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Prologue


Asheville, North Carolina,  
Nine years earlier


 




The sounds were soothing. The gentle beep of the monitors, the quiet scrape of nurses’ shoes on the tiled floor, muted voices in the corridors. She was lulled away from the pain into a restless sleep.  Safe, she thought as she drifted away.

‘Where’s my wife? I have to see my wife!’

The frantic voice startled Mary Grace from her doze. She tried to open her eyes then remembered they were still swollen shut. He’s here.

Someone had detained him. Someone with a deep voice that carried across the small room. Perhaps the doctor. Yes, that must be it.

‘You need to go slowly, Officer Winters. Your wife needs you to be calm.’

‘What happened? Let me go! I’ve got to see Mary Grace!’

‘Your wife has had a serious accident. She doesn’t look very good.’

‘What . . .’ She heard him clear his throat. ‘How bad is she hurt?’

Mary Grace strained to hear. How bad was she hurt? The sharp pain in her head and arm threatened to fill her consciousness. The rest of her body felt numb. Probably the painkillers, she thought, battling the fog that loomed.

‘She has a broken arm, so severely broken we had to pin it in two places. Her right leg is broken. We had to pin it as well, right above the knee. Multiple contusions on her face and to the back of her head. She has a deep cut over her eye. A fraction of an inch lower  and she might have lost her eye.’

Mary Grace fought the shudder. It hurt far too much to jar her head, even involuntarily.

‘But she’ll be all right.’ She heard the desperation in her husband’s voice.

The long pause set Mary Grace’s heart racing.

‘She’ll be all right, won’t she? Dammit, Doctor, tell me the truth!’


Yes, please do, Mary Grace thought. And hurry. The numbness was already enveloping her once more.

‘Your wife fell down a flight of stairs, Officer Winters. She fractured her back at the ninth vertebra. She lay there unconscious a long time, her spinal cord pinched.’

‘Oh my God.’

Her racing heart went still. It was a moment before she took another breath, and that one was forced.

‘She has . . . there is some paralysis.’


Oh my God, Mary Grace thought. Oh my God.

‘Is it . . . permanent?’

‘That’s hard to say at this stage. We need to let the swelling subside, then we’ll get a spinal cord injury specialist in from Raleigh to take a good look at your wife.’

‘Can . . . can I see her?’

‘Only for a few minutes. I’ll just wait here.’

She could hear him shuffle into the hospital room, his cowboy boots rasping against the tile. Then she could smell him, that intense aftershave he’d always worn. Then she could feel his heat as his large body hunkered down.

‘Gracie,’ he said sorrowfully. ‘Mary Grace, what have you done to yourself, honey?’ His big fingers brushed over the back of her hand, sending chills up the back of her neck. Then he was leaning forward, his lips brushing against her cheek. His mustache tickled her skin as he kissed his way from her cheek to her ear.

Then it came. She’d been waiting, knowing it would come. The knowing never lessened the dread.

‘One word,’ he breathed into her ear, so low no one would be able to hear. ‘One word from your idiot mouth and next time I’ll  finish the job, I swear t’God.’ He nuzzled, his lips seemingly caressing her outer ear. ‘Understand?’

Mary Grace managed to tilt her pounding head enough to please him and he straightened, his hand passing over her hair, imperceptibly tightening to yank. Nausea rolled through her stomach.

‘Oh, Gracie, darlin’. I just can’t stand to see you this way.’

Her body instinctively shrank from his mournful tone, aching with every clench of her muscles.

‘That’s all the time you have today, Officer Winters. Why don’t you just go on back to the station and we’ll call you if there’s any change? Or better yet, go on home.’

‘I will.’ His heavy sigh rent the air. ‘Where’s the boy?’

Her racing heart jittered to a stop once again. Robbie. Where was Robbie? A dim memory mocked. Robbie, holding her hand, begging her not to die, begging her to wait for the ambulance. Was that this time or the time before? She struggled against the mind-numbing effects of the medication, needing to know who had her son.

‘He’s with the hospital social worker. He found her, you know. That kind of shock can cause a great emotional trauma in a boy his age.’

Rob’s harsh voice carried across the room. He’s standing by the doctor now, she thought. He’s leaving. He’ll be alone with my son. ‘He’s a strong boy. He’ll survive.’

