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PROLOGUE




The vehicle cruised sedately down the street. 

Don’t want to be getting a speeding ticket and draw attention to ourselves, now do we?

The driver of the vehicle pulled into a parking place near the intersection. The target had crossed here the day before, striding briskly along the crosswalk like she owned the world.

Rage surged, threatening to explode.

It starts today. With her!

The rage subsided, temporarily appeased.

The numbers on the sign above the bank building rolled over from 11:56 to 11:57. She didn’t always go out to lunch, but that was okay.

If not now, then later. Either way, it starts today.







CHAPTER ONE




Kate ushered her last client of the morning to the door, then dug her insulated lunch bag out of her drawer and flopped down in her chair. Sighing, she put her feet up on the corner of the desk. 

It had been a long morning, and a bit of a roller coaster ride. She’d gone from convincing a severely depressed new mother that suicide was not her best option to giving dating advice to a woman almost twice her age. The well-to-do widow had desperately wanted to believe the white-haired Romeo at her senior center, who claimed he lay awake every night thinking about her. Kate had gently suggested a swollen prostate was the more likely explanation for his insomnia. The woman had laughed and promised to go slow.

And then there was the client who’d just left–a fragile young woman who was starting to realize her lousy self-esteem was not because she was truly worthless but because she’d been told she was her entire life, first by her parents and then by a string of abusive boyfriends. Kate hoped she’d shored up the woman’s shaky psyche sufficiently that she’d make it through the week without an emergency phone call.

Excitement bubbled in her chest as she popped the lids off containers of raw veggies and low-fat dressing. She looked at the rabbit food skeptically, not at all sure it would stave off her hunger until this evening, when she and Eddie were heading to their favorite restaurant in Towson to celebrate their anniversary.

Client hours on Tuesdays normally extended well into the evening, but today she’d rearranged her schedule and Sally, her boss, was covering emergency calls for her.

So I can turn the damned cell phone off. The only person she wanted to talk to this evening would be the man across the table from her.

Kate blew an errant dark curl out of her eyes as she wondered again if she was going to look like a fool in the slinky black dress she’d bought on a whim. At thirty-eight, her broad shoulders and a good metabolism still kept her looking trim in tailored office clothes or the jeans and loose shirts she wore around the house. But there were some lumps and sags that hadn’t been there in her younger years, when she’d taken her ability to wear black slinky dresses for granted.

She popped a baby carrot in her mouth and let her mind wander.

Ten years ago today, Kathleen Nora O’Donnell had married Edward James Huntington, Jr. in an Episcopal church–a failed attempt at compromise that had satisfied neither set of parents. “Catholic Lite. Same rituals, half the guilt,” Eddie had quipped at the rehearsal dinner. Kate was the only one who’d laughed.

Her Irish-American parents, warm loving people by nature, had quickly forgiven Eddie his Protestant roots and adopted him into the large O’Donnell clan. But Kate suspected her mother-in-law would never completely forgive her for stealing her only child. Especially since said child allowed his wife to call him Eddie, a nickname that previously only his mother had used.

Despite the subtle tensions in Kate’s relationship with her mother-in-law, the marriage had flourished. Of course there’d been some bumps in the road along the way. Most of the time though, Kate felt like pinching herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. Eddie was a kind, thoughtful man, with a delightful sense of humor.

Not to mention, he’s not hard to look at and he’s good in bed.

Bed reminded her of the only significant dark cloud in their lives. No babies. Seven years ago, they’d stopped using birth control and allowed nature to take its course. Mother Nature had not cooperated, and time was running out on them.

Speaking of time…

She glanced at the clock on her office wall, then dropped her feet to the floor. She had four more clients to see before she could go home and squirm into that black dress.

[image: image-placeholder]Walking hand-in-hand with Eddie up the dark sidewalk to their front porch, Kate was no longer feeling the least bit self-conscious about her dress. A bit fuzzy-headed from wine, she stumbled on a crack.

Eddie deftly caught her before she could fall. He wrapped strong arms around her and held her against his lanky frame. Several minutes of some serious kissing left Kate even more light-headed.

She gently broke away. “We’d better take this inside before we scandalize the neighbors,” she whispered, her voice husky.

In the living room, she kicked off her pumps and, out of habit, picked up the phone to check their voicemail. Her mood abruptly sobered when she heard incoherent words interspersed with stifled sobs.

Dear God, not a client emergency. Had the answering service screwed up and patched the call through to her instead of Sally?

She punched the button to replay the message. Fear twisted in her gut when she recognized the voice. She could only make out a few words but the ones she caught made the blood drain from her face.

She turned to Eddie. He froze in the act of pulling off his tie.

“It’s Rob and he’s sobbing.” She faltered, struggling not to cry herself. “I think something’s happened to Liz. They’re at St. Joseph’s Hospital.”

Eddie was already headed back toward the front door. “Grab some comfortable shoes. I’ll start the car.”

As her husband drove through the dark streets as fast as he dared, Kate worried about her friend sitting scared and alone in a hospital waiting area. She imagined his tall frame slumped over, broad shoulders drooping, his face pale under salt and pepper hair. She prayed that whatever had happened to Liz wasn’t life threatening. Rob adored his wife. Kate wasn’t sure he’d survive losing her.

Rob Franklin’s law firm was right down the hall from the counseling center where Kate worked, and they’d consulted on many mutual cases through the years. Most had involved someone trying to get out of a destructive marriage, although they’d referred clients to each other for other reasons as well. She’d found Rob to be a formidable advocate for her clients. In his personal life, he was almost as easy-going as Eddie, but when the chips were down he had a backbone made of steel. On several occasions, she’d watched him rip holes in hostile witnesses in the courtroom.

