t decided on an attorney who could finish what Sarah started. Just before I left for Block Island, I did have my assistant call Island Antiques and ask them to send me a status report. We also asked for the return of the keys to the house.”

      “Any response from them?”

      “I haven’t gone through my mail yet.”

      “There are a few messages waiting for you here.” Archer looked down at the blinking light on the answering machine.

      Hal looked down at it, as well. “So there are. If someone needs to get hold of me, they can call the office or call back when I’m here.”

      “If you don’t like having an answering machine, why have it?”

      “Sarah bought this one for me. She was the only one who I’d check the messages for. Hell, hers were the only phone calls I always returned.” Hal started toward the door of the apartment. “But don’t worry, Captain. You can get hold of me at my office anytime. I have a live assistant there who takes my messages. She’s a pain in the butt, but she makes sure that I return every call.”

      Archer accepted a firm handshake from the developer by the open door. “One last thing, Mr. Van Horn.”

      Hal waited, a polite smile in place.

      “Was anyone staying at your apartment last night?”

      “Here? No. Maria is only here during the day and on evenings when I might be entertaining…which, by the way, are not too many. Why do you ask?”

      “There was a call made last night from the Van Horn mansion to this number, your private residence. I was just wondering if you wouldn’t mind checking those messages to see who made the call.”

      “Sure, if it would help.” Hal glanced at the machine across the room. “But I’m sure the messages on it are only calls that have come in this morning.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Anytime I’m away, my secretary calls here first thing in the morning. She goes through the messages and empties the mailbox. You see, she doesn’t even trust me at home.”

      “Then maybe you don’t mind me talking to her.”

      “Of course not. I don’t mind at all. Her name is Gwen Turner. You can call her if you want, but I’d advise you to stay out of her path today. Between all the harassment from the media and me being away for most of this week, she’ll be loaded for bear.”

      Archer stood where he was, looking at the answering machine. Hal shrugged.

      “Okay, Captain. I can read your mind. Just in case Gwen didn’t get to it yet today.” He headed across the room, Archer on his heels.

      “I don’t mean to be a nuisance. You understand that we can’t let any stone go unturned.”

      “No problem.” Hal nodded and pressed the messages button. Two messages. One from Gwen at the office, and one from a news reporter who had somehow gotten his private number. Both had clearly been left this morning. “Sorry. I warned you.”

      Archer nodded with a frown and followed the other man again toward the door.

      “One last thing, Mr. Van Horn.”

      “Actually, this’ll make it two ‘last’ things…maybe even three.” He ran a hand through his thick hair and gave Archer a pleasant smile. “But go ahead. Better to ask everything you have now, rather than to try to get hold of me later. Gwen’s going to keep me running until I’m caught up with my work.”

      “I know this might sound sorta far-fetched. But last night…or was it this morning…” Archer scratched his balding head. “Anyway, I had this crazy notion that I wanted to run by you. What if Sarah Rand is not really dead?”

      “Captain, I don’t see the point in⁠—”

      “Hold on, Mr. Van Horn. I mean, we have yet to find a body. We haven’t found her car. A lot of personal items were missing from her apartment—toilet articles, wallet, even her passport. And so far, the tests we’ve done have only matched up blood we found on Judge Arnold’s boat and in Attorney Rand’s apartment. But let’s say…what if she wasn’t the victim of a homicide at all? What if she killed someone else there?”

      Archer watched Hal’s already-tanned face darken with anger. “This is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Sarah could no more commit murder than I could. What in God’s name would make you think something like that?” Before the Captain could voice an answer, the developer exploded. “This is too much! It sickens me that everything in our lives has been turned into some disgusting headline for these tabloids I used to think were real newspapers. Well, let me make something very clear. I’m through sitting on my hands while this kind of crap gets printed about people I care about. A lot of this crap, by the way, sure has the look of information leaked from Newport Police files.”

      Archer shuffled his weight, gazing blankly at the wall beyond Van Horn. Unfortunately, the man had a point. Somebody in the department did seem to be leaking investigation information to the press. “Well, I can’t say anything that.”

      “Under the advisement of my lawyers, I have continued to refrain from making public statements about the judge and my own feelings regarding his guilt or innocence. But if Sarah’s name gets dragged into the middle of this thing as anything but the victim that she was, then you and I are going to war.” Van Horn’s finger was in Archer’s face. “I’m well aware of Sarah’s battle with your department. I know all about the closed society of police, and the retribution that gets meted out to those who call you onto the carpet for your actions.”

      Archer opened his mouth to speak, but Hal Van Horn’s quick words cut him off again.

      “Sarah Rand was a flower in a jungle of weeds, Captain. You mess around with her good name, and I’ll set the wolves on your ass so fast that you won’t even know which one of them took the first bite. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m expected at the office.”

      Archer stood frowning in the hallway for a long moment after the door shut behind him. Jeez, even the carpet out here was better than his brand-new one at home.
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      Owen folded up the newspaper and laid it down as Sarah walked out of his bedroom and into the living room. She had changed into a simple jade-green running suit that was nearly the same color as her eyes. Wordlessly, she settled again on the edge of the sofa and focused on the screen of her laptop. The dark circles under her eyes spoke of her weariness, but determination showed on her face.

      “Do you want something to eat?”

      She shook her head.

      “Something has been bothering me.”

      “Only one thing?” she replied wryly, without looking up.

      “How did those people—the guys who stopped you on the way back from the airport—know that you’d be there that particular night and at that particular time?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Owen came to his feet and stretched. “Did you have a roundtrip ticket?”

      “I did, initially.” She looked up. “But I had to cancel my return flight after the first week. In fact, I came back on standby yesterday.”

      Owen shoved his hands in his pockets. “Even if we figure they somehow had access to the flight information, or passenger manifests, or customs info, it still doesn’t add up. How about the guy who was waiting for you at the Van Horn mansion? I doubt he was camping there for the last two weeks, thinking that you’d be coming back sooner or later.” Owen walked into the kitchen and looked out across the counter at her. “After all, why would he wait there and not at your condo?”

      “My place must be secured by the police.”

      “That’s true, but you didn’t know that. You didn’t know you were dead. So under normal circumstances, you would have gone there first. Did you call anyone from the airport?”

      Her face colored, and she shot a glance at him before looking away.

      “Are you trying to protect someone, Sarah?”

      When she didn’t answer, he walked back into the living room and stood before her, staring down. After a long moment, her face lifted.

      “What’s going on? Do you know who’s behind all this? Are you just using me to kill time?”

      “No!” She shook her head. “No! Trust me when I say I’m stunned by everything that’s happening.”

      “Who did you call from the airport?”

      “I—I tried my house first. But there was no answer. Then I tried the judge’s number, but I didn’t leave a message.”

      “What time was that?”

      “I was at JFK. The flights into Providence were delayed because of the storm. It was about four in the afternoon, I think.”

      “Anyone else?”

      She paused a long moment before answering. “I called Hal. Hal Van Horn.”

      Owen felt the muscles in his jaw tighten. All the innuendo in the papers flashed back at him.

      “But he wasn’t home either. So I left a message.”

      “Then he’s the one.”

      Sarah rose quickly to her feet. “It’s not what you think. He probably hasn’t even gotten my message yet. Hal’s notorious for never checking his answering machine.” She started pacing the room, her hands running up and down her arms. “Hal has no connection with those cops. He has nothing to gain by any of this, and I know he would never hurt me.”

      Owen glared at her, perplexed by the rawness of his feelings. He’d known Sarah Rand for less than a day, but still, it angered him to hear her defending this other man, a man who was very much a part of her past. Hell, a part of her present.

      “I can drop you off at his place this morning if you want. The two of you can continue on with whatever it is you’re trying to do here.”

      “No.” She abruptly ceased her pacing. A hand darted out and rested on his arm. “Please don’t.”

      Flustered, she dropped her arm and her chin sank onto her chest for a long moment. Owen stared at her and waited.

