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Prologue


North of Washington, DC


September, 1986


Nineteen Years Ago


Max had five minutes.


Tops.


Five minutes before the SWAT team snipers were in place.


Five minutes before Leonard D’Angelo became little more than an unpleasant job for a strong-stomached cleaning team to mop from the marble-tiled bank floor.


Okay, yeah, Lenny was guilty of some seriously screwed-up judgment. He had walked into this suburban branch of the Westfield National Bank with a pistol in his pocket.


And that whole taking of hostages thing was another very, very bad idea.


But even if FBI agent Max Bhagat hadn’t spent the past fifteen minutes in the surveillance van watching footage from the bank’s security cameras and listening in to the drama now unfolding in that bank via one extremely high-tech long-range microphone, he still wouldn’t have believed Lenny deserved to die for his mistakes.


Apparently Lenny had gone into the bank with a note, demanding that the teller withdraw $47,873.12 from one specific account. Problem was, he didn’t have the correct ID to access those funds, so after some conversation, complete with lots of gesturing, the teller had signaled the security guard. At which point Lenny pulled out his little handgun.


And, as he took it out of his pocket, he blew a neat little hole into the soundproof ceiling tiles overhead.


It was an event that had made nearly everyone in the bank burst into tears – including Bankrobber Lenny, who still continued to sob.


The so-called security guard had immediately handed over his own weapon – without making any attempt whatsoever to talk the gun out of Lenny’s hand. After his full surrender, the guard then led the hostages safely down onto the floor, hands on their heads. Everyone except two very young children who were being held by their mother.


They huddled against the wall.


The head teller had hurried to make Lenny’s withdrawal, but by then her cooperation was too little too late.


Because the noise of the gunshot had drawn first the local, then the state police, and then – because one of the tellers was related to a federal judge – finally this FBI team, of which Max was a junior member. The bank was now surrounded by dozens of cop cars: lights spinning, doors open as both uniformed and plainclothes officers stood in the street, well outside the range of the gunman’s little weapon.


It soon became clear to the entire task force that their hostage-taker had no designs on the VIP teller and that he was, in fact, a total amateur. This was a fact which brought with it both the good news and the bad.


The good news was that Lenny was so criminally inept that he continued to stand smack in the middle of the bank. He was directly in front of big plate-glass windows – a clean, clear target for the SWAT team snipers.


The bad news was that, until the SWAT team got into place, he was a potential loose cannon. The man hadn’t spoken a single coherent sentence since Max had started listening in. He just continued to cry, making oddly animal-like keening sounds as he now awkwardly held both his and the security guard’s guns.


‘Let me go in there, sir,’ Max had requested of his team leader, Ronald Shaw, who was also the agent in charge.


But Shaw shook his head, not even taking the time to answer the junior agent. Max had been working with the team for several weeks and he was pretty certain Shaw didn’t know his name.


Still, he persisted. ‘Sir. Something’s up with this guy. I’d like to try to talk to him.’


Leonard D’Angelo had no record, no priors. He wasn’t in the system for so much as a parking ticket. Desperate for information about the hostage-taker, Max had called a friend in the IRS, who’d told him that Lenny D. was a hard-working, taxpaying construction worker. He was also the married father of a young son.


He was Joe Average – or at least he had been before something had made him go postal.


Loss of job, loss of home, loss of wife and child through divorce . . .? It could have been any number of things.


Max had tried calling Lenny’s wife at their home number – only to be greeted by an automated message. ‘This number has been disconnected.’


Not a good sign.


Following procedure, Max requested the local police pay a visit to the D’Angelo’s tiny apartment – the morbid thought being that Len may have snuffed his entire family before setting out on this crime spree.


But Max didn’t believe that scenario.


If this guy was homicidal, he already would’ve used his weapon.


And what about his request for an exact sum, down to the penny – what had he asked for . . .? Twelve freakin’ cents.


Max didn’t have a whole lot of experience, but this smelled to him like some kind of crime of passion. Retribution for money misspent or unwisely invested, perhaps?


Something was up, that was for sure. Because why, for the love of God, wouldn’t Lenny pick up the bank telephone and talk to them?


He had to know they were out here. Fourteen police cars weren’t something that could be overlooked by anyone but a blind man.


And okay, yes. Max could have it totally wrong. Maybe Lenny had killed his entire family. But even if he had, it was beyond obvious that his homicidal rage had faded. He was currently incapable of doing more than standing in the middle of the bank and crying.


Max was willing to bet his very life that he could walk right through those doors, right up to Lenny, and simply take the weapons from his limp-fish hands.


‘I’d like to try,’ Max said to Shaw again.


‘It’s too dangerous,’ Shaw responded as they stood outside the van, watching a television monitor that showed the gunman crying in the middle of the bank. The camera responsible for that picture had a state-of-the-art zoom lens. Even shot through the reflective glass of the window, it provided a sharp close-up of Lenny’s tear-streaked face. ‘Do whatever you have to do to get him to pick up that phone.’


Ronald Shaw was weeks from retirement. Was it possible that he was afraid of smearing his record by giving one of his newest, greenest negotiators permission to get himself killed?


Even if it meant shooting Leonard D’Angelo without a single word of negotiation?


Goddamn it. Max had thought a man like Ronald Shaw would do better than that.


‘Sir, we’ve got every phone line ringing in there,’ Max informed his boss. ‘He’s not picking up.’


‘Keep trying, Matt,’ Shaw ordered curtly as he walked away from the van.


‘It’s Max,’ he shouted after Shaw. ‘And keep trying until when? Until the SWAT team snipers put a bullet through Lenny’s head?’


But Shaw was gone.


Smitty Durkin was in the street, manning the bullhorn. ‘Mr D’Angelo, you must pick up the phone immediately! Leonard D’Angelo, pick up the telephone!’ As Smit’s finger left the button, the bullhorn let out an ungodly squeal.


On camera, in full close-up on that TV monitor, Leonard D’Angelo didn’t so much as blink.


Sure he was inside the bank, but still, that sound was freaking loud.


Grit-your-teeth-and-flinch loud.


And suddenly Max knew.


Okay, knew was perhaps too strong a word for it. Strongly suspected was more accurate.


Leonard D’Angelo hadn’t picked up the telephone because he didn’t hear it ringing. Max strongly suspected that Leonard D’Angelo, although not blind, was most likely deaf.


And Jesus, there was nothing to write on except a yellow legal pad in Max’s briefcase. It wasn’t half as big as he needed, but it would have to do.


There was a marker – one of those indelible Sharpies – attached to the inside panel of the van by a string. Max grabbed and pulled.


He wrote as he ran, pushing his way through the uniformed officers, moving outside of the protective circle of police cars and into the street directly in front of the bank’s glass door.


I AM UNARMED. Max held up the sign with one hand as he shrugged off his jacket. He unclipped his shoulder holster, putting it onto the street along with the secondary weapon that he wore at the small of his back.


Inside the bank, Lenny had spotted him. Max could see the man shaking his head, his weapon now halfheartedly aimed directly at the door Max would have to pass through to get inside that building.


Max turned the page of his pad. i’m coming inside to TALK. He held up that sign.


But Lenny still shook his head.


Max took off his tie and crisply starched white dress shirt, then used the marker to underline the words, holding up his first sign again. I am unarmed.


As Lenny kept shaking his head, Max could hear Ron Shaw’s voice. Shouting. ‘What does that motherfucker think he’s doing?’


Max was, of course, the motherfucker to whom Shaw was referring.


He kicked off his shoes, pulled off his socks, rolled up the bottoms of his pants. Nothing up these pant legs, Lenny. See? He held up the sign again. i am unarmed.


No, Lenny told him, still shaking his head.


‘Get out of there, Bhagat,’ Shaw shouted. How about that? He’d finally learned Max’s name. ‘The snipers are in place and you’re in the goddamn way!’


The entire local police force and a whole lot of civilian spectators watched as Max unfastened his pants. But, oh shit. Look what he was wearing today.


