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      The angelic topper on the Christmas tree leaned precariously to the right, a festive disaster waiting to happen. Great, a dead-on metaphor for her relationship with Grayson.

      Trisha Connell stepped back, hands on her hips, to survey the tree in full. Boxes of tinsel, lights, icicles, and a few cheap ornaments sat nearby, waiting to be used. She’d wanted to have it fully decorated as a surprise but now? Not a chance, she decided, and removed the angel, leaving the branches bare again. They could decorate it together. That was supposed to be romantic, so everyone said. Her experiences included a ton of shit, but holiday decorating wasn’t on that list.

      Tree. Romance. Christmas, blah, blah, blah. Ho, ho, ho!

      She retreated to the kitchen and dumped a week’s worth of her letters and magazines for sorting on the marble countertop of Grayson’s fancy kitchen island.

      She flipped through the mail, ignoring the ads, flyers, and magazines, seeking the check that would pay next month’s rent. She discovered a Christmas card from Joe, her former editor. There was another from Kimba Sue. How did the woman find the time when buried in her new job as the Herald’s crime reporter? Perhaps Trisha should reciprocate. Get into the Christmas spirit, whatever that meant. Maybe she’d purchase a red or green leather jacket to wear instead of her black one.

      A postcard caught between junk mail slipped out and floated to the floor. She grabbed it in mid-air.

      From Florida.

      Grayson.

      A sailboat decorated the front. She turned it over. Stamped November 28, 1984. The same day he’d left.

      Been sailing & thinking of you. See you soon, Patricia.

      Aww…

      Oh, damn, now he had her being all mushy. Next, he’d be sending her flowers and chocolates for Valentine’s Day, and she’d like it. Fuck. Anyway, if he missed her that much, maybe he should have invited her to Florida. No, never mind. Had she really wanted to be cooped up on a family vacation where his ex was also invited?

      She finally found the check from that history magazine. As hoped, it was big enough to pay rent. Enclosed with the check was a request from the editor to pitch her again. Who knew a history magazine would pay so well for a feature on the elevated steps in the Bronx?

      Finally, all that remained was a single white envelope with no return address. Uh-oh. Another one of those. She dug out the other letters from the depths of the backpack. The typewriter font on the new one matched. No return address, but they were stamped by the same post office in Upper Manhattan.

      Trisha set the new one aside and tapped her fingers on the marble counter, deciding what to do now. The first three letters had been full of Bible quotes about vengeance. A cut above her usual hate mail yet oddly unsettling. What Biblical call for punishment had the asshole sent this time? She probably should just toss them all and forget about it.

      Except she was pissed and wanted to find the person responsible. That meant opening the envelope and hoping to find a clue about the sender.

      She slit the flap with her finger.

      Hell!

      Sudden pain sliced through her hand. Blood poured out of her fingertip and pooled into her palm. Dark red drops splattered onto the envelopes of the Christmas cards and oozed onto Grayson’s marble counter. She seized her wrist, raised it over her head, and fumbled for the sink. What the heck had just happened?

      She spotted the answer: a blood-covered razor blade peeked out from the half-opened envelope. Motherfucker.

      Blood dripped from her palm into the stainless steel sink. Fuck. She needed to wrap it, but bandages had to be in the bathroom, and she’d be damned if she dripped blood over the expensive carpet between the kitchen and the bathroom.

      She closed her eyes, swallowed hard, and counted to ten to avoid thinking about the last time she’d been cut with razor blades. She still carried those scars.

      Trisha shoved her injured hand under the water and fumbled for a dish towel. She wrapped the towel tight around it, ignored her dizzy head, and scooted for the bathroom. Once there, she washed the cut in the bathroom sink, poured half a bottle of hydrogen peroxide over it, and wrapped it with a washcloth.

      A deep slice, enough for stitches. This was more than just threats now, it was action. That probably meant a police report, if only to create a paper trail if things got worse. Could take hours. Fuck.
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        * * *

      

      Trisha called the local precinct from a pay phone in the ER’s waiting room. The desk sergeant took her name and said someone would get back to her. She provided her number and Grayson’s and told him she’d be at Mercy’s ER for the next couple of hours, in the unlikely chance anyone wanted to take her statement there. Fat chance with such a minor injury, especially on a holiday weekend.

      Thankfully, it only took an hour to be seen and stitched up. She gingerly slipped her jacket back on over the bandage on the finger. She could run by the precinct in person and have the report filed before Grayson came home tomorrow.

      But when Trisha walked back in the ER waiting room, Lieutenant Dorothy Gilbert and Detective Harold Newman of the NYPD’s major crimes unit were waiting for her.

      “Connell. Heard you had a problem,” Dorothy said.

      Grayson and Dorothy were friends. Trisha might buy the lieutenant checking up on her because of that. But her partner Newman too? The guy actively disliked her.

      “Damn, Lieutenant, how does my sliced finger rate a visit from two major crimes detectives?”

      Dorothy drew out a notebook. “Do you want to tell me what happened or not?”

      Newman simply glared.

      “Fine. Be mysterious.” Trisha flopped into the hard, featureless chair opposite Dorothy, squinting from the bright overhead lights that were feeding a developing headache. “We doing this here?”

