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How far would you go to save someone you love?

As a public defender, Caitlin McLoughlin has seen her share of bad guys, and she’s tired of watching them walk away. Until one day, she refuses to let it happen again. But if anyone finds out what she has done, her whole future will be at risk.

When she meets Parker Hathaway, charged with kidnapping four-year-old Madeline, he’s just another criminal, another job. But Parker tells a far different story. Can Caitlin believe him? Or is her trust better placed in the handsome deputy district attorney with his undefeated record in court?

Caitlin’s pursuit of the truth swiftly thrusts her into a maze of unanswered questions and unexpected heartache. Meanwhile, little Madison is in danger. All Caitlin’s experience with the law can’t save her, but maybe falling in love can. How far are both Caitlin and Parker willing to go?


To the many young children in the world who don’t have anyone to fight for them. I hope this book can be your voice.


CHAPTER 1

Parker Hathaway walked slowly, almost casually, to the front door of the house in South Salt Lake, not crouching or darting, yet keeping to the shadows made by the huge walnut tree in the front yard. The back door would have been a better choice for staying out of view, but it was too close to the neighbor’s dog kennel. If the child’s mother awoke, she’d call the police.

Or maybe not. Given her current circumstances, Dakota Allen was more likely to call the hulking, balding boyfriend who’d been hanging around almost constantly during the past week, though Parker had made sure his battered car wasn’t in the driveway tonight. Of course, Dakota might still be awake. He didn’t know anything about her sleeping habits these days. Did she drop off the moment her head touched the pillow? Or maybe she lay awake nights like he did, thinking of how he had to do something—anything—to prevent the disaster he knew was imminent.

It didn’t matter. He hadn’t come for her. When he was through here, she’d hate him with a murderous passion that might barely begin to approach the feelings he harbored for her.

He shivered in the cold, and thoughts of the small whisky bottle he’d once kept in the cab of his truck made him ache with longing. But that was a place he would never go again. He forced his thoughts back to the task at hand. Two more minutes, maybe three tops, if all went well. He slipped the credit card into the crack between the door frame and the faceplate of the lock mechanism. Good, the dead bolt hadn’t been engaged. He’d hoped for that. Maybe she’d been too tired. Or maybe she simply didn’t care. Women like Dakota didn’t. Not about the things that most people considered important. They were too busy using others to expect to be victims themselves.

Even if she’d thrown the dead bolt, he’d come prepared with the glass cutter in the truck, but this was better, cleaner. Less evidence that he’d been inside the house. What he planned to do there could land him behind bars. Deep behind bars.

Far more easily than Parker had dared hope, the card released the latch. He eased the door open, and only as he went inside did he allow his gaze to scan the neighborhood. Not furtively but carelessly, as though he belonged. Indeed, he had belonged to a neighborhood exactly like this one for as long as he’d been able to bear it. A neighborhood like this and all it entailed was what had driven him near the edge of sanity.

No one was in sight, and even if someone was looking out a window at that moment, they might assume he was the husband coming home after a night shift. They were used to having people come and go at all hours here. Three o’clock on a weekday morning, the time he’d chosen, was when they had the least traffic. He’d watched for three nights to be sure, eating up tankfuls of gasoline in the car he’d borrowed for the purpose.

He took a step inside, shut the door quietly, and then took another step as his eyes strained to be sure the tiny living room was empty. The furnishings were plain and mismatched, with a tattered brown couch, a blue love seat, and a white coffee table that had seen better days. The floor was clean. This surprised him, and he felt his first tremor of doubt.

No. Doubts were fatal. He had no choice but to continue. Desperation drove Parker onward. Another step and the floorboards creaked. He froze, listened for a full minute, and then continued when only silence met his ears. Moonlight filtered in from the kitchen window between sheer curtains that even in the dim light appeared tired and desolate. The counters were clear, though dishes were piled high in the sink, some with globs of food stuck to them. Turning his head, he slid down the dark hallway, a step at a time, stopping to listen between each movement.

Two rooms were at the end, both doors closed. What mother closed her bedroom door in the middle of the night with a helpless child sleeping nearby? How would she hear its cry? He took the left door, the front bedroom. He’d seen Madison in the window and knew it was hers.

Carefully, he twisted the doorknob and pushed open the door. There was the faintest of creaks but not loud enough for alarm. The bedroom was not as plain as the living room. Here, colorful posters lined the walls, numerous stuffed animals filled a book shelf or lay scattered over the floor and bed, and an easel for drawing stood in one corner. All the furniture was made of light oak and definitely on the new side.

His breath caught in his throat as he saw Madison lying in her bed beneath the window, a smile curving the edges of her button lips. Moonlight spilled onto her outstretched hand, a hand that beckoned to him. His heart constricted as it always did at seeing her face.

No doubts here. They belonged together. I’m here, sweetheart. In three steps he was kneeling at her bed, his hands reaching toward her.

A sound made his hands jerk to a stop—a soft murmur that came not from the bed but from the crib against the wall. Curious, he stood and peeked inside. Another child lay there, dressed in a blue, short-sleeved T-shirt, his mud-colored hair curling softly at his nape. He was huddled face down with his hands and feet tucked under his small body, as if trying to protect himself from the cold. Parker hadn’t realized this child would be here tonight. Scrubbing a hand over the week-old growth on his face, he considered the boy. He wished he could take them both.

Better stick to the plan, he thought. Where he was going with Madison, he couldn’t take the boy. He would only be a liability. Jaw clenched, Parker grabbed the furry blanket near the boy’s feet and pulled it up to his neck.

Resolutely, he turned his back on the crib, kneeling again near the bed. He pulled down her blanket, scooting one hand under her warm body. She wore a thin nightgown with cap sleeves, completely inappropriate for the November night, even in a heated house. With his other hand, he grabbed the princess lap blanket folded at the bottom of the bed and pulled it up to her neck, tucking the furry warmth around her body as he drew her toward him.