Max Bhagat was the proud owner of fifty-seven pairs of utilitarian white briefs – all of which had been in the laundry when he’d gotten dressed this morning. He’d been forced to dig into the back of his underwear drawer and, when faced with a choice between a pair of boxers with pink hearts or black bikini briefs with the word Stud across the front in red sequins – both gifts from Elisabeth, a seriously misguided ex-girlfriend – he’d gone with the red sequins.


Right now, Max had no choice. He was not going to stand by and let Leonard D’Angelo get a bullet to the brain.


On the other hand, the idea of being known forevermore throughout the Federal Bureau of Investigations as ‘Mr Sequins’ or, God help him, ‘Stud-Boy’, was equally unbearable.


Which left him with option three.


As Max pushed down his pants, he hooked his fingers in his briefs and took them off, too.


And this time when he held up his sign, it was very clear to everyone within a solid two block radius that he was, indeed, completely and totally unarmed.


Inside the bank, Lenny’s mouth had dropped open. He was no longer shaking his head and his gun hand had drooped significantly, so Max held up his second sign.


And walked, stark naked, into that bank.


Max stood in front of Ronald Shaw’s desk, waiting for the noise to stop, mentally making a note to keep a change of underwear in his locker from now on.


It was possible he was slightly allergic to wool.


‘You’re not even listening, are you?’ Shaw roared even louder.


Whoops. ‘To be honest, sir,’ Max admitted at a far lower decibel level, ‘when you started repeating yourself for the third time, yes, I did tune out. Was there something you wanted to add?’


Shaw laughed. And sat down. ‘You’re pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you, Bhagat?’


Max considered that. ‘I think it’s safe to say I have a God-given talent when it comes to reading people, sir.’


After walking into that bank it had taken him all of four seconds to gain possession of both of Leonard D’Angelo’s weapons.


Max had been right – the man was no criminal, let alone capable of shooting anyone.


Leonard D’Angelo was a grief-stricken father who had made a whole series of flat-out stupid mistakes.


The man’s two-year-old son had been born with a defective heart. He and his wife had sold their house and scraped together all of their savings to pay for an operation to repair the boy’s faulty valve. But their son had died on the operating table.


With the wild irrationality of the deeply grieving, Lenny had gone to the doctor and demanded their money back – seeing as how the operation hadn’t saved their boy’s life.


When the doctor refused, Lenny somehow found out where the man did his banking, and went to get the cash that he felt should be returned to him.


Cash he needed in order to find his wife, who had taken off with their only car, inconsolable over the loss of their child.


‘I told you not to go into the bank,’ Shaw reminded Max now. ‘I specifically ordered—’


‘With all due respect, sir,’ Max interrupted, ‘you told me to do whatever I had to do to get D’Angelo to pick up the phone. But how was he going to pick it up if he couldn’t hear it ringing?’


Max’s intention had been to go in – sans clothing and therefore unarmed – and start a dialogue with D’Angelo. If the gunman had been willing, Max would then have picked up the phone. And, since the hearing-impaired hostage-taker also obviously couldn’t hold a conversation using a conventional telephone, it had been Max’s intention to act as a go-between – using pen and that legal pad to communicate between D’Angelo and the FBI negotiator out on the street.


And hopefully, somewhere during the negotiation, someone would have sent in his pants.


But Max had told Shaw all this already. Several times, in fact. In writing, as well.


Max had also stated that before he offered to act as D’Angelo’s go-between, it had seemed something of a no-brainer simply to ask the hostage-taker to hand over his weapons.


Which the man had done. With a great deal of relief.


Max had been relieved, too. At which point he’d held his legal pad up like an office supply loincloth as the hostages had rushed outside and the police and FBI rushed in.


Smitty Durkin brought Max’s things into the bank – except his underwear wasn’t with the rest of his clothes. Max could only hope that they’d fallen out of the leg of his pants, and that a strong wind had pushed them underneath some car, and into a puddle still standing from last night’s rain.


‘I admire you, sir,’ Max told Shaw now. ‘Very much. Your record as a team leader is remarkable. And I would never say this outside the privacy of your office, but it’s my opinion that you made the wrong call out there today. You should have given me permission to go to that bank. I think you know that, sir.’


If Leonard D’Angelo had died today, it would have been on Shaw. Completely. And Shaw had Max to thank for preventing that tragedy.


But Shaw didn’t say a word. He just sat back in his seat, gazing up at Max. His eyes were icy cold, and, if he hadn’t had the reputation for being a fair-minded leader, or if he hadn’t given himself away with that bark of laughter, Max might’ve been worried that he’d said too much.


As it was, Max used the lengthening silence to study the subtle way Shaw made himself completely unreadable, totally unapproachable. It was more than a flat lack of emotion in the man’s eyes, more than the stony stillness of his facial expression. It was in his body language, too. He held himself open, elbows on the arms of his chair.


Interesting. That nondefensive pose actually added much to the hardass flavor of Shaw’s entire unspoken message: ‘Quake in your shoes, underling, for you have no idea what I’m going to say or do next.’


Except Max did know. Despite all the shouting, Shaw had finally noticed him.


It was a solid three minutes before Shaw spoke, but Max just stood there, holding the man’s gaze, fighting his swallow reflex by sheer force of will.


‘My replacement is Kurt Herdson,’ Shaw finally said.


Max didn’t let himself so much as blink at the change of subject. ‘Yes, sir. I’m aware of that.’


‘Do you know him?’


‘No, sir.’


‘He’s a number cruncher.’ The smile Shaw gave him wasn’t particularly nice. ‘You seem to like balls-out honesty, Bhagat, so I’ll put it to you plain: He’s going to hate your fucking guts.’


‘Yes, sir, he probably will,’ Max agreed evenly. He smiled, too. ‘I’m looking forward to the challenge.’


Shaw laughed again. And again changed directions. ‘You married, son?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Some unsolicited advice? Get married. Soon. When you make team leader you won’t have time to chase women. Hell, you won’t have time to breathe. If there’s someone out there that you can’t live without, leg shackle yourself to her before she gets away. You know the old saying? Wives wait but ladyfriends leave? It’s true. Especially in our line of work.’


Max shook his head. ‘I’m not . . . I don’t . . . I appreciate the advice, sir.’ If there was someone out there that he couldn’t live without, he hadn’t met her yet.


‘Even if you’re a player, stud . . .’ Shaw leaned on the word. Oh, Christ. ‘You’re better off having one than none, especially when that one is waiting for you at home, doing your laundry and cooking your dinner.’


Now Max was internally wincing for a different reason. He was glad that one of the women who worked in the office hadn’t overheard. ‘I’m pretty good at doing my own laundry, sir. And, uh, speaking of laundry . . .’


But Shaw was waving him away. ‘Your secret’s safe with me. Get out of here, I have work to do.’


Max headed for the door, but Shaw stopped him before he closed it behind him.


‘Bhagat.’


‘Yes, sir?’


‘Thanks.’


Max nodded. Leonard D’Angelo’s unnecessary death would’ve been a hell of a thing for Shaw to carry around for the rest of his life. ‘You’re welcome, sir. Thank you, too,’ he said, and shut the door behind him.


He was halfway to his desk before he realized what Shaw had said. When you make team leader . . .


When, not if.


Hot damn. Max smiled. He was well on his way.


Four days later, in East Meadow, Long Island – a post-World War II tract-house ’burb of New York City – Gina Vitagliano started the first grade.




One


FBI Headquarters, Washington, DC


June 20, 2005


Present Day


It was a fabulous day. Blue sky. Low humidity. Not a lot of traffic this time of morning. Green lights at every intersection. A parking spot within javelin-throwing distance of the office building.


The elevator opened at the touch of the button and he rode it, express, all the way up to his floor. The doors opened again, and he got a good look at himself in the foyer mirror.


Dressed to shine in his favorite black suit, with a new shirt he’d bought himself as a present, Jules Cassidy was not your average, run-of-the-mill FBI agent, that was for sure. He pocketed his sunglasses and adjusted his tie, then headed down the hallway with a spring in his step.


When you look good, you feel good. No doubt about them apples.


