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  Prologue


  June


  New Orleans, Louisiana


   


  ‘You want something special?’ she asked, running the tip of her tongue over her lips provocatively.


  He shook his head.


  ‘I can—’


  ‘Just strip.’


  There’s something wrong with this guy. Seriously wrong, Cherie Bellechamps thought, a drip of fear sliding through her blood. She thought about calling the whole thing off, telling the john to get lost, but she needed the cash. Maybe her imagination was getting the better of her. Maybe he wasn’t a creep.


  She unbuttoned her dress slowly and felt his eyes upon her, just as hundreds of other eyes had stared in the past. No big deal.


  Over the noise of the city, music played from her bedside radio. Frank Sinatra’s smooth voice. Which usually calmed her. Not tonight.


  A hot June breeze, heavy with the dank breath of the Mississippi, blew through the open window. It ruffled the yellowed lace curtains and cooled the beads of sweat collecting on Cherie’s forehead, but didn’t ease her case of nerves.


  The john sat on a three-legged stool and fingered a rosary in one hand, the blood-red beads catching in the frail light. So what was he? Some kind of religious nut? A priest who couldn’t handle celibacy? Or was this just another weird fetish? Lord knew in New Orleans there were thousands of oddballs, all with their own sexual fantasy.


  ‘You like?’ she asked, conjuring up a slightly Cajun accent as she ran a long-nailed finger along the cleft of her breasts and pushed aside any lingering trepidations.


  ‘Keep going.’ From the stool in the little room, he wiggled a finger at her bra and panties.


  ‘Don’t you want to?’ she asked, her voice low and sultry.


  ‘I’ll watch.’


  She didn’t know how much he could see. This second-story room on the fringes of the French Quarter was lit by a single lamp, the shade covered in a black-lace mantilla so that intricate shadows played upon the walls and hid the cracks in the old plaster. Besides that, the john was wearing Ray-Bans with dark lenses. Cherie couldn’t see his eyes, but it didn’t matter. He was good-looking. Athletic. His jaw was square, his nose straight, his lips thin and secretive in a day’s worth of stubble. He wore a dark shirt, black jeans and his hair was a thick, coffee brown. Unless there was something hideously wrong with his eyes, this guy was Hollywood handsome.


  And spooky as sin.


  Already he’d asked her to scrub her face and don a red wig to cover her short platinum hair. She hadn’t argued. Didn’t care what got a trick off.


  She flicked off the front clasp of her bra and let the scrap of red lace slide to the floor.


  He didn’t so much as move. Except to rub the damned rosary beads.


  ‘You got a name?’ she asked.


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘You’re not going to share it?’


  ‘Call me Father.’


  ‘Father like . . . my dad . . . or’ – she glanced at the dark beads running through his fingers – ‘like a priest?’


  ‘Just Father.’


  ‘How about Father John?’ It was her attempt at a joke. He didn’t smile.


  So much for levity.


  Time to end this, get paid, and send him packing.


  She wriggled out of her panties and sat on the edge of the bed, giving him a full view of every part of her.


  Okay, so some guys got off on watching a woman strip. Some even just watched, never touched as she fondled herself, but this john was so cold and emotionless – eerily so – and what was with the glasses? ‘We could have some fun,’ she suggested, trying to speed things up. He was well into his hour, and so far nothing much was happening. ‘Just you and me . . .’


  He didn’t respond except to reach over and drop a hundred-dollar bill onto the nightstand. Sinatra’s voice was cut off as Father John switched the radio station. From ‘When I Was Seventeen . . .’ through a series of beeps, chirps and static until he found the station he wanted – some talk show she’d heard before – a popular one with a female psychologist giving advice. But Cherie wasn’t listening. She was staring at the C-note on the nightstand. It was marred. Ben Franklin’s eyes had been blacked out with a marking pen, as if he, too, like the man in shades, was hiding his identity.


  Or didn’t want to see.


  Odd. Creepy. Weird.


  Father John had picked her up a block off Bourbon Street, asked her for a date, and she’d looked him over, thought he’d seemed all right and named her price. He’d agreed and she’d brought him here, to the seedy apartment she and a couple of other girls kept just for this purpose. Her other life was in another parish . . . across the lake . . . and for a second she thought of her five-year-old daughter and the ongoing custody battle with her ex. No one in Covington knew she turned tricks to help make ends meet; no one could ever, or she’d lose custody and any contact she had with her only child.


  Now she was second-guessing her actions. The john was too edgy, his calm masking a restlessness that was evident in a small vein throbbing near his temple and the movement of finger and thumb on the beads. She thought of the pistol she kept in the top drawer of the nightstand. If things got dicey, she’d reach over, swoop up the hundred-spot, yank open the drawer and pull the .38. Scare him off. Keep the C-note.


  ‘Why don’t you join me?’ she suggested, lying back on the chenille bedspread, smiling and not expecting him to move. God, it was hot.


  ‘Take off my clothes.’ He stood. Walked to the bed.


  His command seemed out of sync, but at least it was a common one. So he was going to get down to business. Good. Voyeurs usually didn’t touch. The minutes were ticking off, but she took her time, standing so that she could slowly unbutton his shirt. She shoved it off shoulders that were muscular and a chest without any flab, just a wall of rock-hard muscles covered with dark, coiled hair. She unbuckled his belt, and he fingered the cross she always wore as it dangled just above her breasts.


  ‘What’s that—?’


  ‘It – it was a gift from my daughter . . . last Christmas.’ Oh, God, he wouldn’t steal it, would he?


  ‘You need something more.’ He slipped the rosary beads over her head. Over the red wig. Yeah, maybe he was a priest. A freaky one.


  The sharp beads were warm from being fondled. They fell into the cleft between her breasts. It was creepy. Too creepy. She should tell him to get out now. ‘There. That’s better.’ One side of Father John’s mouth lifted, as if he was finally satisfied with the scenario. Ready to get down to business.


  About time.


  ‘What’s with the rosary?’


  ‘Touch me.’


  His body was perfect. Honed. Tanned. Hard.


  Except for his cock. It hung limp, as if he wasn’t getting off at all.


  She ran a finger down his chest, and he pulled her against him. Kissed her hard with cold, unfeeling lips and dragged her onto the sagging mattress of her iron bed. She had a rule – no lips on lips, but she let it slide, just to end this.


  ‘That’s a boy,’ she cooed, and reached for the sunglasses. Strong fingers circled her wrist.


  ‘Don’t.’


  ‘Afraid I’ll recognize you?’ Maybe he was famous – God, he was good-looking enough. Maybe he was some kind of celebrity and didn’t want her to recognize him. Or maybe he was married. More likely . . .


  ‘Just . . . don’t.’ His grip was like steel.


  ‘Fine, fine . . . whatever.’ She kissed his cheek and ran her fingers along the ridges of his well-toned muscles. He moved against her and she worked hard, touching all those erotic spots guaranteed to cause an erection. To no avail. No matter how much she kissed, licked and purred, he was only going through the motions, not turned on at all.


  Come on, come on, she thought, I haven’t got all night. She was vaguely aware of the radio, the psychologist, Dr. Sam, was close to signing off, giving her signature spiel about love and lust in this city on the Delta, and Father John, too, turned to listen to the radio shrink.


  Maybe he was being distracted and that was the problem. She reached for the radio dial—


  ‘Don’t touch it,’ he growled, every muscle in his body flexing.


  ‘But—’


  Smack!


  Blinding pain exploded in the left side of her face as his fist connected.


  She squealed. Tasted the metallic flavor of her own blood. This was not good. Not good. ‘Wait a second, you son of a bitch—’


  He raised his fist again. She saw him through a rapidly swelling eye. ‘Don’t mess with the radio or my shades,’ he growled.


  She tried to squirm away. ‘Get out! Get the hell out!’


  He tried to kiss her.


  She bit him.


  He didn’t so much as flinch.


  ‘Get out, you bastard! No one hits me. Don’t you get it? It’s over.’