      “Unless you’d rather go to the precinct?” Newman suggested.

      “No.” Trisha grimaced at the idea of being surrounded by so many cops. “Where do you want me to start?”

      “I understand you received a letter with a razor blade?” Dorothy asked.

      Troubled, Trisha provided a quick and dirty rundown of the injury. She handed over a sealed plastic bag that contained the envelope and the blade, complete with blood splatter.

      “Thorough,” Dorothy said.

      “Almost too thorough,” Newman added.

      “I know enough about crime scenes to follow procedure,” Trisha said.

      “You’ve never followed rules or procedure in my experience,” Newman said.

      “Look, detective, you want to know what happened or you want to snipe at me?” she asked.

      “Tough choice,” he said. “More fun to do both.”

      She’d gotten off on the wrong foot with Newman years ago, on one of her first stories. She’d noticed his mistake. She could have gone to him directly, given him a chance to correct it. But she’d published it instead because he was an ass, an old-school NYPD cop who didn’t like being challenged. Newman had never let her forget it.

      Now, he stared at her with unveiled hostility. His barrel-chested body, six-foot height, and nasty stare tended to intimidate people. But she was used to him.

      “Did you come for a statement or to harass me?” Trisha replied with a sigh.

      “Statement,” Dorothy said, elbowing her partner, gently. “What happened after you were cut?”

      Trisha described the mess and the cab ride to the ER. “I’d have left the whole thing intact in the kitchen, but I figured this would hardly be a crime scene that would rate a visit. It’s a minor injury, after all. What are you two doing here again?”

      “Working a case,” Dorothy answered. “Was this the first letter you’ve received?”

      Trisha narrowed her eyes. “Sounds like you asked that question because you already know the answer.”

      “Until you answer my questions, I won’t know anything,” Dorothy said.

      Trisha smelled a story, a bigger one than her simple cut. Dorothy, like all major crimes detectives, was overworked, and while Newman was an ass, he didn’t waste his time.

      “Easier to show you than tell you.” Trisha handed over the brown paper bag stuffed with the other letters. “I tossed them together before going to the hospital. Evidence.”

      Dorothy opened the bag and raised an eyebrow at their crumpled condition. “You saved the earlier ones. Why?”

      Trisha shrugged. “The Bible quotes struck me as odd. Usually, my hate mail runs the gamut of ‘fuck you’ to ‘all women are cunts,’ to death threats and bravado about kicking my ass.”

      “You knew you had something unusual and waited to call it in?” Dorothy asked.

      “Because there was nothing to call in.” She pointed at the mail. “Just letters and, like I said, I get hate mail a lot. I tried to bother the cops with it once, back in the day. Got brushed off.”

      “I bet.” Newman narrowed his eyes.

      A patient on crutches maneuvered past them. They were in a corner of the ER waiting room, but Trisha wondered if anyone was trying to eavesdrop. Paranoid. She was becoming paranoid.

      Dorothy cleared her throat. “We’ll send the letters to be dusted for fingerprints, but tell me your thoughts on them, Trisha, since you obviously have some.”

      Trisha brought her attention back to the detectives but decided to keep track of the man in the suit slumped and slurring over near the nurse’s station.

      “The letters are Bible passages concerning vengeance, but they’re typed, not handwritten. From that, I infer the sender is worried about being caught by someone recognizing their handwriting. And, of course, they know their Bible, or they have one handy to consult. But they also have a grudge they consider personal against me.”

      “Can’t imagine why,” Newman said.

      “The list of people with grudges against me is a phone book, for sure,” Trisha agreed. “But what set the sender off doesn’t have to be something I actually did. I’ve found I get slammed for stuff people think I did or might do.”

      Dorothy wrote that down in her notes. “Excellent distinction. Yes, it could well be someone with a one-way obsession.”

      “Ex-boyfriend?” Newman asked.

      Trisha snorted. “Not one who’d quote the Bible.”

      “Ex-girlfriend?” Dorothy asked.

      Trisha raised an eyebrow. Dorothy didn’t miss much. She could refuse to answer in front of Newman but, hell, Trisha wasn’t ashamed.

      “There are some women but, again, nobody who’d quote the Bible at me and no relationship of any duration, anyway.” She focused on Newman. “I’m very wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am.”

      Newman flushed. Good, she’d embarrassed him. Petty, but she’d take what little bit of fun she could at his expense.

      “I was very short term with, um, people, until Grayson,” Trisha added, glancing at Dorothy. “I assume he’s not a suspect.”

      “No, not him,” Newman drawled.

      Now what did that mean?

      Dorothy dropped the letters into her overstuffed purse. “Since I’d rather not open the letters and add more fingerprints to them before they’re dusted, tell me about them. Do you remember where the Bible quotes were from?”

      “The first letter said: ‘Say to them that are of a fearful heart, Be strong, fear not: behold, your God will come with vengeance, even God with a recompence; he will come and save you.’” Well, God had certainly not come to save her. “Isiah, though I forget the passage number.”

      “You memorized that from a letter?” Newman frowned, as if she’d done something wrong. “That’s handy.”

      Again, that weird undertone.