It was not surprising to her that their work relationship had evolved into a friendship. He was a bright man, with a sharp wit and an intuitive grasp of what made people tick. Nor was it surprising that once they’d started socializing outside the office, they’d become friends with each other’s spouses as well. She and Eddie couldn’t help but love Rob’s wife, whose vivacious and feisty personality seemed too large for her petite body.

Kate’s throat tightened. She blinked back the sting of tears. Dear God, let Liz be okay.

Eddie spun the car into the hospital’s parking lot. She jumped out before he’d come to a complete stop.

In the surgical unit’s waiting area, Rob’s broad face was even more washed out than Kate had imagined. He started to apologize for disrupting their anniversary, but Kate cut him short. “No, no, dear, that’s okay. I’m so sorry we didn’t come sooner. Our phones were off.”

Rob was shaking as he filled them in. Liz had been run down by a hit-and-run driver while crossing the street after work. All the doctor had said, before whisking her into surgery, was that she had several broken bones and internal bleeding.

Rob hadn’t phoned his daughters yet. Shelley was away at college in Maine, and Samantha was studying at a friend’s house. “It would just upset them. And by the time Shelley could get here, Liz will either….” His voice trailed off.

Be out of the woods or dead, Kate finished the grim thought in her head.

She mentally put herself in Shelley’s shoes. The Franklins’ eldest was a blend of her parents, but she had enough of her mother in her that Kate knew she’d be furious with her father for keeping her in the dark.

Kate shared her thoughts with Rob. He nodded in response. After refusing her offer to make the call for him, he shuffled down the hall to find someplace that was not plastered with signs prohibiting cell phones.

Eddie went off in search of coffee for all of them.

Kate sat down on an ugly beige couch to wait. She laid her head back against the wall and took in a couple ragged breaths, trying to loosen the knot in her stomach.



She was snorkeling with Eddie in the Bahamas on their honeymoon, holding hands under water. Awestruck, they watched the brightly colored tropical fish swim around them.

She woke, disoriented, to find Rob’s bulk squeezed in beside her on the small couch. He clung to one of her hands. Praying she hadn’t been snoring, she discreetly checked her chin for drool with her other hand.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you. I just needed to…”

“… hold onto something,” Kate finished, her heart aching for him.

He nodded. Tears pooled in his eyes.

Eddie came through the double doors down the corridor, balancing three steaming vending-machine cups in his hands. “Who wants bad coffee?” he asked as he approached them.

Kate squeezed Rob’s hand, then released it to take one of the cups.

Rob turned his head away. He swiped his shirt sleeve across his wet face, then blew his nose into an already soggy handkerchief. When he took the proffered coffee cup from Eddie, it was now wrapped in a fresh man’s handkerchief.

Kate’s eyes stung at the sweet gesture. She took a sip of coffee. It truly was awful. She set the cup down on the table beside the couch.

Eddie touched her shoulder and whispered, “Walk with me for a minute.”

Rob hadn’t seemed to hear him. His face was turned away again. Kate thought she heard a sniffle.

They walked down the hall. Once out of Rob’s earshot, Eddie slowed his pace. “I’m wondering if I should go home,” he said in a low voice.

She stopped walking. Had she heard him correctly?

“Not that I want to,” he quickly added. “But you two are closer, and a man can open up more readily to a woman than to another man. You know what I mean?”

“That I might be more comfort to him without you here,” she said.

“Yeah. I have an early meeting tomorrow morning. You can give him that as an excuse. Unless you think I should stay?” Eddie now sounded uncertain.

“No, I think you’re right. I’ll drive him home later and call a cab from his house.” Kate reached up and pecked her husband on the cheek. “You know, for an accountant, you’re a pretty darn good psychologist.”

He gave her a brief smile. “Call if you need me, and I’ll be back here in ten minutes. Call anyway as soon as you know anything… if, when Liz….” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. 

He gathered her into his arms. They clung to each other for a moment. Then he let go and turned toward the doors at the end of the hall.

Kate walked back to the couch. “Eddie’s going to head home. He’s got a big meeting early–”

Rob’s eyes moved from her face to something behind her. His eyes went wide and he jumped up.

Kate turned to follow his stare. Eddie had frozen in mid-step. Beyond him, a doctor, wearing O.R. scrubs, had come through the doors. His mouth was set in a grim line, his skin gray with exhaustion.

She turned back to Rob just as the cup slipped from his hand, spilling bad coffee over their shoes. He swayed on his feet. His face had gone slack. She grabbed for him, and they tumbled backward onto the couch.

The doctor rushed forward, running into Eddie and knocking the cup from his hand. More coffee hit the floor. They both raced toward her, colliding again just before reaching the couch.

A bubble of hysterical laughter threatened to erupt from Kate’s throat, even as her eyes stung with tears. Rob’s inert body was pinning her to the couch. She struggled with one hand to pull her uncooperative black dress into some semblance of modesty.

“I’m sorry,” the doctor said.

Horror washed over her. It must have shown on her face.

“No, no, that’s not what I meant,” the doctor quickly reassured her. “Mrs. Franklin is stable. I’m sorry I scared you. I probably looked like the Grim Reaper coming through those doors. My mind was on another case from earlier that didn’t turn out so well.”

A rush of relief. The bubble of laughter broke loose.

[image: image-placeholder]Rob opened his eyes in an alternate universe. The doctor had come to tell him his Lizzie was dead, and Kate was lying underneath him and laughing.

He twisted around to look at her face.