  ‘Not quite yet it isn’t, but it will be.’ He pinned her to the sheets. Kissed her again. Hard. As if he was getting off on her pain. Cheek throbbing, Cherie tried to wriggle out from under him, but he held her fast with his athletic body.


  She was trapped.


  Frantic. Hitting him, clawing at him, shoving him.


  ‘That’s it, you sinner, you cunt,’ he growled. ‘Fight me.’ His hands were rough. He nipped at one breast, twisted the other.


  She screamed and he stopped her by grinding his mouth against hers. She tried to bite him, flailed at him with her fists, but he was strong. Incensed. Turned on. Oh, God, how far was this going to go?


  Fear congealed her blood. What if he didn’t stop? What if he tortured her all night?


  Pain shot up her torso as he bit her breast.


  Writhing, she spied the radio, the digital display glowing over the hundred-dollar bill, Dr. Sam’s voice cool and collected and savvy.


  Help me, Cherie thought, scrabbling for the drawer and her gun, knocking over the lamp, kicking wildly, feeling his suddenly rock-hard erection.


  So it was rape.


  He wanted to rape her. If he’d only said something, she would have played along, but now she was scared. Scared as hell.


  Just do it and don’t hurt me!


  He yanked her head off the pillow and she cried out just as he tightened the rosary around her throat, the sharp-edged beads slicing her skin, the dark facets winking malevolently.


  Oh, God, he’s going to kill me. Fear screamed through her blood. She looked into those shaded eyes and knew it.


  He twisted the rosary as he thrust deep into her. Cherie’s eyes bulged, she couldn’t breathe, her arms flailed and she scratched, but to no avail. Blackness . . . all around her there was blackness . . . Her lungs burned . . . her heart felt as if it would explode . . . Please God, help me!


  He wrenched the beaded noose. She gasped. Got no air. Something rasped and gurgled inside her. Blood, oh, God, she tasted her own blood . . . Again . . .


  Blackness crawled from the outside in and she thought fleetingly of her daughter . . . sweet, sweet baby . . .


  He was sweating, grinding against her, his breath racing and as she let go she felt him stiffen and heard his guttural, primal roar. Dimly over the sound of his labored breathing and the roar in her brain there was another voice. Far away. So far away.


  ‘This is Dr. Sam, with a final word . . . Take care of yourself, New Orleans. Good night to you all and God bless. No matter what your troubles are today, there is always tomorrow . . . Sweet dreams . . .’


  Chapter 1


  July


  Cambrai, Louisiana


   


  There’s no place like home, there’s no place like home.


  Now, click the heels of those ruby slippers three times and . . .


  ‘That’ll be thirty-seven dollars,’ the cab driver muttered, breaking into Samantha’s thoughts. He pulled the cab around the circular drive and as close to the front door as possible while she dug deep into her jacket pocket for her money clip.


  ‘Would you mind taking the bags inside?’ she asked.


  The driver, twisting his head to get a better view from the front seat, slanted her a curious look. His eyes were dark. Suspicious. As if he expected some kind of come-on. Finally, he lifted a big shoulder. ‘If that’s what you want.’


  ‘It is.’ Using one crutch, she crawled out of the cab into the sultry Louisiana night. A fine, steamy mist shrouded the live oaks surrounding her rambling old house in this unique community tucked along the southern shore of Lake Pontchartrain, a few miles west of New Orleans. God, it was good to be home.


  Some vacations were dreams, others were nightmares. This one had been worse than a nightmare, it had been an out-and-out disaster.


  But at least she knew she would never become Mrs. David Ross. That would have been a mistake.


  Another one.


  A heavy breeze riffled through the clumps of Spanish moss dripping from ancient, gnarled branches. The flagstones of the front walk, slick with rain, shimmered in the frail illumination cast from the porch light. Wet weeds that had the nerve to poke through the cracked mortar tickled the bare toe of her injured leg as she hitched her way over the uneven stones. Sweat ran down her spine. Barely July, and the Louisiana heat closed in on her. Gritting her teeth, she hobbled up steps to the broad porch that skirted the front door and swept around all sides of her lakefront cottage. Wind chimes tinkled out their lonely tune. She propped her crutch on the arm of the porch swing, then found her spare key tucked in the cobwebs behind the shutter of one window. Quickly, she unlocked the door. As the cab driver lugged her bags, she flipped on a switch. Immediately the foyer was illuminated, two-hundred-year-old hardwood gleaming with a fine patina, the air inside the ancient house stagnant, hot and still.


  The driver dropped her three bags near the hall tree, then retrieved her crutch.


  ‘Thanks.’ She handed him forty-five dollars and was rewarded with a satisfied grunt and a quick nod of his head.


  ‘Welcome back.’ Dark eyes flashed from beneath the bill of his Saints cap. ‘Have a good one.’


  ‘I’ll try.’ Shutting the door behind him, she pocketed her house key and called over her shoulder, ‘Honey, I’m home.’


  No response.


  Just the soft ticking of the clock over the mantel and the drone of the refrigerator from the kitchen. She flipped on the switch for the overhead fan, another for the air-conditioning.


  ‘Aw, come on . . .’ she called into the darkened rooms. ‘You’re not mad because I left you here all alone, are you? You know, that’s so typically male.’


  Finding the spare set of keys in the pantry, she waited, listening for the distinctive click of ID tags or the light tread of paws upon the floor. Instead she heard a soft meow and then Charon slunk out of the shadows. Pupils dilated, his eyes were as dark as his inky coat, just a tiny ring of gold visible. ‘Don’t tell me, now you’re going to play hard to get,’ she accused as he eased around the edge of the foyer, feigning disinterest, his tail twitching. ‘Oh, yeah, you’re a real cool dude.’ She laughed, and he sauntered closer, doing a few quick turns around her ankles and rubbing up against the fiberglass shell surrounding her left calf and foot.


  ‘Like the cast? Compliments of that fiasco in Mexico,’ she said, plucking his near-liquid body from the floor and holding him close to her chest as she scratched his chin. Charon, a stray she’d named after the ferryman in Dante’s Inferno, began to purr instantly, his aloof routine forgotten, his wet nose brushing the underside of her chin. ‘So what went on here while I was away, huh? Did Melanie take good care of you? No?’ Smiling, she carried the feline into the den and cracked a window, waiting for the house to cool.


  She set Charon on the bookcase, where he slunk through her tomes on psychology and her stacks of paperbacks, then hopped onto the desk where her mail had been stacked neatly, sorted carefully by envelopes, junk mail, magazines and newspapers. Melanie, Sam’s assistant, who had not only watched the house and seen to Charon while Samantha was vacationing, but had commandeered her radio show as well, was nothing if not efficient.


  Samantha pulled out the desk chair and plopped onto the familiar seat. She glanced around the room. It felt different somehow, but she didn’t know why. Maybe it was just because she’d been gone so long, over two weeks. Or maybe it was because she was jet-lagged and a little on edge. Though the flight hadn’t been that long, she’d spent too many hours without sleep in the past few days, and the trip had been emotionally draining.


  Ever since touching down in Mexico two weeks earlier, things had started to go awry. Not only had she and David had the same old fight about her giving up her job and moving back to Houston, but there had also been the boating ‘accident’ that had dumped both her and her purse into the shallows of the Pacific. She’d ended up with a sprained ankle and no ID – the purse had never been located. It had been a nightmare trying to get out of the country, and when she’d finally persuaded the authorities to let her back into the USA, she’d been sporting this god-awful, bulky cast.


  ‘These things happen,’ David had said with a shrug, as they’d finally boarded the 737. He’d offered her a smile and a lift of his eyebrows as if to say, Hey, there’s nothing we can do about it now. We’re in a foreign country. He’d been right, of course, but it didn’t help her bad mood and suspicion that the fishing-boat captain had been drunk or under the influence of some other drug and that somehow her purse, along with a couple of others in the tour group, had been found by local divers, the credit cards, cash and other items of value now being used or pawned up and down the west coast of Mexico. According to the captain, the tiny fishing boat had lurched, avoiding a rock – for God’s sake. It seemed implausible. A stupid mistake from a captain who daily patrolled the waters off Mazatlán. Samantha hadn’t bought it and had wanted some kind of compensation, at the very least an apology for crying out loud. Instead she’d landed in a tiny hospital with an elderly doctor, an expatriate American who looked as if he should have retired in the seventies. He probably had, or been run out of the States for malpractice.