      “Nah, I knew the passage already.” She pulled out the Celtic cross she wore under her shirt. “Catholic upbringing, though obviously, the letter writer likes the King James version, not the new revised version that most Catholics use.”

      “Oh, that’s bullshit, Trisha,” Dorothy drawled. “I know the Bible, and I’d be hard-pressed to quote that passage from memory.”

      “All right, fine.” Trisha held up a hand in surrender. “I went over the letters a few times, looking for clues. Even looked up the quotes.”

      “Knew it,” Newman snapped.

      “Knew what?” she asked.

      “Enough, partner,” Dorothy said. She’d written the quote in her notebook. All business, of course. Hell, Dorothy usually was. Look at how she’d worn one of her impeccable gray blazers to an ER visit on the weekend. “Let’s go on to the second letter.”

      “‘But, O Lord of hosts, that judgest righteously, that triest the reins and the heart, let me see thy vengeance on them: for unto thee have I revealed my cause.’” Trisha shook her head. “That passage calls for God to avenge in a more violent way, but then that’s Deuteronomy 32, and the Old Testament is full of ‘God will avenge’ stuff.”

      “It certainly is.” Dorothy turned to Newman. “Give us a minute. Go get the woman a soda, partner.”

      The big detective grumbled but rose.

      “A Coke, Newman,” Trisha said, smiling to bug him. “It’s the real thing.”

      Newman ignored the jibe and strode to the soda machine in the corner.

      “You like antagonizing him,” Dorothy said. “Stop it.”

      “Life’s full of little pleasures. And he’s trying to antagonize me.”

      “It would be easier if you’d stay on his good side.”

      “What’s the fun in that? Why?” Trisha asked.

      “You trust me? Then take my advice on this one.”

      Newman returned and held out the Coke can at arm’s length. Instead of drinking it, Trisha held the bottle against her forehead to cool the growing headache.

      Dorothy grunted. Newman loomed over her. Trisha ignored him but wondered why it was so important to stay on his good side.

      “The last letter, the booby-trapped one, contained a passage everyone knows: ‘Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord,’” Trisha said. “I saw that through the blood splatter. And I knew it all already.”

      “Romans,” Dorothy muttered.

      “Yeah, Romans 12:19. I hate it when people quote the short version because they miss the point. The full quote is ‘Dearly beloved, avenge not yourselves, but rather give place unto wrath: for it is written, Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.’ It’s not about you getting revenge, it’s about you leaving it up to God.” At least, that’s what she’d learned in Catechism.

      “Maybe you should teach Sunday school,” Dorothy said.

      Trisha almost dropped the Coke as she choked out a laugh. “Yeah, me at catechism: do as I say and not as I do. That’ll go over well.” She finally opened the soda and chugged half of it. “Anyway, I’m an ass for opening the last with my finger instead of a letter opener.”

      “Not the only reason you’re an ass,” Newman said.

      “Christ, Newman,” Dorothy said. “You’re not helping.”

      “Hey, it was too good an opening,” he replied.

      “Gotta give you that.” Trisha finished the Coke, pleased as the cool liquid soothed her dry throat.

      “You should have reported this after the second letter,” Dorothy said. “You knew they were odd and you kept them. What bothered you specifically?”

      She had a better glare than Newman. Hell, a better glare than any severe Catholic nun.

      “The Bible stuff came from a fanatic. That bugged me, okay?”

      “You’re saying your instincts perceived a threat?” Dorothy asked.

      “My instincts said something was off. So I kept ‘em.”

      “So noted,” Dorothy put away her notebook. “Anything else?”

      “That’s all I got. What about you? What are you doing here? What’s the connection of these letters to Major Crimes cases?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Newman growled. “Just sit tight. We may need to talk to you soon.”

      “Now is good,” Trisha said.

      “None of your business. Yet.” Newman shook his finger at her.

      “Enough, partner.” Dorothy brushed the finger aside. “I’ll let you know what I find out, Trisha.”

      Trisha mirrored her. “Lieutenant, what do you know about this that I don’t?”

      Dorothy made a show of putting her coat on. “Do you believe I have good instincts?”

      “You wouldn’t be the cop you are without them,” Trisha said.

      “Then trust me,” Dorothy said again. “When I’m certain what I’m dealing with, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “Gee whiz, thanks, Lieutenant,” Trisha snapped. “And it’s not you that I don’t trust.” She pointed at Newman.

      “Trust the truth,” Dorothy said, loud enough for the other residents of the waiting room to finally stare at them.

      “Meet me outside, Newman,” Dorothy said.

      A curt nod. “All right,” Newman said.

      After he left, Dorothy pulled Trisha aside.

      “Look, there’s a connection between your letter and another crime. It also included a hidden razor blade in a letter. It’s possible your case is related, but it’s a longshot. You know what police work is like.”

      Trisha took a deep breath. “Right. A matter of crossing off what’s not related to leave what’s relevant to the crime. Lots of tedious paperwork and reports.”

      “Exactly. In the meantime, do something for me.”

      Trisha zipped up her coat. “What? Be careful?”

      “No, you’ll never do that. But stay alert and stay on the straight and narrow. This is already a sensitive case.”