      “A number of people have access to Hal’s answering machine. His secretary. His housekeeper. I even heard one of his friends once kidding Hal that practically everyone in town knew that machine’s code. So you see, even though it’s true my message might have clued somebody in about my return, it doesn’t mean it was Hal. And it doesn’t mean he is personally responsible for these attacks.”

      “Thank you, counsel for the defense.” Owen cringed at his own sarcastic tone. “Listen, if you love him, why don’t you want to be with him right now?”

      “I don’t love Hal,” Sarah protested. “I know I’m asking a lot of you. Without knowing me at all, you’ve already given me much more help than I could reasonably expect. And I understand your curiosity about…well, my personal life.”

      Owen felt that pull again. Curiosity? Christ, the sexual pull between them was getting very tough to ignore. It was like that proverbial eight-hundred-pound gorilla sitting in the middle of the room. She looked up. His fingers itched to touch her face. His mouth was hungry to taste those lips again. But he turned toward the kitchen instead, giving himself some room.

      “Sorry,” he said over his shoulder. “You’ve got to remember my life has been an open book for years. In fact, I have to call the tabloids myself to find out where I’m going next week and who I’ll be seeing.”

      He turned in time to see her smile.

      “Well, being dead has put a bit of a cramp in my style. Not being alive makes it a little difficult to correct what the papers have been printing about my personal life.”

      “Does this mean you’re planning to set the record straight?” He reached inside the fridge and took out the fixings for a sandwich.

      She walked over and leaned over the counter, facing him. “I guess I owe you that. Would you like to hear the ten-cent version of the Van Horn-Arnold-Rand connection?”

      “Ten cents sounds pretty brief.”

      “I’ll sell you the million-dollar version when I know how it turns out.”

      “Good deal.” He was tired of coffee, so he put the water on for tea.

      “I’ll skip the sob story of my childhood. Let’s see. Well, Hal Van Horn and I met a little over four years ago through some college friends. I was already working as an attorney in Boston. We hit it off pretty quick, and in no time at all he was proposing marriage.” She played with the corners of an envelope on the counter. “Meeting Hal’s family and friends in Newport was an eye-opener for me. Here I was, a half-Irish Catholic girl from South Boston with enough college loans to choke a horse. And there he was, the sole heir to the Van Horn fortune, old money. You know the rest, rich boy, poor girl. Just one problem. I had never been looking for Prince Charming. I’d been very happy to go through college and then law school my way. I liked Hal—to be honest, I was confused enough to think I even loved him for a while—but not enough, I guess, to feel comfortable with such an enormous social jump.”

      “But you still gave up your job and moved to Newport.”

      “Yes, I did.” She nodded. “I got along pretty well with both Hal’s mother and her husband. And about the same time that I was feeling myself getting cold feet about marriage, Judge Arnold told me about his plans of retiring from the bench so that he could spend more time with Avery. It was then that he asked me if I’d be interested in forming an association with him in a law office in Newport.”

      She reached for the mug of tea Owen placed before her.

      “I think they knew I was getting anxious and wanted me to be closer. They liked me. That was clear. And it was a great professional opportunity for me. So I made the move.” The tea bag dipped again and again. “Despite what the judge and Avery had hoped, my living and working in Newport further distanced me from Hal. Within six months, we called off the engagement. We were two different people, from different worlds, with different interests and views on almost everything in life.”

      Sarah placed the teabag on the little saucer on the table. In the silence, Owen could hear the sound of the tide rolling into the inlet that bordered the estate grounds. He said nothing, waiting.

      “Interestingly enough, my split with Hal had no effect on my connection with the Arnolds. In fact, over the years, Avery and I became fond friends. And I really came to value Judge Arnold. I witnessed firsthand the love and devotion he had for his wife. That only added to the respect I already had for the man as a lawyer. The judge became a mentor to me.”

      A dozen questions popped into Owen’s head, but he only asked one. “How did Hal deal with all of this, after the break-up?”

      “Very well. We stayed friends. And despite what the papers claim, we kept it platonic. Yes, we attended social and family events together, but the spark between us was dead. It wasn’t passion that each of us sought in our relationship, but companionship…maybe even solace.” She took a sip of her tea. “I believe the long period of Avery’s suffering, and then her death, taught Hal a few things. I saw him changing. He became more emotionally…I don’t know…connected, I guess. Anyway, it made our friendship stronger. I found myself more willing to talk to him. That was why he was the one that I tried to call from the airport. I was coming back from the funeral of my last surviving parent. Hal had lost his mother this summer. I knew he’d understand what I was feeling.”

      When she looked up at him, Owen saw the tears glistening in her eyes. He too knew how it felt to lose your only parent, to grow up alone, but he didn’t think his own twisted past made him much of an expert in compassion.

      “So, there. You have it all.” She took a long sip of the tea. “Hal has suffered a lot this summer, and I don’t know that he’d quite be ready to have me come back from the dead and land on his doorstep. On the other hand, you’re doing a great job of protecting me and driving me around and feeding me.” She eyed the counter. “By the way, is it too late to change my mind about the food?”

      “Well, speaking as a mature and emotionally connected guy, that depends on how much you eat.”
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry to wake you up, Dan, but this is really important.”

      “Hmm.”

      The phone propped against one ear, Archer rubbed his hands over his face and squinted at his watch. 4:32. The late afternoon sun was coming through a crack where the draperies came together.

      “Yeah. Okay, what’s going on, Bob?”

      “I just got the results of the dusting we did last night at the judge’s place.”

      Dan Archer pushed the sheet off and sat up groggily in the bed. “What have you got?”

      “That scumbag Frankie was planning on going in and out clean. There is nothing on him. But we did pick up something else—somebody else’s fingerprints—and you won’t believe who.” McHugh’s voice was high-pitched, very excited. “Sarah Rand.”

      There was a long pause.

      “Are you still there, Dan?”

      “Aha. I’m here.”

      “Did you hear me all right? It was her, I’m telling ya. We have fresh prints, not two-week-old prints. New ones. They’re everywhere. By the door, on the security box, her desk, the telephone. She was there last night. Can you believe it?”

      “How many people know about it?”

      “You, me, and the genius downstairs who thought to cross-check the prints before filing them. I could have kissed the son of a bitch.”

      “Talk to him. I want to keep a lid on this, Bob.”

      “What do you mean, keep a lid on it? If she’s alive, then that means somebody else is a corpse right now.”

      “Just shut up, Bob. For now.” Archer was already reaching for his clothes. “Not a word to anyone. I’ll be there in half an hour.”

      He slammed the phone down and reached for a clean shirt.

      Well, of course she was alive. Now, if he could just keep it quiet until he had a chance to take care of things.
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        * * *

      

      All day, Owen had been conscientious to the max about conducting business. Just making it look like a usual day. He’d answered his phone calls from the West Coast. He’d held the conference call to New York that had been arranged two days ago. And he’d even gone to work out in the exercise room a little while ago. So unless someone broke into his apartment and discovered Sarah there, there was no way anyone could think anything was amiss in the life of Owen Dean.

      Still, he felt like he was blundering around on an unfamiliar set. Archer’s visit this morning had made him neurotic. Hell, he thought. He just had to be careful. It was Archer’s job to be suspicious.

      Owen went to the front lobby to get his mail and returned just in time to see Sarah toss a legal pad on the coffee table and rise stiffly to her feet. She had cast aside the top of the jumpsuit and was wearing a short sleeve shirt over the pants. As he watched her stretch, his eyes were momentarily drawn to the mold of the shirt to her body.

      She looked too good to him, and this concerned him even more than Archer’s interest. She turned and caught his eyes on her and smiled. He looked quickly at the brass clock on his desk. Five o’clock.

      “Any progress?”

      She nodded and picked up the yellow pad. “I’ve copied and downloaded all of Judge Arnold’s appointments and calendar notes for June and July.”

      Owen dropped the keys on the counter. “How does that help you?”

      “If there is one flaw that Judge Arnold has, it’s that he’s too meticulous about documenting everything in his files. Kind of a control freak in some ways. He keeps all types of records. From the content of phone calls to the file record numbers of the follow-up letters to the names of people he’s met on a certain day and when there is a follow-up needed. It’s like a religion to him. Linda, our office manager, told me once she thinks he’s afraid of getting senile. But it isn’t that. He’s always been that way. The judge just loves to be in control. And he loves the electronics. He is very much into keeping up with technology.”