Mary Grace felt her hands grip the sheet, twist it until her fingers ached. Detached. She felt detached from her own mind. Helpless in her own body. He’ll survive. He has to. Please, Robbie, just hang on ’til I can get home.


And then life will be different. She would protect herself. She would protect her son. She vowed Rob Winters would never hurt them again. But how?


I’ll find a way.




Chapter One


Present day  
Douglas Lake, East Tennessee  
Sunday, March 4, 9:30 A.M.


 



‘God, I hate this part of the job. How the hell can you possibly eat at a time like this?’

Hutchins looked out at the placid morning calm of Douglas Lake, thought about the body they’d inevitably pull out and the stupidity of the waste. He finished the rest of his doughnut with the even keel of the veteran sheriff he was. ‘Because I won’t feel like eating when they pull out that kid. Might as well not starve.’ He threw a sympathetic glance at the green face of his newest recruit. ‘You’ll get used to it, boy. Unfortunately, you’ll get used to it.’

McCoy shook his head. ‘You’d think they’d know better.’

‘Kids don’t ever “know better.” You’ll get used to that, too. Especially when they’re on spring break. I expect to pull another couple out of the lake before the whole season’s over.’

‘I suppose I’ll need to tell the parents when it’s over.’

Hutchins shrugged and lit a cigarette. ‘You started it, boy. You might as well finish it, too. Not my favorite task, either, but you have to learn to break the bad news.’

McCoy focused on the boat slowly pulling the grappling hook across the lake floor. ‘They’re still hoping we’ll find him alive somewhere. I swear t’God, Hutch - how can parents hold out hope like that? Those other boys told it clear enough. They were drinkin’ and foolin’ around and the kid wrecks his jet ski. They watched him sink.’

Hutchins dragged on the cigarette, let out the stream of smoke on a sigh. ‘Kids are stupid. I keep telling you this. But parents—’ He shook his gray head. ‘They hope. They’ll hope until you make them identify his body in the morgue.’

‘Whatever ’s left of it,’ McCoy grumbled.

‘Hey, Tyler.’ The words came crackling from McCoy’s radio.

‘Hey, Wendell,’ McCoy answered, swallowing the bile that rose at the thought of what Wendell’s hook was about to bring up. ‘Whatcha got?’

‘Well, it’s no body, that’s for damn sure.’

Hutchins grabbed the radio. ‘What’re you talkin’ about, boy?’

‘It’s a car, Sheriff.’

Hutchins snorted. ‘There’s enough cars down there to fill a used car lot. My great-granny’s house is down there, too.’ All that shit was leftover from the TVA’s flooding of the area when they built the dams in the 1930s. Everybody knew that.

‘Yeah, all Model T’s. This one’s newer. Looks like a late eighties Ford. There’s a little kid’s backpack in the back seat - one of those Mutant Ninja Turtles things. We’re bringing it in.’

‘Damn.’ Hutchins ground his cigarette under his heel. ‘If it’s not one thing, it’s another. Bring it in, then keep looking for the boy.’

 



 




Asheville, North Carolina  
Sunday, March 4, 11:30 P.M.


 



‘Motha’fucka’.’ The boy gasped. ‘Sonofabitch.’

Rob Winters stared dispassionately at the young boy whose eyes had already begun to roll back in his head. Shame, that. He’d thought the boy would have more spine. At fourteen he himself had been able to take his old man’s beatings with his head held high. He applied more pressure to the dark-skinned hand he had trapped in a vise grip. Just a hair more. The boy moaned again, sagging back against the alley wall with enough force to produce an audible crack when his wooly head with its ridiculous braids struck the brick.

‘I don’t know nothin’. I tol’ you that already.’ The boy sucked in a breath, tried to yank his hand away. ‘You can let me go. I swear I won’t be goin’ to no cops. I swear it, man. On my mamma’s grave.’

Winters’s lip curled derisively. ‘I’d bet a month’s worth of your mamma’s food stamps that she is very much alive and if you want to stay alive with her, you’ll tell me what I want to know.’ Winters’s voice was still low and calm, a striking contrast to the gasping cries coming from the boy’s swollen, bloody lips. ‘Alonzo Jones. Where is he?’