      “Maybe I’d be more alert if I knew what the other case you’re working on is…” Trisha prodded.

      “Can’t comment,” Dorothy said. “If it relates to your case, then we’ll be in touch.” Dorothy picked up her oversize purse. “Tell Edmund about this. He’s got the resources to protect you, just in case.”

      I can protect myself, Trisha wanted to say, but given she was in the ER with stitches, she let it go.

      As Dorothy left the ER, for the first time, fear replaced Trisha’s anger. Whatever case Newman and Dorothy were working, it had to be serious. Perhaps even murder.

      Just how afraid should she be?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Trisha wished for a few extra inches as she craned her neck to see over the crowd gathered to greet the travelers who were home from Thanksgiving. She vowed never again to visit an airport on a holiday weekend. She wondered if it would have been better to wait for Grayson at his place, especially since her finger throbbed like it would burst through the bandage any second.

      She spotted an opening in the crowd and slid to the front, using her sign to gain space and provide her a clear view of those deplaning.

      The crowd parted and there was Grayson walking up the ramp. Those behind him fell back instead of trying to slip around. Subtle power, hidden but seeping out on the edges, that was Edmund Grayson all over. Even now, with passengers surging to find their loved ones, no one cut in front of him. His battleship gray hair, sun-kissed from his sojourn in Florida, provided the final, dignified touch.

      He glanced up, focusing on something overhead. His eyes narrowed. Ah, he’d spotted the new surveillance cameras they’d installed at Newark Airport. Once a Fed, always a Fed, even though he was private security now.

      Trisha fiddled with the sign she’d made, white with the word “TEDDY” written in black marker, and tried to catch his eye. She wanted to see the surprise on his face, to know whether he was annoyed or pleased.

      Grayson spotted her. His eyes widened, he smiled, and her heart did a ridiculous pitter-patter.

      She adjusted the chauffeur’s cap and gripped the sign tighter, careful to keep the hand with the injured finger in her pocket. His face softened as he reached her, his mouth settling into a half-smile. Damn, he looked relaxed. Sailing agreed with him.

      “Ready for a ride?” she said, her voice low.

      He leaned over to speak directly in her ear. “Here?”

      “Hell, yes.” She tucked the sign under her arm, grabbed the lapels of his coat, and pulled him into a kiss. For a second, the throbbing in her finger vanished, the crowd receded, and it was just her and Grayson in a little bubble of warmth and desire that curled around her.

      Someone muttered “get a room.” Without breaking the kiss, Trisha flashed him the finger.

      Grayson ran his thumb down her cheek as he broke the kiss. Part of her cursed that he could get to her so easily.

      “Too many spectators for the full ride.” She stepped closer and pressed her body against his. Even through their layers of clothing, she could feel the heat.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Indeed.”

      She cleared her throat. “May I take your bag, sir?”

      “Certainly.”

      She exchanged the sign for the duffel. He packed light. She could carry it without pulling the injured hand out of her pocket.

      “Dare I ask if you have an actual limousine?” he asked.

      “I pulled in some favors and had one ready so I could park in the taxi lane,” she said over her shoulder as he followed, “and then I got to thinking about taxi licenses and how tight-assed and ill-humored airport security can be.”

      “Ah.” A pause. “Does that mean you brought your bike?”

      His voice was so dry, she couldn’t tell if that was a tease or not. “Hah! No, the Indian’s in storage for the winter. I stole your car for the evening.”

      “I suppose I’ll overlook that.”

      Dry humor. Good. The day is improving by leaps and bounds. “Thanks. So how was the flight?”

      “Delayed.”

      Plenty of irritation in that one word. They sidestepped a family hurrying by on the sidewalk to the underground lot, joined a crowd waiting for the elevator, and filtered to the back, keeping the people in front of them. She’d always done that. She’d never dated anyone else who did.

      “I’m flying nonstop from now on. They should leave more time between flights,” he said. “Insanity.”

      He would hate the illogic.

      He slipped his arm around her waist. She finally settled. This would be fine. Now she just had to figure how to explain the injury and the damn letters in a way that wouldn’t mess with their reunion.

      The doors opened, and they piled out of the elevator. She led him through the parking garage to his Mercedes. He glanced around, still in guard mode. She set down the duffel, opened the trunk with the key, and tossed the duffel inside, congratulating herself on doing it with one hand.

      “Are you testing your strength?” he asked, practically on top of her.

      “What?” Startled, she slammed the trunk shut.

      He set his hand over hers and covered her fingers. “You’re being careful to keep the right hand hidden. What’s wrong?”

      Now she was in for the interrogation.
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        * * *

      

      Her delay in answering signaled to Grayson that she didn’t wish to talk about it. Finally, she shrugged. Nothing good, he thought, came from her shrugs.

      “It’s nothing serious, and the story can wait until later.”

      Grayson tucked her hair behind her ears, leaned over, and kissed her. Her lips were cold, her mouth warm and inviting, and he felt hotter than if he’d been in front of a bonfire. She grabbed the lapel of his coat as the kiss ended.

      “This is new,” she said.