Laronda’s reception desk sat empty, but Max Bhagat’s office door was tightly closed.


As early as Jules had come in today, his boss, the legendary FBI team leader known as ‘the Max’ to his younger, more irreverent, and slightly less original junior subordinates – but never, ever called that to his face – had come in even earlier.


Although, to be honest, it was equally likely that Max had merely stayed extremely late.


Not that anyone would ever be able to tell the difference. Max didn’t do rumpled, even when staying up for seventy-two hours straight. In fact, he could be sat on by a hippopotamus in a bizarre zookeeping accident and the first thing he would say after regaining consciousness would be, ‘Somebody get me a clean shirt.’


The man kept at least two complete changes of clothing in his office, not to mention a series of electric razors in his desk drawer, his briefcase, his car’s glove compartment, and probably one or two places Jules didn’t know about.


Hey now, ho now! Max wasn’t the only one in early today. That was definitely gourmet coffee that Jules smelled brewing. Max may have been a brilliant negotiator, but the man was severely coffee-making challenged.


French vanilla. Lordy, lordy, Jules loved the French vanilla. Even though he hadn’t gotten into the office before Max or the mysterious coffee brewer, it remained, indeed, a glorious, promise-filled day.


Jules stopped at the kitchen cubby and – thank you, baby Jesus! – found his favorite mug already squeaky clean in the drying rack. The container that held the ground coffee beans was empty, but there was enough for one more generous cup in the pot on the warmer.


The TV was set to CNN Headline News, but the volume was muted. As Jules filled his Mighty Mouse mug with the last of the coffee, the too-handsome anchor smiled sunnily at him, as if to say, ‘Good morning, sweetie-cakes! Something very good is coming your way today!’


At which point the station cut to a commercial break.


An olive-drab and sepia-tinted World War II battle scene – no doubt an ad for the History Channel – filled the screen. But then the fighting dissolved into a full color close-up of a helmeted young man, his perfect cheekbones streaked with dirt.


Holy GI! Those were Robin Chadwick’s perfect cheekbones. This was no History Channel ad, Batman, it was a movie trailer. Shit, it was the movie trailer.


In his haste to reach the remote control, Jules damn near scalded his hand, and the mug slipped with a crash into the sink. The coffee splashed – no! – right up onto his new shirt.


He ran his burned fingers under the cool water as he used his other hand to turn up the volume on the TV. He knew he shouldn’t. He absolutely should’ve turned the damn thing off but he couldn’t help himself.


Thundering choral music played while the picture dissolved again, this time to a close-up of another young actor as darkly handsome as Robin was fair.


It was Adam Wyndham.


Jules’s lying, cheating, son-of-a-bitch ex.


God, he looked good.


As an actor.


He looked good on film, with the flattering lights and makeup. That’s what Jules had meant. That was not some kind of masochistic, longing-for-reconciliation, he-looked-good thought that had popped into his head.


No, no, no, he was securely in the been-there-done-that phase as far as Adam was concerned.


But as Jules continued to cool his fingers, the picture dissolved again, this time to both actors as they sat shoulder to shoulder, dressed in World War II battle gear, gorgeous and giddy with silent laughter as the thunderous music played on – movie trailer code signaling that this was a meaningful epic drama.


Then a cut to another scene as, still side by side, the two men ran, weapons locked and loaded, up a beach into battle.


The picture froze with them both midstride, and faded back to that same earlier sepia tone as the voiceover announced, ‘American Hero. The war is within . . . Starts Friday in select theaters.’


Jules’s expensive new shirt was stained, his favorite mug had cracked, the French vanilla coffee was gone, and the movie starring his cheating ex-significant other, the movie he’d stayed out of theaters for the past two months to avoid seeing, the movie that had made him toss his subscription copies of Entertainment Weekly to avoid reading about, didn’t even open until this Friday.


Fuck a duck.


But okay. That sky outside the window was still blue. And Deb Erlanger, one of his fellow FBI teammates, appeared like an angel of mercy bringing tidings of hope and caffeine. ‘Hey, Jules. We’re going to Starbucks. Want something?’


Her partner, Joe Hirabayashi, was right behind her. What was this? National Come-In-Early Day?


Jules muted the TV’s volume again. ‘Any chance they’ve started selling business attire?’ Like Max, he kept an extra shirt in his office. But unlike Max, he’d used his two days ago and had forgotten to replace it.


Yashi surveyed the damage and summed it up concisely, as was his zenlike way. ‘Shit, man. That shirt’s ruined.’


‘Aren’t you having some kind of review today?’ Deb asked. ‘With Peggy Ryan?’


Yes, Deb. Yes, he was. In fact, his review today wasn’t merely ‘some kind of’. Instead, it fell into the subcategory of ‘review, comma, extremely important’.


Jules was up for a promotion. So far he’d sat down with all of the team leaders – except for Peggy Ryan, to whom he was going to talk today.


Peggy was one of those people who dealt with her homophobia by pretending Jules simply didn’t exist. In the past, Jules had cooperated by staying out of Peggy’s way as much as possible.


But this was one meeting neither of them could avoid. It was going to make for an interesting afternoon, that was for durn sure.


‘Maybe that’s a good thing,’ Yashi said, gesturing with his chin toward the dark blotch that Jules was now half-heartedly blotting with a paper towel. ‘Coffee stain on your shirt. Kinda makes you look straight.’ He scrunched up his face. ‘If, you know, you squint . . .’


‘You definitely need a gingerbread latte, extra whipped cream,’ Deb decided for Jules. ‘We’ll be right back.’


But it was then that George Faulkner appeared, blocking their route. He was out of breath, which was somewhat novel. Jules hadn’t been aware that George even knew how to run.


‘Where’s Laronda?’ George asked, his tone broadcasting all kinds of grim.


‘She’s not coming in,’ Deb told him.


‘What? Why not?’ Jules hadn’t known it was a Laronda-less day.


Laronda was Max’s administrative assistant. A day without Laronda was about as productive and as much fun as a day spent hitting one’s thumb with a hammer. Over and over and over. Ouch, ouch, ouch.


‘Her son’s debate club made it to the national finals,’ Deb explained. ‘Just out of the blue – total long shot. The Max told her to take a few days and go to Boston with the kid. She won’t be back until Friday.’


Pain. Pain!


‘Max needs to see this.’ George was ultrafocused and one-track this morning, holding up some sort of e-mail that he’d printed out.


‘Temp should be here in an hour,’ Yashi said. ‘Put it on Laronda’s desk, let her deal.’


‘No,’ Jules said. ‘Nuh-uh.’ Last time a temp came in to replace Laronda, it was twice as awful. ‘We want to get anything done today, we need to take shifts.’


Deb and Yashi both started making noise, but Jules stopped them.


‘An hour at a time at Laronda’s desk,’ he said, in his take-no-arguments voice. ‘We can all survive being Max’s AA for one hour at a time. You know we can.’ But, shit, shit, shit. So much for running out to get a new shirt before his meeting with Peggy Ryan. ‘I’ll go first, then Yashi, then George, then you, Deb . . .’


‘I’ll get lots of extra coffee,’ Deb decided.


‘Good. Yash, call Fran and Manny, give them a heads up,’ Jules ordered. ‘Tell them to get in, ASAP.’


‘George, what do you want from Starbucks?’ Deb asked.


‘Max really needs to see this,’ George persisted, talking directly to Jules now. ‘Right away.’


Shit. Jules took the e-mail and skimmed it, while Deb leaned in and read over his shoulder. It was a list of names under the morbid heading Civilians Killed in Hamburg Cafe Blast. This latest terrorist attack had occurred in Germany just yesterday morning, and the focus of most of the media’s reporting had been on the fact that the casualties had been low – that the car bombing could have been much more devastating.


Seeing these names in a list, however, brought home the fact that quite a few people had died.


‘We aren’t handling this,’ Jules reminded George. ‘Frisk’s team is. I know Max wants to keep in the loop, but there’s no urgency to this particular—’


‘Oh, yes, there is,’ George interrupted.