  ‘Sour grapes, Dr. Sam,’ she chastised herself, as Charon settled into his favorite spot on the window ledge. He stared through the watery glass, his eyes following something in the darkness. Probably a squirrel. Samantha looked through the panes and saw nothing but the dark shadows of the night.


  She pushed the play button on her answering machine while grabbing her letter opener and slicing through the first envelope – a bill. No doubt the first of many. The recorder went through a series of beeps and clicks before playing.


  The first call was a hangup.


  Great.


  She tossed the bill onto the table.


  The second was a solicitor asking if she needed autoglass repair.


  Better yet. She thought of her red Mustang convertible, couldn’t wait to get it on the road again. But she didn’t need a new windshield. ‘No thanks,’ she said tearing into several letters – offers of credit cards, requests for contributions to worthy causes, the sewer bill.


  Finally a voice.


  ‘Hey, Sam, it’s Dad.’ Sam smiled. ‘I forgot you were out of town . . . You give me a call when you get back home, okay?’


  ‘Will do,’ Sam said as she scanned her most recent Visa bill and was grateful that she’d called Melanie who had assured her that she would cancel all her credit cards immediately.


  Two more hangups and then she heard her boss’s voice boom from the recorder. ‘Sam, I know you’re probably not home yet,’ Eleanor said, ‘but call me the minute, the minute you get in. And don’t give me any crap about you not going to work because of your leg, that’s just not cutting it with me. I got your message from the hospital, but unless you’re hooked to an IV and a heart monitor and strapped to a hospital bed, I want you back at the station pronto. You got that? Melanie’s doing a decent enough job, I mean it, but since you’ve been gone, ratings have slipped and Trish LaBelle over at WNAB is picking up your market share . . . not good, Sammie, definitely not good. Your listeners want you, girl, and they aren’t in the mood to accept any substitutes, no matter how good they might be. So don’t you go bringin’ me some note from a hunk of a doctor, y’hear? Uh-uh. You all haul your ass down to the station. Okay, I’ll get off my soap box now. But call me. A-S-A-P.’


  ‘Hear that, Charon? I am loved after all,’ she said absently to the cat, then felt the skin on the back of her neck prickle. Some noise, some shift in the atmosphere, some intangible thing caught her attention.


  The cat sat on the sill, his body frozen except for the barely perceptible twitching of his tail. ‘You see something?’ she asked, trying to shake off the feeling. She dropped the rest of the mail and moved to the window, searching the darkness through the steamy drizzle on the windowpanes.


  The live oaks stood like bearded sentinels, unmoving dark shapes guarding her two-hundred-year-old house.


  Creeaaak.


  Sam’s heart nearly stopped.


  Was that the wind in the branches, the house settling, or someone shifting their weight on the porch? Her throat went dry.


  Stop it, Sam, you’re jumping at shadows. There’s nothing sinister here. This is your home. But she’d only lived here three months, and after she’d moved in, she’d learned the history of the house from a gossipy old neighbor across the street. According to Mrs. Killingsworth, the reason the old home had been on the market so long and Sam had gotten it far under its market value was that the woman who had previously owned the place had been murdered here – the object of an enraged boyfriend’s vengeance.


  ‘So what’s that got to do with you?’ she said now, rubbing her arms as if she were chilled. She didn’t believe in ghosts, curses or the supernatural.


  The recorder spun. ‘Hi, Sam.’ Melanie’s voice. Samantha relaxed a bit. ‘Hope you had a good trip. I called the credit-card companies, as you asked, and left the mail on the desk, but you’ve probably found it by now. Charon was a pill while you were gone. Really out of sorts. Even sprayed on the piano, but I cleaned it up. And the hair balls. Gross. Anyway, I bought you a quart of milk and some of those fancy French vanilla coffee beans you like. They’re both in the fridge. Sorry to hear about your leg. What a bummer. Some romantic getaway, huh? See you at the station, or you can call if you need anything.’


  Sam hobbled back to her chair. She was imagining things. Nothing had changed. She glanced at the picture of David on her desk. Tall and athletic, with gray eyes and a square jaw. Good-looking. Executive vice president and director of sales for Regal Hotels, she’d been reminded more often than not. A man with a future and a quick, if cutting, sense of humor. A catch, as her mother would have said had Beth Matheson still been alive.


  Oh, Mom, I still miss you. Sam’s gaze moved from the five-by-seven of David to a faded color portrait of her own family, both smiling parents flanking her in her cap and gown at graduation from UCLA. Her older brother, Peter, stood just behind her father’s shoulder, frowning, looking away from the camera, not even bothering to remove his sunglasses, as if making a statement that he didn’t want to be there, wasn’t interested in sharing any of Sam’s glory as her parents beamed beside her. Beth had believed in marriage and would want to see her daughter with an ambitious man; successful David Ross would have been just such a man.


  And a man with a dark side.


  Too much like Jeremy Leeds. Her ex.


  She sliced open another piece of junk mail and wondered why she was always drawn to control freaks?


  ‘Hey, Sam. Dad again,’ her father’s voice said. ‘I’m worried about you. Haven’t heard anything since you called from Mexico trying to get out of the country. I assume you made it . . . hope so. So, how’re you getting along with the leg? Call me.’


  ‘I will, Dad. Promise.’


  Several other calls came through with well-wishes for her recovery. She listened to each as she continued opening the bills. Celia, her friend who taught first grade in Napa Valley; Linda, a college roommate who had settled with her cop husband in Oregon; Arla, a friend she’d kept in touch with since grade school. They all seemed to have gotten the word that she’d been hurt, and they all wanted her to call back.


  ‘It’s great to be popular,’ she muttered to the cat, as the receptionist for her dentist called to remind her of her six-month cleaning. The next call was from the Boucher Center, where she did volunteer work, reminding her that her next session was the following Monday.


  She reached for the final envelope – plain, white, legal-sized. No return address. Her name typed on a computer label. With a slit the envelope opened, and the single page dropped onto the desk.


  Her blood froze.


  She stared at a picture of herself. A publicity shot she’d had taken several years ago. It had been copied, then mutilated. Her dark red hair swung around a face with high cheekbones, pointed chin and sexy, nearly naughty smile, but where there had once been mischievous green eyes with thick eyelashes there were only jagged-edged holes as if whoever had cut them out was in a hurry. Across her peach-tinged lips was a single word scribbled in red pencil:


  REPENT.


  ‘Oh, God.’ She pushed herself away from the desk, repelled. For a second she couldn’t breathe.


  She heard a scraping sound on the porch.


  As if someone had been watching through the window and was hurrying away. Footsteps.


  ‘Oh, no, you don’t,’ she said, whipping around in her chair and stumbling to the window only to look out at the dark, lonely night. The tick of the clock was barely audible over the beating of her heart, and as she stared through the steamy glass, the recorder played the next message.


  ‘I know what you did,’ a male voice whispered in a low, sexy tone.


  Sam spun around and glared at the machine with its flashing red light.


  ‘And you’re not going to get away with it.’ The voice wasn’t harsh, not at all. In fact it was seductive, nearly caressing, as if the caller knew her personally. Sam’s skin crawled. ‘You’re going to have to pay for your sins.’


  ‘You bastard!’


  Charon hissed and jumped from the sill.


  The recorder clicked off and went silent. The house seemed to close in on her, the shadowy corners of the walls, darkening. Was it her imagination, or did she hear footsteps running across the yard?


  She took in several deep breaths, then, using her crutch, checked all the locks on the doors and the latches on the windows. It’s a prank, she told herself, nothing sinister. In her line of work she was a quasi celebrity, one who invited the public to contact her, to help them with their problems, to get to know her. As a radio psychologist she dealt with people’s problems and phobias every night while she was on the air. And this wasn’t the first time that her private life had been violated; it wouldn’t be the last. She thought about calling the police or David or someone, but the last thing she wanted to appear to be was a hysterical, paranoid woman. Especially to herself.