      “Kissing you?” He frowned. Sometimes dealing with Patricia was like holding a lit firecracker in his hands. There was no telling when it would go off. And wasn’t that also part of the attraction?

      “I mean the public displays of affection,” she said.

      “I missed you. Is that a complaint?”

      She ran her hand under the lapel of his coat. These layers between them needed to go.

      “Nope. Not even a little,” he said.

      “Good.” Her eyes were bloodshot, and black circles had started to form under them, visible despite the make-up.

      What had happened over Thanksgiving break? He should press her on that, but it had been more fun to kiss her. “Now tell me what’s wrong with your hand.”

      She sighed, being overly dramatic, and displayed a heavily bandaged index finger. “I sliced my finger. There’s a story with it, but nothing urgent.”

      He looked over the finger, fighting a surge of unnecessary panic. Patricia had been getting into scrapes long before they met. But the reluctance in which she presented the injury and the worry in her face declared it was more than a simple accident.

      “I want to hear the whole story,” he said.

      “Yeah, I figured. Let’s get home first. I have dinner ready. And you must be tired and hungry too.”

      She’d neatly sidestepped his request. “I’ll drive.”

      “No! I drove here no problem. I’m good.”

      Argument now or later? He chose later. “All right.” He opened the driver’s side door for her.

      She slid in and waved at the back. “Chauffeurs up front, clients in the back.”

      He took the front passenger seat anyway, not sure if he was being contrary, but he wanted to be close to her. “We don’t have to be that specific in the role play.”

      “Okay, though maybe at some point, we’ll talk about role play where we do get specific.”

      He felt heat rising in his face. That was no tease, that was a real invitation. Part of what made Patricia Connell so intriguing.

      She backed his Mercedes out of the parking space, handling it with ease. “So how did the big Thanksgiving family get-together go?” she asked as they headed to the exit.

      Now she wanted to distract him from any questions. He played along. “It was perfect weather for sailing, the company was mostly good, and I was thrilled to eat Gulf seafood again.”

      “The company was only ‘mostly’ good? Was Amanda a problem?”

      She missed nothing.

      “It’s complicated.” He adjusted his shirt sleeves that had ridden up under his coat. Every year, his family and two other families who’d been close in the service spent Thanksgiving break together. “Amanda and I got on decently, for once. Having solved the problem at the museum helped. No, the issue was Eleanor.”

      Patricia winced. “Ouch. I bet the poor kid saw her parents being nice to each other and got her hopes up about them getting back together.”

      “I wish I’d seen it that quickly.” How had she guessed that when he hadn’t? “Maybe you should have come. That would have put the idea to bed.”

      “And then she’d hate me forever. No thanks,” she said.

      “She wouldn’t. She’s a reasonable person.”

      Patricia snorted. “She’s a teenage girl who loves her mom and dad. I’ll be lucky to get silent indifference from her.”

      He set a hand on her leg. “She’ll come around.”

      “Yeah.” Patricia increased speed and changed lanes, cursing at the driver who’d wanted to block her. He smiled.

      “Enough about me. What did you do at Thanksgiving? Were you working the whole time?”

      She adjusted the car’s heat before answering. “Research, mostly. For Thanksgiving, I stayed up the night before to see the Macy’s Parade assembled in the Park and then served dinner at the shelter.”

      She hated admitting kindness. Strange, as she was one of the kindest people he’d ever met, though she’d laugh at that thought. “Nothing festive?”

      “Well, I planned a serious bender Friday night, but I wasn’t feeling the vibes at the punk club where I usually hang. It’s gotten too nihilistic,” she said. “Not the same scene anymore. Or I’m not the same. God, I’m getting old, maybe.”

      “I’m not sure if you’re pulling my leg or not,” he said.

      “One hundred percent true. I had some head-banging to do, and this was frustrating.” She laughed. “You asked.” But she frowned as the traffic came to a dead stop. “Holidays. Gah.”

      He’d been exhausted when he stepped off the plane. Now he was wide awake and fully alive. That’s what she did for him.

      “Next year, you’re coming with me.”

      “Don’t threaten me, Grayson.”

      “You also might try using my first name.”

      “No way. Every time I hear ‘Edmund’ sound in my head, it’s your ex saying it in that upper-crusty, snobby way of hers. I’ll stick with Grayson or Teddy.”

      No way to argue with that.

      She smiled at the Manhattan skyline as they wound down to the Lincoln Tunnel entrance. The Twin Towers loomed over the Hudson River just before they entered the maw of the tunnel. Patricia’s quiet breathing was the only noise inside the car.

      They passed the line separating New Jersey from New York, but the traffic slowed to a crawl, giving him far too much time to stew. His friends all told him they would never last, the dignified security expert and the rebellious crime reporter. They had an age difference too, of over a decade. His male friends urged him to enjoy the hell out of it while it lasted. His female friends, like Dorothy, silently tolerated his “whim.”

      He was determined to make it last. He knew her. And she knew him the same way.

      She spotted an opening as they left the tunnel and jumped two lanes at once. Horns blared.

      “Being with you is never boring,” he said.

      “Hah.” She cut off two taxis and slammed the brakes as a pedestrian jaywalked right in front of them. The jaywalker trotted away without acknowledging the close call.