‘Aw shit,’ Deb breathed, pointing at the very bottom of the list. Yashi leaned closer to look, too, and . . .


Jules followed her finger, and saw two words that made his heart stop.


Gina.


And Vitagliano.


He double-checked the heading. Civilians Killed . . .


‘Oh, God, no,’ he said. Not Gina Vitagliano.


The only woman who had ever truly captured Max Bhagat’s Teflon-coated heart. A woman Max had not only let get away, but a woman he had pushed and shoved until she’d finally up and left.


Which didn’t mean he hadn’t loved her; that he didn’t love her still.


Dear sweet Jesus . . .


‘Someone’s got to tell him,’ Deb whispered.


Jules looked up to find them all watching him. As if he were their team leader or something. No fair – he hadn’t been promoted yet.


‘Yeah, I’ll do it,’ he said, in a voice that he couldn’t quite make sound like his own. ‘Gina was my friend, too.’ Jesus – Gina was. He hated having to say that. God, how could this have happened?


Outside the window, the cloudless sky now seemed mockingly blue. Jules wished he could jump back in time to earlier this morning, when his clock radio had first burst into song. This time around he’d shut it off, turn over, and go back to sleep.


But really, that would’ve just put off the inevitable.


Somehow, someway, they were all going to make it through this awful, terrible day.


Jules cleared his aching throat. ‘Yashi, find out what Gina was doing in Germany. Last I knew, she was still in Kenya with . . .’ Damn it, what was it? He pulled it out of his ass. ‘AAI – AIDS Awareness International. Get in touch with them – find out what you can. George, contact Walter Frisk. We’ll want to know everything he knows about the blast, and we’ll want to know it now.’ He turned to Deb. ‘Get that coffee, then assist George. Go.’


They scattered.


When Max saw this e-mail, he was going to have a crapload of questions, none of which Jules could answer.


At least not yet.


Jules wiped his eyes, straightened his tie, and with a heavy heart beneath a ruined shirt that so didn’t matter anymore, he began the long walk to Max’s office.


Arlington, Virginia


January 12, 2004


Seventeen Months Ago


Max forced himself to relax. He kept his shoulders from tightening, his fists from clenching, and – hardest of all – the muscles in his jaw from jumping as he made certain he didn’t grind his teeth.


He managed to cross his legs and slightly raise one eyebrow. He knew that this, in combination with the half-smile that he let flicker about the edges of his lips, made him look friendly and open to any and all conversation.


He’d been an FBI negotiator – no, he’d been the FBI negotiator – for more years than he could count on all his fingers and the toes of one foot. He’d worked his magic on hardened criminals and desperate terrorists – men and women who far too often were ready and willing to die.


This should be a cakewalk, this civil discussion between three rational, clear-thinking adults. Max. Gina. And Rita Hennimen, the couples counselor Gina had found in the Yellow Pages.


No doubt under the heading, ‘Max’s Worst Nightmare.’


Max had never been so terrified in his entire life.


Gina was watching him from the other side of the sofa. She’d purposely dressed like a teenager today in a snug-fitting T-shirt that didn’t meet the low-cut waistband of her jeans. It was impossible to look at her and not think about sex, about her wrapping her legs around him and sending him into outer space.


Max cleared his throat, shifting in his seat – which made him lift his left arm just a little too high – zinging himself in the process.


Christ, would the pain in his shoulder ever go away? He’d been shot in the chest. There’d been a freaking hole in his lung, but it was the end result of that bullet ricocheting up and smashing his collarbone that continued to bother him the most.


As Rita finished reading through the forms they’d both filled out in the waiting room, Gina leaned closer. ‘You okay?’ she asked Max.


‘I’m fine,’ he lied.


She gazed at him for a moment before she spoke again. ‘One of the important rules of therapy is that you have to be honest. When we come into this room, we absolutely have to tell the truth. Otherwise, it’s all just more bullshit.’


When he’d first sat down, he’d hooked his cane on the arm of the sofa, and it now fell onto the floor with a clatter. Thank God. He bent to pick it up. After he straightened up, Rita was smiling at them, ready to begin.


‘So,’ the counselor said. ‘Where shall we start?’


Gina was still watching him. ‘Good question. What do you want to talk about, Max?’


‘Basketball?’ he answered, and she laughed as he’d hoped she would.


‘I suppose that’s my fault for telling you to be honest.’ She turned to Rita. ‘Here’s the deal. According to Max’s definition, we shouldn’t really be here, because we’re not a couple. We’re not together – we’re friends. Only there’s this thing between us. History. Chemistry. Oh, yeah, and the fact that I’m in love with him probably plays a part in there somewhere. Although Max will tell you that I don’t really love him, that after years and years and years, what I feel is still partly “transference.” As I told you on the phone, I was on this plane that got hijacked, and Max saved my life—’


‘You saved your own life,’ Max interrupted.


‘Apparently that part’s subject to interpretation, too,’ Gina told the therapist. ‘I know he saved my life. He, no doubt, can argue that he didn’t. Factor in the age difference thing – which frankly, I don’t have a problem with . . .’


Rita glanced down at her clipboard, obviously checking their dates of birth. It wouldn’t take long for her to figure out that Gina was twenty-five, and Max was nearly twenty years older. But the woman was a highly trained professional, so she didn’t so much as blink. She did smile when she looked up and met his gaze.


‘Love doesn’t always stop to do the math,’ she pointed out.


Yeah, but everybody else did and most of them passed judgment, too. Debra, one of the nurses in the physical rehab facility, for example, sure as hell disapproved. If she could have, she would’ve turned Max into a smoldering pile of ashes weeks ago. But right now he just kept his mouth shut and let Gina go on talking.


‘I can’t get him to talk to me,’ Gina told the therapist. ‘Every time I try, we end up . . .’


Oh no, she couldn’t—


‘. . . having sex instead.’


Oh yes, she did.


‘I figured if we came here . . .’ Gina continued. ‘Well, with you in the room, I thought we might actually be able to have a conversation, instead of, you know.’


As far as nightmares went, this could have been worse. He could have been transported back into his scrawny, undersized sixteen-year-old body, forced to wander the halls of his high school, naked, while searching for his locker.


No doubt about it, it was time for him to wake up. He grabbed for his cane. ‘I’m sorry. I can’t do this.’


He pushed himself up off the couch, even as he realized how ridiculous it was to run away. He could leave the room, sure, but he’d never outrun the chaos that clamored inside his head.


Gina stood, too, and blocked his route to the door. ‘Max. Please. There’s so much that we just never talk about, that we just pretend never happened.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Like Alyssa.’


Oh, Christ. Max laughed because laughing saved him the hundreds of dollars in dental work he’d surely need after damaging his teeth from excessive grinding. And even he, the teeth-grinding master – couldn’t manage to grind his teeth while laughing. He turned to Rita. ‘Will you excuse us for a minute?’


But Gina crossed her arms. She clearly wasn’t going anywhere. ‘This is the point of therapy, Max. To talk about things we can’t otherwise seem to talk about. Right here, in front of Rita.’


So okay. Now he was actually longing for the naked locker scenario. Or that doozy of a recurring nightmare he’d had as a child. Giant forks from outer space. He’d slept on his side for years, so as to slip between the tines and avoid death by impalement.


‘Why don’t we come back to this a little later?’ Rita suggested. ‘This seems like a particularly sensitive topic.’


‘Okay, no,’ Max said. ‘You’re wrong. It’s not.’ He turned to Gina. ‘Alyssa Locke doesn’t work for me anymore. You know that. I haven’t spoken to her in . . .’ Weeks, he was going to say, but that wasn’t quite true.


‘I know she came to see you at the physical rehab center,’ Gina said. ‘Don’t you think it’s odd that you didn’t so much as mention that to me?’


What was odd was talking about this in front of an audience, like participants in some horrible reality TV show. True, Rita was only one person, but it still felt as if she were somehow keeping score on that notepad. At the end of their fifty minutes, she was going to lean toward Max with a sympathetic smile and tell him, ‘Your journey ends here. You’re going home.’


God, he wanted to go home.