  She was a professional.


  A doctor of psychology.


  She didn’t want to risk public disdain. Not again.


  Her heart thundered, and she slowly let out her breath. She’d have to call the police whether she wanted to or not. But not yet. Not tonight. She double-checked all the locks and told herself to remain calm, go upstairs, read a book and tomorrow, in the morning light, reassess what had happened to her. There was just no reason to panic. Right? No one would seriously want to do her harm.


  Repent?


  Pay for her sins?


  What sins?


  The guy was psyching her out. Which was probably his point. ‘Come on, big guy,’ she called to the cat, ‘let’s go upstairs.’ It was her first night home; she wasn’t going to let some anonymous creep ruin it.


  Chapter 2


  ‘If you ask me, she’s faking it,’ Melba whispered to Tiny, then gave Sam a friendly wink as Samantha hitched her way past the receptionist’s desk at the WSLJ offices a block off Decatur Street. Wasp thin, with mocha-colored, flawless skin and a thousand-watt smile that could turn to cold, angry disapproval if anyone tried to get past her, Melba guarded the doors of WSLJ as if she were a trained rottweiler. Behind her was a glass case lit by soft neon lights and filled with everything from celebrity photos and awards for the station to a voodoo doll and stuffed baby alligator, memorabilia to remind any visitor that they were definitely in the heart of New Orleans.


  Sam rolled her eyes. ‘You’re right. I’ve been wearing this—’ She tapped her cast with the rubber tip of her crutch, ‘– just to get out of work and gain sympathy, yeah, that’s it. And that’s why I’m popping ibuprofen every couple of hours. I kinda get off on the masochistic thing.’


  ‘Psychobabble,’ Melba accused.


  ‘What can I say? It’s my job.’ She relaxed. It felt good to be back at the station, at work. After a fitful night’s sleep, she’d woken to the new day, told herself to quit being a chicken, checked the yard for footprints, found none, then eyed the mutilated picture of herself as a professional, from a distance. She’d listened to the ominous call again and decided not to freak out. There would be time enough for that later.


  Melba propped one hand under her chin. A dozen bracelets clinked and caught in the light. ‘You know, I have a theory about all shrinks – er – psychologists.’


  ‘Do tell,’ Sam encouraged.


  ‘I think every one of you got into the field because of some basic character flaw. Most shrinks I know are nuts. And you radio types are the worst. I mean, who would want to sit in this damned studio all night, listening to other people’s problems, when you know you don’t help ’em? They just call you cuz they’re lonely.’


  ‘Or horny,’ Tiny added as he passed through the glassed-in reception area. He dropped a package onto Melba’s desk as light jazz whispered from hidden speakers.


  ‘Right. Or horny. Get your rocks off by calling Dr. Sam at 1-800-Dial-A-Shrink, New Orleans’s own private late-night couch. Confess and be healed.’


  Sam’s head snapped up. She felt the smile slide off her face. ‘What did you say?’


  ‘Get your rocks—’


  ‘No, no, what’s that about confession?’


  ‘Well that’s what you are,’ Melba said as the phone rang. ‘Kinda like a priest, or preacher or whatever. And this whole place turns into a late-night, high-tech confessional. Even the name of the show, honey. Midnight Confessions. Need I say more?’ She punched a button and studied her glossy pink nails. ‘WSLJ, New Orleans’s heart of smooth jazz and talk radio. How may I direct your call?’


  ‘Don’t mind her,’ Tiny said. ‘You know she’s always got a bug up her butt. She loves you.’


  ‘And it’s great to be loved,’ Sam muttered, still wondering about Melba’s remarks. Maybe she was just jittery, looking for hidden meanings. She hadn’t gotten much sleep, her leg had ached while her mind had spun reviewing the damned taped message and the scarred publicity shot. Her cast had been heavy and cumbersome, making getting comfortable impossible, and so far the day had been nerve-stretching. First she’d dealt with the Cambrai police, talking to an officer on the phone, then waiting for him to show up. He’d assured her they would patrol the area more often and had taken the tape, envelope and publicity shot with him. Later, still edgy, she’d called credit-card companies to make sure they’d gotten Melanie’s message from Mexico about her lost cards, driven with difficulty to the DMV to get a new driver’s license, gone to a locksmith and asked him to come over to replace all of the locks in the house and make a duplicate set for her car. Then she’d finally stopped by the Social Security Administration to stand in line for nearly an hour to ask that a new card be issued. She hadn’t yet replaced her prescription sunglasses, but that was the last item on her list and for a while she’d settle for contacts and over-the-counter shades.


  ‘. . . I’ll give Mr. Hannah the message,’ Melba said as she clicked off the telephone and scribbled a note. ‘Why we don’t have voice mail around here is beyond me. It’s like we’re in the damned dark ages or somethin’.’ She glanced over at Tiny. ‘You’re the computer genius, can’t you hook us up?’


  ‘I’m working on it, but it’s the damned budget.’


  ‘Yeah, yeah, always the budget, the ratings, the market share.’ She rolled her expressive eyes, and her curly hair shone under the fluorescent tubes that passed for lighting in the reception area. ‘Well, I hate to admit it,’ she said to Sam, ‘but, from the stack of fan mail in your cubby, it looks like you were missed.’


  ‘Surprising.’


  Another call came in, catching Melba’s attention, as Tiny walked with Sam down the central hallway known affectionately as ‘the aorta.’ The station was a virtual rabbit’s warren, a maze of offices and hallways linked together fitfully as the ancient building that housed WSLJ and its sister stations had been remodeled over and over again in the past two hundred years, the nooks and crannies incorporated into closets, studios, offices, and meeting rooms.


  ‘Check your e-mail as well,’ Tiny advised as he stopped at the door of his office – a small room that had once been a walk-in windowless closet placed smack-dab in the middle of the offices. Inside was a single desk chair, benchlike table and laptop computer. Tiny’s only nod to decorating was a large poster of an alligator, which Sam guessed, from the multitude of tiny perforations on the slick surface surrounding the gator’s snout, Tiny used as a dartboard. Where he hid his darts was a continuing mystery that no one in the station had unraveled.


  Tiny seemed to know what was going on in the station at all times. A part-time communications student at Loyola, he designed and maintained the station’s web site and was a whiz when it came to any computer glitch. In Sam’s opinion, Tiny was invaluable, if slightly out-of-sync with the rest of the world. He was still gawky, a computer nerd in serious need of braces, Scope and Clearasil, but a hard worker who just happened to have a crush on Sam. A crush she pretended didn’t exist.


  ‘Lots of e-mail?’ she asked, and the kid visibly brightened.


  ‘Tons. All of it about the same – the listeners want you back.’


  ‘You read my e-mail?’ she asked.


  The tops of his ears turned bright red. ‘Some of it was addressed to the station in general, but it was mainly about you and when you’d be back. I, uh, I didn’t look at any of the personal stuff.’


  Oh, right, she thought sarcastically, but before she had a chance to question him, the program manager’s deep voice assailed her. ‘So the prodigal has returned!’ Eleanor’s words ricocheted down the hallway.


  A tall black woman who had brass golf balls fashioned into a paperweight that she kept forever on her desk, she strode down the hallway and smiled wide enough to show off a gold-crowned molar. ‘And oh, look at you . . .’ She motioned to the cast covering Sam’s leg. ‘High fashion if ever I saw it. Well, come on, haul yourself down to the office, where we can talk.’ She preceded Sam down the aorta and took a right near the back of the building, across from the glassed-in studio where Gator Brown was pretaping some smooth jazz favorites that he planned to play on his shift. Earphones covering his bald spot, Gator saw Sam, grinned and raised a freckled hand, never once interrupting his velvet-voiced patter as he started to play another CD for the tape.


  ‘Okay, so tell me,’ Eleanor said, waving Sam into a chair crammed between bookcases stacked high with files, disks, tapes and books, ‘how long are you gonna have to put up with that?’ She waggled a finger at Sam’s left leg as she sat behind her cluttered desk.