      “Did you ever drive a taxi?” he asked.

      “Not officially,” she said.

      “Ah.”

      She turned left at Central Park, pulled into his street on the Upper East Side, and descended into the private parking spaces underneath. The attendant waved her past with a nod. She parked between another Mercedes and a Ferrari.

      Staying in character, she settled the chauffeur cap on her head and opened the door for him. He stepped out, watching her. She approached him, wary of an interrogation about the injury no doubt.

      Handle with care to prevent explosion.

      “Patricia.” He reached up and stroked her cheek with his fingers.

      She leaned into his touch-soft, feather-light caresses against her skin.

      “Save that for inside.”

      “You bet.”
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      Trisha took the lead to the garage’s elevators, annoyingly nervous again about showing Grayson the damn tree. He reached for her hand inside the elevator. The touch steadied her. Lust, she could handle.

      Once they reached the lobby, they went around the corner for the building’s residence elevators. Kevin, the building’s uniformed doorman, waved and smiled at her. She’d never have gotten the tree into the elevator if not for him.

      “Thanks for the help,” she called.

      Kevin straightened his shoulders, making the creases in his colorful doorman’s uniform disappear. “Anytime.”

      “What did Kevin help you with?” Grayson asked.

      “Mmm…that’s a surprise.”

      When they reached the elevator doors, she stabbed at the button with the thumb of her injured hand. At least the throbbing had died down.

      “How many stitches?” Grayson asked.

      “Six,” she said. “Little ones.”

      “Six?”

      “It’s fine.”

      The elevator doors opened, and he took her hand again as they went inside. The gold-plated walls acted as mirrors, and she turned into him to keep him from noticing her nerves.

      “I hope you didn’t injure yourself as part of the surprise.”

      “Nope, and why are we talking about that when we’re finally alone?”

      She set her right hand, palm flat, against his chest and pushed him against the elevator wall. He swallowed, catching her gaze, intense.

      She wrapped the bandaged hand around his neck, slid her other hand under his coat, rose to her tiptoes, and kissed him. He caught her mood, and the kiss turned hard and fierce.

      This was so much better than worrying.

      “I missed you,” she said.

      “You hide it so well.”

      She laughed as the doors opened, and they stumbled out of the elevator together. They went through the door of his home entwined.

      Yes, sex now, talk later.

      He slammed the wooden door shut behind him with his foot, and she heard the satisfying click of the lock. He dropped his duffel and let his winter coat slide off in the entranceway. Her fingers fumbled with his shirt buttons. Damn clumsy bandages.

      He picked her up and took two steps toward the bedroom.

      Whoa. She forgot sometimes how strong he was. And the bedroom, great, they’d avoid the tree and…

      No. Get it done with.

      “Wait.” She put her fingers over his lips. “The other way. The living room. Where the surprise is.”

      “You intrigue me.”

      “Hell, I hope so.”

      His erection pressed against her butt as he carried her to the living room. Oh, yes, he was glad to see her. But the tree?

      He stopped abruptly as the tree, sparkling with a string of Christmas lights, came into view.

      He gaped. His mouth literally fell open.

      “You did this? For me?”

      The surprise pitched his voice higher than usual. Okay, so he was surprised but…pleased too?

      “Don’t sound so shocked.” She slid out of his grasp.

      He blinked, as if the tree might vanish between one second and the next.

      “Dammit, Grayson, say something, even if you hate it!”

      He finally focused on her.

      “I love it.”

      “You do?” Her voice cracked.

      “I do.” He pulled her close. “It’s perfect.”

      “Oh.” A deep sigh escaped her. “Good.”

      He liked it!

      He smiled. “Let me show you how much this means to me.”

      He knelt, pulling her down to the floor with him, the heat from touching near-burning her.

      She fumbled with his belt buckle, he went after the buttons of her blouse, and then actions were more than enough to reveal how they felt.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome home, lover.” Trisha kissed his cheek.

      Grayson met her eyes. “That is the finest welcome I’ve ever received.”

      “Yeah, it didn’t suck for me either.”

      He rolled off her to the side. Separated, her skin chilled. He stroked her breasts. She closed her eyes and made happy noises at the back of her throat. His fingertips trailed lower, to where the razor blade scars decorated her stomach. She fought a flinch. Not that he’d ever been turned off by them.

      But the scars represented her past, one she doubted he’d ever accept: the killings, the time in juvie. Grayson kept dancing up to asking her the full story but had never quite had taken the leap, as if he was also worried about what the truth would do to them.

      Better to live in the present, which was how she’d ended up gloriously fucked on a carpet in front of a Christmas tree.

      His stomach rumbled.

      She laughed. “I better get dinner.”

      “I won’t say ‘no.’ What’s on the menu?”

      “Beef tenderloins and sweet potato strings. I have to sauté the beef, pop the strings in the oven, add dressing to the salad, and we’re set.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      She rose on her elbows and kissed the red mark on his shoulder from her teeth. Damn. “Sorry. I got a little carried away.”

      He traced a fingertip down the line of her jaw. “I enjoy it when you lose control.”

      During sex, yes.

      She stood. He stared at her. “What?” She snapped.