The boy struggled, but Winters held him firmly against the alley wall. He whimpered, but Winters only tightened his bone-crushing grip. Winters leaned close to the boy’s head so that his lips grazed his ear. ‘Listen, boy, and listen real good because I only plan to tell you this once. I need to know where to find Alonzo Jones and you need to keep the use of your hand. If I tighten just a little more, you’ll have permanent nerve damage. That’ll cause you problems next time you decide to knock off an all-night convenience store.’

The boy’s eyes grew wide, the whites of his eyes shining bright in the darkness. ‘I didn’t do no store, man. I swear it. Goddammit!’ The last came out on a shrill note as Winters tightened his grip another notch.

‘You did it all right. We have you on video, boy. You and that gang you run with headed by one Mr Alonzo Jones. Now you can come along with me to the station and tell us all about stickin’ a knife in a sixty-two-year-old unarmed white man or you can tell me where I can find Alonzo Jones. I want him more than I want to see your sorry ass rottin’ away in jail.’

The boy licked his bloody lip and his eyes went narrow with hate. ‘You’re a cop? Shit, man. I don’t need to talk to you. I don’t need to talk to nobody but my lawyer. Police brutality. I know you white cops like to beat on us black folk.’ He leaned back against the wall, sweat beading on his upper lip as he tried to pull his hand free. ‘Yo’ ass is gonna roast.’

Winters smiled and took pleasure watching the hate in the boy’s eyes swing back to fear. He squeezed. Hard. And cocked his head  to be able to hear the sound of popping cartilage over the boy’s shrieks.

‘Motha’fuckin’ sonofabitch!’

‘Some vocabulary that sainted mother of yours lets you keep. Jones. Now.’

The boy sagged again, his knees hitting the asphalt. ‘With his woman.’

Winters released the boy’s hand and clamped his fingers around his dirty, scrawny neck, pushing him face forward into the street as the boy cradled his injured hand in his good one. ‘Her name?’

‘I don’t—’ A strangled cry of pain cut off his pathetic denial. Winters lifted his thumb from the boy’s larynx. ‘Chaniqua,’ he gasped.

Winters’s boot connected with the boy’s hip. The boy rolled into a ball, crying like a baby. ‘Last name, you worthless’ - he kicked again, the tip of his boot catching the boy in the gut and flipping him to his back - ‘spineless, piece of shit.’

A faint moan floated on the air. ‘Pierce. Chaniqua Pierce. Cuts . . . hair. Down . . . town.’

Winters grimaced as the boy lost the contents of his stomach all over Winters’s boots. ‘You disgusting—’ Rage rose to mix with the disgust and he kicked the boy again. And again. And again. ‘Now you know how that old man felt curled up in a ball on his own floor dying in a pool of his own blood.’ He wiped a boot on the boy’s dirty pants, transferring most of the filth where it belonged. Then he aimed and kicked again, savagely. The boy’s scrawny body hit the brick wall and his eyes rolled backwards, blood flowing steadily from the corner of his mouth. A final kick to his head finished the job and the boy shuddered out his last breath.

Winters drew a deep breath and wiped his other dirty boot on the boy’s shirt.

One less punk on the streets. He considered it a job well done. He peeled the thin latex gloves from his hands and tossed them in the third dumpster he passed. One could never be too careful with street punks. Nasty diseases all over the damn street.

By the time he’d walked the quarter mile to his parked truck he’d  pulled the cotton from the gap between his cheeks and molars, the false overbite from his upper palate, and the gray wig from his head. Nobody could tie him to that punk even if anyone cared enough to call the police. He cast a brief look up and down the street before carefully putting his wig away. He changed his boots, stowing the fouled pair in the back with a frown. They were his best ones. Then he shrugged. Sue Ann would clean them later. He swung up into the driver ’s seat, ten feet tall and bulletproof.

It was time to pay a visit to Miz Chaniqua Pierce.

He’d driven less than five minutes when his pager buzzed against his hip. He glanced at the number from the corner of his eye while keeping his gaze pinned to the lowlifes that skulked about in the hours most decent people were in their beds. Dammit to hell. Couldn’t that bitch leave him alone for five minutes? He pulled his phone from his pocket with a snarl, punched in her number.

‘Ross.’