  ‘Less than a week more, I hope. It’s just a sprain. Nothing broken. I can still work, you know.’


  ‘Good. Cuz I want you back in that booth. Your listeners are clamoring for you, Sam, and WNAB is getting more aggressive with your audience. They’ve moved Trish LaBelle from seven to nine, to get a jump on your show, then go head to head with you when you come on at ten. I’m considering moving you up an hour, and Gator’s screaming bloody murder, claiming his audience will stop listening, that his style of jazz has to be played late at night. He’d rather you be pushed back from ten until midnight.’ She reached into the top drawer of her desk and found a bottle of Tums. ‘And my husband can’t understand why I have high blood pressure.’


  Sam wasn’t buying all the competition. ‘WNAB is AM, we’re FM, entirely different format, demographics and audience.’


  ‘Not so different.’ Eleanor was all business. She popped two pills. ‘Look, we’ve all worked hard to make this station the best, and we don’t want to lose our audience now. I don’t begrudge you your vacation, of course,’ she said, holding up her hands, palms outward, ‘but I’ve got to be practical. It’s my job. We can’t let WNAB or anyone else muscle in on our ratings.’ She managed a smile that seemed false and when the phone rang, took the call. ‘This is Eleanor . . . yes . . . I know.’ Stretching the cord, she rolled her chair back and searched in a stack of files that was piled on top of a credenza. ‘Okay, let me see. Did you talk to the sales department?’ Her voice was tight. Strained. ‘I understand . . . we’re working on it. What? Yes. Samantha’s back, so late night’s taken care of . . . Right. Just give me a minute.’ Turning back to the desk, she grabbed her computer mouse with her free hand and signaled to Sam with her eyes that the discussion was over. ‘Listen, George, just sit tight. I said I’d handle it.’


  Samantha hobbled out of the room, but Eleanor’s voice drifted after her.


  ‘I’ll come up with something. Yes, soon. For God’s sake, don’t have a heart attack. Just calm down. I understand.’


  Negotiating two corners, Sam entered the hallway that opened to the glassed-in studios and recording rooms. She glanced through one window and saw Gator still leaning into the microphone, talking to the tape as if he were actually speaking to the audience and every listener were his personal friend. He’d cut this tape into his regular program. On the air his voice was a soft drawl, inviting, a real down-home boy. In person he was much more animated and lively. Sam waved, Gator gave her a cursory nod and she wended her way past several more studios, an editing room, the library and finally wound up at the communal office she shared with the other DJs. Her mail was, indeed, stuffed into her cubby. Remembering the ugly missive she’d received at home, she sorted through the envelopes carefully. Telling herself that the prickle of dread crawling up her spine was totally out of line, she slit open each envelope and scanned the pages.


  Nothing was out of the ordinary.


  Nothing was the least bit suspicious.


  Offers to speak at or host charity functions, well-wishes from listeners who had found out she’d been in an accident, advertisements, more bank-card offers . . . nothing sinister. She’d told herself that she wasn’t going to bring up the letter and crank call to anyone at the station, but she would talk to the police again. The letter and voice on her answering machine were probably just pranks. Nothing more. Some guy getting his perverted jollies at her expense.


  Then what about the footsteps on the porch?


  How about the way Charon had reacted?


  What about the way you felt last night, as if unseen eyes were watching your every move?


  Gritting her teeth, she reminded herself for the hundredth time she was letting a couple of stupid, malicious pranks get to her. She’d dealt with crank callers before. As long as she changed the locks, fixed the faulty alarm system that had come with the house and made sure that the Cambrai police were true to their word and increased their patrols of the area, she’d be fine.


  Right?


   


  A few hours later, after most of the staff had gone home for the night, Sam was tossing the trash into a wastebasket when the click of high heels caught her attention. Turning, she spied Melanie breezing into the room. Her hair was windblown, her cheeks pink from the heat of the summer night.


  ‘Welcome back,’ Melanie greeted with a grin. All of twenty-five, Melanie had graduated at the top of her class at All Saints, a small college in Baton Rouge, where she’d majored in communications and minored in psychology. She’d worked at the college radio station, then landed a job in Baton Rouge before accepting a position with WSLJ not long after Sam had hired on. Melanie, like Sam, was one of Eleanor’s recruits.


  ‘Thanks.’


  ‘I’m gonna run down to the shop on the corner and pick up coffee and something totally fattening and sinful . . . Probably a beignet smothered in powdered sugar. Want one?’


  ‘Tempting, but I think I’ll pass.’ Sam set the mail aside and rolled her chair back from the long counter that served as a desk. ‘And thanks again for taking care of the cat and leaving me the coffee and milk. You’re a lifesaver.’


  Melanie beamed under the compliment – in many ways she was still a kid. ‘Just remember that when it comes time for my review and raise, okay?’


  ‘Oh, I get it. You bribed me.’


  ‘Absolutely!’ Melanie was blocking the doorway, a hand on either side of the jamb. In a gauzy purple dress, thin black cape, platform shoes and fresh makeup, she looked ready to go out on the town, rather than work.


  ‘Hot date?’


  ‘A girl can hope.’ Melanie laughed and lifted one shoulder. ‘Maybe I’ll get lucky. And—’ she held up a finger, ‘– no motherly advice about being careful. I’m a big girl now.’


  ‘And I’m not old enough to be your mother.’


  ‘Then no friendly or even professional advice, okay?’


  Sam knew when to button her lip. Melanie’s past relationships had been less than stellar, and the girl was waiting to get her heart broken again, but Samantha didn’t argue. After all, she wasn’t exactly batting a thousand in the love department herself. ‘When are you off duty?’


  Melanie looked at her watch. ‘After the show, same as you. Now, what can I get you from the coffee shop before it closes for the night? Tea? Perrier?’


  ‘You don’t have to wait on me.’


  ‘I know. It’s only because of the cast. Once you’re on your feet again, you’re on your own, so make a slave of me now, if you feel so inclined.’


  ‘You asked for it. Okay, get me a Diet Coke.’


  ‘Will do.’ Melanie glanced ruefully at Sam’s leg. ‘Does it itch?’


  ‘Like crazy.’


  ‘I’ll be right back.’ She left as quickly as she appeared. Sam did a cursory look over her e-mail, her pulse elevating a bit, her palm sweaty on the mouse, but no one had sent any notes that could be construed as threatening. A few notes from fans asking about her return, two dozen jokes she deleted immediately, interoffice memos that were outdated, an offer to speak at a local charity event, another reminder from the Boucher Center about her next appointment and several quickly dashed thoughts from friends. One from Leanne Jaquillard, a seventeen-year-old girl she worked with at the Boucher Center where she volunteered.


  There was nothing out of the ordinary in her letters from cyberspace. Nothing sinister. She began to relax.


  By the time Melanie returned sans cape, with a little bit of powdered sugar still clinging to her lips, a can of Diet Coke in one hand, a cup of coffee in the other, Sam had answered those she could, saved the ones she wanted and deleted the rest.


  ‘Thanks,’ she said, as Melanie handed her the drink. ‘I owe you one.’


  ‘More than one – maybe a dozen or so for taking care of that persnickety cat, but who’s counting?’ Melanie took a sip of her coffee and the remaining bits of sugar vanished from her lips.


  Sam pulled the tab on her Coke just as Gator poked his head into the room. ‘You’ve got about fifteen minutes,’ he said. ‘I’ve got two pieces taped, then the weather and ads will follow. After that, you’re on.’ He started to leave, then thought better of it. ‘Hey, it’s good to have you back.’ There wasn’t much sincerity in his words.


  ‘Thanks.’


  ‘So what happened?’ He jabbed a finger at her cast.


  ‘It’s a long story. Basically, the captain of our fishing boat was an idiot and I’m a klutz.’


  Gator’s grin was tight. Forced. ‘Tell me something I don’t know,’ he said, then added, ‘Gotta run, somewhere in this city there has to be a woman dying to meet me.’


  ‘I wouldn’t count on it,’ Melanie whispered as he left.