      “You look so beautiful.”

      She flushed and enclosed the Celtic-style cross she always wore that hung between her breasts. “I’ll get dinner.”

      He laughed, softly, knowing he’d disconcerted her. “Let me drop my bag in the bedroom and I’ll help you.”

      “Sure.” She gathered up her clothes, followed him into the bedroom, and slipped on one of his robes while he changed into jeans, a short-sleeved button-down shirt, and tassel loafers. That was as informal as he ever got. Well, except for sailing, she supposed. She wondered what he’d look like in a Hawaiian shirt.

      They cooked together. He opened the wine, too, and cooking became cooking and drinking together, with a few kisses thrown in for good measure. Once or twice, he patted something in his pocket. Had he brought her a surprise gift?

      Maybe a seashell? That would be nice. She wondered what was next after this. No, live in the present. The past was fucked up and the future, well, you could never count on it.
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      Grayson sipped the sauce from his wooden spoon. Perfect. The teriyaki flavor held the right amount of sweet, enough not to be cloying. Patricia claimed not to be a cook, but she’d done remarkably well with this dinner.

      But more important was the effort to make tonight special.

      While she set the table in the dining room, he shoved his hand in his pocket, rubbing his thumb nervously on the corner of the ring box. The purchase had been irresistible, given the design of the ring matched the Celtic cross she always wore.

      Not a traditional engagement ring. Logic said that he should wait to ask that question. Logic, however, had very little to do with his relationship with Patricia.

      He walked to the dining room to refill their wine glasses. She stood in the entranceway between the living and dining room, staring at the tree. The reflections from the tree lights danced through her hair, turning it into a virtual blaze.

      If he had the skill, he would have painted her, to preserve this moment forever.

      Wordlessly, she held out her empty glass. He refilled it.

      “You picked a nice red.”

      “Just bought what Kevin recommended. I asked him after he helped me get the tree in the stand.” She sipped and smiled at him. “You spoil me, Teddy.”

      “All evidence is that you’re spoiling me, certainly tonight.” His mind flashed to her scars and the new cut on her hand. “Besides, you’re overdue for pampering.”

      “Maybe.”

      She lit the tall white candles on the dining room table while he served the food. They sat down and clicked classes in a toast.

      “To surprises and fresh starts,” he said.

      “To excellent sex,” she said.

      They talked. Little things, like how he’d learned to sail as a child, and more about boats. She seemed to pay attention, though he wondered if he bored her. She mentioned the new leads in her freelance career and how she was waiting for an answer from the New York Times Magazine on her pitch about a long-form article on the juvenile justice system.

      “Your article would be excellent,” he said. “When do you expect to hear?”

      “Who knows? They do these things on their own timetable. Probably best not to think too much about it right now.”

      They spoke of mutual friends, too, most of whom seemed settled in their lives. David came up. David worked for him at Gray Associates, his security firm. But David was also one of Patricia’s close friends, which was part of how Grayson had met her.

      “Yeah, even David isn’t convinced we’ll last,” she finally admitted.

      A challenge? “I’m David’s boss. He only sees that side of me. Not the personal side.”

      She raised an eyebrow, perhaps conceding the point, and finished her plate. He waited until she’d eaten the last sweet potato string, waited until she’d drunk at least two more glasses of the wine, and waited until her shoulders finally relaxed.

      “Patricia, let’s talk about the hand injury.”

      “You’ve been more patient than I thought you would about that.” She leaned back and drank the last of the wine in her glass. “So, here’s the deal.”

      He listened while she detailed the threatening letters. His hands curled tight around the stem of his wineglass as the situation became clearer.

      “So, a letter I got yesterday was booby-trapped with a razor blade,” she continued.

      “What?” He slapped the table.

      “I’m fine. And that reaction is why I didn’t tell you right away. I didn’t want our reunion ruined.” She tucked the hand to her chest. “Anyway, when I pried the letter open with my finger”—she made a cutting motion with her good hand over her finger—“slice-o-rama.”

      “Bloody hell.”

      “It’s never good when your English accent comes out,” she said.

      He’d picked up the accent from his late mother, a war bride. And, yes, it came out when he was upset. He reached for her hand. She curled his fingers around his and told him about the ER visit and Dorothy and Newman’s appearance.

      “I gave them all the letters, including the one with the blade, but tracing them won’t be easy. Fingerprints are useless if they went through the mail. Plus, if I were this guy, I’d have dropped the letters in a mailbox on the street and not gone into a post office where someone might see me.” She shook her head and pulled her hand back. “Tell you what, if I get any more, I’m not opening them.”

      “For certain.” The involvement of Dorothy and her partner indicated this was more serious than booby-trapped letters. “Why would major crimes detectives immediately respond to your call to a local precinct? How did they find out so fast?”

      “My questions exactly. I asked her.”

      “And she said…?”

      “She implied it involved a similar letter, but it would be a longshot if they’re related to the crime she’s investigating.” Patricia tapped the table with fingertips, exposing her nerves. “Newman was downright snippy the whole time, but that’s Newman for you. They evaded my questions, pure and simple.”