      “I am surprised these files weren’t already seized by the police as part of the investigation.” He took all of the mail to his desk. “I would have thought they’d be the first thing the cops secured.”

      “I imagine they must have taken his computer, but the way our office computers are networked, every night all the files are backed up.” She gave him a knowing nod. “So I just tapped into the network.”

      “You are a jack of all trades, aren’t you?”

      She ran her fingers through her short crop of hair. “I try to be.”

      “What did you find out?”

      She leaned her hip on the side of the desk. Owen tried to focus on the paper in her hand.

      “I think I am getting close. Look at these.” She placed the pad on the desk so he could see. “As I was expecting, he has been meticulous about everything. I’ve categorized the information. Personal contacts, business contacts, legal ones, old and new cases. Of course, there are overlaps, but I just came across something that is a lot more important than all of these.”

      He could hear the excitement sparking her voice.

      “Look at this.”

      He stared at where she was pointing. “July 10th through the 14th?”

      “There is nothing here that makes sense. All of a sudden, it seems that Judge Arnold decided to create a special code for his notes and appointments.”

      “Was he away during those days?”

      “Nope. And it’s not as if he left the days blank. See, it’s just very different. No names, no phone numbers, just letters that make no sense. It looks as if he was afraid of someone knowing who these people were that he was in contact with.”

      “Do you remember anything about that week?”

      “Absolutely. That was the start of it all,” she replied. “And interestingly enough, after the 14th, he starts recording information again, but it’s not the same. After that date, he’s very cautious in his entries, as if he knows or thinks he’s being watched.”

      The ringing of the phone on Owen’s desk drew both of their eyes. For a moment he considered letting his answering machine take care of it, but the same impulse that had driven him all day to function with an air of seeming normalcy made him reach for it.

      “Owen Dean here.”

      “Mr. Dean. Hello. This is Evelyn de Young.” The woman’s voice was loud and breathless. “I’m so glad you answered. We were getting so concerned when you hadn’t shown up here yet. The TV crews are here. Most of the guests have already arrived, and all of us are eager, of course, for the arrival of our guest of honor.”

      Owen closed his eyes and cursed silently.

      “Shall I send my driver, Mr. Dean? I know you aren’t scheduled to make your speech until six o’clock, but the cocktail party is in full swing. You never know what kind of traffic jam you might run into. Of course, we have valets to park your car.”

      “I’m leaving in about fifteen minutes, Mrs. De Young. And no, you don’t have to send your driver. I’ll be there. Thanks for calling.” Owen hung up the phone and saw the smile tugging on Sarah’s lips. “I guess you heard everything.”

      She nodded. “I had a ticket to that event myself.”

      “Do you want to go, anyway? You could go as my date.”

      The prettiest of blushes crept into her cheeks. “I think I’ll have to take a rain check on that.”

      He rose to his feet. “I have to give a twenty-minute talk and then schmooze for a few minutes for the cameras. I’ll only be gone an hour at the most.”

      She stood up, as well. “I’ll be here.”

      He took a step toward his bedroom and then turned around again. “You aren’t going to turn yourself in to the police while I’m gone, are you?”

      She shook her head and tried to sound breezy. “Not until you get back.”

      A sudden feeling of anxiety gripped him. Owen found himself genuinely worrying about her. She was putting up a great show of valor, but after all she’d been through, he guessed she must be just about ready to crumble beneath it all.

      “One hour.” His hand reached for her fingers. They were icy. He could feel the slight tremble she was trying so desperately to hide. “Don’t go anywhere.”
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      Hal Van Horn looked up from the paperwork on his desk as a willowy young woman tapped softly on his office door. “I was getting ready to leave for the day. Was there anything else?”

      “Any more news of Gwen?”

      “She called about a half hour ago from the hospital. You were on the phone, so I just took the info.”

      “How is her son doing?”

      “He is out of surgery. I guess they had to insert a pin in his leg because of the break. Gwen said he might end up with a body cast from the chest down before he is done.” She walked inside the office and picked up Hal’s empty cup from his desk. “I can stay late if you want me to. I⁠—”

      “Did you send a basket to the hospital?”

      “I sure did. Balloons and teddy bears and the whole nine yards.” She leaned her hip against the desk. “Seriously, Hal. I have nothing to do tonight, so staying late would be no trouble at all.”

      The suggestion was unmistakable, but Hal was not interested. “I’ll be okay. Plan on coming in early tomorrow, in case Gwen’s late getting in. I’ll see you then.”

      Hal paid no attention to the woman’s pouty frown as she huffed out of his office. There were still piles of work left ahead of him before this day was done. He pushed aside the phone messages from the previous days and reached for the stacks of contracts requiring his signature. After five minutes of perusing paperwork, he heard the front door of the outer office open and shut. His clerk-turned-assistant-for-the-day had let herself out.

      Twenty minutes later, when Hal saw his direct-line light up on the phone, he picked it up on the first ring.

      “Hal Van Horn.”

      There was a long pause on the other end. “Just remember…you are too young to have a heart attack on me, Hal. This is Sarah.”

      “Sarah!” The pen slid through his fingers and dropped on the papers.

      “In the flesh…well, sort of. Listen, I don’t feel very comfortable talking because I think someone might be tapping your lines at home…or at least has been listening to your messages or something. They might be doing the same thing here, and I don’t want this call traced.”

      “You are alive, Sarah! My God! Are you okay? Where are you?”

      “Could you meet me somewhere, Hal? I have something I want you to take a look at. It has to do with Avery’s safe deposit box. I need your help.”

      “Where?”

      There was another pause. “Do you remember where we had lunch three Saturdays ago? The last time we met.”

      “Yeah, at⁠—”

      “Don’t say it. Just go there. And please make sure you’re not followed. Someone, some people, are after me, trying to kill me, so please be careful.” There was another long pause. “It’ll take me at least an hour to get there. I’ll see you in front.”

      “I’ll be there, Sarah. God, it’s good to hear your voice.”

      Hal stared blankly at the phone for a moment after hanging up. Suddenly, a noise in the outer office drew his attention. Picking up his keys, he walked through his partially open door and glanced around the spacious room. Two empty cubicles. Gwen’s organized desk. The doors to the other three offices were tightly shut. The computer’s quiet hum was the only noise that he could hear now. He turned to leave and saw the front door to the office was slightly ajar.

      Keeping his eye on the door, Hal reached for the phone on Gwen’s desk and dialed a number he was getting to know by heart.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sarah frowned with disapproval at her reflection in the mirror. She removed her favorite earrings. Hurrying, she changed into a pair of well-worn jeans that were buried deep in her suitcase. Pulling on a pair of flats, she rummaged through Owen’s closet until she found an oversized navy-blue sweatshirt and a baseball cap of the same color.

      Putting on his clothes, she studied her reflection again. The shoes had to go. She changed into her sneakers and pulled the peak of the cap lower on her face. Searching in her briefcase, she found a package of gum left over from her flight and stuffed all of it into her mouth. No makeup, no jewelry, she struck an attitude in the mirror. She looked sixteen at the most.

      Sarah dialed the number for Newport Cab Company and then hurriedly pushed everything back into her suitcase. It took only a few minutes to restore some semblance of order to Owen’s bedroom. Before leaving the apartment, she wrote him a long note, explaining where she was going and what she was about to do. She left it on the counter.

      She couldn’t risk going out through the terrace. Without a key, she couldn’t lock the glass door. Going out the front door through the building’s entry foyer offered the only route of escape. Sarah tucked the list she was going to show Hal into the pocket of her jeans.

      As she opened the door and peered down the hallway, all kinds of images flashed through her mind. Neighbors seeing someone they didn’t know leaving Owen’s apartment, someone underage. Great. Paparazzi hiding in the bushes outside, ready to take pictures of Owen Dean’s new Lolita. Brilliant. Oh well, there was no help for it.