Winters ground his teeth. Ross, as in Lieutenant. As in Q-U-O-T-A, written in big black letters. As in the bitch that stole the job that should have been his.

He injected as much oozing sincerity into his voice as he could muster on a semi-full stomach. ‘Winters. What’s up?’

‘The same thing that was up the last six times I paged you in the past hour. What seems to be more important than returning my calls, Detective?’

Winters drew a breath. She’d written him up for insubordination once already. Insubordination. The very thought made his stomach burn as rage ate at him. He’d been ‘warned.’ Warned, goddammit, by some incompetent bitch with an ass the size of South Carolina. He managed to control his tone, barely. ‘I was with an informant, Lieutenant.’

‘Did you find Jones?’

‘No, but I know where he is.’

‘Care to share it with me?’

So she could send in one of her handpicked ass-sucking favorites to make the bust? No fucking way. ‘I’d prefer to wait until I’m certain.’

‘I guess you would. I prefer you tell me now.’

Bitch. ‘He’s with his girlfriend.’

There was a short, tight silence on the other end. Small victory, he thought. ‘Does this girlfriend have a name, Detective? And please don’t play games with me again. I want answers and I want them now.’

Winters bit down so hard his teeth hurt. ‘Her name is Chaniqua Priest.’ Or Pierce. The kid was gurgling there towards the end. He could have said Priest.

‘You have a location?’

‘Just downtown.’

‘Helpful, Detective. Keep your informant available in case we have more questions.’

Winters swallowed the chuckle. His informant was now answering questions at the business end of a fiery pitchfork. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said, knowing the ‘sir’ pissed her off more than anything else, but technically was not something she could get him on. ‘Did you have a particular reason for paging me, Lieutenant Ross?’

‘Yeah. You got a call from a Sheriff Hutchins, Sevier County, Tennessee. He says it’s urgent you call him.’ She rattled off the number and he memorized it instantly. He had a good memory for numbers and names. He’d been through Sevier County on his way to Gatlinburg, but he’d never heard of Hutchins.

Winters pulled into the first convenience store parking lot he saw and punched in Hutchins’s number. The sheriff was available, his assistant told him, if he’d please hold. Winters grumbled as he waited. This had better be important, he thought. He was using up cell phone minutes waiting on this yahoo. Finally the illustrious sheriff came to the phone, huffing and puffing.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting so long, Officer Winters,’ he said and Winters could hear the creaking of a chair in the background as the sheriff apparently sat down.

‘It’s Detective Winters,’ he corrected sharply. Didn’t Ross tell him that? Bitch.

‘Oh, sorry. Your lieutenant told me you’d been promoted. My brain’s a little fried at the moment. We’ve been draggin’ Douglas  Lake all day lookin’ for an accident victim and I just had the pleasure of tellin’ his parents.’

‘That’s a shame,’ Winters offered, rolling his eyes.

‘But what does that have to do with you, huh? Listen, Winters, when we were dragging the lake we came up with something else. I thought you should know before the bureaucrats get involved.’

Winters listened and suddenly Lieutenant Ross and Alonzo Jones were the last things on his mind.

They’d found his car. Seven years of helpless fury came rushing back with the force of a freight train. They’d found his car, but his boy was not inside.

Neither was his wife.




Chapter Two


Chicago  
Monday, March 5, 7 A.M.


 



‘So what’s the occasion?’

Caroline jerked, sending her mascara wand skittering up her forehead, leaving a thick black line in its wake. She turned her head deliberately, mouth bent down in a frown, eyes narrowed. She hated the nervous reaction time had failed to diminish. Made her feel like a stranger in her own skin. She drew a breath and slid the wand back into the mascara tube.

‘You know not to do that.’

Dana leaned against the bedroom doorjamb, arms loosely crossed, one eyebrow elevated. ‘Sorry.’ One corner of her mouth turned up. ‘You look like a lopsided raccoon.’

Caroline blew out a sigh as she surveyed her ruined makeup in the mirror. ‘I don’t need this today, Dana. I’m stressed enough without you sneaking up behind me.’ She fumbled in her drawer for a tube of eye makeup remover.

Dana stiffened. ‘I didn’t sneak. I called your name when I came in the apartment and talked to Tom for five minutes before I came back here. You just weren’t listening. Oh, for crying out loud, Caro. You don’t have to make such a production about it. Just wipe it off.’