Kate’s giggles came to an abrupt end. “It’s okay! Liz is stable. Now get off me, you big oaf.”

He stared up at Ed and the doctor as he tried to process her words. Ed was grinning.

“She’s really okay?”

The doctor nodded.

The ten-ton weight lifted from his chest. Scrambling to his feet, he reached down to help Kate up.

“We successfully stopped the internal bleeding,” the doctor said, “and she’s been given a blood transfusion. No other signs of internal injuries. The femur in her right thigh was fractured. A clean break. We’ve attached a metal plate to the side of the bone to stabilize it until it heals.” He shook his head. “Her left ankle didn’t fare quite so well. It looks like it twisted under her as she fell.”

He explained that an orthopedic specialist had been called in and had put several pins and wires in the ankle. “The good news is her leg twisting under her probably saved her from serious head injury by slowing the momentum of her fall. She’s moderately concussed, but it could’ve been a lot worse. From the nature of her injuries it looks like she bounced off the bumper or fender. If she’d been hit more squarely by the front of the vehicle….”

Rob felt the blood drain out of his face. His knees threatened to give out on him again. Both Kate and Ed reached out to steady him.

The doctor gave him an apologetic look. “She’ll be our guest for a few days, but I have every reason to believe she’ll be fine in due course.”

“Sounds like she’ll be an airport security person’s nightmare from now on,” Kate said with a small grin.

The doctor returned her smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “We’ll remove the plate in her thigh when the bone is healed, but, yeah, the hardware in her ankle will be permanent.”

Ed offered to give blood to replace some of what had been used from the hospital’s blood bank. The doctor sent him to the nurses’ station to set up an appointment.

Rob reached out to shake the doctor’s hand. “Thank…” His voice caught in his throat. “Thank you,” he finally managed to whisper.

“At least this case has a happy ending,” the doctor said, but he didn’t look happy.

Kate’s face morphed into the expression Rob thought of as her therapist look–one part sympathy, one part attentiveness. His mouth formed its first genuine smile of the evening.

She just can’t help herself.

Her expression had the desired effect. The doctor shook his head. “Let’s just say that kids on skateboards and teenaged drivers on cell phones are a very bad combination.”

“Oh, no!” Horror joined the sympathy on Kate’s face. She reached out and rested her hand lightly on the doctor’s arm. “That’s got to be as rough as it gets.”

He patted her hand. “I’m glad I get to end my shift on a good note, and next time I’ll take better care to adjust my expression before coming through those doors.” Turning to Rob, he added, “Your wife should be coming out of recovery soon.”

After the doctor left, Ed shook Rob’s hand.

Kate gave him a hug. “I’ll touch base with you tomorrow to see how Liz is doing.”

As they walked away, Rob overheard Ed say, “I’d hoped for a little excitement this evening, but this wasn’t exactly the type of excitement I had in mind.”

Rob stifled a chuckle as Kate shot her husband a devilish grin.







CHAPTER TWO




Kate woke to the smell of coffee floating down the hall from the kitchen. She took a deep breath. Her smile faded as she realized the fragrance was faint. Eddie was long gone. One of the many things she disliked about tax season was eating breakfast alone, and all too often dinner as well. 

Wednesdays were half days, in exchange for working until noon on Saturdays. But in Kate’s mind, a weekday afternoon off didn’t compensate for losing a quarter of her weekend with Eddie. The only time she really didn’t mind was this time of year, when he worked seven days a week.

It turned out to be a hectic morning. Two clients called with mid-week crises while she was in her first session. Sandwiching return calls between her other sessions was challenging.

Finally, she was gathering her things to leave at twelve-twenty when the counseling center’s receptionist stuck her head in the open doorway. “Hey, Kate,” Pauline said. “Rob’s wife’s accident is on the news.”

Kate hurried out to the reception area. On the television, a toothy anchorwoman was describing Liz’s accident as the lead-in to a story about the rising number of hit-and-runs in the area. “Mrs. Franklin is one of the lucky ones,” the woman concluded. “She’s in stable condition at St. Joseph’s Hospital.”

On the off chance that Rob was in his office, Kate walked down the hall to the law firm of Stockton, Bennett and Franklin. He was there, stuffing papers into his briefcase.

“Hey, they just reported about Liz’s hit-and-run on the noon news,” she told him. “How’s she doing?”

Rob glanced up. “Not too bad, all things considered. She’s been conscious but woozy most of the morning. She even cracked a feeble joke about vampires when the nurse took some blood for tests. I’m gathering up some things so I can work at the hospital when she’s napping. Then I’ve got to swing out to the airport and pick Shelley up.”

“Do you think Liz is up for more company? I thought I’d stop by on my way home. But I don’t want to tire her.”

“She’d love to see you, but you probably do need to keep it brief. She fades in and out. And I should warn you. She looks like a woman who’s had an argument with a truck. She’s pretty scraped up and bruised.”

Kate’s mouth fell open. “She was hit by a truck?”

Rob had finished packing his briefcase. He flopped down in his desk chair with a sigh. “Maybe. There were several witnesses, but their stories conflict.”

“Ah, the foibles of human memory.”

“One witness was sure it was a red van. Another thought it was a brown truck. The third agreed it was a larger vehicle but wasn’t at all sure what color it was. None of them got the license number, unfortunately. One lady said she tried to, but the license plate was so dirty she had a hard time reading it. She was only able to make out an R before the jackass took off!”

Anger at the guy who’d almost killed his wife wasn’t far beneath the surface. Kate couldn’t blame him one bit.

“It all happened fast. Liz stepped off the curb at the same time this clown sped up to beat the light. Then he kept on going after he hit her.”