      Sarah moved briskly down the hallway. It wasn’t until she was passing through the great hall of the building that she saw anyone.

      The couple was walking through the entry foyer, and in a moment of panic, Sarah paused by the door. The woman pursed her lips suspiciously as they came face-to-face with her.

      “Can we help you?”

      Sarah dropped her chin, refusing to offer a better view of her face. “No. My dad already called for a cab.” She tried to look around the man’s shoulder while mumbling her answer.

      “Your dad?” the woman repeated with some interest. “And in which unit does he live?”

      Catching sight of the taxi coming down the drive was all Sarah needed. “Thanks for your help.” She slipped by the two and was out the door in an instant.

      Sarah needed no eyes in the back of her head to know she was being closely watched by the two. So she scuffed her sneakers on the walkway and snapped her gum until the cab pulled up in front of her.

      “Bellevue. The Tennis Hall of Fame.”

      Sarah didn’t release the breath she was holding until the cabbie had rounded the drive and was heading back out onto Ocean Drive.

      And that, she thought, was probably the easiest part of what lay ahead of her.
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        * * *

      

      Owen knew he may have set a new land-speed record for walking in, giving a speech, and walking out of a fundraiser. An annual event for Save the Bay, the affair was well publicized and very well attended. He knew the media had not been too happy with the minute and a half he gave them for questions. The socialites had obviously felt snubbed, too, because he had not come sooner or stayed longer. The average ticket holders in the crowd were clearly pleased when he did stop to talk for a few moments to those in the back rows.

      All in all, the organizers, led by Mrs. de Young, appeared pleased, for in addition to the fact that Owen Dean had previously arranged for his speaker fee to be donated back to the organization, he had also written a very large check to the foundation before departing.

      He’d even had the valet keep the car running by the front door.

      Now the brilliantly golden rays of the sun were slowly losing their battle against the lengthening shadows of the late summer evening. It had been a very long time since Owen had had anyone but himself to worry about. Nearly thirty years, he recalled, speeding his car along Ocean Drive. He did worry about Andrew, he corrected himself. But that was different, for there wasn’t a thing that he could do for the man other than just being here.

      His feelings toward Sarah were confusing the hell out of him. He’d never been one to bring home an injured animal. Hell, for most of his childhood, he’d been little more than a wounded animal himself.

      It had been difficult focusing on his speech. Even tougher talking to people before and after the brief talk. His thoughts constantly drifted back to that woman in his apartment. Sarah. Of course he was worried about her. Passing Brenton Point, he cursed himself for not having had a better security system installed in his apartment. He’d reached for his cell phone twice, but then had decided against calling her. She wouldn’t answer his phone anyway.

      Owen saw the taxi pulling out of the long driveway as he approached the chateau. The rays of the descending sun reflected off the windows of the cab, blocking his view of the passenger in the back. But for an insane moment, he thought that Sarah might be in the cab.

      No, she wouldn’t just go like that, he told himself. It was not yet the end of the day. And one day was what she’d asked for.

      As the taxi sped off toward Bellevue, Owen fought down his anxiety, turned down the drive, and pressed the gas pedal to the floor. She said she wouldn’t go anywhere until he got back. She would be there. Waiting.
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        * * *

      

      Porsches, Mercedes, Lincolns, and Hondas sat at every intersection along the clogged thoroughfare that had been named Bellevue in a far more genteel era. Drivers waited with varying degrees of patience for halter-topped and polo-shirted pedestrians to crisscross between their standing vehicles. Traffic, as it always was at this time of the evening, was slow, but moving.

      On the wide sidewalk in front of the restaurant, middle-aged preppies in green shirts and red-checked pants maneuvered around tattooed bikers in leather vests and black, sleeveless T-shirts. Teenage boys with hair the color of nothing found in nature skateboarded in figure eights around throngs of women wearing flowing flowered dresses and Italian shoes. Small groups of well-dressed diners, all waiting for tables inside, stood chatting and drinking, casually vigilant of the skateboarders and one another. The evening held all the promise of a great party night. A night no different than any other summer evening in the bustling tourist town of Newport.

      “Stand by. Yes, I see him.” The man spoke into his cell phone from a gray sedan parked in the lot across the street.

      “What about her?”

      “Not yet.” He paused. The sounds of people and cars filled the interval. “He’s crossing the street toward the restaurant. He is glancing at his watch. Looking up and down the street again. There are too many fucking people around.”

      “Focus. We cannot afford to screw up this assignment.”

      “You need to get here now.”

      “Just stand by. And don’t let him out of your sight. I’ll get there as soon as Lard Ass heads your way.” He snorted as Frankie O’Neal stopped to light a fresh cigarette from the butt of his last one.

      “Do we really need him to clean up after us again?”

      “The boss wants it, so shut up and focus on your end of the assignment.” Another pause. “This time, Lard Ass won’t just clean up. This time, he takes the fall. Stand by. We’re moving.”
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        * * *

      

      Instead of getting out of the cab where she had originally planned, Sarah asked the driver to go past the intersection and turn into a narrow side street. Paying him, she stepped out and turned toward Bellevue.

      The same streets that she had not so long ago considered absolutely safe, now struck her as threatening. Every tourist and summer resident looked strange, suspect, dangerous. She pulled the peak of the cap lower over her eyes and watched a group of teenagers go past her in the same direction that she was headed. Mimicking the bored attitude showing on their faces, she tucked her hands in the front pockets of her jeans and fell in behind the last of them.

      At the light by the busy intersection of Memorial Boulevard and Bellevue, everyone stopped to cross. As she waited with the rest for the light, Sarah found herself standing beside a short, heavyset man with the butt of a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. He was frowning and peering straight ahead between two people, at the milling groups on the opposite corner. There was something familiar about him—the clothes, his build, his hair. She held back a little, keeping him in front of her as he moved with the others across the street. It took only an instant for her stomach to twist into a painful knot of recognition.

      She spotted Hal standing in front of the restaurant and glancing at his watch. The heavyset man went right by him without even glancing at him and stopped to look into the display window of the antique store just beyond the restaurant. She hesitated at the corner and looked around. Across the street, she spotted a police car in the large parking lot, facing the restaurant, a single officer inside talking on a phone.

      They were everywhere. Panic washed through Sarah, cold and deadening. She buried her hand deeper into her pocket and clasped the piece of paper. She practically brushed against Hal, moving by him, but he never saw or recognized her.

      The hostess standing in the open doorway of the restaurant looked curiously at Sarah as she approached.

      “May I borrow your pen for a moment?”

      “Well, sure.”

      Sarah took the paper out of her pocket and scribbled a note to Hal on the back. Returning the pen, she turned again to the street and found Hal standing by the curb.

      She folded the paper and walked directly to him.
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        * * *

      

      The red light created a mini traffic jam at the intersection, and this suited Owen just fine. He scanned the sidewalk for some sign of her.

      “Christ,” he muttered. “A needle in a goddam haystack.”

      He was mad as hell at himself. He was mad as hell at her. But what pissed him off the most was that he didn’t know why in hell he was coming after her, anyway. He’d asked her to wait for him, but she’d decided to come and meet her boyfriend alone. For chrissakes, he’d offered to bring her to the son of a bitch. He’d never been a third party in any relationship, by God, and he wasn’t going to start now.

      Despite that, a nagging feeling had forced him to come after her. He was worried about her, goddammit.

      He recognized Hal Van Horn from the pictures he’d seen in the papers.

      “Well, what do you know?” he muttered under his breath, immediately irritated at the man’s polished looks. Before he had any time to dwell on his animosity toward Van Horn, Owen spotted Sarah wearing his baseball cap and sweatshirt, and moving at a pretty good clip toward the guy.

      He lowered the passenger window of his Range Rover as the light turned green up ahead.

      Sarah bumped against the man, and Owen saw her drop a piece of folded paper on the ground. Obviously annoyed at being jostled, Van Horn nonetheless looked past her, not giving her a second glance and ignoring her muttered apology.