Caroline closed one eye and scrubbed. ‘I can’t. It’s waterproof.’ ‘I hate that waterproof stuff.’ Dana leaned over Caroline’s dresser and picked up the tube of mascara. ‘Since when did you start using waterproof mascara?’

Caroline took the tube from her hand and focused on redoing the job. ‘Since Eli died.’

Dana’s face fell. ‘I’m sorry, Caroline. I didn’t think.’

Caroline closed the drawer with a snap. ‘It’s okay. You’d think I’d be over it by now, but I can’t seem to get through a day without at least a sniffle or two.’

‘It’s only been two months, honey.’

‘Two months and twelve days.’ Eli Bradford had been her teacher, her boss, her friend. Besides Dana and Tom, Eli had been the only other person in the world to know her deepest secret. Her throat tightened in the now-familiar response to any memory of the man who’d been the closest thing to a father she’d ever had. Now he was gone and she missed him more than she thought possible. She made herself think of something else. ‘Well, now that you’ve invaded my space, how do I look?’

Dana pursed her lips and tipped her auburn head to one side, playing along with Caroline’s need to change the subject. ‘Your roots are showing. You need a touch-up.’

Caroline leaned forward to stare at the top of her head. Sure enough, a thin ribbon of gold ran along the part in her hair in stark contrast with the coffee brown waves. ‘Darn it. I just did my roots two weeks ago.’

‘I told you not to choose such a dark color. But did you listen to me? Noooo.’

‘Smartass. It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.’ Quickly she braided it back, hiding most of the telltale gold.

Dana shook her head. ‘It’s too dark. It’s always been too dark. You should lighten it.’

‘Da-na.’ It was a sigh of exasperation Caroline didn’t even try to hide.

‘Caro-line.’ Dana mimicked her tone, then sobered. ‘After all this time you still think you need to hide behind that hair color?’

‘Better safe than sorry.’ It was her stock response.

‘How true,’ Dana murmured, her eyes downcast for just a moment. She looked back up, still serious. ‘You could lighten it just a little. The contrast makes your face seem so pale. Especially  this time of year, coming out of the winter.’

‘Thanks a lot.’

Dana grinned and the atmosphere in the room suddenly brightened. ‘Don’t mention it. But I do like the sweater. The blue matches your eyes.’

‘Too little, too late, my friend. And I do use that term loosely.’ It was the farthest thing from the truth and they both knew it. Dana’s unique combination of laughter and sobriety had pulled Caroline through many a dark day. They were best friends. And having gone so many years so totally alone, Caroline Stewart was fully aware of the value of a best friend like Dana Dupinsky. They didn’t come any better, smarter or more loyal. Caroline slid her feet into a pair of low-heeled pumps. ‘Can you tell these are $10.99 Payless specials?’

Dana squinted, looking down at Caroline’s feet. ‘No. Why all the fuss this morning? And to bring us full circle - what’s the occasion?’

‘My new boss starts today. I just want to make a good impression.’ She turned sideways in the mirror, inspecting the final package. ‘I want to look professional without overdoing it.’ She peered more closely. ‘Do you think these earrings are too Saturday night?’

Dana snorted. ‘Those earrings are the closest you’ve ever come to a Saturday night, girl.’

‘Don’t nag me on my love life now. Just answer the question.’

‘You don’t have a love life, Caroline. And they’re fine. Don’t worry. You look wonderful. You are a terrific secretary. Your new boss will be impressed.’

Caroline sighed. ‘I hope so. I got so used to working for Eli. I knew what he wanted before he even asked for it. I really need to keep this job, just until graduation.’ After graduation, she’d be off to law school, the day-to-day worries of managing the Carrington College history office a thing of the past.

‘You’ll be fine.’

Caroline glared mildly from the corner of her eye. ‘You always say that.’

‘I’m always right.’

Caroline smiled. ‘You’re such a fathead.’

‘But I’m a fathead who’s right.’

‘That you are.’ She stepped closer to the mirror and pushed the turtleneck collar of her sweater aside, inspecting the side of her neck.

‘You can’t see them,’ Dana said softly. ‘Stop worrying.’

Caroline let her collar spring back into place and straightened her spine. ‘Then I’m ready to meet Dr Maximillian Alexander Hunter.’