Her own anger surged in her chest. “There are way too many crazies out there on the road.”

The corner of Rob’s mouth quirked up. “You’re falling down on the job, lady. You’re supposed to be making them all sane.”

She snorted. “Yeah, right. Ever heard of the proverbial drop in the bucket?”

His expression sobered. “Actually this guy may be crazier than most. One witness swore he did it on purpose. She said the guy seemed to aim right for Liz.”

“Oh, no! We’re in big trouble if drivers are starting to intentionally aim for pedestrians.”

“Yeah, makes me want to pack up the family and move to, I don’t know… maybe a forty-acre farm, with an electrified fence around it.”

Kate snorted again. “Somehow I don’t see you in denim overalls and a John Deere cap.” Crisply pressed Dockers and a golf shirt were Rob’s idea of casual wear.

He chuckled, then said, “Seriously, between the traffic and pollution and the Type A crazies, Towson just isn’t what it used to be.”

“It’s certainly a lot more crowded,” she conceded. “Hey, how about bringing the girls by the house later for a quick visit, after you’ve been to the hospital? I haven’t seen Shelley in eons.”

“Yeah, once the brats morph into teenagers, they don’t want to hang out with their old fogey parents and their friends anymore.”

“Hey, Bub, watch who you’re calling an old fogey.” Kate punched him lightly on the arm. “You may be one, but your friends are still in their prime.”

[image: image-placeholder]The next afternoon, Kate was between her last two sessions when Pauline waved her over to the reception desk and handed her a message slip. A business card was stapled to it. “This guy came in a little after three.” The receptionist dropped her voice so the clients in the waiting area couldn’t hear her. “Had a heck of a time convincing him that one does not interrupt a therapy session. I told him unless he was here to report that the building was on fire, he’d just have to wait. He opted to leave a message instead.”

Kate read the message. Call Detective Phillips, Baltimore Co. Police. Anxiety fluttered in her chest. Had something happened to one of her clients? She asked her next client to wait a few minutes and hurried into her office to make the call.

“Thank you for calling, Mrs. Huntington. I’m investigating Elizabeth Franklin’s hit-and-run. I understand you’re good friends with the Franklins. Could you tell me if Mrs. Franklin has any enemies?”

“Not that I know of. Why do you ask?”

“From some of the eyewitness accounts, it’s possible the driver hit her intentionally,” Detective Phillips replied. “We’re investigating the incident as a possible assault. What about Mr. Franklin? Do you know if perhaps he’s, as they say, engaged in some indiscretion? Maybe there’s a jealous girlfriend out there.”

Kate’s temper flared. She reined it in. “No, Rob and Liz are madly in love and neither has engaged in any indiscretions.”

“Oh, come on, Mrs. Huntington, they’ve been married a long time. Nobody’s still madly in love after a couple decades of staring at each other over the breakfast table. If there’s any sour note in their relationship, I need to know about it. Sometimes spouses decide that a little accident would be cheaper than divorce.”

Self-control suddenly seemed over-rated. “That’s a despicable thing to say. Rob would never harm his wife.”

“Well, maybe you don’t know him as well as you think you do.”

Kate gritted her teeth. “De-tec-tive,” she enunciated each syllable, “Rob Franklin is my closest friend and I know he is not having an affair. I have a client waiting, so goodbye, sir!” She punched the end button on her phone and longed for the days when you could slam a receiver down in the cradle and give the obnoxious person on the other end a headache.

Kate took several deep breaths to calm herself. She needed to get to her waiting client.

An hour later, she ushered her client out the door, then called Eddie at his office. She was so pissed she could hardly get the words out as she told him about her conversation with the police detective.

“Not good,” he said, when she finally wound down. “You need to tell Rob about this.”

“You’re right.” Kate looked at her watch. Quarter after five. “I’ll track him down. Love you. See you tonight.”

She punched in Rob’s office number and drummed fingers on her desk as the phone rang in her ear.

His administrative assistant picked up. “Mr. Franklin’s office.”

“Hi, Fran. Is he there, or is he over at the hospital?”

“He just got back here a few minutes ago. He has a deposition we weren’t able to reschedule, at five-thirty.”

“I need to talk to him. I’ll be right there.”

Kate rushed out of the center and down the hall to Rob’s law firm. She waved at Fran as she swept past her desk, then tapped on Rob’s half-open door.

“Come in.”

She closed the door behind her. He sat at his desk, looking over some papers in an open file folder.

“You’re never going to believe the conversation I had earlier with the biggest jerk in the world.” In an irate voice, she summarized the phone call with Detective Phillips.

Rob sat back in his chair and looked pointedly at her fists clenched at her sides. “Calm down, Kate. He’s just doing his job.”

She willed her fingers to uncurl. “Easy for you to say. You weren’t talking to the…” Several words came to mind that she didn’t normally say out loud. She settled on “jackass.”

“Oh, he’s questioned me twice already, and I’m sure he’ll be back around again. Once he’s finished his fishing expedition with my colleagues and friends.” Rob’s voice was grim. “The spouse is always the first suspect in a murder or attempted murder.”

Kate stared at him. The word murder had rendered her temporarily speechless, a rare experience for her.

After a long pause, she said, “Well, considering the possibility that you were behind Liz’s accident–or non-accident if indeed it was intentional–that’s one thing. But it sounded to me like he’d already proposed marriage to the theory and was about to waltz it down the aisle.”

[image: image-placeholder]Friday at noon, Kate sat back in her desk chair with a sigh. It had been a tough morning, topping off a bad week. “TGIF,” she muttered. Taking a bite from her ham sandwich, she mulled over the session she’d just had with Cheryl Crofton, a pregnant, domestic violence survivor. Cheryl’s estranged husband had gotten his hands on her phone number. Thank God he still didn’t know her new address.