She stirred as Parker rose to his feet and folded her tightly against his chest. He rocked her until she buried her face in his shirt and was still. It’ll all be over soon, he promised. Turning, he tripped over a jumble of stuffed animals on the floor, but he caught himself in time. The dresser was open, and clothes peeked out this way and that. She wouldn’t need them.

He was nearing the bedroom door when footsteps made him freeze. There was no time to hide before the other bedroom door was flung open. Dakota, most likely. He stood motionless in the darkness as she stumbled to the bathroom down the hall, not shutting the door behind her. The sound of urination filled the quiet of the house.

Parker swore under his breath. The closet—he should hide there. But if she were to check on the children, the missing girl would be noticed immediately. Then he’d have to do something to prevent the mother from calling anyone.

Or he could put Madison back in her bed.

Swiftly, he crossed the room and laid the child down, pulling the larger blanket over her to hide the furry one. Then he sprinted to the closet.

He needn’t have worried because the woman didn’t come into the children’s bedroom. Yet she didn’t shut her door, either. He waited for her to fall asleep again, though he knew every minute put him closer to discovery.

After fifteen minutes, he could wait no longer. Again, Parker knelt by the bed and scooped up the little girl. This time she didn’t react but slept on like an angel. Down the dark hallway he went, shuffling slowly to be sure he didn’t trip over anything. Then he was at the front door, shutting it behind him and stepping quietly over crunchy mounds of snow. His blue truck was parked between this house and the neighbor’s. He climbed inside and, still holding the child, started the engine.

The cab was cold—he hadn’t planned for the wait inside the house—but he’d brought blankets. Headlights appeared ahead, and he stiffened until a car passed, the lights fading behind him. He should have borrowed his friend’s car again instead of using his own truck, but that hadn’t been possible tonight, and he couldn’t afford to wait. The cost might be too high.

Two blocks away, he stopped and settled Madison on the seat next to him, tucking blankets around her to help her feel secure.

The faint red lights from the dashboard barely illuminated her baby face, but he could see that her eyes had opened, small slits in her chubby roundness. “Daddy? Is that you?”

The light made it difficult for her to really see much of anything, and her apparent trust made the ache in his chest intensify. Parker swallowed, the dryness hurting his throat. “It’s okay, sweetheart,” he murmured. “Sleep, now. That’s my girl.”

Obediently, she shut her eyes and was lost again in her dreams.

He drove to I-15, heading south. What he wouldn’t give for a drink. Just a sip to burn a little warmth down his throat. He knew it was a battle he’d fight for the rest of his life, but no way would he let that vice steal what he had worked so hard to achieve. His entire life and future were tied up in that little girl lying there so peacefully on the seat. He must arrive at his destination. Then he could decide what to do next.


CHAPTER 2

Public defender Caitlin McLoughlin rolled onto her back and opened her eyes, staring at the dark ceiling of her bedroom in her West Valley home, lit only faintly by light from the street lamp that filtered through her blinds. How she could work all day and feel so exhausted and yet still not sleep didn’t make any sense, but here she was again—rehashing the past and worrying her choices would take everything from her.

Tomorrow deputy district attorney Mace Keeley would finish presenting his evidence, and she’d have to begin her defense. The problem was that her client was guilty. Thoroughly and utterly guilty. In a vicious and premeditated attack two and a half years earlier, Chet Belstead had pushed his former girlfriend down in the grass at a local park and raped her. There were also five deep stab wounds, with jagged lines connecting them across the woman’s back like a contorted dot-to-dot picture. It was a miracle she’d survived.

When she’d first been assigned the case, Caitlin had hoped Belstead was innocent. It happened now and again, in her work as a public defender, that her client was mistakenly accused or simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. But those cases were few and far between these days, or perhaps they were assigned to attorneys who weren’t as experienced or as good as Caitlin. These days she almost always got the dirty ones.

She’d known Belstead was guilty from the moment she walked into the room at the county jail where they’d met for the first time. He’d been far too slow to bring his hazel eyes to meet hers, dragging up her body as if caressing every curve. When his eyes finally did lock onto hers, a lazy, annoyingly confident smile slashed across his plain face, as if daring her to mention his behavior. She understood at once that underneath his apparent normalcy was a monster that existed only to gratify himself.

Instead of calling him out, she’d begun firing questions at him, willing her pale, freckled cheeks not to flush with frustration. She’d acquired those telltale cheeks from her Irish father, along with her copper-colored hair, but from her English mother she’d inherited a stiff backbone and the famous English aplomb that served her well as a defense attorney. She’d had to draw a lot on that backbone during her initial meeting with Belstead—and in all the meetings after. For two and a half years, she’d soldiered on. It was almost over now.

Belstead had faked innocence in the beginning. They all did, so he wasn’t too different from her other guilty clients. She hadn’t been fooled. He was easier than most to figure out. She’d once made the mistake of taking off her jacket in his presence, when the heat of the holding cell had become unbearable. Though her blouse was more than modest, his stare made her feel dirty. That was when he’d casually mentioned the knife, wrapped in his thin jacket and thrown away in an unused trash can. Perhaps he thought the danger the knife represented made him more attractive to her.

After a few more weeks of subtle prodding, she learned the route he’d taken home from the park that night, and that information allowed her to determine the most obvious place he might have deposited the knife. He’d believed she would never manage to connect the bits of information he’d given her—and even if she did, so what? She was bound by ethics as his legal counsel to keep her mouth shut and let him go free. In his mind there was no possible way he could be convicted.

He was almost right. He had worn a mask, and there was no physical evidence to connect him with the crime. Nothing except the lack of an alibi and the fact that he’d threatened his ex with violence after she began dating another man. That he’d been seen loitering near the grocery store where she worked on the night of the attack wasn’t exactly solid proof.

Enough evidence for a trial but never for a conviction. Caitlin was good at her job, and she had known Belstead would walk away free—until she made sure he wouldn’t.

She’d made a call to Kenny Pratt, a local private investigator she sometimes used and asked him to canvas the area to find out if any of the nearby residents had seen something unusual. She told him she had a robbery case she was working on. That was it, nothing more. Nothing about Belstead or about rape and attempted murder.