  ‘Remind me again why I wanted to get back here so badly,’ Sam said.


  ‘He’s just pissed because they’re talking about cutting his show to expand yours. It’s jealousy.’


  Sam wasn’t sure she blamed Gator. He used to be the morning DJ, was pushed to the afternoon ‘Drive At Five,’ then eased back to the early evening. It didn’t take a crystal ball to see that he was slowly, but surely, being phased out. Right now, with the popularity of her Midnight Confessions, she took the brunt of his misaligned anger.


  ‘I guess I’d better get back in the saddle.’ Sam struggled to her feet, felt a painful twinge in her ankle and ignored it. Melanie stepped out of the doorway to let her pass. ‘Thanks for pinch-hitting for me while I was gone,’ Sam said.


  ‘No problem.’ Melanie’s gold eyes darkened a bit. ‘I liked it.’


  ‘You’re a natural.’


  The girl sighed as they started down the corridor. ‘I just wish the powers that be recognized my talents.’


  ‘They will. Give it time. And finish getting your doctorate. A bachelor’s degree in psychology isn’t enough.’


  ‘I know, I know. Thanks for the advice, Mom,’ she said with just a trace of envy. Melanie was great behind the microphone, she just needed seasoning, more life experience as well as the educational credentials before she could regularly hand out advice to the thirty- and fortysomethings who called in. Pinch-hitting was one thing; her own show was another.


  ‘Any big news happen while I was gone?’ Sam asked, changing the touchy subjection.


  ‘Nothing. It’s been soooo boring around here.’ Melanie shrugged and took another sip of coffee.


  ‘New Orleans is never boring.’


  ‘But the station is. It’s the same old, same old. There’s gossip about the possibility of WSLJ being sold to a big conglomerate or merging with a competitor.’


  ‘There always is.’


  ‘Then there would be major reformatting. All the DJs are freaked because they’d be replaced by computers, or syndicated programs from Timbuktu, or God knows where.’


  ‘That never stops,’ Sam said.


  ‘Right, but this time there’s more to it. George is talking about spending big bucks on more computer equipment, cutting staff, doing more of the taped stuff. Melba’s thrilled – practically orgasmic – at the thought of voice mail, and Tiny, he loves the idea. The more high-tech stuff, the better.’


  ‘It’s the wave of the future,’ Sam said cynically. Computers were rapidly replacing disk jockeys just as CDs had replaced tapes and vinyl. The library of LPs and 45s in the station was collecting dust in a locked glass case that only Ramblin’ Rob, the crusty oldest DJ in the building, played upon occasion. ‘I catch hell for it,’ he always said, laughing, his voice raspy from years of cigarettes, ‘but they don’t dare fire me. AARP, the governor and even God Himself would shut this place down if they did.’


  Melanie followed Samantha along the hallway. ‘Doing the show was the only thing that was interesting around here.’


  ‘Liar, liar,’ Melba said as she cruised past and grabbed her jacket from the rack in an alcove near the offices. ‘Don’t let her give you any of that bull.’ Her elegant eyebrows lifted a notch. ‘There’s a new man in our girl’s life.’


  Melanie blushed and rolled her expressive eyes.


  ‘True?’ Sam asked as she turned a corner and slipped through the door to the studio. The information about her assistant wasn’t exactly a news flash. Melanie had a new boyfriend every other week, or so it seemed.


  ‘This one’s serious.’ Melba tucked her umbrella under her arm. ‘Believe me, the girl’s in loooove.’


  ‘It’s only been a couple of dates. That’s all.’ Melanie fiddled with the chain around her neck. ‘No big deal.’


  ‘But you like him?’


  ‘So far.’


  ‘Do I know him?’


  ‘Nah.’ Melanie shook her head, then slipped into the adjoining booth. ‘I’ll start screening the calls,’ she said, as Sam settled into her chair and adjusted the mike. She checked the computer screen. With a touch of her finger on the appropriate button on the monitor, she could play a pretaped advertisement, the opening music, or the weather. She placed headphones over her ears as Melanie nodded, indicating that the phone lines were working and connected to the computer.


  Sam waited until the thirty-second advertising spot for a local car dealer had finished, then pressed a button and the first few notes of ‘Hard Day’s Night’ by the Beatles soared, then faded. Sam leaned into the mike. ‘Good evening, New Orleans, this is Dr. Sam. I’m back. And this is Midnight Confessions, here at WSLJ. As you probably know, I was out of town for a little R&R in Mexico. Mazatlán, to be precise.’ She leaned her elbows on her desk and kept one eye on the computer screen. ‘It was a beautiful place, very romantic, if you were in the right frame of mind, but rather than give you a blow-by-blow travelogue, I thought I’d settle in with kind of a light topic, just to get back in the swing of things.


  ‘As this is my first night back, I thought we’d open the discussion tonight by talking about vacations, how stressful they are, how relaxing they’re supposed to be, what’s considered romantic. Call in and tell me where you’ve been and how it turned out. In Mazatlán, the weather was hot, hot, hot, the sunsets to die for. Plenty of hot sun and sand, lots of couples strolling along the beach. Palm trees, white sand, piña coladas, the whole nine yards . . .’


  She talked about romantic vacations for a few minutes and gave out the phone number, again asking for callers, waiting for a response. Glancing through the plate-glass window she saw Melanie, headphones in place, nodding as the phone lines began to light. Here we go.


  The first caller’s name, Ned, appeared on the screen beside line one, while someone named Luanda was on two. Sam pushed the first button and said, ‘Hi. This is Dr. Sam. Who’s this?’


  ‘Yeah, this is Ned.’ The guy sounded nervous. ‘I, um, I’m glad you’re back. I listen to your program all the time, and . . . and I gotta say I missed ya.’


  ‘Thanks.’ Samantha smiled slightly and tried to put the guy at ease. ‘Well, Ned, what’s on your mind? Have you been on a vacation lately?’


  ‘Yeah, uh, I, uh, took the missus on a trip down to Puerto Rico, it was about two months ago, and . . . well, it was kinda to make up . . . y’know.’


  ‘Make up for what?’ she asked.


  ‘Well, I’d been seein’ someone else and me and the wife, we split for a while, so I decided to surprise her with a trip to the Caribbean, you know, to try and get things back together.’


  ‘And what happened, Ned?’ Sam asked, as the guy haltingly poured out his heart. Another midlife fling. His second, he admitted, but he loved his wife, oh, she was the best, a good-hearted woman he’d been married to for twelve years. However, his wife got even with him in Puerto Rico. Found herself a Latin lover and rubbed Ned’s nose in it. Ned was offended. What had she been thinking? The romantic vacation had turned into a catastrophe.


  At least at that level, Sam could relate.


  ‘So how do you feel about it?’ she asked, and noticed that Luanda’s name disappeared from the screen. She’d gotten tired of waiting and had hung up. But someone named Bart was on line three.


  ‘I’m hurt and mad, I guess,’ Ned was saying. ‘Mad as hell. I spent two thousand bucks on that trip!’


  ‘So you lost your money and your wife. Why do you think you got involved with the other women in the first place?’ Sam asked.


  The phone lines began to light up like a Christmas tree. People couldn’t wait to comment on Ned’s story or offer their own, asking Sam’s opinion. Kay was on two, Bart on three and, oh, there was Luanda, again, on four.


  Sam talked to Ned a while, explaining about the age-old double standard, then switched to Kay, a vicious woman who was ready to rake Ned and any other cheating man through the coals several times over. Sam imagined her foaming at the mouth in her rage. From there, she listened to Bart, whose girlfriend had gone with him to Tahiti and refused to come home.


  The stories, anger, laughter and despair sizzled over the airwaves. Sam interrupted the calls by playing advertising bits and updating the weather with promises of news as soon as it broke, but the time sped by and she felt more at home by the minute. Fleeting thoughts of the letter and mutilated picture she’d received faded as she talked with her listeners.


  She’d been at it for nearly three hours, had finished her soft drink, was on her second cup of coffee and was close to signing off when she answered a call from someone, who the computer screen displayed as John.