He’d called her the previous weekend, and of course they’d argued. Now that Cheryl felt relatively safe from her abusive spouse, her anger was surfacing. An all too common reaction, as Kate knew. Cheryl had ended the conversation by informing him he now had to talk to her lawyer, Robert Franklin, instead of to her.

“Has he threatened you?” Kate had asked.

“No, not really. He just keeps sayin’ he’s gonna make me come home.”

“I don’t want to frighten you, but sometimes after the woman leaves, a wife-batterer becomes more violent. I suggest you get your phone number changed. If you tell the phone company someone’s harassing you, they might change it for free.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I’m not scared. I bought a gun and a friend of mine’s teachin’ me how to use it. I’m never gonna let nobody intimidate me again.”

Kate had reservations about Cheryl as a gun-toting mama but she’d kept them to herself. She didn’t want to undermine her client’s newfound assertiveness, and the threat of a spurned wife-batterer turning deadly was real. At least she was getting lessons on the gun’s proper use, which hopefully would include safety instructions.

Kate chomped down on the dill pickle spear the deli had delivered along with her sandwich. As she chewed, her mind turned to her first session that morning. Multiple personalities–or dissociative identity disorder as it was now called–was more common in women, but Jim Lincoln was the second man with the disorder whom Kate had treated in her twelve-year career as a psychotherapist.

Jim was quiet and shy by nature. In addition to the D.I.D.–which was tough enough to treat–he was still confused about his sexual orientation at age twenty-nine. He’d grown up in rural western Maryland, in the foothills of the Appalachians. His seductive mother had fondled him as a child and eventually moved on to even more inappropriate sexual behaviors. Meanwhile his homophobic father had beaten him on a regular basis. At age four, his father started taking him to Ku Klux Klan meetings to “teach him how to be a man.” His first alter personality developed at that time–Steve, who was now an ultra-macho, heterosexual fifteen-year-old.

Other alters had joined the ranks through the years to help the sensitive boy cope. One was a little girl named Lilly who came out whenever Jim wanted to play dolls with the neighborhood girls instead of baseball with the boys. This made it okay and warded off his fear of his father’s wrath. After all, it wasn’t Jim who was playing with dolls; it was this female, Lilly.

Lilly had come out toward the end of today’s session. She’d then been resistant to giving up control of the shared body so Jim could get home safely. Lilly, at age six, did not know how to drive a car.

Kate let out a sigh and took another bite of her sandwich. There was a soft knock on her slightly ajar door. Expecting Pauline with phone messages, she mumbled, “Come in,” around ham and cheese.

Rob’s head appeared instead. “We’re headed for the airport but Shelley wanted to say good-bye.” He ushered his daughter into the office.

Swallowing quickly, Kate jumped up to give the young woman a hug. “Sweetheart, getting to see you was the only good part of this lousy week.” She stepped back, her hands still on the nineteen-year-old’s shoulders. “I can’t believe how grown up you are now. And you look so much like your mother.”

After a few minutes of chitchat, they said their farewells. Kate settled back down in her chair. She picked up her sandwich and took a bite.

Two loud cracks, followed by screams. Kate almost choked on her food. She bolted out of her chair and across her office. It sounded like the screams were coming from the street in front of the building. Heart in her throat, she ran through the center’s outer office and down the central stairs to the first floor.

She reached the lobby at the same time as the building’s security guard. He motioned for her to stay back. Drawing his gun, he cautiously eased one of the glass doors open.

The door was yanked out of his hand. Rob barreled through, his daughter in his arms. He flattened his back against the lobby wall. Shelley’s feet slid to the floor. She stood trembling in her father’s arms.

Kate raced over to them. “Oh my God! Is she hurt?”

“I don’t think so.” Rob’s voice was shaky. “Are you hurt, baby?”

Shelley shook her head and burst into tears.

He held his sobbing daughter tightly, his cheek pressed against the top of her head. “One shot hit right beside her. It got one of the flower pots.”

Kate leaned over and peeked through the glass door. The large pot of geraniums to the left of the door was intact. Dirt, chunks of terra cotta clay, and mangled flowers were scattered on the sidewalk where its mate used to be.

There were two shots.

Her hand flew to her chest. A young man, in biking helmet, shorts and T-shirt, was crumpled on the sidewalk near the curb. He moaned and clutched his bleeding leg. His bike lay abandoned in the road.

An older couple had already come to his aid. The man pressed a clean handkerchief against the wound while his wife draped her sweater around the biker’s shoulders.

The security guard came back through the other door. “Police and ambulance are on the way,” he announced. “Is the girl hurt?”

Rob shook his head, then looked at Kate. His expression said, I can’t take much more of this.

Kate wrapped her arms around the big man and his daughter. They were both trembling. “Sh-sh-sh, it’s okay,” she whispered. “Sh-sh, it’s over now.”

She hoped she was right.







CHAPTER THREE




On Sunday, Eddie had just gotten home from a day of tax forms and stressed-out clients. He was pulling off his tie as he walked through the living room. The phone rang. He picked up the receiver and said, “Hi, Rob.” 

Kate hustled into the kitchen to grab the other phone from its base.

“The doctors feel Liz is recovering well,” Rob was saying as she picked up. “But I didn’t tell her about the shooting yet. I’ll wait until she’s a little stronger. Shelley ended up staying through this morning. She was pretty shaken Friday night, but she seems fine now. After a weekend of fighting with her sister, she was quite ready to go back to school.”