He’d called her back two weeks later. “I found a teenager,” Kenny had told Caitlin. “Says he was in his car with his girlfriend in the driveway of her parent’s house and he saw a guy run by, looking real nervous. There’s a streetlight right outside, and he claims the man had a big stain on his shirt. Something dark. And before you ask, he couldn’t tell if it was blood. It was too dark. The girl didn’t see anything. But both of them heard a banging at the abandoned house next door. Maybe a garbage can lid. I checked out the house, and it still looks abandoned. The garbage can is sitting in the carport near the back door. It’s about half full. I didn’t go through it. Anyway, it wasn’t on the night you were asking about. It was two days before. They knew the date because they’d been to a school football game.”

Two days before the date she’d given Kenny landed the event squarely on the night of Belstead’s attack. She’d known Kenny would report anything he discovered—anything near the date in question. She forced her voice to be calm. “Not something I can use, but you might encourage the boy to call the police. Whatever the man dumped might still be there. Maybe it connects to something else they’re working on. That’s a scary neighborhood down there.”

“I’ll do that. You want me to keep poking around? I covered the whole block, but I might have missed someone.”

“No. I think it’s a dead end. It tells me what I needed to know.”

“Okay. It’s your call.”

“Send me a bill.”

He laughed. “I always do.”

The police had taken a day to find the knife and another two to connect it to the rape. That was fast, considering the four months that had passed since the crime. Simple. No real connection to her at all.

I shouldn’t have done it, she thought, still staring at the ceiling. Despite her continuous rationalization over the past months, she’d been wrong to go that far. She had put herself at risk—and that meant putting Amy at risk.

The thought of Amy made her stomach ache. Amy was in the next room sleeping even now, tucked in with her dolls and stuffed animals. Sweet Amy, who knew only the world of a child and would never have to make the decisions Caitlin did.

Feeling for her phone, Caitlin turned it on. Four o’clock already, which meant two hours before she had to be in the shower. Sighing, she dropped it back onto her nightstand, closed her eyes, and tried to sleep.


CHAPTER 3

Parker reached Mt. Pleasant in two hours. Normally, he could have shaved off twenty minutes or more of the journey, but he didn’t want to attract any unwanted attention. Not that there were too many policemen on patrol at this time. He was, however, starting to pass people driving north or south to their jobs in bigger neighboring towns. There wasn’t much to do by way of work in Mt. Pleasant, unless you happened to work at the gas station or grocery store.

He passed the family-owned Kathy’s Herb Shoppe on Main Street and turned the corner to his mother’s house, pulling up in the driveway and jumping out to punch in the code on the side of the garage. Normally, he’d park outside if he came so early, but today he didn’t want to risk his truck being seen. The stop was necessary in his mind, though, because he needed to talk to his mother, to prepare her for what was going to happen. He was all Norma Hathaway had left.

She was waiting by the kitchen door when he entered with his key. In one hand she held the telephone, in the other a can of pepper spray. When she saw him, the anxious look on her tired face vanished, and she stepped toward the door, rapidly punching in the code for the alarm he had installed last year when there had been a rash of burglaries in the neighborhood. Petty things like small TVs and thin gold bands had gone missing, but worse was the violation people had felt. They didn’t have a lot in this town, and Parker had wondered why anyone would target them—until a gang of teenagers had been arrested. Biggest news of the city in the past decade. At least before today. By evening, his mother would be the recipient of many meals and desserts from the neighbors, outpourings of their love and sympathy over her loss.

“Have you been drinking?” she asked, studying him carefully.

He shook his head, irritated but not angry. “No.”

She had a right to suspect him, though he hadn’t let her down in a long time. She would probably always wonder if he would fail, and her constant worry and fear alone were enough to keep him sober—even if he hadn’t already decided that he would never return to his old ways.

One thing both of them would agree upon: his actions of this night were not a failure. Though his mother hadn’t known of his plan, she would be happy he’d succeeded. She knew what was at stake every bit as much as he did.

“Look,” Parker said, speaking urgently. “I’m only here for a few minutes. I have to work this morning.” He was employed at a construction site in Manti, a good half hour’s drive from Mt. Pleasant.

“Why are you here then?” Her hands were on her sturdy hips, and her brown eyes that matched the shoulder-length hair were intense. “Did something happen?”

In answer, Parker took her hand and led her out to the garage. She hesitated when one of her slippers fell off, and he impatiently waited for her to put it back on. “People are going to be coming around asking questions,” he said. “I didn’t want you to worry.”

They stood on the passenger side of his truck now, and he gestured toward the window. His mother was short and had to stand on tiptoe to see inside. It always amused people that Norma could be so short while Parker and his brother had been such tall, strapping boys. Like their father. But he didn’t want to think about his father or his brother. There had been no love lost between them during his growing up years, and he still paid the price for that every day of his life.

“Madison,” Norma breathed. She stepped back, flung open the door, and reached for the child.

“No.” Parker held her back. “Don’t wake her. I’ve got to get her to Manti before I go to work.”

“But who’ll watch her?”

“I have someone.”

Norma’s brow wrinkled. “Someone she knows?”

Parker shook his head. “She’s used to strangers.”

“Let me come with you.” Her brown eyes were ringed in small wrinkles, really the only place that showed her fifty-seven years. Wrinkles born of great suffering.

“I don’t want you involved. People are going to be asking questions. I only came here so you’d know she’s okay when the questions come. But I can’t tell you where I’m taking her, and you can’t admit to anyone that I was even here.”

“You’re going away. I’ll never see you again.” Panic laced Norma’s voice.

“No.” He shook his head. “If it comes to that, we’ll go together.”

“It will come to that. Dakota won’t let it rest.”

“Maybe she will.”

“Then the law won’t.”

“I can’t let her hurt Madison!” Desperation tightened his chest. “I have to protect her.”