      “Yes.” He rubbed his brow, hoping to make sense of this. Dorothy looked out for Patricia, more than she knew, but Patricia hadn’t called her in on this case. Dorothy simply being thorough? But Newman’s presence indicated something more substantial.

      Patricia herself was more concerned than she admitted.

      “You kept the earlier letters. You knew them by heart,” he said.

      “That’s what I just said. Weren’t you listening?”

      “Don’t take that tone. You know what I meant. You received those letters before I left. You never mentioned them to me. Why not?”

      “I didn’t think they were important.”

      “Wrong. You saved them. Something disturbed you about them. You should have told me.”

      “And watch you get all protective and worried? I handled it!”

      He pointed at her finger. “All evidence to the contrary.”

      “Okay, okay. They bugged me, all right?”

      His breath whistled through his teeth. “And you’re lousy at asking for help.”

      “And I’m lousy at asking for help.” She repeated with a grimace. “Guess I’ll have to carry my switchblade with me at all times now.”

      He grunted instead of shouting that a knife would not work against a gun. He flattened his hand against the polished wood of the table.

      “Stop glaring. I’m telling you now,” Patricia said. “What’s your professional assessment of all this?”

      “This is someone who started with verses, and now they’ve resorted to a small violence against you. You’re in danger. Maybe imminent danger.”

      “I’m already on that page. Hope he moves in on me fast, so we can get this over with.”

      “You need protection,” he snapped. “You need a full-time bodyguard. And you need to move in with me until we catch this person.”

      “See, that kind of reaction is why I kept it to myself until now.” Her neck stiffened, and her chin jutted out. “I’m not going to let whoever this is change my life.”

      “It’s not a game.”

      “Damn right, it’s not. It’s my life, and I’ll run it the way I want and fuck the stalker.”

      “I see,” he drawled because yelling would serve nothing.

      “Do you?” She stood up, walked into the living room, and stopped in front of the tree.

      He followed. “You said give my professional assessment. That was it.”

      “I hardly think you ask all your clients to move in with you.”

      He blushed. “No, not with me. But I have safe houses for them. You can have one, if you’d rather.”

      She fiddled with the sash of the robe. “If Dorothy thought I should have protection, she’d have said so.”

      “I’m certain she told you to ask for my help. And have you considered how much I’ll worry about you in the meantime?”

      She pointed to him, then to herself. “Jesus, Grayson, if this was you, you wouldn’t change things in your life either. You’d go after him. Or stay in the open so he’d come for you.”

      The only way Patricia dealt with fear was to tackle it head on. Maybe even pick a fight to cover that fear. Years ago, he’d have escalated this disagreement. Years ago, his insistence on being right had resulted in a divorce.

      He rubbed the back of his neck and then stuffed his hands into his pockets, curling his fingers around the ring box. “I’d take appropriate precautions in your situation. But I recognize we might not agree on what’s appropriate.”

      She closed her eyes, almost as if it hurt to look at him. “Okay. Understood.” She whispered the last word. “Look, I did the right things so far. I reported it. One of the best cops working in the city is on it. I’ll consider your appropriate precautions.”

      He stroked her face with his fingertips. “You don’t have to do everything alone.”

      “Yes, I do!” She waved at the tree, animated now. “No, I suppose I don’t.” A deep sigh. “I make no sense.”

      “I read it as ‘I’ve managed fine until now and don’t push me.’”

      She laughed, another mood shift, and the tension in his shoulders loosened. “You push me all the time, Teddy.”

      He frowned. “I don’t understand.”

      “The tree, the dinner, the whole damned thing.”

      “I…had nothing to do with those things.”

      “You had everything to do with everything.” She put a hand over her heart. “Know what scares me the most?”

      “Snakes?” he ventured.

      She touched his chest, right over his heart. “See what you do? Relax me with a word. That’s what scares me. I’m way into you, and that’s never ended well for me.”

      Everyone she loved had died. Her foster father. Her first husband. “I’d also given up on having something like this. Until I met you.”

      Two people, different worlds, in a bright, shiny new relationship. His reaction: joy at a second chance. Her reaction: terror. All right, he admitted, terror for him too. He’d had moments during the trip wondering whether she’d even be around when he returned.

      He walked to the fireplace mantle and put a hand up to it to brace himself. “You’ve been entirely unexpected.”

      “I know I don’t make this easy.” She gestured again, accidentally opening the robe partway and revealing her breasts.

      Focus.

      “Do you doubt me?” she asked. “I’m sure someone told you I’m toying with you. I’m not.”

      “I don’t doubt you in the least.” But he suspected she doubted herself.

      He stuffed his hand into his pocket again and fingered the ring box. He took a few steps to the tree and looked down at the boxes. The start of a new life? A chasm opened between past and future.

      “You did this for me.”

      “For us.” Patricia hugged him from behind, wrapping her arms around his chest, enclosing him. For the first time in days, he felt solid ground under his feet.

      Some insane impulse made him slip the ring box out of his pocket. “I have something for you.”

      She froze, eyes wide.

      His fingers trembled as he opened the box, revealing the ring, silver with etched Celtic cross designs and a center diamond bracketed on both sides by sapphires.

      “Marry me, Patricia?” he blurted out.
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