      The fact that he hadn’t recognized his own girlfriend gave Owen a twisted moment of satisfaction as he glanced ahead. Despite the light change, the traffic still was not moving. He looked back in time to see Hal turn and walk closer to the curb.

      “Hey, man,” Sarah called after him. “You dropped this.”

      Owen saw Hal turn sharply in her direction at the same time as he saw the knife blade flash in the hand of a man who suddenly appeared between them.

      He didn’t know how he was able to crawl across the seat, but somehow he managed, shouldering open the passenger door.

      “Sarah!”

      It was as if everything were happening in slow motion. Like a dream in which you see a terrible event occurring but cannot move quickly enough to stop it.

      Owen’s shout yanked Sarah’s head around as the man snatched the paper from her hand and thrust the knife toward her.
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        * * *

      

      The cigarette fell from Frankie’s lips, but he didn’t notice it. His eyes were glued to the man wearing the cheap shades who slid the knife out smoothly and pocketed the blade as if nothing had happened. It was a fucking work of art.

      Of course, when Van Horn’s body hit the ground, the screaming started.

      Frankie stepped forward and the man in the shades gave him a long look before moving brusquely past him and heading down the street.

      Now, that’s the way to do a job, Frankie thought, stepping closer to the tight circle of people forming around the victim. He was sure that nobody on that entire street could identify who did it. Nobody, of course, except him and maybe Sarah Rand.

      He glanced over his shoulder and, as a cop came running from the lot across the street, Frankie saw the Range Rover disappear around the corner at the intersection.

      “Fuck it,” he muttered, reaching for a cigarette and looking at the fish on the sidewalk. In about a minute flat, the sirens were coming from every direction, so Frankie just edged away from the crowd.

      Frankie O’Neal knew everyone in this town who had any connection with the business. And he sure as hell recognized the shark doing this job, despite his cheap shades.

      One thing he didn’t know was that making hits was the guy’s new line of work.

      Shit. This bozo was cutting into his business. Literally.
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      Working his way through the narrow residential streets behind the Tennis Hall of Fame and then past the college, Owen had a hard time keeping his eye on the road. Although he was certain the blade of the knife hadn’t touched Sarah, it was the psychological blow that seemed to have left its mark. Three attacks on her life in less than twenty-four hours gave her ample cause for distress. And then, add to that the fact that she’d just witnessed someone she deeply cared for step into the path of a knife intended for her. Not a good day.

      He didn’t know how badly Hal Van Horn had been hurt, but Owen was not about to hang around to find out. His main concern after the attack had been Sarah, and getting her out of there. She’d felt like a rag doll in his arms when he’d grabbed her and pulled her into the car. And after curling over and burying her face between her knees, she hadn’t seemed to improve much since. Improve? Christ, she hadn’t moved.

      Owen ran a yellow light that took him back onto Bellevue about eight blocks south of the scene of the attack. He could hear sirens in the distance and looked out the back window. No one was following them. He reminded himself that there was no reason why anyone should. The whole thing had happened too fast. There had been too many people on the street. All of them jumping away from what looked like a simple push and shove. And Owen and Sarah had been out of there just as the screaming really got started.

      Her baseball cap had fallen to the floor, and Owen laid a consoling hand on Sarah’s back. She was shivering violently.

      “Sarah?”

      He couldn’t bring himself to comfort her about Van Horn’s condition. Another string of lies wasn’t what she needed right now. He continued to caress her back.

      “We’re almost home.” He took the sharp right that led from Bellevue to Ocean Drive. The wail of the sirens was becoming fainter. The streaks of clouds in the sky were slashed and bloodstained as the giant sun finally nose-dived beyond Point Judith.

      At a sharp bend in the road, her head slid off her knees, and Owen touched her forehead. Her skin was cold and clammy. Frowning, he tried to remember the symptoms of someone in shock. He touched her neck and felt the racing pulse.

      He knew the smarter move would be to take her to an emergency room. Better yet, he should drive them right out of town and head for Boston. He could call his lawyer in New York from there.

      Instead, he turned down the drive to the chateau and pulled into his parking spot. There was no one outside, not that it really mattered at this point. He went around the car and opened her door. She didn’t move.

      “Sarah?” He touched her hair, pulling her toward him. “Let’s go inside.”

      She continued to tremble. Owen lifted her, studying the pale face and the tightly closed eyes.

      “Come on, hon.”

      As he pulled her out of the car and onto her feet, she clutched at the collar of his jacket. Owen felt her legs go rubbery beneath her and thought for a second that she might faint. Sweeping her up in his arms, he crossed the terrace to his apartment. Once inside, she stirred and pushed at him. He put her down, and she made her way unsteadily, but under her own steam, toward the bathroom.

      Owen locked the door and shut the curtains and then strode to the closed door of the bathroom.

      The retching sound from the other side was stunningly difficult to listen to.
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        * * *

      

      Senator Rutherford left his small circle of guests and took the call by the window on the far side of the room.

      “What can I do for you, Chief?”

      “My apologies for calling you so late, sir, but I knew you’d want to be informed immediately.”

      “No apologies needed, Dave. What’s the problem?”

      “Well, sir…” The Newport police chief paused. “There’s been an incident in town, and I’m figuring the press will probably be at your doorstep as soon as the news gets out.”

      “I appreciate the forewarning.” Gordon Rutherford turned his back on the half-dozen people in the room and lowered his voice. “What’s happened?”

      “There was a stabbing on Bellevue this evening, sir. The victim was rushed to Newport Hospital, where he was pronounced dead on arrival.” The phone went silent for a lengthy pause. “The victim has been identified as Henry Van Horn.”

      The senator’s knuckles went white on the handset, his shoulders becoming rigid. His voice had a choking quality to it when he spoke again.

      “Has…has the judge been notified?”

      “Yes, sir,” Calvin assured him. “In fact, even though you were the next on my list, Judge Arnold himself suggested that we notify you immediately. In the absence of any next of kin available, he said he believed you could be counted on to make any necessary arrangements.”

      “Of course, of course. Hal was like a son to me.” Gordon leaned a hand against the table to support his weary frame. “Do you have the killer in custody?”

      “No, sir. But we have an extensive list of eyewitnesses. Our detectives have already started the interviewing process.”

      “Who is handling the case?”

      “Dan Archer, sir. But I’ll be personally overseeing everything.”

      “That’s fine. Archer’s a good man,” Rutherford replied solemnly. “Keep me posted on everything, David.”

      When Gordon Rutherford finally returned to his guests, everyone saw the grief that was etched on the senator’s face.

      “I’ve just received word from the chief of police in Newport.” He took a handkerchief out of his pocket. “It’s impossible to believe, but Hal Van Horn is dead.”
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        * * *

      

      She had blood on her hands. Hal’s body lay at her feet. She stumbled toward the sink and turned on the faucet, but a brownish liquid sprayed out, spattering her before turning into a steady stream of blood. She tried to turn the knobs, but they turned into two stumps of metal in her hands. A loud hammering was coming from the door. Sirens were screeching in her head. She ran to the door. The doorknob came off in her hand. As she stumbled backward, the door crashed open. The man standing there, she knew him. It was Owen, standing on the other side of the threshold, staring at her hand. Sarah looked down and saw the doorknob was now a bloody knife.

      Sarah sat up with a start. The room was dark. She was alone in a bed. For an insane moment, she didn’t know the difference between the nightmare world and the physical one. The two had become interwoven with terrifying realness.

      A sudden chill raised the flesh on her skin as the chain of events in front of the restaurant flashed through her mind. She remembered Hal’s annoyance as the other man grabbed the paper out of Sarah’s hand. She saw the look of death gripping Hal’s face before Owen dragged her away.

      Owen. He’d come for her.

      Through the partially open bedroom door, Sarah saw the glow of a television set flicker in the darkness of the next room. She pushed the covers aside and placed her bare feet on the floor.

      Sarah remembered heaving so hard that she’d thought her insides were coming apart. She also remembered Owen being in that bathroom with her—wiping her face with a wet towel, giving her something to rinse her mouth with. Later, when she couldn’t stop her shivering, she’d found herself in a hot shower. That was the last thing she remembered.