“I know.” His mother’s arms went around him, as comforting as they had been when he was a child. “I’ll get my stuff taken care of,” she whispered. “Don’t you worry. I’ll sell the house, cash out everything. We’ll disappear.”

He knew how much it cost her to say that. This was her home. She’d come here as a young bride, raised two sons, and become a widow. She was offering to leave all her friends and extended family.

“It might not be necessary.”

“It will. You can’t hide her here that long.”

“Maybe I can—at least for long enough. Maybe the authorities will investigate Dakota.”

“Maybe.”

Parker drew back and shut the truck door. “You call and let me know where she is,” his mother said.

He shook his head. “I’ll be here sometime during the weekend, same as always. This time without Madison.” That was a given because his daughter would have to remain in hiding, but he wanted his mother prepared. She lived for Madison’s visits.

“I love you, Parker. Don’t you forget that.”

“I love you, too, Mom.”

“Grandma?” Madison pushed herself to a seated position, rubbing her eyes.

This wasn’t going at all as Parker had planned. He shouldn’t have stopped. Now if the authorities caught him, Madison would remember that she’d seen her grandmother.

Norma opened the truck door and gathered the little girl into a hug. “Oh, baby. It’s so good to see you. But you have to lie down now and go back to sleep. You and your daddy are taking a little trip.”

Madison grinned. “I like trips with Daddy.” She yawned. “Is it my birthday again?” For her fourth birthday two months ago, he had taken her to Disneyland.

“Not yet,” Parker told her. “And we’re not going to Disneyland, but we’ll have fun anyway.”

“That’s right.” Norma patted the seat. “You’re tired, sweetie. Lay your head right there and take a little nap.”

Madison yawned again. “Okay, Grandma.”

Parker exchanged a meaningful look with his mother. “I’d better get going.”

“Yes. You’d better.”

He hugged his mother and whispered in her ear, “I’m sorry. Sorry for all of this. I’m sorry it’s going to be so awful for you.” Answering questions, lying for him and Madison—who knew what she might be forced to do? He knew his mother well enough to understand that a little part of her would die every time she took a step closer to the wrong side of the law. That he felt the same showed he’d come a long way.

“I’m stronger than you think,” she said. “I’ll manage. You just keep her safe.”

He drove to Manti, not to the small apartment he shared with two guys from work but to a small, run-down house on the edge of town that he’d rented fully furnished for less than he’d expected. There was still time to change Madison’s hair color and her clothes before the local girl he’d hired came to babysit, a girl who barely spoke English, and whose family had reasons of their own not to contact authorities. Then he’d drive his truck back to his apartment and climb in his window in time to “wake up” with the other guys.

He’d tried to think of everything, but what if he’d missed something important? His heart banged in his chest with a fierceness he hadn’t felt since that first time Dakota had left him and taken Madison, and he’d realized he had no way to protect his daughter.

For now, at least, Madison was safe.

As he carried her inside, her arms went up around his neck. “I’m glad you came and got me, Daddy. I missed you.”

Tears gathered in his eyes. “We’re together now. And I’m not ever letting you go again.”


CHAPTER 4

Wednesday dragged by slowly, long and grueling—and not just because Caitlin had spent so much time staring at her ceiling the night before. Listening to deputy district attorney Mace Keeley address the jury in their Salt Lake City courtroom, Caitlin wondered for the millionth time what she was even doing there. When she’d started law school, she’d never dreamed she’d end up defending a creep like Belstead.

“After a search revealed this knife in a trash can at an abandoned house two blocks north of the defendant’s apartment,” Mace said, “we took it into evidence and had our forensic team test it. The knife has traces of the victim’s blood.” He paused dramatically as he always did before going in for the kill, a flair Caitlin both hated and admired. That he was drop-dead gorgeous didn’t help matters—at least for her client. The jurors seemed to hang on his every word. “The knife also contains two of the defendant’s fingerprints.”

Caitlin didn’t meet her client’s gaze as the state prosecutor’s words hung heavily in the courthouse. Normally, she hated the moment in the trial when the prosecutor presented seemingly irrefutable evidence, but today she felt only triumph. After the first shock of silence, murmurs burst like a wave from the spectators. The jury stared accusingly at the defendant, and the faces of the victim’s family showed terrible triumph. Caitlin kept her own expression stoic, not feigning outrage or protesting in her client’s defense, as some might have done in her position. Doing so would only make it worse for him.

Mace nodded toward the judge. “The prosecution rests our case, Your Honor.”

Judge Harper inclined his gray head and glanced at his wristwatch. “Very well. As I mentioned when we got started this morning, I have an unforeseen conflict in my schedule later this afternoon, so I think this is a good place to conclude for the day. That will also give both parties time to consider options before we continue on . . .” He paused and consulted briefly with his clerk. “Since this trial has taken longer than expected and both the prosecutor and the defense are scheduled for separate trials tomorrow, apparently, we’ll reconvene these proceedings on Friday. But I want any new motions, if applicable, on my desk by close tomorrow. Defendant is remanded to custody. Court is now adjourned.”

Caitlin stood with the others as the judge rose and left the room. She could tell by the rigid lines of the judge’s weathered face that Belstead was as good as on his way to prison. Chalk one up for the good guys, she thought. Beneath her outward calm, Caitlin allowed herself to feel the slightest bit of satisfaction.

Yet as much as Belstead deserved to rot in prison for the full length of time the crime required, the blatant attitude change in the courtroom now demanded that she attempt to arrange a plea deal for him. Hopefully he’d be too stubborn to accept, as he had been during the prosecutors’ stab at summary judgment. The prosecutors might also be too sure of their evidence at this point to offer him anything worthwhile.

Caitlin’s thoughts fled as Belstead turned and pushed close to her, ignoring the guard who stood ready to escort him back to his cell. “I thought you said I’d get off!” he said in a harsh whisper, his hazel eyes level with hers. “You said they didn’t have enough proof!”