“Ah, the resiliency of kids,” Eddie said.

Kate pursed her lips. One of her pet peeves was adults assuming kids were more resilient than they were. “I don’t know,” she said into the phone. “I wonder sometimes if they figure they don’t have any other choice. Kids cope because they have to.”

“Well, she seems to be coping better than I am,” Rob said. “I have a wife in the hospital, just spent the weekend in a teenage war zone, and Samantha is now pouting in her room because I told her, no, she could not wear a leather halter top and miniskirt to her school dance.”

Kate opened her mouth, then thought better of it. Now probably wasn’t the best time to point out that his daughters might not be coping as well as they seemed to be.

“Hmm, maybe we should rethink this baby idea, love,” Eddie said.

“Don’t worry, they only stay rebellious teenagers for a few years, although it feels like a decade or two,” Rob said with a chuckle in his voice.

Kate decided a change of subject was in order. “What have the police come up with on the shooting?”

“They haven’t a clue. After all, drive-bys aren’t exactly commonplace outside of the city. By the time people figured out what was going on, the shooter was long gone. The police don’t think he was aiming for anyone in particular. Just some crazy who thought it would be fun to take pot shots at people.”

“Some crazy who’s seen one too many violent movies,” Kate said. “I was going to stop by the hospital after work tomorrow. You going to be there?”

“Yeah, see you then.” Rob signed off.

“Geez,” Kate said as Eddie walked into the kitchen. “Talk about adjusting because you have to. We sounded like all this is normal. Calmly discussing drive-bys in suburbia and visiting friends who’ve been run over by trucks.”

Her mind flashed to the haunted look on Rob’s face two days ago. She wondered if any of the Franklins were doing quite as well as they seemed to be.

[image: image-placeholder]On Tuesday, Kate was anticipating a long but relatively easy day. She had late office hours this evening, but the only tough session was likely to be Jim Lincoln’s. With D.I.D. clients, there was no such thing as an easy session.

It was even harder than she’d feared. Steve, the macho alter, came out and flirted quite blatantly with her. Sidestepping the come-ons without being outright rejecting was tricky.

By the time Cheryl Crofton, her last client of the evening, arrived, Kate was beginning to drag.

Cheryl was in a good mood, almost manic. “I don’t think I’ll need to change my phone number. Frank called again. I told him you said to change it, but he said,” she puffed up her chest and said in a deep voice, “‘Don’t bother. You won’t be hearing from me for awhile.’” Then she gave a little laugh.

“What do you think that means?” Kate asked.

“I don’t know. And I’m not sure I care. As long as he stays away from me.”

Kate was pleased by that response. The woman seemed to be truly letting go of her husband, a process that was often a lot longer and harder than one might expect, even when the man was abusive.

Toward the end of the session, Cheryl started discussing her legal case. Whenever she said Rob’s name, her voice softened and a wisp of a smile floated across her face.

Uh, oh. She’s falling for the white knight.

Kate decided not to address the issue tonight, however, since they were running out of time. Instead, she brought the conversation back to the woman’s concerns about her finances.

As the session was winding down, Cheryl abruptly changed the subject. “Hey, did I show you my new shoes?” Her voice had a manic edge to it again. She held up one foot encased in a strappy black sandal with a very high heel. “Ten bucks at Walmart. Doncha love a bargain!”

“How do you walk in those things, especially pregnant?” Kate asked. Cheryl was not a small woman.

“It ain’t easy. But it’s worth it. They make me feel sexy.”

The shoes were somewhat incompatible with the rest of her casual attire–a loose top over a denim skirt–but Kate had to admit they did show off the woman’s muscular calves. She chuckled. “I hate to tell you what we called those when I was in high school.”

“Ho shoes,” Cheryl replied, and they both laughed. Almost out of time, Kate decided to let the session end on that light note.

Kate was writing notes in Cheryl’s file–the woman’s mood was a bit strange tonight–when Rob knocked lightly on her half-opened door.

“Hey, what are you doing here so late?” she asked.

“Meeting with a client. I went over to the hospital for awhile at lunchtime. Liz said not to bother coming by this evening.” He sounded tired.

“So how are you doing?” Kate asked, as she put the file in her cabinet, then locked it.

He flopped onto the loveseat in the corner of her office. “Okay, I guess.” His bleak tone said the opposite.

Her own fatigue temporarily forgotten, Kate sat down in her desk chair and turned it toward him. She tried not to let her worry show on her face. A comfortable silence settled around them.

Rob sighed. “What a week it’s been.” He was quiet again for a moment. Then in a voice so low she could barely hear him, he said, “My God, Kate, when I think about what could’ve happened. I… I could’ve lost both of them.” His voice broke on a sob.

She moved quickly across the room and crammed herself in next to him on the loveseat, wrapping her arms around him as best she could. Rob dropped his head onto her shoulder. His broad back was shaking. “That didn’t happen,” she whispered in his ear. “They’re both okay.”

After a moment the shaking stopped. Kate was wondering how they would extricate themselves from this scenario with Rob’s ego relatively intact, when a noise outside her open door provided an opportune distraction. She struggled up from the loveseat to investigate, while Rob searched his pockets for a handkerchief.

There was no one in the waiting area. Were those heels clicking in the hallway? She walked to the center’s outer door, opened it, and looked in both directions. The hallway was empty.

Must be imagining things.

[image: image-placeholder]Every time the nearby kitchen door opened, the fragrant combination of hot grease and Old Bay seasoning wafted in Kate’s direction. Her stomach growled. She closed her eyes and savored the anticipation of the crab cake she would soon be eating.