Dana laughed. ‘That’s his name? He sounds like he should be a four-hundred-year-old history professor.’

‘He is a history professor.’

‘My point exactly.’

Caroline shrugged. ‘He’s probably no older than Eli was. As long as I don’t have to work for Monika Shaw, Hunter could be a four-hundred-year-old stuffed kangaroo and I’d still be a happy woman.’

She started for the kitchen, Dana at her heels. ‘How’s old Shaw-claw taking it?’

Caroline snickered, then her face went serious as she saw Tom sitting at the tiny dinette eating Cheerios. He must go through a box a day. At fourteen he was growing more and more, truly eating her out of house and home. She put on her ‘mom’ voice. ‘You must stop  calling her Shaw-claw, Dana.’

‘Give it a rest, Mom,’ Tom said, his spoon pausing mid-lift. ‘I saw you laughing.’

‘Doh!’ Caroline ruffled his wiry blond hair. Cut short in a crewcut it felt like a scrub brush, tickling her palm. ‘Busted. You need to hurry or you’ll—’

‘Miss the bus,’ Tom finished. He shoveled another four spoonfuls in his mouth before grabbing his backpack. ‘Gotta go. I got practice after school, Mom. I won’t be home until five.’

‘Be—’

‘Careful,’ he finished with a saucy grin. ‘You too. Good luck with Hunter today.’ His smile faltered. ‘And be careful with Shaw, okay?’

Caroline reached up to cup his cheek. At six-one Tom’s cheek was almost out of her reach. ‘I will. I told you not to worry. Shaw can’t hurt us. She’s mean and vindictive, but it’s more likely I’ll win the Nobel peace prize than that Shaw will take the time to dig up our family secrets. Don’t worry, honey. Please.’

Tom frowned, his blue eyes stormy with a mixture of fear and anger. ‘Don’t you ever worry at all?’

Caroline studied his face, a replica of her own. Fate had been kind to them that way. If he’d looked like him, he would have been so much more difficult to hide. ‘Yes, I worry,’ she replied honestly. They’d been through so much together he deserved nothing less than the truth. ‘Sometimes I get through a day without worrying he’s going to jump out from behind some bush and drag me back, but those days are few and far between. There are days I wish we could go back and hide at Hanover House, but I know Dana would kick our butts out on the street.’ She saw the glimmer of a smile in his eyes and knew humor had taken the edge off his fear, as usual.

Dana moved to Tom’s side and slung her arm around his shoulders. ‘I would. I’m a scary witch that way.’

Tom managed a weak grin. ‘Yeah, I remember. “Eat your peas,” ’ he mimicked. ‘ “Do your homework. No Nintendo after eight-thirty.” Man, was I glad to move out of that prison.’

He hadn’t been. Caroline remembered the day they left the shelter of Hanover House for the big, bad world of downtown Chicago, with nothing more than a suitcase filled with clothing donated by others more fortunate. She remembered his silent tears, the expression of abject terror on his small face, the way his eyes had darted back and forth looking. Always looking. But he’d obeyed. Slid his little hand in hers and walked out without a single look back. He’d come a long way in seven years. They both had.

‘Tom, honey.’ Caroline shook her head, looking for the words. ‘I’m afraid still. But I’m not terrified anymore. He could find us, that’s true. He could jump out from behind any bush and try to drag us back to North Carolina.’ It wasn’t ‘home’ anymore, for either of them. It was always ‘him,’ never ‘father’ or ‘husband.’ They never, ever used the names they’d left behind. They were as  vigilant about those little things now as they’d been seven years before. Attention to those little things had kept them safe.

And it was way, way better to be safe than sorry.

Sorry equaled dead.

Caroline stood a little straighter. ‘But we’re stronger now, both of us. We have weapons at our disposal that we didn’t have back then.’

Dana squeezed Tom’s shoulders hard. ‘Yeah, like me.’

Caroline smiled. ‘And she’s a scary one, don’t forget. But there’s more. I have an education now. I know my rights.’ She hesitated. ‘And I know how to run.’

Tom squared his jaw. ‘I don’t want to run again.’

‘And we probably never will again. But if he comes—’

‘If he comes, I won’t leave you.’