      She stood up. Her body felt weak, her legs wobbly. She was wearing one of her own sweat suits, but the thick cotton was no help at all in easing the chill that washed with shivering regularity through her body.

      As Sarah entered the living room, her gaze was drawn to the television screen. A news banner across the top framed a video clip of Senator Rutherford waving the cameras away as he entered Newport Hospital. Beneath it, the closed caption flashed words at her.

      The face of a local news anchorwoman filled the screen. The volume of the set was too low for Sarah to hear anything. She walked closer and tried to focus on the words.

      
        
        Van Horn’s stabbing death is the second homicide in a month to rock the city by the sea. Newport city officials…

      

      

      A thick sheen of tears blurred Sarah’s vision. The words seem to waver and run off the screen. She realized her teeth were chattering and she couldn’t control it. Her shivering body seemed to belong to someone else.

      “You should have stayed in bed.”

      Owen’s whisper in her ear and the feel of his arms pulling her into the warmth of his embrace was a blessing. She buried her face against his chest and tried to stop the choking tears. She couldn’t.

      “Come here.”

      He sat down on the sofa and pulled her onto his lap. She felt a blanket being tucked around them, trapping for her the heat of his body.

      “I shouldn’t have called him. I killed him. I…so many people are dead…because of me…it should have been me.”

      “Don’t say that.” He rubbed her back. He held her so tightly against him that they were practically molded as one. “Listen to me. These are ruthless people. Killers. You are not responsible for their actions.”

      “I have to go to the police. I have to go to them before someone else gets hurt.”

      “Did you see the man who did it? Could you identify him?”

      “No. I…I only saw the knife coming. And then Hal was in the way. He stepped between us.” Her tears were soaking into his shirt. “I have to go to them tonight. You could be next.”

      “You are not doing anything tonight.” He brushed his chin against her hair. “You are staying right here until we think this thing through.”

      Sarah drew her knees to her chest. He tucked the blanket around her feet, but neither the tears nor the shakes racking her body would stop.

      Owen gathered her even closer and pressed her wet face against his bare neck. She was feeling completely helpless—he knew that—but so was he in terms of knowing how to help her. But some strange bond was forming and he felt it. Somehow, they had connected with each other. She needed him and, in some inexplicable way, he needed her, too.

      He leaned over for the remote and turned off the television. They were immersed in the darkness of the room. Only a sliver of moonlight cut across the carpeted floor.

      After his mother’s death, Owen had recoiled from personal attachments. Detested them. Spurned them. Even after so many years, even after so much water over the dam, he’d continued to live the same way. Nothing was permanent. Nothing lasted. He would not allow himself any involvement that could lead to any depth in a relationship. Hell, there was no need. The women in his life had always come in easy and walked out the same way. He was safe. He was protected. Last in, first out.

      So what was going on here?

      He didn’t want to even think about it right now. Later, maybe. Not now.

      They stayed like that for a long time. No words passed between them. Only the comfort of a touch, the warmth of two bodies, the soft darkness of the room.

      The ragged sound of her breathing gradually eased, and then she simply stopped shivering.

      Sometime later, she pushed away from him and sat up. “It must have something to do with the safe-deposit box. There must be something in there, something they want.”

      Owen held on to the blanket and stared at her face in the shadow. Her eyes were puffy from the crying, but he could see a major step had been taken.

      “What safe deposit box?”

      “Avery’s.” She stabbed at her tears. “I am an executor of Avery’s estate. After her death, I made a transfer of four safe-deposit boxes into one. There was a delay in the disbursement of everything to the family because of some provisions in her will. We’re talking a lot of money and a lot of personal possessions. It was complicated. The end result was that I put together a list of everything that was in these particular boxes. Judge Arnold and Hal each had a copy.”

      “Hold on a second,” Owen said, sliding her off his lap onto the sofa. Getting up, he went to the kitchen, turned on a light, and returned with a box of tissues and a glass of juice for her.

      “I don’t deserve all of this.” She gave him a broken smile, taking the tissues first.

      “Hey, as king of this castle, I’ll be the judge of what you do and don’t deserve.” He sat down next to her, surprised once again by the way she huddled against him, and even more so by the way he felt about it. He smoothed the blanket over her shoulders. “Now, tell me how you think the safe-deposit box ties into the attacks?”

      “Yesterday, I told you about the discrepancies I noticed in Judge Arnold’s calendars. Well, after you left, I did a cross-reference of my own schedule, and I realized that during those same days, I went with the judge twice to the bank so he could check something in that safe-deposit box.”

      She took a sip of the juice he pushed at her.

      “Twice in one week. And now that I think about it, that was the week that he became impossible. If it weren’t for me stepping in, he would have fired Linda over nothing. And then, there were several other fights he tried to pick with me. In his opinion, he told me in no uncertain terms, I had become an imbecile overnight. There wasn’t a thing I could do right. We started arguing about everything. Finally, I threatened to end our association. I wasn’t going to continue being verbally abused.”

      “And that’s what the police are using as a motive—your threat to leave him.”

      “But I think…I’m sure now that there must be something in that safe-deposit box that set this whole thing off. Last night, when I called Hal at his office, I mentioned the box. And later, when that man pulled the knife, he grabbed the list out of my hand first.”

      “Is that what you were doing there?”

      She looked down at an invisible spot on the blanket. He saw fresh tears stand in her eyes. Owen reached over and brushed them away himself before raising her chin.

      “What were you going to ask Hal?”

      “Most of the things in those boxes had been in Avery’s possession since the death of her first husband. I thought Hal might be able, somehow, to help me sort out the list.”

      “How many things were in there?”

      “Between the jewelry, coins, stamps, documents, and various negotiable stocks and bonds, over five hundred items.”

      “And who else had access to that box?”

      “No one but me.” She took another tissue and wiped her face. “Avery had laid out exactly how she wanted everything to be handled. I was directed to move all the contents of the boxes in several banks in town to one box, with me serving as executor. Neither Hal nor Judge Arnold were allowed to remove anything until the rest of the proceedings were completed.”

      “And were the rest of⁠—”

      “No. I was killed.”

      “How much money is involved here?” Owen asked. “What do you estimate the net worth of the estate to be?”

      “Roughly, I’d say an amount in excess of eight hundred million, including her European holdings and accounts. Avery was from a lot of money, then she married money. And later, with Judge Arnold…well, he was pretty comfortable on his own, so it just continued to build and build.”

      “I’d say the biggest motive for your murder lies right there with that will.”

      She shook her head. “But I wasn’t inheriting anything.”

      “Hal was, though, wasn’t he?” He frowned as another possibility struck him. “What if the two attacks were unrelated? We’re assuming that the attack tonight was directed at you, as well. But what if Hal was the intended victim and not you? Would the judge control all of the estate with Hal out of the way?”

      “That wouldn’t make sense, either,” she protested. “Avery was leaving most of her estate to the judge, anyway. Hal’s inheritance had a lot of strings attached. No, I can’t imagine Judge Arnold planning anyone’s murder—mine or Hal’s—and certainly not from inside a prison.”

      Owen watched Sarah draw her knees again to her chest. She planted her chin on top. She looked more alert now than she had all night.

      “My time has run out. I can’t stay here any longer.”

      “Of course you can.” The response spilled out of him without a moment’s hesitation, surprising them both. “Look, it’s three in the morning. You have to get back into that bed and try to get some more sleep. In the morning, we’ll have a better chance of thinking straight.”

      “I don’t think I can go to sleep.”

      “Try.” He helped her to her feet. “I’ll be right here if you need me.”

      The look of gratitude in her gaze touched Owen inside. She glanced down at the sofa and at the pillow on one end. She peeled the blanket from her shoulders and handed it to him. “You are a very decent man, Owen Dean. I don’t think I could ever repay what⁠—”

      “You don’t have to.” His fingers brushed a new tear off her cheek and she blushed.

      “I don’t know that I’ve ever been so emotional.” Sarah turned to go, and Owen watched every step she took. At the doorway to the bedroom, he asked the question that had been burning in his mind.