Caitlin studied him, taking in the desperate, wild look that no longer matched the closely cropped sandy hair and shaved face. He was pleasant-looking in an ordinary way, but there was nothing to set him apart from dozens of other ordinary, middle-aged men. Except perhaps his clothes. These had obviously been chosen with great care, as though he was trying to impress someone. Women, most likely. Young ones who would be enthralled by a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

She had told him in the beginning that the prosecution didn’t have enough proof, but that was long before they’d found the knife. “You knew they were going to bring up the knife,” Caitlin said coolly. “We talked about it in discovery. We’ll still have our chance to discount the evidence. Now keep your voice down. You don’t want to make a scene in front of the jury.”

Belstead’s nostrils widened and his face flushed a deep red. Nevertheless, he waited until the jury disappeared through a door in the back of the jury box before continuing. “And how did they get that so-called evidence?” he sneered. “We never talked about that, did we?” Abruptly his voice became a deadly whisper close to her cheek. “You told them! You must have. No one else knew.” Swearing viciously, he made a move toward her, but the guard grabbed his arms and pulled him back.

Caitlin made her voice icy hard. “You’re not helping your case. Word of this tantrum will get back to the judge. Now calm down. I’ll do everything I can to negate the effects of this evidence.” And she would, even if she didn’t want to.

Her words had the desired soothing effect. “See that you do,” he muttered, his narrow shoulders slumping. “Or else.”

“Or else what?” She lifted her chin as she met his gaze.

“Nothin’.” His eyes were full of hatred as the guard led him from the room.

The threat was probably just talk, but she was glad she would be able to sleep that night, knowing there was no chance he would be anywhere near her house. As a flight risk, he hadn’t been permitted bail. She suspected at this point he’d prefer another attorney, which would be a relief after the past years of contact, but unfortunately for her, he didn’t have the money to hire one on his own. Working full time at a local hamburger joint before his incarceration hadn’t exactly resulted in a savings account large enough to pay high-class attorney wages, and any savings that hadn’t been eaten by his recent bills had probably gone toward clothing. She could, of course, recuse herself from the case, but that wouldn’t be looked on favorably by her boss. It would also be giving in to her fear.

Caitlin swallowed with difficulty and closed her burning eyes.

“You know your client’s guilty,” said a mocking voice beside her.

Caitlin opened her eyes to see deputy district attorney Mace Keeley and his co-counsel, Wyman Russell. “I guess that’s for the jury to decide,” Caitlin muttered, her stomach tightening as it always did in Mace’s presence.

He laughed. “Public defending is the worst, isn’t it?” Though in his late thirties, he could be the posterchild for West Coast surfing ads—blond hair, blue eyes, and a build that made women drool. Most women, anyway, though Caitlin tried not to be one of his groupies. The aloof manner she strove for at work protected her most days, but every now and then when she least expected it, a little scene of the two of them alone on a beach somewhere stole into her daydreams.

“Well, there is a good side to your losing,” said his co-counsel. Wyman Russell was also a deputy district attorney, or DDA, and the attorney who had originally been assigned to prosecute the case. Sometime after the knife evidence had been discovered, Mace had taken over as lead counsel. Caitlin had never received any explanation as to why there had been a change.

“And what’s that?” Caitlin forced herself to respond politely to the shorter man. Though he was reasonably handsome and his voice pleasant, she didn’t like Wyman. Not because of his thinning brown hair and flabby body, or even because two years ago he’d been chosen for the job that should have been hers, but because of the calculating jabs he always took at her. The feeling had been bad enough before, but since they’d become opposing counsel on this case, he seemed to find altogether too many opportunities to unnerve Caitlin with his annoying comments. Either he had the hots for her, was trying to throw her off her game, or was just particularly weird. She was leaning toward the latter.

Wyman grinned. “Chet Belstead is going to jail for a long time. That’s worth a loss in my book.”

He won’t be going away for long enough, Caitlin thought as the two men chuckled.

“Don’t be jealous of our mad prosecuting skills,” Wyman added.

Mad prosecuting skills? Had he really just said that? The truth was that Wyman was a terrible prosecutor, and in the past she’d defended against him successfully in several cases he should have won—cases she’d hoped he’d win, given her clients’ obvious guilt. Perhaps that was why Mace had been called in to help with this case, to be sure Wyman didn’t mess up again. The family of the victim was working the media hard, and a loss by the DA’s office would not be taken lightly. Mace or no Mace, Caitlin would have won this case too—if she hadn’t helped things along.

“It’s not over yet,” she forced herself to say. Mechanically, she began picking up her papers and storing them in her brown leather briefcase, too aware of Mace and the fact that he was still watching her. Her nerves tingled.

Wyman stepped around Mace, coming uncomfortably close to Caitlin. “You still think you’re going to get him off? How? His fingerprints were found on the weapon, and the victim is ready to swear it was his voice she heard in the park that night. They dated for six months. She should know.”

The arrogance in his voice stung her into replying. “I’m sorry, but I refuse to discuss this further unless you have something official to convey. Otherwise, you’d better get back to examining the knife and the jacket and hope you have enough evidence to convince Belstead to cut a deal.”

Mace laughed. “She has a point. I for one am interested to see what she comes up with during her defense.” He smiled at Caitlin and she grinned, swaying toward him slightly before pulling herself back. It had been far too long since she’d been in a relationship with a man as attractive as Mace. Or any man, for that matter. “See you later, Caitlin,” he said with another stunning smile. She watched him walk away for several long seconds before she realized Wyman hadn’t followed him.

“Why did you say there was a jacket with the knife?” Wyman asked.

Caitlin froze. Hadn’t Mace mentioned it during the trial? She went over the scene in her mind. No, he hadn’t. And now that she thought about it, she couldn’t remember seeing mention of the jacket in the lengthy discovery documents, either. Which meant she had made a serious error, one that could not be excused by her double caseload. No jacket meant the knife had not been wrapped up as Belstead had told her, or maybe someone had removed it from the loaded trash container before the police found the knife. Given the part of town where the knife had been found, that might have happened. It was also possible the police had withheld that tidbit for reasons unknown, though that shouldn’t be the case this far into a trial.