  ‘This is Dr. Sam. How’re you this evening?’


  ‘Good. I’m good,’ a smooth male voice intoned.


  ‘What’s your name?’ she asked for the viewers.


  ‘John.’


  ‘Hi, John, what would you like to talk about?’ She reached for her coffee cup.


  ‘Confession.’


  ‘All right.’


  ‘That is what you call your show.’ It wasn’t really a question.


  ‘Yes, now, John, what’s on your mind?’


  ‘You know me.’


  ‘I know you? How?’


  ‘I’m John from your past.’


  She played along. ‘I’ve known lots of Johns.’


  ‘I’ll bet you have.’ Was there a hint of disapproval, or superiority in his voice? Who was this guy? Time to get on with the show.


  ‘Do you have something you want to talk about tonight, John?’


  ‘Sins.’


  She nearly dropped her cup. Her blood ran cold. The voice – the same voice on her recorder. The blanket of security she’d felt all night unraveled. ‘What kind of sins?’ she forced out.


  ‘Yours.’


  ‘Mine?’ Who was this guy? She needed to get off the line and fast.


  ‘People are punished for their sins.’


  ‘How?’ she asked, her pulse pounding hard as she glanced at Melanie, who was shaking her head. Obviously John had asked her a different question when she’d screened the call.


  ‘You’ll see,’ he said. Sam signaled Melanie, hoping the girl understood that she needed to get off the line. Fast. She was certain this was the same creep who’d left the message on her personal recorder.


  ‘Maybe I’ll have to repent,’ she said, her nerves strung tight as she stalled for time.


  ‘Of course you will. Confession, Samantha. Midnight confession.’


  Oh, God, this was the guy. ‘I’ll take it under advisement.’


  ‘That would be wise, Sam. Because God knows what you did, and so do I.’


  ‘What I did?’


  ‘That’s right, you hot-blooded slut. We both know—’


  Sam cut him off. From the corner of her eye, she saw Melanie on the other side of the glass, frantically motioning toward the clock. Only twenty seconds until her program was over. The phone lines were blinking like flash lightning. ‘That’s all we have time for tonight,’ Sam said, trying to compose herself, somehow recalling her signature sign off. Her heart was pounding like a drum as she pressed a button to start the music that ended her show, the Grass Roots singing, ‘Midnight Confession.’ As the first few lines of the song faded, she said, ‘This is Dr. Sam, with a final word . . . Take care of yourself, New Orleans. Good night to you all and God bless. No matter what your troubles are today, there is always tomorrow . . . Sweet dreams . . .’


  She pushed the play button for a series of commercials, shoved her microphone out of the way and rolled back her chair. Stripping off her headset, she found her crutch, climbed to her feet and, nearly hyperventilating, hitched her way out of the booth.


  ‘How’d that guy get past you?’ Sam demanded, as she and Melanie entered the hallway from their separate booths.


  ‘He lied, that’s how!’ Melanie’s face was flushed, her jaw tight, defensive. ‘Now, where the hell is Tiny?’ She stormed up and down the hallway. ‘He’s got less than five minutes to set up the Lights Out show!’ She searched the hallway with her eyes.


  ‘Forget Tiny. What was the deal with that last caller?’ Sam was shaking inside. Furious. Scared.


  ‘I don’t know.’ Melanie threw up her hands in exasperation. ‘He – he tripped me up. Said he had a comment about . . . paradise and paradise lost . . . I screwed up, okay? So crucify me!’


  Sam cringed at Melanie’s choice of words. ‘Let’s keep all biblical references out of this!’


  ‘It’s over, okay? It won’t happen again! I said “I’m sorry.”’


  ‘No . . . you didn’t. And you fouled up. Those calls are supposed to be screened and . . .’ Samantha let the sentence drop, realizing she was unleashing on her assistant for no good reason. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to calm down. ‘And I’m overreacting.’


  ‘Amen . . . oops sorry. Didn’t mean to get “biblical.”’ Melanie made air quotes with her fingers around the word, and Sam, despite her fear and anger had to chuckle.


  ‘Forget it.’


  ‘I’ll try.’ Melanie was still searching for Tiny as she stalked along the narrow corridor, poking her head into the rooms that were unlocked and rattling the knobs of those that weren’t. ‘Tiny had better show up—’


  ‘Paradise,’ Sam said to herself as the impact of the caller’s words to Melanie hit her like the proverbial ton of bricks. She leaned heavily against the glass wall encasing the old LPs, Ramblin’ Rob’s shrine. ‘He wasn’t talking about a romantic paradise . . . it was a reference to Milton’s Paradise Lost.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘The caller, he was referring to Milton’s work. About Satan being cast out of heaven.’


  Melanie stopped dead in her tracks. ‘You think?’ She lifted questioning eyebrows. ‘You mean like he’s into old literature, or something?’ Clearly she wasn’t buying it.


  ‘Yes . . . I’m sure. It’s all about sin and redemption and punishment,’ Sam said, not liking the dark turn of her thoughts. Glancing down the hallway to her assistant, she decided to come clean. ‘This isn’t the first time that guy has contacted me. There was a message left on my answering machine while I was gone.’


  ‘What?’ Melanie’s thoughts of locating Tiny were momentarily forgotten. ‘You mean when you were in Mexico?’


  ‘Exactly.’


  ‘But . . . wait a minute. I thought you were unlisted – not in the phone book.’


  ‘I’m not, but there are ways around that. This is a high-tech world. Anyone can hack into computers, get records, anything from credit cards to social security number and driver’s licences. It wouldn’t be too tough to find a phone number if you knew what you were doing.’


  ‘Just like there are ways to get around the call screener here.’ Melanie’s eyes clouded a bit. ‘I’m sorry, Sam,’ she finally said. ‘He tricked me.’ Shoving her hair off her shoulders, she asked, ‘So what have you got, your own personal nutcase? Oh, excuse me, I know that’s not PC these days, but this guy sounds waaay off his rocker.’


  ‘My speciality. I’m a shrink, y’know.’


  Footsteps clomped closer, and Tiny rounded the corner, nearly careening into Melanie.


  ‘Hey, watch it,’ she said, then skewered him with a typical Melanie glare. ‘We’ve only got a couple of minutes to start Lights Out. Where the hell were you?’


  ‘Outside.’


  ‘Jesus, you’re supposed to have the recording ready to go.’


  ‘Don’t worry,’ Tiny said over his shoulder. His coat was damp, and the smell of cigarette smoke followed him as he made his way to the booth Sam had just vacated. ‘I’ve got it handled.’


  ‘You’re going to give me a heart attack.’


  ‘Why? You’re not the station manager.’


  ‘I know, but—’


  ‘Lay off, Melanie, I said it’s under control.’ Tiny shot her a hard glare, and Melanie, always quick to anger, opened her mouth to say more, then added, ‘Fine, just do it.’


  Sam took that as her cue to leave. She was tired, edgy and her ankle was beginning to throb. ‘I’ll see you both tomorrow,’ she said as she made her way back to the shared office, grabbed her raincoat and new purse and headed through the maze of WSLJ offices toward the bank of elevators. Her nerves were still strung tight, and she imagined that the old building with its narrow, labyrinthine hallways, musty smell, and tiny cubicles was more sinister than she remembered. ‘Stop it,’ she growled, as the elevator car landed on the first floor. ‘You’re imagining things.’ At the front door she swiped her card through the automatic lock, then stepped into the humid New Orleans night.


  The air was cloying, damp and sticky. Hot and oppressive. A few cars drove through the narrow streets, the smell of the river was heavy in the air, and the streetlights glistened off the fronds of the palm trees in Jackson Square. There were still people wandering the city streets, and Sam couldn’t help wonder if any of them was the caller, her ‘own personal nutcase,’ a man whose smooth voice caused her blood to congeal.


  Rather than try to walk with the damned cast the few blocks to the parking structure, Sam hailed a cab and, during the short ride, watched the pedestrians, who never seemed to disappear no matter what time of night it was.