Not to the rehab center. Not to his pathetic excuse of an apartment. Certainly not to his parents’ homes – one on each coast.


So where did that leave him?


Gina was waiting for his answer. Didn’t he think it was odd . . .?


‘There was nothing to mention,’ he told her. ‘Alyssa’s visit was work related. I didn’t want to . . .’ He exhaled hard. ‘She’s a non-topic. I suppose we could make her one if you really want to turn this into a soap opera—’ Gina flinched at that, and he cut himself off, hating himself even more than usual. ‘Gina, please,’ he said quietly, ‘I can’t do this.’


‘What, talk?’ she countered, not trying to hide the hurt in her eyes. Hurt she usually was so careful not to let him see. It broke his heart.


‘We talk,’ he said.


‘You know, I pick up your mail from your apartment every other day. You don’t think I could tell that the fancy envelope from Alyssa and what’s-his-name was a wedding invitation?’


Alyssa again. ‘Sam,’ Max said. Alyssa’s fiancé’s name was Sam.


Gina turned to Rita. ‘It was really only a few months ago that Max asked Alyssa to marry him. She worked for him, and he fell in love with her, only he had this rule about getting involved with his subordinates, so he made sure they were just friends – at least that’s what Jules told me. Just friends – right up until the day he asked her to marry him.’ She laughed, but he suspected she was laughing for reasons similar to his own, pertaining to dental care. ‘Here’s something I’ve never dared to ask you, Max. Were you just friends with Alyssa the way you and I are just friends?’


‘No,’ Max told her. ‘Alyssa and I never . . .’ He shook his head. ‘She worked for me . . .’


‘That wouldn’t have stopped some men,’ Rita pointed out.


‘It stopped me,’ he told her flatly.


‘So acting honorably is important to you.’ Rita made a note on her notepad, which pissed him off even more.


Max turned to Gina. ‘Look, I’m sorry, but this is too personal. Let’s go somewhere private where we can—’


‘Have sex?’ she asked.


Max briefly closed his eyes. ‘Talk.’


‘Like the way we talked after you got Alyssa’s wedding invitation?’ she asked him.


God. ‘What did you want me to say to you? “Hey, guess what I got in the mail today”?’


‘Considering we hadn’t so much as spoken her name since before you were shot and nearly died,’ she retorted hotly, ‘it seemed to merit at least a mention, yes. But you said nothing. I came in and I gave you every opportunity to talk to me, and you remember what we did instead?’


Yes, Max most certainly did remember. Gina, naked and in his bed, was damn hard to forget. He glanced at Rita, who was smart enough not to need it spelled out for her.


Except, that night, Gina had seduced him. As she so often did. It was usually always Gina who made the first move. Although, to be fair, he never stopped her. Yeah, he tried, but it was never heartfelt. And he never succeeded.


Because if she was willing to give so freely of herself, who was he to turn her down?


And wasn’t he the biggest freaking liar in the world? The real truth was that he burned for this girl. Day and night. Their relationship was all kinds of wrong for all kinds of reasons, and he knew he had to stay away from her, but he goddamn couldn’t. So whatever she offered, he took. Greedily. Like an addict who knew that, sooner or later, he’d be cut off cold.


‘Let’s back up a bit,’ the counselor said. ‘This history you mentioned.’ She looked at Gina. ‘May I recap for Max some of what you told me over the phone?’


‘Please.’


‘Correct me if I got it wrong,’ Rita said, ‘but you met four years ago, when Gina was a passenger on a hijacked airliner. This was pre-9/11 – the plane was on the ground in . . .’ She searched her notes.


‘Kazbekistan,’ Max said.


‘You were the . . . FBI negotiator? I thought the United States didn’t negotiate with terrorists.’


‘We don’t,’ he explained. ‘But we do talk to them. Try to convince them to surrender. Worst case, we stall. We listen to their complaints, pretend to negotiate, while rescuers – in this case a SEAL team – prepared to take down – take control of – the plane using force.’


Rita nodded. ‘I see.’


‘The actual takedown happens in, like, thirty seconds,’ Gina told the therapist. ‘But it’s intricately choreographed. They have to blow open the doors and kill the hijackers, while trying not to injure any of the passengers. It takes time to prepare for that.’


Rita focused on Gina. ‘And you were on that plane for all that time. All those . . . hours?’


‘Days,’ Max corrected her grimly. He sat back down. This was something that Gina needed to talk about, to work through – her harrowing experience of being held hostage. As much as he hated therapy, he would have stuck needles under his fingernails if it would help her find closure. ‘The terrorists who hijacked the plane got hold of a passenger list that said Senator Crawford’s daughter, Karen, was on that flight.’


‘Except her ticket was stolen,’ Gina interjected.


‘The hijackers demanded she step forward. Of course, she didn’t, she wasn’t there. The gunmen threatened to start killing everyone on board so Gina stood up and pretended to be this girl.’ Max had to stop and clear his throat. Her incredible, selfless bravery still impressed the crap out of him. ‘They brought her up into the cockpit of the plane, away from the other passengers.’


‘Held at gunpoint, all that time.’ Rita exhaled hard. ‘All alone?’


But Gina shook her head. ‘I wasn’t alone. Max was with me.’


Damn it, she always said this. ‘I was in the airport terminal,’ he told the therapist. ‘I used a radio to maintain contact with the plane. Gina acted as the go-between, because the terrorists didn’t want to talk directly to me. So I talked to her, knowing they were listening in.’


‘That’s not the only reason you talked to me,’ Gina said.


She was right. He had been inappropriately attracted to her right from the start.


‘Did she give you a list of the injuries she received while I was with her on that plane?’ Max asked the therapist. He ticked them off on his fingers. ‘Broken wrist, broken ribs, black eye, a variety of cuts and contusions—’


‘She mentioned the attack,’ Rita said. ‘Of course.’


‘No, no, we don’t use that word,’ Max said. ‘We prefer brutal honesty. We call it what it was – rape.’


The word seemed to ring in the silence that followed, and he felt his throat tightened, his stomach knot. Ah, God . . .


‘That must have been terrible, Max,’ Rita said quietly. ‘To be able to listen in, to witness that violence as it happened. Gina said there were surveillance cameras. It must have been devastating to watch that.’


Why was she talking to him? ‘More so to Gina, don’t you think?’


‘I’ve finally started to forgive myself for it, Max,’ Gina said. ‘God, you were the one who told me it wasn’t my fault, that I didn’t provoke them. Why can’t you do the same?’


The therapist turned to him. ‘Let’s explore this. Do you remember what you felt, what you—’


‘What, are you kidding?’ Of course she wasn’t kidding. Therapists didn’t kid. In fact, kidding with clients was in the therapist rule book’s Giant List of Don’ts, along with excessive use of whoopee cushions and plastic vomit, and wearing white coats after Labor Day.


But Max finally understood. They weren’t here today for Gina, they were here for him.


As if this would help. As if digging and poking at his anger and guilt would do anything other than make him howl in frustration and pain.


He used his cane to pull himself back to his feet. ‘I’m done. I’m sorry. I can’t . . .’


‘Then what are we doing?’ Gina asked softly. ‘Is our relationship really just temporary? You know, I keep making deals with myself. I’ll only stay another week, until you’re out of the hospital. I’ll only stay until you get settled into the physical rehab center. I’ll only stay until you can walk without your cane. But really, I’m lying to myself. I just keep waiting, hoping that, I don’t know . . .’ She laughed, a pain-filled exhale of air. ‘Maybe, I think if we keep making love you’ll wake up one morning and say, “I can’t live without you . . .”’


Jesus. ‘What I can’t do is give you what you want,’ Max whispered.


‘Even when all I want is for you to talk to me?’ Her eyes filled with tears. ‘There was a time when . . . You used to tell me everything.’


Max couldn’t answer that. What could he possibly say? Actually, no, I left out quite a bit . . .


Silence seemed to surround them both, stretching on and on.


Rita interrupted it. ‘Gina, if you could say anything to Max right now, anything at all, what would you say?’