She jumped a little when a man plopped down across from her in the booth. His gray T-shirt said I may be ugly but you’re…. Fortunately, the last word was covered up by the top of a large grease-splattered apron.

“How ya doin’, sweet pea?” The twinkle in his blue eyes belied his gruff tone.

Kate smiled at the man who’d angrily called her a big, dumb sweet potato after she’d accidentally knocked his sweet potato fries out of his hand at the Maryland State Fair. He was seven and she was five at the time. Somewhere in their teens, the childish taunt had morphed into the shortened endearment, sweet pea.

“I’m good now, Mac, but it’s been one hell of a week.”

He nodded. “Ain’t been to the hospital since Sunday. How’s Liz doin’?”

“She’s fine. Rob called this morning and said she’s coming home tomorrow.”

“Good,” Mac said, then shook his head. “World’s goin’ to hell in a handbasket.” He crossed himself dramatically.

Kate chuckled at the old-fashioned saying–his late mother’s favorite line–and at his exaggerated piety. Mathias McKenzie Reilly was one-eighth Greek Orthodox and seven-eighths Irish Catholic. His mother had named her only child after his maternal grandfather, while his father had taught him the importance of a good pub.

When Mac’s parents had died in a car accident five years ago, he’d taken over the corner bar they’d operated for decades and turned it into a full-blown restaurant. Mac’s Place offered an eclectic blend of Greek cuisine, Irish bonhomie and the Chesapeake Bay region’s passion for seafood. Most Wednesdays, when Kate got off early, she and Rob met here for lunch.

Mac wasn’t exactly your typical restauranteur. He was only forty but his weathered skin and gruff manner made him seem older. His scruffy appearance was in sharp contrast to his military-style buzz cut, a leftover from the decade he’d spent in the Army. He was short and wiry, the only fat on his body the beginnings of a paunch that indicated he shared his father’s love of beer.

Rob appeared next to the booth. “You trying to horn in on my date, Mac?”

Mac grinned at him as he slid out of the bench. “What’ll it be, folks?”

Kate had no need to consult a menu. “Crab cake sandwich and a Greek salad.”

“Same for me, but with fries. Did Kate tell you Liz is coming home tomorrow?” Rob’s tone was downright exuberant.

Mac flashed him another grin. “Yup. Give her a peck on the cheek for me.” He headed for the kitchen to place their orders.

Kate was relieved to see Rob in better spirits today. “How’s Liz going to manage? Can she get around yet?”

He sobered slightly. “Actually, no. She’ll be in a wheelchair for at least a month. I’ve hired a home health aide to stay with her during the day, and take her to her physical therapy sessions.”

They discussed mutual cases until their food arrived. Rob stole the pickle slices off her plate to add to his own. She swiped one of his seasoned fries, lightly sprinkled with Old Bay seasoning. While they ate, she regaled him with stories of the staff meeting that morning at the counseling center. It had been established in the early 1970’s with the moniker of Victim Services of Maryland. Now the staff was trying to come up with a catchier name–one that would get away from the connotations of a victim as weak and helpless. The term had long since been replaced in the trauma recovery field by survivor.

When the check arrived, Rob pulled a twenty-dollar bill out of his wallet to match the one Kate put on the table. She hid a smile. He’d finally stopped arguing about splitting the check.

“My favorite suggestion,” she picked up the conversation again as they headed for the door, “was Violence Recovery Unlimited. And then someone got totally silly and suggested that since we’re primarily in the business of helping people find the guts to stand up for themselves, how about Guts R Us.”

Their chuckles were abruptly cut off when they reached her car parked in front of the restaurant. The right front tire was flat.

Holy crap! Kate felt her mood deflate as well.

They stood at a loss for a moment, long enough to catch Mac’s attention through the big plate-glass window of the restaurant. He came outside, and the two men argued good-naturedly about who was going to change the tire. Mac won when he pointed out that Rob would ruin his expensive suit, while he had a change of clothes stashed in his office for those occasions when a kitchen mishap dumped grease or other unmentionables on him.

Their friendly banter cheered Kate up some. She grinned at Mac’s back. Since he considered T-shirts with obnoxious sayings on them as appropriate work attire, she figured the unmentionables would have to be pretty bad before he’d change his clothes.

Rob was razzing him about the proper way to change a tire when both men suddenly grew quiet.

“What? What’s wrong?” Their backs were blocking her view of the tire.

Rob crouched down to get a closer look. “Shit! Your tire’s been slashed, Kate.”

[image: image-placeholder]She was still a bit shook that evening as she told Eddie about the mutilated tire. They were getting ready for bed, dropping jewelry, change and wallets onto their respective bureau tops. “You know, I’m beginning to think Rob has a point,” she said. “Friendly suburban Towson isn’t feeling so friendly anymore.”

“Oh, come on, this has got to be some weird aberration.” Eddie tossed his undershirt in the general direction of the hamper. “Normally, this is a quiet enough region of the world, except when the university students are partying.”

He steered her toward the bed. “Look, things are crazy the rest of this week, but next week you take my car one day. I’ll take yours to the tire store on my lunch hour. Get you a new tire.”

She snorted. “What lunch hour? It’s tax season.”

“Have you lost track of time in all the chaos lately? Next Monday is April fifteenth.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s right.” She smiled.

I’m getting my husband back!

Eddie put his arms around her waist from behind and pulled her against the warmth of his bare chest. “You’ve had a stressful time lately. The least I can do is take care of your tire for you.” He kissed the nape of her neck, sending a delightful shiver down her spine. “Have I told you lately that you look particularly fetching in that nightgown?”