Caroline sighed, then shrugged. ‘Honey, we’ve discussed this a thousand times.’

‘I won’t run,’ he asserted. ‘I won’t leave you alone.’ Suddenly he looked so much older than fourteen. Her son was fast on his way to becoming a man, she realized. And she knew what she needed to say, even if the words stuck in her throat.

‘All right. If that day ever comes, we stick together.’ She reached up again to touch his face. ‘But for today, don’t worry. And same goes for tomorrow and the next day.’

‘One day at a time,’ he murmured, as if to himself.

‘You taught him well, Caro.’

Caroline looked from her son to her best friend. They had taught him well. Together, she and Dana. And stick together or not, Tom was equipped to survive, whatever happened. She’d surrounded him with friends who would care for him in an instant should anything happen to her. It was a comforting assurance.

‘It’s time for school. Have a good day, honey.’

‘I’ll try.’ He hesitated, then dipped down to peck her cheek. ‘Bye.’

The door slammed on his way out and the little apartment trembled. Caroline stood still for a moment, then shook herself back into motion. ‘Want some coffee?’

‘No. I had some already. What brought all that on?’

‘Oh, Tom’s worried that Shaw will exact revenge against me because I was on the committee that recommended Hunter to take Eli’s position as Department Chair.’

‘She had her eye on it, huh?’

‘From day one. I think she was counting the days until Eli retired. And then when he had that heart attack . . .’ She cleared her throat before her voice could break. Forced her hands to steady as she poured herself a cup of coffee. ‘You should have seen her at Eli’s funeral.’

‘I did.’ Dana retrieved a carton of half-and-half from the refrigerator and added some to Caroline’s cup. ‘She was . . .’ She held the carton by its bottom and turned it toward the overhead light. ‘Like the proverbial cat in cream.’

‘Well, I’m so glad I don’t have to work for her. Hunter would have to be one step up from Jack the Ripper to make me . . . dislike him as much as I . . . dislike Monika Shaw.’

‘Dislike?’ Dana stopped pouring Cheerios in a bowl to look over her shoulder with a grin. ‘Such strong words from the lady this morning.’

Caroline grinned back. ‘Okay, I hate her. She’s a mean bitch. Satisfied now?’

Dana’s husky chuckle filled the little kitchen. ‘I am. Nothing less than the truth will do.’

Caroline looked pointedly at Dana’s full cereal bowl. ‘I thought you didn’t want breakfast.’

‘No, I said I didn’t want coffee. I’m starving to death. My cupboards are bare.’

‘Da-na.’ Caroline sighed. They sat down at the table.

‘What?’

‘You gave it all to the kids, didn’t you.’ It wasn’t even a question.

Dana lifted her chin defensively. ‘Yes, I did.’ Then her shoulders sagged. ‘We got this family in yesterday. From Toledo. They were starving, Caro, literally. Mom was so bruised you couldn’t even see what shape her face was supposed to be. Her back . . .’ She shuddered. ‘It still gets to me, even after all this time.’

‘That’s because you’re human. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be nearly as good at what you do.’

And what Dana did, Caroline reflected, was to save lives. Literally. Dana managed Hanover House, a shelter for abused women and their children. It offered a safe place to stay, medical attention for those who needed it - and most quite certainly needed it. But best of all, Hanover House offered hope and the promise of a new start. And the means to make that start. Caroline wasn’t sure where Dana got the new social security cards and birth certificates and she’d never asked. She’d been so grateful to get a birth certificate with her own son’s new name that she’d cried. She remembered the moment as if it were yesterday instead of seven years before. Tom Stewart. Live birth at Rush Memorial in Chicago, Illinois. Father unknown. The last name matched the birth certificate she’d . . . borrowed for herself. Caroline Stewart. There were even some days she could go an hour or two without remembering who she really was. Where she really had come from. That Mary Grace Winters was just a bad nightmare. That Mary Grace was gone.

Caroline Stewart held her future. And Caroline intended to make the most of it.

‘Caroline?’ Dana tapped her spoon against the bowl.

Caroline sighed. ‘Just remembering my own first experience with Hanover House.’ She reached across the table and squeezed Dana’s hand, studied the dark circles under her friend’s brown eyes that she hadn’t noticed before. ‘And with you. How about you, Dana. Are you okay? You look so tired.’