‘Stop treating me as if I might break. Even when we make love, you’re so . . . careful. Like you bring that entire 747 into bed with us every single time . . . Aren’t you ever going to just . . . let it all go?’


Max couldn’t begin to put it into speech – his anger, his rage over what she’d lived through. Let it go? Let it go? How could he let go of something that had him by the balls? There were no words, and if he so much as tried, he’d just howl and howl and howl. Instead, he cleared his throat. ‘I can’t do this,’ he said again.


He started for the door.


But Gina beat him over there. ‘I can’t believe I was stupid enough to think this would help. I’m sorry I wasted your time,’ she told the therapist.


‘Gina, wait,’ Rita got to her feet. Now they were all standing. Wasn’t this fun?


But Gina closed the door behind her. Quietly. Firmly. In Max’s face.


Well, that went about as well as could be expected. Max reached for the doorknob. And wasn’t this going to be one grim, silence-filled ride back to the physical rehab center?


‘Have you ever told her how much you love her?’ Rita asked him.


He managed to hide his surprise. The answer to that question was none of her goddamn business. He also didn’t ask why in God’s name would he tell Gina that, when what he really wanted, really needed was for her to find happiness and peace? Which she’d never do until she’d succeeded in leaving him behind.


‘Although, to be honest,’ Rita added, ‘she certainly seems to know, doesn’t she?’


‘Sometimes all the love in the world just isn’t enough,’ Max said.


She made a face. ‘Oh, dear. If you’ve allowed that to be one of your defining beliefs, that world of yours must be a terribly dark place.’


Christ. Spare him from psychoanalysis by people who didn’t even know him.


She didn’t let up. ‘What are you so afraid of, Max?’


Leaning heavily on his cane, Max just shook his head and followed Gina more slowly out the door.


FBI Headquarters, Washington, DC


June 20, 2005


Present Day


Peggy Ryan was in talking to Max. Jules could hear her, laughing at something their boss had said, even as Max shouted, ‘Come in.’


They both looked up as Jules opened the office door, as he stepped halfway inside. ‘Excuse me, sir.’


And just like that, Max knew.


It was a little freaky, but Jules saw it happen. Max looked at him, glanced down at the document Jules was carrying, then looked back, hard, into Jules’s eyes, and he somehow knew.


He’d been leaning back in his chair, but now he sat up, holding out his hand for the news that he already knew was coming, his face oddly expressionless. ‘Gina?’ he asked, and Jules nodded.


There was no way Max could have known that Gina was in Germany, let alone anywhere near that car-bombed cafe.


And although Jules admired the hell out of his boss and thought the man brilliant, highly skilled, and capable of outrageous acts of bravery as he employed his frontline method of leadership, Jules was firmly grounded in reality. Despite popular belief, he knew that Max was not capable of mind reading.


Which meant that Max had been waiting for this.


It meant that every single day since Gina had left, he’d been waiting for – fearing and dreading – this very news.


What a hell of a way to live.


Peggy Ryan was oblivious. In fact, she was rattling on about some case she was working on, even as Jules handed Max the dreaded list of civilians killed.


Jules turned to her and cut her off mid-utterance. ‘Ma’am. You need to leave.’


She blinked up at him in shock, her expression rapidly morphing to outrage. ‘Excuse me—’


‘Now.’ Jules grabbed her and lifted her out of her seat.


‘What are you doing? Get your hands off me, you . . . you freak,’ she squawked as he pushed her out the door.


George was out there, by Laronda’s desk, waiting to flag him down, cell phone to his ear. ‘Her body’s in Hamburg,’ he told Jules.


‘Thanks. Fill Peggy in,’ Jules tossed the order past the woman and shut the door in her angry face.


But then he wondered if he himself weren’t on the wrong side of that door. God, but he couldn’t bring himself to turn around and look at Max.


Who was stone-cold dead silent.


It would have been better if he were shouting and breaking things. Punching a hole in the wall. Max rarely lost his temper, rarely lost control, but when he did, it was an earthshaking event.


‘Can I help you, sir?’ Jules whispered, still facing the door.


‘Has her family been contacted yet?’ Max asked, sounding remarkably normal, as if he were inquiring about nothing more troublesome than the usual morning traffic on the Capital Beltway.


‘I don’t know, sir.’ He slowly turned around.


Max was sitting behind his desk. Just sitting. Jules could read nothing on his face, nothing in his eyes. It was as if Max had shut himself down, made his heart stop beating.


‘But I’ll find out,’ Jules continued. ‘We’re also making inquiries as to why Gina was in Hamburg, why she left Kenya, what she was doing, where she was staying . . . I’ll get you that information as soon as I have it. George just told me that her body is . . .’


His voice broke. He couldn’t help it. Her body. Gina’s body. God.


‘Still in Hamburg,’ Jules forced the words out.


‘Have Laronda get me a seat on the next flight to Germany,’ Max said, still so evenly, so calmly. But then he realized what he’d said, and for a moment, Jules caught the briefest flash of the emotion the man was hiding. ‘Fuck!’ But Max just as quickly caught himself and was back to calm. Smooth. ‘Laronda’s not coming in today.’


‘I’ll do it, sir.’ Jesus, what a day for this. Max’s assistant Laronda would know exactly what to do, what to say . . . Such as, Sir, are you going to Hamburg to identify Gina’s body and bring her home, or to locate and decimate the terrorist cell responsible for that bombing? Because that second thing might not be such a good idea unless you’re looking to end your career.


Jules cleared his throat. ‘Although, maybe you shouldn’t go there by yourself—’


‘Get me Walter Frisk,’ Max ordered. ‘And find Gina’s parents’ phone number. Laronda’s got it somewhere on her computer.’


Still Jules hesitated, his hand on the doorknob. ‘Max, God, I’m so, so sorry for your loss.’ His voice broke again. ‘Our loss. The whole world’s loss.’


Max looked up, and it was eerie to be stared at with such soulless, empty eyes. ‘I want that plane reservation on my desk in two minutes.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Jules closed the door behind him and got to work.




Two


Kenya, Africa


February 18, 2005


Four Months Ago


‘Where,’ Gina asked, ‘are we going to put them?’


‘The tents?’ Molly replied as she dipped the first of the bedpans into the pot of boiling water.


‘Mol, you’re not listening.’ Gina did the same with the next one, careful not to burn her fingers as she took it out. ‘There are no tents. The tents won’t arrive until after the busload of volunteers.’


Molly stopped, pushing her unruly reddish hair from her damp face with the ungloved part of her arm. ‘We’re getting a busload of volunteers? That’s wonderful!’


‘Most of them will only be here for a few days. Only two are permanent,’ Gina told her. Again. She loved Molly Anderson dearly, but when her tentmate’s attention was focused on something important, it could be difficult to pull her away from the task.


And in this case, Molly’s attention was focused on four thirteen-year-old girls who had been brought to their camp hospital with terrible, life-threatening infections.


They would, Sister Maria-Margarit had told them in her dour German accent, consider themselves lucky if just one of the girls survived the coming night.


To which Molly had muttered, ‘Over my dead body.’ She’d then set to work sterilizing everything that would come into contact with their newest patients.


‘When does the bus arrive?’ she asked Gina now.


‘In a few hours,’ Gina said, adding ‘Shit!’ as she burned her fingers.


‘Sugar!’ Molly spoke over her, giving Gina a look that said, robot nun at five o’clock.


The camp had two types of nuns. Human nuns, who laughed and sang and warmly embraced the diversity of the villagers and the volunteers, who saw life’s glass as half full; and the nuns that Molly had nicknamed ‘robots’, who looked out over a congregation and saw only sinners. Anything less than perfection was to be frowned upon. These robot nuns could, Molly had told Gina, find the problem with a glass that was too full. After all, it might spill, don’t you know?


This sister frowned at them both.


Probably because, in the three-million-degree heat here in the kitchen, both Molly and Gina had had the audacity to roll up their sleeves.


‘I think it would be a good idea if we made sure the two permanents were comfortable,’ Gina said as she helped Molly lift the pot and empty the hot water down the sink. The volunteer turnover rate here was bad enough as it was. If conditions in the camp were even more primitive than usual . . . ‘We don’t want Sister Grace and Leslie Pollard changing their minds and leaving on the next bus out.’