“I misspoke,” she said. “I must be mixing it up with another case. I got less than four hours of sleep last night. You know how it is.”

“Oh yeah?” He tilted his head to the side. “Funny thing is, the blood on the knife was consistent with being wrapped, but the police didn’t find anything else, or we would have included it in discovery and in our evidence list.” He paused for a moment before rushing on, a mad sort of glee coming into his eyes. “Wait. He told you, didn’t he? That idiot told you what he did.”

“I shouldn’t have to remind you that what my client tells me is privileged information.” Though she spoke calmly, a tremor of fear shuddered up Caitlin’s spine. What if they found the boy who had made the anonymous call and traced him back to her? That had been her fear from the moment she’d told Kenny to ask the witness to call the police. If anyone accused her of a breach of ethics and they found evidence, she could be disbarred.

Caitlin searched the room, searching for an easy excuse to extricate herself. But the courtroom was clear now except for the two of them and Jodi Rivers, a paralegal from the Legal Defenders Association, who was standing near the door waiting for Caitlin.

Wyman reached out and briefly touched Caitlin’s arm. “We have more in common than you think, Caitlin.” The arrogance was gone from his voice.

“What are you saying?”

“We both want the bad guys to go to prison.”

She studied his oblong face, noting the deep line in his forehead between his eyes. She’d heard he and his wife had separated, and she wondered if that was what had marked him or if the line had come from years of concentrating on his cases.

“Maybe so,” she said, feeling inexplicably sorry for him, “but we both know my real job is to get as many clients through the system as quickly as possible—period. Even if they get off. You’re the one who’s supposed to send them to prison.” She didn’t add that he wasn’t very good at it. She didn’t have to; his record spoke for itself.

“We could be on the same team,” he said lightly. “Think about it.”

“I tried to join the DA, but you took my spot. Remember?”

His face split into a surprisingly compelling smile. “You still holding a grudge? Did you ever think that it might be for the best? Sometimes you can accomplish more working outside the DA’s office.”

Two days ago, she wouldn’t have hesitated to slam his slightly veiled suggestion of cooperation back in his face as a blatant breach of ethics. But doing so now might make him more eager to open an investigation into the anonymous caller, and the caller would eventually lead to Kenny Pratt, her private detective.

Kenny would never volunteer the information that he’d been making inquiries on her behalf, but she employed him often enough for the DA’s office to make a connection. At least she hadn’t told Kenny her true reason for sending him to the street where the knife had been found. That was something.

Wyman left her then, but she knew it wasn’t over. She began gathering her papers and files, her mind racing.

“Are you okay?”

Caitlin looked around at Jodi, surprised to see the younger woman still waiting for her. “Yeah, I’m fine.” But she sank back into the black, high-backed chair behind the defendant’s table.

“Too bad about the knife.”

She sighed. Jodi Rivers was a good paralegal, so good that in some cases, Caitlin sent her to do the preliminary work with the clients so that Caitlin would only need to meet with them personally once before a hearing or trial. That left her free to spend her time on the most difficult or disturbing cases. Like Chet Belstead’s. In fact, if she had still been working misdemeanor cases as she had at the beginning of her career, she’d only see her clients at the trial itself, never actually talking to them alone, instead relying on Jodi and others like her to take care of the legwork.

Yet for all her experience, Jodi was still young and too idealistic to understand that because of Caitlin, many really bad guys walked free to harm others again. Jodi still believed in second chances while Caitlin had seen repeated offenders too often to subscribe to that vein of thought.

Jodi sat down next to Caitlin in Belstead’s vacated chair, her long, dark hair falling over her shoulders nearly to her slender waist. Caitlin envied that waist, not to mention the hair and flawless complexion. Jodi tapped a French-manicured finger on the file she held in her hands. “I saw him staring at you. I think he likes you.”

Caitlin sat up straighter. “You do?”

“Yes, and he’s cute. I mean, he could be a little taller, but he’s taller than you, at least. I hear he and his wife are getting a divorce.”

Wife? Mace Keeley didn’t have a wife. He was rumored to be in a long-distance romance with an attorney in California, though if they didn’t love each other enough to be together, Caitlin didn’t think there was much hope for the relationship.

That could only mean Jodi wasn’t talking about Mace. She groaned. “Uh, if you’re talking about Wyman Russell, then eewww.” The dragged-out word said it all.

Jodi shrugged. “He’s not bad looking.”

“He’s a terrible prosecutor! You saw how he brought Mace Keeley in to help this case.” Since there was so much damning evidence, she was surprised Wyman hadn’t continued the case on his own. He’d naturally want the glory of the win for himself.

Jodi grinned. “I see your point. A woman can overlook a lot of things in a man but not stinking at his job. But speaking of Mace Keeley, that’s one guy I’d go out with in a heartbeat.”

“You and most of the other women around here.”

Jodi shrugged. “Lucky for him, I guess.” She clapped her hands on her knees, just visible beneath her tight skirt, and leaned forward. “Well, I’m heading back to the office. Can I help you with anything this afternoon?”

“I wish. But it’s stuff I have to deal with personally. I need to chat with another client so we’re ready for trial tomorrow morning.” A typical busy Wednesday for her. Even though the judge had ended their court time earlier than expected, the few extra hours only meant that she’d be slightly less behind.

“You mean the arsonist?”

“That’s the one.” As luck would have it, Wyman was the prosecutor on the case. The defendant had purposefully set a fire that had killed an old man, so Wyman had gone after him with a murder one charge, but there was enough doubt in Caitlin’s mind about the defendant’s intentions that she was giving the case her full attention. Since she was up against Wyman again, she would probably save her client from life imprisonment. Unfortunately.

Nodding, Jodi arose. “Well, give me a holler if you need some help with visual aids for the arson trial.”

“I thought you had a brief to write for Sampson.”

“I do, but it’s boring.” Jodi laughed and started down the aisle.

“In that case, I’ll take you up on the visual aids. There’s a file on my desk that has them outlined. Top one. Red folder, I think. And, Jodi, thanks.”