      “Would you have married him if he’d asked you again?”

      She turned around slowly. Her eyes were polished jade in the light from the kitchen.

      “No. I could never have married Hal. I had learned to respect him. I was sorry for all that he’d suffered. But I could never have married him.” She leaned against the doorjamb. “I’m the product of a loveless marriage myself. I’d never make the mistake of marrying a man I couldn’t love.”
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      The briefing room outside the Public Information office was crawling with reporters. Cameras flashed intermittently in the direction of a small group of officials facing the crowd. At the portable podium, the district attorney kept his jury face on as he answered the flood of questions regarding the murder. Ike Bosler knew the importance of looking dignified, open, and in control for the pictures that went into the papers. And this was especially important with the governor’s mansion up for grabs in a couple of years.

      “Do you believe there is any connection between Sarah Rand’s murder and this one, Mr. Bosler?”

      “Too early to tell.”

      “Have there been any arrests at all?” another reporter called out.

      “The Newport Police have a number of leads that they are following up on. The investigation is still in its earliest stages.”

      “There was a stabbing outside the Civic Center in Providence last month. Could this be the work of a serial murderer?”

      “There is no connection between the two incidents.”

      “Will you be releasing a composite sketch of a suspect?”

      Bosler shot the police chief and Dan Archer a quick look. The captain had taken a handkerchief out of his pocket and was wiping the sweat from his forehead. Chief Calvin nodded sharply.

      “We should have one by this afternoon,” The district attorney responded confidently.

      “Should the tourists be warned of danger lurking in these streets?”

      Ike Bosler paused, looking pensive for a long moment. He knew from experience that this was the look that said judicious, circumspect, analytical, commanding. The camera shutters whirred.

      “I can say, without hesitation, that the Newport Police Department is doing an excellent job of keeping this city safe for both residents and visitors. The crime statistics speak for themselves. Breaking and entering, robbery, larceny, aggravated assault—the crime rate in Newport has been cut in half since Chief Calvin and I sat down to map out an anticrime strategy at the beginning of his tenure here.”

      The D.A. took hold of the podium with both hands and leaned forward for effect.

      “Newport has averaged less than one homicide per year for the past five years. In every case, there has been a timely arrest when the facts warranted it, and a successful prosecution. I believe our tourists are in good hands, and it is safe to say that this department, under the guidance of Chief Calvin, is well-equipped to serve and protect all of our citizens. The streets of Newport are safer than any city of comparable size in America. We could only wish that Providence were doing so well.”

      Bosler listened to the knowing laugh of the reporters. Everyone in the room knew that the police commissioner in Providence had been making some noises about a run for governor. Might as well nip that in the bud, he thought.

      “Mr. Bosler⁠—”

      “That’s all we have for now, ladies and gentlemen.”

      Despite the shouts and questions by the reporters, the D.A.’s departure from the press conference was closely followed by that of the chief of police and Captain Archer.

      In the corridor leading to the chief’s office, Bosler turned on the two policemen.

      “I want you two to listen, and listen good. I don’t care if Santa Claus stuck that knife into Van Horn. I want a good sketch this afternoon and a suspect we can feed to the press by tomorrow.” The D.A.’s face was fierce and menacing. “I want a clean, open-and-shut case, David. And I’m telling you, Archer, if you fuck up, you’ll be doing beach patrol on Block Island. Do you understand me?”
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        * * *

      

      “I saw him, Jake.” Frankie looked around the crowded diner and lowered his voice into the phone. “I saw him do it.”

      “Did he see you?”

      Frankie took the cigarette out of his mouth. “I was standing right there. He practically ran me down. Of course he saw me.”

      “All of a sudden, I’m worried about you.”

      “You what? Oh, I get it. You’re saying this shit ‘cuz there’s a fucking guard standing next to you with his ear up your ass. Yeah, yeah. Your mother is doing much better.”

      “Serious. We’re family. If we don’t take care of each other, who will?”

      “Cut the shit.” Frankie took another cigarette out of his pocket and lit it. “I also saw the bitch again. She is alive, all right. Right there on the street when Van Horn got dusted. Jake, just whose fucking body did you drag out of that place, anyway? I’m thinking maybe you forgot to tell me something.”

      “Think of it this way, we just followed our directions. If the damn doctor wanted us to do something more specific, he should’ve said so.”

      “You’re speaking in code, goddammit.” He frowned into the face of a purple-haired kid who walked up and stood a step away, waiting to use the phone. Frankie held the phone away from his mouth. “Hey, do you fucking mind?

      The kid made a noise with his mouth and backed up a step.

      “Look, Jake, I have to go. But something I forgot to tell you.” He lowered his voice and turned his back on the kid. “You won’t believe who I saw the bitch get in the car with…after the thing.”

      “Who?”

      “Our new, resident movie star. And they seemed to be pretty cozy together, too. Now try to figure that one.”

      “Watch out for Ma for me, will you?”

      “Yadda. Yadda. Sure. But Jake, Ma says go fuck yourself, and that guard, too.” He could hear Jake chuckle once as he hung up the phone.

      Frankie poked a fat finger into the boy’s chest. “And fuck you, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Archer sipped his coffee as he watched the technician click in a new chin on the composite ‘sketch’ being constructed on the computer screen. The restaurant hostess, their most reliable eyewitness so far, pursed her lips and then nodded.

      “That’s more like her. Her hair was shorter, I think. At least, what I could see under the baseball hat.” She glanced up at Archer. “I’m not going to try and tell you your business.”

      “We appreciate that, miss.” The captain took another sip of his coffee as the technician smirked at the screen.

      “But I want to make it really clear. She wasn’t the one with the knife. She wasn’t the one who stabbed him.”

      “We understand that. But you said she was near enough to have seen the killer, and she left the scene immediately. She could be very useful to the investigation.”

      “So she could be another eyewitness.”

      “That’s right.” Archer nodded. “How about hair color?”

      “I’m not sure,” she replied. “She was wearing that hat. Her hair was light, I think. Maybe even blonde. I couldn’t see much of it. Light-colored eyes. I didn’t really look. Maybe blue or something. The eyebrows didn’t arch as much as you’ve got there. Yeah, that’s better.”

      “You said she was young. Maybe fifteen or sixteen.” Archer asked a moment later. “What makes you so sure of that?”

      The woman shrugged. “She wasn’t carrying anything. No wallet or pocketbook. She had to borrow a pen from me to jot down something on a piece of paper.”

      “Did you see what it was that she wrote down?”

      The hostess shook her head. “Maybe some phone number or something? Every store in town is hiring these days. We can’t keep any kitchen help ourselves. Maybe she saw a help-wanted number. Actually, she looked like someone who would be looking for their first job. She never really looked straight at you.”

      “Aha.”

      “How does this look?”

      “Smaller nose. No.” She shook her head at the technician. “Yeah. She had a pretty nose. Straight. And a small chin. Delicate.”

      “You said she disappeared after the incident.” Archer prompted again.

      “I’d say a long neck, thin from what I could see, anyway.” She looked from the monitor back to Archer. “Somebody might have picked her up. There were a lot of cars on Bellevue. But there was too much going on for me to be sure.”

      The captain pushed his reading glasses onto his nose and flipped open his notebook.

      “Normal lips. No, that’s too puffy. Yeah, that’s about right with the mouth. She wasn’t wearing any make-up or lipstick. She had a way of bending her head, the tip of the hat covered most of her face. No earrings.”

      “No earrings. Why do you believe someone picked her up?”

      “I said might have,” she corrected him. “I saw a car door open in front of the restaurant, and someone got in. It might have been her, but I can’t say for sure.”

      “Which direction was the car headed?”

      “North? I’m not good at directions.” She shrugged. “Whatever direction takes you toward Memorial Boulevard. The car turned toward First Beach.”

      “Can you give us a description of the car?”

      “Hmm. Black? Blue? Gray? Well, it was a dark SUV.”

      “Can you be more specific?” Archer prompted. “Perhaps a license plate number?”

      “Sorry, Captain Archer. There was too much going on for me to focus on those kinds of details.”