‘The sister can bunk in with the other nuns,’ Molly said, leading the way into the hospital tent. She grabbed a surgical face mask from the pile by the door.


Gina did, too, reaching up to slip it on past her ponytail – except her ponytail was gone. She encountered only shockingly short waves. God, Max would so hate that. Not that he’d ever admit it, but he’d loved her long hair.


Except what he loved no longer mattered. The man wasn’t in her life anymore. If he hadn’t shown up looking for her by now, over a year after Gina had left DC, then face it, he was never coming.


And she would not, could not be like Molly – who was waiting, waiting, still waiting for her so-called friend Jones to magically reappear. Oh, Molly swore up and down that she no longer spent much time thinking about the guy, but Gina knew better.


It happened mostly in the evenings, after their work was done. Molly would pretend to read a book, but she’d get that far-away look in her eyes, and . . .


It had been nearly three years since Molly had last seen the bastard. In all that time, he hadn’t so much as sent her a postcard.


Of course, she should talk. Postcards from Max were also under the zero column in the file marked in short supply.


But three years of pining was ridiculous. Shoot, one year was bad enough – and Gina had passed that particularly dark anniversary months ago. It was definitely time to stop hoping for things that would never be. It was absolutely time to stop wallowing in What-ifs-ville and move the heck on.


Maybe one of the men coming in on this afternoon’s bus would be Mr Wonderful. Maybe he’d meet Gina, fall head over heels in love, and volunteer to stay in camp for the rest of her time here.


It wasn’t completely impossible. Miracles sometimes happened.


Of course, if the busload of volunteers all turned out to be elderly, or monks, or – the most likely possibility – elderly monks, then maybe it was time to reconsider that offer from Paul Kibathi Jimmo, who wasn’t completely kidding when he told Father Ben he’d trade four pregnant goats in exchange for Gina’s hand in marriage.


Paul was an outrageously good-looking, well-educated and extremely kind young man who’d won a scholarship to Purdue University in Indiana. He’d returned to Kenya halfway through his junior year when his older brother died, probably of AIDS, although they didn’t speak of it. He’d been needed to run his family’s farm.


Which was located another hundred miles out in the wilderness. Gina couldn’t know for certain, but she would be willing to bet the entire contents of her bank account, plus her parents’ house on Long Island, that Paul’s kitchen was without a microwave.


It was, quite possibly, without a roof.


Not quite Gina’s style, even without taking into consideration the fact that Paul was already married to a Kenyan woman named Ruth.


‘What’s-her-name can stay in our tent,’ Molly told Gina now, as she checked Winnie’s pulse, lifting the sheet to check the bandage over the girl’s hideously inflamed wound.


Gina had to squint, looking out through her eyelashes, praying that . . . No, it wasn’t bleeding through, thank God. Of course, that wasn’t saying all that much since Gina had helped Sister Maura change it a mere hour or so ago. Still, out here, even the smallest of blessings was counted and appreciated with full fervor.


Molly looked up at Gina. ‘What was her name?’


‘Leslie Pollard,’ Gina told her. ‘She’s British. She’s probably eighty years old and will expect tea upon arrival.’ As opposed to a sleeping bag on a rotting tent floor. ‘Even if we could find an extra cot, we’d never fit it into—’


‘We can hot bunk,’ Molly said, moving on to Narari, as Gina helped little Patrice take a sip of water through lips that were cracked and dry. ‘You and me. One of us will be here with the girls all night anyway. Although . . . Are we absolutely sure Leslie’s not a man?’


God, what a thought. But Leslie was one of those names that could swing both ways. ‘The message from AAI referred to her as Ms Leslie Pollard,’ Gina reported. ‘So unless they’ve got it wrong . . .’


‘Which isn’t entirely impossible,’ Molly pointed out. She soothed Narari with a hand against her damp forehead. ‘Shhh, sweetheart, shhh. Lie still. You’re with friends now.’


But Narari was in pain. Her wound had reopened, too. There was so much blood.


‘Nurse!’ Molly shouted, and the sister came running.


It took a healthy dose of morphine to calm the girl down.


Gina had to go outside for air while Molly helped Sister Maria-Margarit reapply the bandage.


Not that the air out there was any less hot and heavy. Still, being outside the confines of the hospital gave the illusion of relief.


Gina sat on the bench that was right by the door – probably placed there for weak-kneed people.


Her mother, a trauma nurse, would smile to see her sitting there. But she’d hug Gina, too, and say what she always said. ‘The ER’s not for everyone.’


What was she doing here? Gina wondered that every single day.


It wasn’t more than a few minutes before the screen door opened with a creak and Molly stepped outside. ‘You all right?’


‘Compared to Narari . . .’ Gina laughed as she wiped her eyes. She hadn’t even realized she was crying. ‘Yeah.’ She shook her head. ‘No.’ She looked up at Molly. ‘What kind of parents would do that to their own child?’


‘Last year at this time, there were nine of ’em,’ Molly told her quietly. ‘Of course, they weren’t as sick – not like these girls. The knife they used this year must’ve been filthy.’ She ruffled Gina’s short hair. ‘Why don’t you go get the tent ready. Do me a favor, will ya, and put my Hunks of the NYPD calendar into my trunk? I don’t think Lady Leslie will appreciate Mr February as much as you and I do.’


Gina laughed. Molly could always make her laugh. ‘When I grow up, I want to be you.’


‘Oh, and while you’re in my trunk, find the last of the Earl Grey, will you? Maybe if we go all out with the welcome reception, this one will stay more than a month.’


‘Are you sure you don’t need a break?’ Gina asked. ‘Because I could—’


‘I’m fine. You’re better at cleaning, anyway,’ Molly lied. She opened the screen door and went back inside. ‘Bake some chocolate-chip cookies for our distinguished guest while you’re at it.’


Gina laughed. They ran out of chocolate within forty-eight hours after the arrival of each package from home. She did have a few Fig Newtons left. ‘In your dreams,’ she called after Molly.


‘Every single night,’ Molly called back. ‘Without fail.’


But Gina knew that wasn’t true. Molly sometimes cried out in her sleep, but it wasn’t for chocolate.


Unless there was a brand of chocolate called Jones sold in Molly’s home state of Iowa.


Gina had recently started praying at night. Dear God, please don’t let me still be dreaming about Max years from now . . .


Of course, when she first left DC, she’d thought about Max nearly all the time. Now she was down to, oh, only three, four times.


An hour.


Yeah, at this rate, she’d be over him just shy of her ninetieth birthday.


Of course, maybe that was all going to change in just a few hours. Maybe Mr Wonderful really was on that bus. She’d take one look at him and fall madly in love.


And two months from now, she would be hard pressed to remember Max’s last name.


It wasn’t likely, sure, but it was also not entirely impossible. One thing Gina had learned from her time here was that miracles did sometimes happen.


Although she wasn’t going to sit back and wait for a miracle to come to her. No, if need be, she’d get out there and hunt one down.


She was going to find happiness and meaning to her life, damn it, even if it killed her.


Sarasota Hospital, Sarasota, Florida


August 1, 2003


Twenty-two Months Ago


Max considered dying.


It probably would’ve hurt a whole lot less.


Problem was, every time he opened his eyes, even just a little, he saw Gina looking back at him with such concern on her face.


It was entirely possible that, during the excruciating haze of pain-drenched eternity since he was brought out of surgery, she hadn’t left his side for more than a moment or two.


Unless it was all just a dream, and she wasn’t really there.


But when he couldn’t find the strength to open his eyes, he heard her voice. Talking to him. ‘Stay with me, Max. Don’t you leave me. I need you to fight . . .’


Sometimes she didn’t talk. Sometimes she cried. Softly, so he wouldn’t hear her.


But he always did. The sound of her crying cut through this fog far more easily than anything else.


Maybe this wasn’t a dream. Maybe it was hell.