  One of the denizens of this city seems to have a personal vendetta against you. Why, Sam? Why does he want you to repent? Who the hell is he? And more importantly, just how dangerous is he?


  She leaned back against the seat and hoped that this was the end of it. The caller, ‘John,’ had finally made contact with her. Maybe now he’d leave her alone.


  And yet as the darkened streets of the city passed, she thought of the mutilated publicity shot of herself someone had mailed to her and she knew with mind-numbing certainty that this was just the beginning.


  Chapter 3


  The moon was blocked by thick, night-blackened clouds. Rain slanted from the sky, and the wind kicked up, causing whitecaps to foam on the usually calm surface of Lake Pontchartrain as the summer squall passed over. Ty Wheeler’s sailboat bobbed wildly at the mercy of the wind, sails billowing, deck listing over dark, opaque water. He ignored the elements along with the certainty that he was on a fool’s mission – definitely in the wrong place at the wrong time. He should take down the sails and use the damned engine, but it wasn’t reliable, and a part of him liked daring the fates.


  The way he figured it, this was his chance, and he damned well was going to take it.


  Bracing his feet on the rolling deck, he stood at the helm, legs apart, eyes squinting through the most powerful set of binoculars he could find. He focused the glasses on the back of the rambling old plantation-styled home Samantha Leeds now occupied.


  Dr. Samantha Leeds, he reminded himself. P H damned D. Enough credentials to choke the proverbial horse and more than enough to allow the good doctor to hand out free advice over the airwaves. No matter who it harmed.


  His jaw hardened, and he caught a hint of movement behind the filmy curtains. Then he saw her. His fingers clenched over the slick glasses as he watched, like a damned voyeur, as she walked unevenly through her house. He checked his watch. Three-fifteen in the morning.


  And she was beautiful – just as she was in the publicity shots he’d seen – maybe even more so with her tousled red hair and state of undress. Dr. Leeds wore a nightshirt buttoned loosely, its hem brushing the tops of her long, tanned thighs as she walked unevenly through a room lit by Tiffany lamps and adorned with a lot of old-looking furniture – probably antiques. He caught a glimpse of the cast that encased her left foot and half her calf. He’d heard about that, too. Some kind of boating accident in Mexico.


  Lips compressed, he anchored the wheel with one hip and felt rain slide down the neck of his parka. The wind had snatched off his hood and tossed his hair around his eyes, but he kept the powerful glasses trained on the house nestled deep in a copse of live oaks. Spanish moss clung to the thick branches and drifted in the wind. Rain ran down off the dormers and down the gutters. An animal – cat, from the looks of it – crept through a square of light thrown from one window. It disappeared quickly into dripping bushes flanking the raised porch.


  Ty concentrated on the interior of the house – through the windows. He lost sight of Samantha for a second, then found her again, bending down, reaching forward to pick up her crutch. The nightshirt rode upward, giving him a peek at lacy white panties stretched over round, tight buttocks.


  His crotch tightened. Throbbed. He ground his back teeth together, but ignored his male response just as he disregarded the warm rain stinging his face blurring the lenses of his binoculars.


  He wouldn’t think of her as a woman.


  He needed her. He intended to lie to her. To use her. And that’s all there was to it.


  But, God, she was beautiful. Those legs—


  She straightened suddenly, as if she sensed him watching her.


  Turning, she walked to the windows and stared out, green eyes wide, red hair tousled as if she’d just gotten out of bed, skin without a hint of makeup. His pulse jumped a notch. She squinted through the glass, her eyes narrowing. Maybe she saw the silhouette of the boat, his shadow at the helm. Eerily, as if she knew what he was thinking, she met his stare with distrustful eyes and a gaze that scoured his black soul.


  Wrong.


  She was too far away.


  The night was dark as pitch.


  His imagination was running wild.


  There was a slight chance she could see his running lights or the white sails, and, if so, make out the image of a man on his boat, but without binoculars there was no way she’d be able to see his features, would never recognize him, and couldn’t, not for a minute, guess what he was thinking, or his intentions.


  Good.


  There was time enough for meeting face-to-face later. For the lies he would have to spin to get what he wanted. For a half a second, he felt a twinge of remorse, gritted his teeth. No time for second-guessing. He was committed. Period. As he watched through the glasses, she reached up and snapped the shades of her window closed, cutting off his view.


  Too bad. She wasn’t hard on the eyes. Far from it.


  And that might pose a problem.


  In Ty’s mind, Dr. Samantha Leeds was too pretty for her own damned good.


   


  ‘. . . so you’re sure you’re okay?’ David asked for the fifth time in the span of ten minutes. Holding the cordless receiver to her ear, Sam walked to the window of her bedroom and looked into the gloomy afternoon. Lake Pontchartrain was a somber gray, the waters shifting as restlessly as the clouds overhead.


  ‘I’m fine, really.’ Now she wished she hadn’t confided in him about the caller, but when David had phoned, she decided that he would find out soon enough anyway. It was a matter of public record, and sooner or later the news would filter across state lines. ‘I’ve talked to the police, and I’m having all the locks changed. I’ll be okay. Don’t worry.’


  ‘I don’t like the sounds of it, Samantha.’ She imagined the tightening of the corners of his mouth. ‘Maybe you should look at this as some kind of . . . warning . . . you know, a sign that you should turn your life in a different direction.’


  ‘A sign?’ she repeated, her eyes narrowing as she stared at the lake stretching from her yard to the distant shore. ‘As in God is trying to talk to me? You mean like the burning bush or—’


  ‘There’s no reason to get sarcastic,’ he cut in.


  ‘You’re right. I’m sorry.’ She balanced her hips on the arm of a wing chair. ‘I guess I’m a little edgy. I didn’t sleep well.’


  ‘I’ll bet.’


  She didn’t mention the boat; she was certain a sailboat had been drifting just off her dock, that in the barest of light from the shore, she’d seen running lights and the reflection of giant sails with a man’s contour against the backdrop. Or maybe it had been her imagination running wild . . .


  ‘So where are you, again?’ she asked, reaching to the nightstand and retrieving a knitting needle she’d found in the closet, part of the personal items she’d inherited from her mother. Feeling a twinge of guilt, she slipped the needle between the cast and her leg and scratched. Her doctor would probably kill her if he knew, but then he was the crusty old guy down in Mazatlán, the expatriate she’d never see again if she was lucky.


  ‘I’m here in San Antonio, and it’s a deluge. I’m standing at the window of my hotel room looking over the River Walk and it’s like a wall of water – can’t even see the restaurant across the river. The sky just opened up.’ He sighed and for a second his cell phone cut out, the connection was lost, only to return. ‘. . . wish you were here Samantha. I’ve got a room with a Jacuzzi and a fireplace. It could be cozy.’


  And it could be hell. She remembered Mexico. The way David had smothered her. The fights. He’d wanted her to move back to Houston, and when she’d refused, she’d witnessed a side of him she didn’t like. His face had turned a deep scarlet and a small vein had throbbed over one eyebrow. His fists had even clenched as he’d told her that she was an idiot not to take him up on his offer. At that moment, she’d known she never would.


  ‘I thought I made it clear how I felt,’ she said, watching a raindrop drizzle a zigzag course down the window. She gave up on the knitting needle and tossed it onto the bureau.


  ‘I hoped you’d changed your mind.’


  ‘I haven’t. David, it won’t work. I know this sounds corny and trite, but I thought you and I, we could—’


  ‘—just be friends,’ he finished for her, his voice flat.


  ‘You don’t have to put the “just” in there. It’s not like being friends isn’t a good thing.’


  ‘I don’t feel that way about you,’ he said, and she imagined his serious face. He was a good-looking man. Clean-cut. Athletic. Handsome enough to have done some print work while he was attending college, and he had the scrapbooks to prove it. Women were attracted to him. Sam had been, or thought she’d been, but in the two years they’d dated some of the luster had faded, and she’d never really fallen in love. Not that there was anything specifically wrong with him. Or nothing she could name. He was handsome, intelligent, the right age, and his job with Regal Hotels was certain to make him a millionaire several times over. They just didn’t click.
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