“No problem.”

Caitlin watched her leave. Thinking of Amy, who was probably waiting for her even now, playing with dolls or maybe coloring a picture, a fresh load a guilt assailed her. I shouldn’t have done it, she thought. She’s my responsibility. I should have let Belstead walk.


CHAPTER 5

All Wednesday morning, Parker had been tense as he waited to hear from Dakota. It had been all he could do to drive to work at eight and pretend everything was fine. Construction in winter wasn’t always pleasant, but they’d finished framing the office building yesterday and had draped plastic to keep out the snow. As long as he wore a heavy jacket, the portable heater did a halfway decent job of making the air tolerable.

Nine o’clock had crept by and then ten and eleven. Still nothing. It was after the noon break before Dakota finally called him in tears. “Madison’s gone,” she said without preamble. “Just gone. I’ve searched the whole house.”

“She’d better not be,” he retorted, ducking under the plastic and moving away from the others so he wouldn’t be overheard. “And this better not be a way to get more money from me.”

“It’s not!” The panic in her voice sounded real. “I’ve searched everywhere, like I said. I thought she was watching TV, or maybe playing outside.”

“She’s four!” he nearly yelled. “How could she be outside without you knowing?” But he knew how, and so did she. “How long has she been gone? When was the last time you saw her?”

“When I put her to bed last night.”

“Last night?” His outrage wasn’t fake. How could she have not noticed Madison was missing all morning? Probably Dakota had just dragged herself from bed. “What kind of mother are you?”

“Will you shut up?” she screamed. “Madison is missing. That’s the important thing. You need to come find her.” A cry began in the background. Must be the little boy he’d seen last night.

So his ex-wife apparently thought he’d drop everything and go running up to Salt Lake. And she would have been right, if Madison had really been missing. “You find her,” he growled. The screaming kid in the background grew louder, and he had to raise his voice again to hear his next words. “This is exactly why I want custody. You just don’t remember where you left her. Were you shooting up again last night?”

“No! I wasn’t, and you’re a jerk even to say it.”

Parker held the phone away from his ear as Dakota let out a stream of curses. When it was quiet, he put the phone back and said calmly, “If she really is missing, call the police. Right now. Right this minute. Do it, Dakota. This is our baby we’re talking about. You need to find her.” This was part of his plan, that she’d call the police and they would find evidence to convict her.

The child’s cry in the background had cut off during his plea, so either Dakota had picked him up or she’d gone into another room. “Right,” she gave a big sniff. “I will.”

“I’ll call you later then. But let me know when you find her.”

“Okay.”

He pocketed the phone and went back to work. His mind was only half on what he was doing, but his body knew what to do. So he worked. And waited.

He didn’t receive a call from the police until nearly three hours later, and that told him Dakota had cleaned up the house before officially reporting Madison’s absence, or at least made sure there was nothing lying around that would reflect badly upon her. The police had apparently searched the house from top to bottom. Nothing. Officers were beginning to comb the neighborhood and gather volunteers to form search parties. Since Parker hadn’t deigned to show up, the female detective who called was coming to him. He’d have to explain himself somehow. He hoped it would be enough, because he wasn’t leaving town. Not unless they made him.

The female detective arrived at the construction site just before quitting time at five. She wore an ordinary suit on her large frame and drove an unmarked car. She was alone, which he thought odd, but perhaps that meant they didn’t really consider him a suspect.

One could hope.

She stopped and talked to the foreman, who pointed him out. Parker ignored them and kept working, using his crane to lift timbers to the men up on the scaffolding, where they were beginning to frame the roof. The building was coming along nicely, even in the cold, though they needed to get the roof on before the next heavy storm. At least inside the cab of the crane, it was almost toasty, though he’d have to trade one of the others before long.

“Mr. Hathaway?” she called up to him over the roar of the engine and through the glass of the window.

He held up a finger without looking down at her, then finished positioning his load and cut the motor. He opened the door and climbed down from the cab. “I’m Parker Hathaway.”

“I’m Detective Sally Crumb. We spoke on the phone.” Her warm breath billowed in the cold. She was six feet tall, at least, barely an inch or two shorter than Parker. If the weight she carried had been on a man’s frame, she would have been on the slender side, but on her, the wide shoulders and hips lent an impressive air of solid authority. Yet Sally was all woman, and a pretty one at that, from her large-sized boots to her expressive, wide-set brown eyes.

“You find my daughter? Is she okay?” He felt his heart rate increase, as he worried about her seeing through this misdirection.

“No. I’m sorry. I do need to ask you some questions, and I think it’s only fair to tell you we have a squad car at your apartment right now. The building manager let them in.”

He shrugged. “I have nothing to hide. But you’re barking up the wrong tree. Madison was with her mother last night, and I was at my apartment. My roommates can attest to that. I went to bed when they did and one of them was still there when I got up this morning.”

“Yes, we know.” She gave him a flat smile that did little to lighten the somber expression on her attractive face. She had blond hair much like Madison’s had been before his color job this morning, though the detective’s locks were shorter and probably equally as dyed. Her soft-looking skin was reddened with cold.

At a gesture from his foreman, Parker led her to the trailer they used as the office and break room. “I don’t understand,” he said, unzipping his coat before sitting on the worn loveseat against the wall. “Shouldn’t you be out there searching for my daughter? I mean, if she really is missing?”

“Oh, she’s missing all right.” She pulled the chair in front of the desk around to face him and sat. “What makes you think she isn’t?”

Parker scratched his unshaven face. “What time did Dakota call you?” he countered.

“About two-thirty this afternoon.”

He nodded, his lips tightening. “Well, she called me just after noon. And she told me she hadn’t seen Madison since she put her to bed last night. Now I ask you, if she’s really worried about Madison, why did she wait so long?”

Detective Crumb’s brown eyes narrowed. “What are you saying?”

“That her mother has problems with drugs. That she got rid of the evidence before she called you. Frankly, I’ve been worried for years that something would happen to my daughter.”