Except sometimes he could feel her holding his hand, feel the softness of her lips, her cheek beneath his fingers. Hell would never include such pleasures.


But he couldn’t find his voice to tell her so, couldn’t do more than keep breathing, keep his heart beating.


And instead of dying, he lived. Even though it meant that he had to redefine pain. Because the pain he’d experienced prior to getting shot in the chest didn’t come close to this torture.


But it was a torture that didn’t hurt nearly as much as listening to Gina cry.


Then, one evening, he woke up.


Really woke up. Eyes fully open. Voice able to work. ‘Gina.’ Voice able to work a little too well, because he hadn’t meant to wake her.


But wake her he did. She’d been sleeping, long legs tucked up beneath her, curled up in a chair beside his bed. Now she sat up, pushing her hair back from her face, then reaching for the nurse’s call button. ‘Max!’


He knew he’d forever remember that moment, even if he lived to be five hundred years old. That look on her face. She lit up from within, yet tears brimmed instantly in her eyes.


It was joy he saw there on her face – a mix of love and hope and sheer shining happiness. It scared the living shit out of him.


How could anyone possibly be that happy?


And yet, somehow he was responsible – simply by saying her name.


‘Oh, my God,’ she said. ‘Oh, my God! Don’t go back to sleep. Don’t . . .’


‘Thirsty,’ he said, but she’d gone over to the door.


‘Diana! Diana, he’s awake!’ She was crying, she was so happy.


It sure beat her crying because she was unhappy, the way she had in his car . . . When? Christ, was it just last night? Gina had been terribly upset, and he’d made the mistake of going with her into her motel room. To talk. Just to talk. Only, after she’d stopped crying, she’d kissed him, and he’d kissed her and . . .


Jesus H. Christ.


What had he gone and done?


Max had fallen asleep after they’d made love – first time in years that he’d gotten a good night’s rest. He remembered that.


Only there he was when he woke up – in Gina’s bed. The one place he swore he’d never go. He remembered that all too clearly, too.


Still, he’d wanted to stay right there. Forever.


So of course he’d run away. As hard and as fast as humanly possible. And he’d hurt her badly in the process and—


Wait a sec.


He may have been woozy and viewing the world through a considerable amount of blear and that still relentless pain, but there were coffee cups and soda cans scattered around this hospital room. A couple of floral arrangements that were looking somewhat worse for wear sat on the few available surfaces. Along with a pile of books and magazines. Not to mention the fact that Gina apparently knew the nursing staff by name . . .


Woozy or not, it didn’t take Max’s extensive training and years of experience with the FBI to know that he’d been lying in this bed for more than just a day or two.


‘How long . . .?’ he asked as Gina smoothed his hair back from his face, her fingers cool against his forehead.


She knew what he meant. ‘Weeks,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t give you anything to drink until the nurse comes in.’


‘Weeks?’ No way.


‘You were doing so well when you first came out of surgery,’ she told him, lacing his fingers with hers. ‘But then, a few days later your tempera-ture spiked and . . . God, Max, you were so sick. The doctors actually gave me the prepare-yourself-for-the-worst talk.’


Weeks. She’d stayed with him for weeks. ‘Thought you were,’ he labored to say, ‘going to . . . Kenya.’


‘I called AAI,’ she told him, ‘and postponed my trip again.’


Postponed wasn’t as good as cancelled. The thought of Gina going to Kenya made him crazy. Of course so did the thought of her going anywhere more dangerous than Iceland, where the locals still didn’t lock their doors at night. ‘Til when?’


‘Indefinitely.’ She kissed his hand, pressed it against her cheek. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll stay as long as you need me.’


‘Need you,’ he said, before he could stop himself. They were the two most honest words he’d ever said to her – pushed out of him perhaps because of the drugs or the pain or the humanizing news that he’d cheated death – again. Or maybe Gina’s glow of happiness had a hypnotizing effect, rather like a truth serum.


But luck was on his side, because the nurse chose that exact moment to come into the room, and the woman was energy incarnate, drowning him out with her cheerful hello. Gina had turned away to greet her, but now turned back. ‘I’m sorry, Max – what was that?’


He may have been temporarily too human, or woozy from drugs and pain, but he hadn’t gotten to where he was in his career, in his life, by making the same mistake twice.


‘Need water,’ he said, and with the nurse’s permission, Gina helped him take a cool drink.


Kenya, Africa


February 18, 2005


Four Months Ago


There was one incredible hottie among the crew that descended from the bus.


He had blond hair, a cute German accent, and really terrific knees, but as Gina got closer, she realized that he was the leader of the Temporaries – the volunteers who would only be staying for a few short days.


Which meant that his name was Father Dieter.


And that meant her chances of him falling in love with her at first sight were slim to none, with heavy on the none.


Other breaking news was that the bus was a real bus – not one of the nine-passenger rinky-dink VW vans that kicked up dust as they bounced along the so-called roads from village to village.


There were twenty-four volunteers in Father Dieter’s party – ten more than were on the list of names Gina had seen. Father Dieter’s tentless, luggageless party of twenty-four celibate priests, thank you very much.


Most of whom had the region’s version of Montezuma’s revenge, and were sicker than dogs.


Father Ben and Sister Maria-Margarit were running around, organizing workers to – shit! – dig more latrines, as well as forming a sort of triage to get those of their guests who were the most desperately ill into the shade.


They didn’t want to bring them into the hospital building until they knew for sure what had caused the sickness, in case it was contagious.


God help them all if this was contagious.


Count on AAI to turn the arrival of a busload of volunteers into more work for the home team.


Gina spotted Paul Jimmo in the chaos. He must’ve been riding shotgun on the bus, a deadly looking weapon still slung across his broad back as he helped Sister Helen set up the mess tent as temporary living quarters.


He waved to her and smiled – a flash of white teeth in that too-handsome face – trying to flag her down. But Gina’s job one was to find Her Majesty Leslie Pollard, and make sure that she didn’t run screaming back to Nairobi to catch the next flight home to Heathrow.


Except, aside from the new nun in town, Sister Gracie, there didn’t seem to be another woman in the crowd.


Gina approached Father Dieter, who looked to be the kind of guy who would know all. ‘Excuse me,’ she said.


And the holy man – not quite as handsome up close thanks to a severe sunburn – booted his lunch on her feet.


‘Oh dear, that’s quite the little problem,’ a crisply English-accented voice spoke from directly behind her.


But Gina couldn’t turn to see who was talking to her because the priest just slowly keeled over, crumpling, as if to kiss the dusty ground. He was too sick to be mortified – which was a good thing. It was far better that he just became instantly unconscious, rather than attempting to apologize or even clean up the mess.


Sister Maria-Margarit rushed up to take the priest from her, thank you God, leaving Gina to deal with hosing off her feet.


Aw, gross.


‘I’m afraid Father Dieter didn’t partake of the goat stew that’s being blamed as the source of food poisoning,’ the BBC Masterpiece Theater-wannabe voice continued. It was, of course, a very non-female voice.


Gina turned to find her expression of dismay reflected in a pair of dark sunglasses.


‘Please tell me you’re not Leslie Pollard,’ she said. But of course he was. She had vomit between her toes. Why shouldn’t this day get even worse?


He sighed. ‘The powers that be listed me as a Miss again, did they?’


‘No,’ she told him. ‘They had you as a Miz.’


‘Ah. And somehow that’s . . . better?’ He flipped up his sunglasses – they were the kind that attached to regular glasses – and blinked at her from behind the lenses. His eyes were a nondescript shade of brown in a face that was coated, literally white in places, with sun block. Obviously he was a Type B volunteer.


‘I’m an American,’ Gina said, holding out her hand to shake, ‘so yes, it’s better. But in this case, only marginally. Gina Vitagliano. I’m from New York.’ It was usually all she had to say.


Leslie Pollard gave her a dead-fish handshake – yeesh. He was definitely a Type B.


As if she couldn’t tell from the virulently ugly plaid shirt that hung on his skinny British frame. Yes, this was a man who had rarely left his London flat dressed in anything other then a tweed jacket and slacks, stains from last week’s tea on his tie.
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