      Dan Archer waited until the computer-generated sketch was finished and then took it back to his office. Bob McHugh was standing at his desk within a minute.

      “What do you think?”

      Archer leafed through a thick file on his desk and pulled out Sarah Rand’s driver’s license photograph. Putting the sketch next to it, he covered the hat with a piece of paper. “She was there.”

      McHugh moved the two pictures around a bit and ran a hand up and down his bristly chin. “You want to run it through the computer to make sure?”

      “No. I’m sure.”

      For the first time in all the years Archer had known the burly detective, McHugh actually looked nervous. With good reason.

      “We are going to release this to the press, though, aren’t we?”

      “Yes, we are—but only with the description given by our eyewitness.” Archer handed the sketch over. “This should give them something to chase their tails after. Don’t forget the age. Fifteen or sixteen.”
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        * * *

      

      Scott Rosen’s pen never lifted off his legal pad while Judge Arnold and Evan Steele argued possible motives for Hal’s stabbing.

      “Judge, the whole thing might come down to Hal simply being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      The judge snorted his disagreement, looked around the small meeting room reserved for inmates and their legal counsel, and then turned his frown on the other man.

      “Do you seriously think someone else was supposed to be gutted by that knife?” He turned to Scott next. “Have they done an autopsy yet?”

      The lawyer fixed his gaze on his client. “They were supposed to do it this morning. We don’t have any preliminary results, yet.”

      “I talked to the emergency room doctor who saw to Hal,” Steele cut in. “His educated guess was that because of the severe cuts and obvious damage to the major organs, the weapon could not have been something as simple as a switchblade. This was done professionally. My guess would be that the weapon was a double-edged knife, very common in contract murders.”

      Judge Arnold looked troubled when he turned again to his attorney.

      “Don’t tell me that they are going to try to pin this thing on me, too.”

      “You are the only one with an obvious motive, your honor,” Scott answered.

      “But the judge had no means…no method,” Steele argued.

      “You said yourself that this could be a contract murder, Evan,” Scott replied. “Your honor, you have been critical of your stepson for as long as you were married to his mother. It is documented that you have been jealous of Sarah’s attentions toward him in recent months. It’d be easy to argue that the same person that you allegedly hired to kill and dispose of Sarah Rand was hired for this hit, as well. Even more damning is that Hal’s death eliminates the D.A.’s strongest witness against you. With Hal out of the picture, you could very well win your freedom and reap great financial rewards in the bargain. With Hal dead, you stand to gain virtually all of Avery’s fortune.”

      “Whose fucking side are you on, anyway?”

      Scott Rosen laid his pen down on his pad and calmly met the judge’s angry glare. “You should be thankful, your honor, that I’m on yours.”
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        * * *

      

      Her best thinking was always done in the shower.

      Sarah savored the piercing sting of the hot water on her scalp and face, and cleared her mind before trying to piece together the part of herself that had come undone these past forty-eight hours. Two people whom she cared for were dead. By staying with Owen, she was exposing him to the same danger.

      It had to stop. She had to turn herself in and face the consequences before this man, too, was hurt. Somehow, somewhere in the madness of the past two days, Owen Dean had emerged from the long-buried images of a youthful daydream, only to become a living, breathing human being. What was even wilder, he was a man who matched every expectation she held for a real friend…and more. But then again, Sarah thought, ‘friend’ could be a pretty loose term. The rest of what was going on between them, she didn’t even want to think about. She turned off the water and reached for a towel.

      He was on the phone when Sarah stepped out of the bedroom a little later. She felt that same strange prickly warmth spread through her when he looked up, his face brightening as he acknowledged her. He must have showered and shaved while she was still asleep. A cup of coffee sat before him on the desk. He motioned toward the kitchen, and she saw the glass of juice and the cereal bowl he’d left out for her.

      Sarah glanced at the drawn shades and the sliding glass door that had been left partially open, giving her a glimpse of sunlight and brick and of green grass that she knew went all the way to the seawall. For a moment she had to fight the urge to step out onto the terrace and breathe in the fresh sea air. With a sigh, she instead went to the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee, wondering when she would ever have even that small freedom again. She brought the pot in and was refilling Owen’s cup as his phone conversation ended.

      “Good morning.” His greeting was gentle. “You look better this morning.”

      She had never realized how dark a shade of blue his eyes were until now. “Thanks for last night. I was a mess.”

      He stood up, and she felt dwarfed by his size, by the air of confidence and potency that he exuded. These were two attitudes she needed to regain. She wondered where she’d lost them. Good lord, she was a wreck, anyway she looked at it.

      “You have to have something more to eat than that.” He motioned toward the cup of coffee in her hand. “Can I make you some real breakfast?”

      “No, thanks. The cereal will be great.”

      “The phone call was from my production company office in New York,” he said while she filled the bowl. “Captain Archer has been busy.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’d called them yesterday, making an ‘unofficial’ inquiry about me.”

      She sat down on the edge of the chair. “But there is no connection between you and me as far as he could see. Am I missing something?”

      “There was my call to the police two nights ago. And then, that same night, you called me from the Van Horn mansion. They must have traced the call.”

      “Brilliant.” Sarah’s hand trembled, and she wrapped it around the cup. “I should never have called you from there.” She shook her head to clear it. “I did some serious thinking in the shower. I think it’s time I turned myself in. I’m putting you at far too great a risk.”

      “Do you have another copy of that list? The items in Avery’s safe-deposit box?”

      She was startled by the way he’d changed the subject. “No. I mean not with me. As far as going to the police⁠—”

      “Where could we get a copy? Is it on one of your computers at work? Could you somehow download it?”

      She watched him pour the milk on her cereal.

      “Why are you doing this?” Sarah asked softly.

      “Most people like milk on their cereal.”

      “You know that’s not what I mean. Why don’t you put me out?”

      Owen sat across from her, his expression thoughtful.

      “I don’t know,” he said after a lengthy pause. “I guess I figure, like it or not, I’m already involved. And it’ll make everything look a hell of a lot better if we turn ourselves in to the officials with some reasonable amount of evidence in hand, instead of saying, ‘Sorry, we were just trying to play cops and robbers, but we didn’t do too well.’”

      “What do you think is a reasonable amount of evidence?”

      “You are the lawyer. You tell me.”

      His comment bolstered the flicker of confidence she still had left somewhere in her battered psyche.

      “Let’s think about what we have. Maybe the list is the key. Maybe, with a closer look at it, you and I can see something there that makes a difference.”

      “It’s a good place to start.”

      “But what about Archer?”

      Owen sat back in his chair. “The way I see it, there are two basic scenarios at either end of a whole range of possibilities. At one end, Archer could be innocent of any of this and thinks you’re dead. In which case, my connection might just be a distraction. After all, he really just wants to compile as much evidence against the judge as he can get. And other than getting a search warrant for this apartment—which he probably wouldn’t go to the trouble of getting since he’s already been in here—he won’t find out anything about me that the tabloids haven’t printed already.”

      “And at the other end…he’s actively involved in everything?” She played with her cereal when he pushed it at her.

      “Right. He’s in on the murders, and he knows you’re alive. If this is the case, then he has people out there waiting to get you. And if that’s true, you won’t be safe turning yourself in anyway. You can’t make an accusation against him without evidence.”

      “He might guess that I’m staying with you.”

      “He wouldn’t figure I’m that stupid. Nor you, for that matter. Plus, he practically turned the place inside out when he was here yesterday.”

      She glanced down at the flakes floating in the bowl.

      “Have you always played with your food, or is this a new pastime?”

      Sarah found him smiling at her. “Have you always helped damsels in distress, or is this a new pastime?”

      He chuckled and covered her hand with his. “I can see you are feeling better. How about me making us some real breakfast? Then we get another copy of that list.”

      “Are you sure about this, Owen?” She had to ask. “About me staying?”

      “Of course I’m sure.” He rose to his feet and took the bowl away. “You heard what Archer said. It’s an ‘unofficial’ inquiry. That makes us ‘unofficially’ involved.”
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