“And you did nothing to stop it?”

Parker gaped at her, his frustration real. “Everything I could. I’ve kept every single weekend visit with my daughter since the divorce—except for the few months right after Dakota left me and I didn’t know where she was staying. I also call Madison every day, usually after work, but sometimes at lunch too. Check the phone records, if you don’t believe me.” He let the venom he felt leak into his voice. “And while you’re at it, why don’t you tell me what else I can do when the law says my daughter has to live with a drug addict?”

Detective Crumb tilted her head to study him, her pen tapping on the notebook in her lap. “You’ve been divorced for a year. Our records show that your ex-wife was the one who filed.”

“We’d still be married if she hadn’t.”

“You still love her?”

Likely the detective thought love was a motive for kidnapping, and she was right. But it hadn’t been for love of Dakota. “Dakota and I didn’t have a marriage since before Madison was born, and the only reason I stayed at all was for Madison. That’s the truth.” Parker stood. “Look, if you’re going to charge me with something, then do it. Otherwise, I’m going back to work.”

“You’re not joining the search for your daughter?” Surprise registered in the detective’s eyes.

He stared at her, knowing he had to make this good.

“Madison isn’t lost. Dakota’s just stashed her somewhere—probably to punish me for not giving her more money than I already do. She disappeared with her once before, you know. For months after Dakota left me, I didn’t know where my daughter was. Dakota’s the one who needs to be investigated. Find her friends, and I’ll bet one of them has Madison. She probably left her there before shooting up. That’s Dakota’s idea of responsible. Meanwhile, I have to work to make sure that when you do find my daughter, she’ll have food to put in her stomach and a roof over her head.”

Detective Crumb arose, extending her notebook and pen to him. “Can you give me a list of Dakota’s friends?”

He strode to the desk, leaning over it, and began scribbling names. “These are the friends she used to have when I knew her. Like I said, even when we were together, we had separate lives. I might still have some of their numbers in my phone, if I ever had them.” His script was large and deep and angry, but he’d let her draw what conclusions she wanted from that.

The detective stood mutely near him as he wrote, and when he was finished and returned the notebook, she asked quietly, “What happened between you and your ex-wife? If you don’t mind my asking.”

Parker did mind, but this was also part of the plan. “I was tired of living that life. I want what every other normal man wants—the American Dream. But Dakota wasn’t ready to grow up. I don’t think she ever will be. Look, Detective, when I went to pick up my daughter last month, I saw a plastic bag of drugs sitting within easy reach on the couch. If my daughter had gotten hold of that . . .” He shook his head. “That’s what I’m up against.”

“Why didn’t you call the police?”

“At first, I was too stunned, I guess. Then she threatened to not let me see Madison. She promised me she wasn’t using anymore, but I’ve cursed myself every day since then for not calling.” The reality was far worse than the words. Every night he’d awoken in a sweat, fearing that day would be the one he’d get the call telling him that his precious daughter had paid the price for his past.

Detective Crumb nodded, something akin to pity crossing her broad face. “Thank you, Mr. Hathaway. We’ll keep in touch.”

He nodded and watched her leave the trailer. If he’d played his cards right, she wouldn’t suspect him for not jumping into his truck and driving to Salt Lake.

Or maybe she could see right through him.

He sat back down in the chair the detective had vacated, feeling as though he hadn’t slept in weeks. Leaning forward, he propped his elbows on his knees and let his head fall into his hands.

Bob Jenkins, the muscled foreman, entered the trailer. “Everything all right?” he asked.

Parker shook his head. “My daughter’s missing.”

Bob’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding. That’s terrible!” He looked over his shoulder and only then did Parker notice that Jason Rosen, the thin, gray-haired contractor who employed them both, had come in after Bob.

Rosen took a few steps toward Parker. “When did it happen?”

“Last night. They’re not sure.”

“Geez, I don’t know what to say,” muttered Bob. Parker wondered if he was thinking about his own five daughters, all of them under ten years old.

“We can help search the area,” Rosen said. “Pull in hundreds of people within the hour.”

Parker felt a stab of guilt, though he wasn’t surprised at the offer. From what he’d observed of Rosen, he was always ready to help, and he certainly had connections. “I don’t know what the police want in that respect. They don’t seem to think she just wandered off.”

“I’ll follow up with them,” Rosen said, and Parker admired how sure he was.

There was an uncomfortable silence and then Rosen spoke again. “I know this is a bad time, but actually I came here to offer you a job as a foreman on a new office complex I’m building in Salt Lake.”

Once he would have been thrilled to be closer to Madison, but Salt Lake now meant leaving her. He shook his head. “I appreciate the offer, I really do, but with all that’s happened, I can’t take it on right now. I wouldn’t want to do any less than my best.”

“I understand.” The look in Rosen’s eyes told him he respected Parker for rejecting the offer on those grounds. Parker felt ill at the deception.

“Do you need time off?” Bob asked.

“No. The police are doing everything they can. I have to believe that’s enough. In fact, I really believe she’s not missing at all, that this is just one more trick up my ex-wife’s sleeve to get more money.”

The men alternately nodded and shook their heads. Parker didn’t think either man really understood. They had never seen their wives strung out on meth. Or on a cocaine high. They probably thought he was a negligent father for not running up to Salt Lake. He should have thought this through better.

“I would like a few minutes to stop by my mother’s,” he said. “She’s got to be worried.” The detective would probably visit her as well, and Parker hoped she was up to it.

“Sure, it’s quitting time anyway,” Bob said. “And if it turns out you need time off, just let me know. Or I’ll know if you don’t show up.”

“Let us know if we can help,” Rosen added.

Parker nodded and murmured his thanks, though neither of the men could hold his gaze for long. No doubt they were remembering the child who had been found murdered only weeks ago in a Salt Lake neighborhood.

Madison wouldn’t be a statistic. He’d made sure of that. Now if only he could manage to keep her safe until enough evidence was found to make sure she’d be safe forever.
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