She laughed out loud. “Now I get it.” Grabbing a pillow off the bed, she turned in his arms and gently smacked him with it. “You’re not just trying to be nice, you’re trying to get laid!”

“Is it working?” He wiggled his eyebrows and gave her the most lascivious grin she’d ever seen. “You also look quite fetching out of that nightgown, my love.”

He let go of her and dove into bed. Giggling, Kate slid under the sheet. She cuddled close to his lean body, and indeed the nightgown did not stay on for long.







CHAPTER FOUR




Tuesday morning, Kate was slurping down a second cup of coffee at the kitchen table. Despite her fuzzy head, she was feeling quite happy that another tax season was behind them. 

She’d had her last lonely weekend for awhile. At least she’d put the time to good use and had gotten all the peeling paint scraped off the front porch. Many of the floorboards were squeaky, which meant someone would have to crawl under the porch and shore up the supports. With a shot of malicious glee she wasn’t totally proud of, but also wasn’t totally ashamed of, she’d opted to leave that nasty task for Eddie.

When he’d finally gotten home last night, they’d celebrated with a late supper. He’d grilled steaks and they’d shared a bottle of their favorite wine.

Fortunately, she didn’t have to be at work until eleven this morning, but she wasn’t sure how she was going to get through the long day on too little sleep. With some relief, she realized that Cheryl Crofton was her last client tonight. She’d been doing so well lately that Kate was considering cutting their sessions back to every other week.



By the middle of their session that evening, Kate had mentally tabled that idea. Cheryl’s demeanor had abruptly changed. Her face a mask of rage, her voice had become an aggressive growl as she described what she’d like to do to her soon-to-be-ex in retaliation for the abuse she’d suffered at his hands.

Kate was finding the big woman rather scary when she was this angry. Keeping her voice calm, she pointed out that it was natural for pent-up anger to surface, now that Cheryl felt safe.

The client continued to rant for a few more minutes.

“Frank isn’t worth going to jail for,” Kate finally said, her voice a bit sharper now. “And you don’t want to stoop to his level, do you?”

After a beat, Cheryl’s face relaxed. In a more normal voice, she said, “Nah, you’re right. Living well is the best revenge.”

Engaging in some end-of-session chitchat, Kate escorted her client to the door of her office. As the young woman started to walk away, the sound of her high heels triggered a memory. “Cheryl, wait. Did you come back to my office last week? I thought I heard someone in the waiting area.”

“Yes, actually, I did. I, uh… couldn’t find my keys.” She was avoiding eye contact. “I thought maybe I’d left them in your office, but then I heard Rob’s voice. I, uh, didn’t want to disturb you, like if you were in a meeting or something.”

Cheryl was now examining the pattern in the fake-wood flooring. “So I just left,” she finished lamely.

From her embarrassment, Kate suspected the woman had seen her comforting Rob and had misinterpreted it as a romantic encounter. She considered setting the record straight, but decided she’d sound like she was protesting too much. Instead she gently said, “You could’ve knocked. Our meeting wasn’t so important that we couldn’t have helped you find your keys.”

“Oh, that’s okay, I found them. They were in the bottom of my purse all along.”

“Well, you take care now, and take care of the little one, too.” Kate pointed to Cheryl’s slightly rounded belly, under her loose top. “When are you due, five more months, right?”

“Yeah, and I can’t wait.” The young woman grinned, apparently happy to be back on safe ground. “This little tub of lard’s already startin’ to weigh me down. I think I’m gonna name him Tubbo.”

“Don’t you dare. You’ll scar his psyche for life, and it might be a girl, you know. Let’s not be sexist.”

“OK, then I’ll call her Tubbette,” Cheryl cheerfully threw over her shoulder as she walked away.

Kate breathed a small sigh of relief. The silly banter had served to restore the balance in their relationship.

[image: image-placeholder]On Wednesday, Kate was feeling drowsy as she waited for Rob at Mac’s Place. She still hadn’t completely recovered from staying up late Monday to celebrate the end of tax season. Maybe she would take a nap this afternoon.

Eyes drooping, she startled a bit when Rob slid into the booth across from her.

“I didn’t see your car out front,” he said.

“I’ve got Eddie’s Saturn. He took my car today so he could go by that discount place near his office at lunchtime. If they’ve got a good sale going he said he might replace all four tires and be done with it. So, how are you? And how’s Liz?”

Rob caught her up on the Franklin household’s adjustments to Liz’s temporary semi-invalid status. Then they discussed mutual cases for awhile, including Cheryl’s. Rob had filed for a hearing to try to get her alimony. The courts, unfortunately, were backed up even more than usual and he hadn’t been able to get her case on the docket until July.

Kate shook her head. “She’s a waitress with minimal benefits. Will you be able to get her alimony? She’s worried about her finances around the time the baby’s born.” Kate was worried too. Rob was handling the case pro bono and the counseling center had a sliding scale that went all the way down to a dollar a session, but still the woman had to eat and pay the rent. Financial stress might weaken her resolve to go through with the divorce.

“It’s not a given,” Rob said. “Especially since her husband doesn’t make a whole lot more than she does. The fact that she won’t be able to work for several weeks is my strongest argument. She’ll definitely get child support, but I can’t file for that until after the baby’s born.”

As they ate, their conversation meandered through other subjects, professional and personal. They were waiting for the check when a man approached their table. He was a bit stocky, slightly shorter than average, and wearing an inexpensive business suit. There was an air of self-importance in his body language.

“Mrs. Huntington?” he asked.

Kate nodded.

“I’m Detective Phillips. We spoke on the phone two weeks ago.”

Kate felt her face tighten. “Yes, I remember.”
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