‘I’ll be fine with a few hours’ sleep. I came over straight from the House. One of the new kids from Toledo has strep, and—’

‘And you spent the night taking care of him.’

‘He’s only three years old. And so damn scared.’ Dana’s brown eyes filled, uncharacteristically. ‘Dammit, Caroline. That baby had scars. Worse than his mother’s. I held him because he couldn’t lie down on the bed. His back was one big black bruise. He screamed every time I touched him. His father . . .’ The tears spilled over and down her cheeks. ‘His father burned him with cigarettes. On his  feet, dammit.’ She choked on a sob, pushed the half-eaten bowl of cereal away.

Caroline squeezed Dana’s fisted hand tighter with one hand, the other creeping up to the side of her neck to touch her own scars. Makeup and high collars covered them so that they weren’t visible to anyone’s eyes but her own. In her own mind’s eye, she saw them as they’d been when they were fresh, still felt the paralyzing fear, still smelled the acrid odor of burning flesh.

‘The scars on his feet will heal, Dana. You need to focus on helping them heal the scars on the inside.’

Dana shook her head. ‘I don’t know if I can do this anymore, Caroline. I’m so tired.’

Caroline bit back a frown. Dana never got tired. She’d never once spoken of giving up. Even when funding was non-existent and she had to give herself paycut after paycut, even when there were more women and children than beds. Even when the women themselves gave up. Dana was always strong. But not today. I suppose everyone has her limit, Caroline thought. Any words of inspiration were stowed for another day.

‘Then go to sleep, honey. Things will look better when you’re rested. Use my bed. Help yourself to anything here, although my own cupboards are a bit bare.’ She pressed a paper napkin in Dana’s hand. ‘Hurricane Tom and his friends descended last night after their basketball game. What didn’t move, they ate. I think I may even be missing a fork and three spoons. I hope they don’t set off the metal detectors at the school.’

Dana managed a small chuckle and dried her eyes. ‘Thanks, but I can’t. I’ve got to get back and check on Cody.’

‘The little boy? I can go by on my lunch hour, Dana. I’ll check on him. If he needs a doctor, I’ll call Dr Lee.’ Dr Lee was a retired pediatrician who volunteered his time to the shelter. When Dana opened her mouth to refuse, Caroline held up a warning finger. ‘Don’t even think of saying no. If you push yourself, you’ll get strep, then you’ll have Dr Lee sticking one of those ahh things down your throat.’

Dana’s shoulders sagged wearily. ‘You’re right. I think I will  stay here for a few hours. Will you see Evie today?’

‘Probably. She works this afternoon in the office.’ Evie was their latest joint project, a teen runaway grown into legal age. Evie roomed with Dana while she took classes at Carrington College where she assisted Caroline in the history department’s office.

‘Then tell her I’m okay. She gets worried when I don’t come home.’

‘I will. Now I need to go to work. I certainly don’t want to keep Dr Maximillian Hunter waiting on his very first day.’

 



 




Asheville  
Monday, March 5, 8 A.M.


 



‘Are . . .’ Sue Ann cleared her throat. ‘Are you all right, Rob?’

God save him from stupid women. Winters sat on the edge of his bed in his jockey shorts, head in his hands and Miz Brainiac here wanted to know if he was all right. ‘Do I look all right, Sue Ann?’

She paused a beat before answering in her whiny little whisper. ‘No, Rob. Can I get you something? An aspirin?’

He thought of the empty bottle on the nightstand. Another drink. Behind his hands he clenched his eyes shut even tighter. My son. I want my son. But his son was never coming home. He knew that now. ‘No, you may not get me anything,’ he answered bitterly. ‘Just get the hell out of here and leave me alone.’

The floorboard squeaked and he could smell her cheap perfume as she moved closer. The scent overpowered him, sickened him. She  sickened him. ‘Rob, I know you’re upset, but—’

Her cry of pain was followed by a long moment of silence.

‘What part of “leave me alone” don’t you understand?’ he gritted, flexing his fist.

Slowly Sue Ann picked herself up from the floor, gingerly testing her cheekbone. ‘Do you want breakfast?’

Winters felt his stomach roll at the mere mention of food. Savagely he brought his fist around, narrowly missing as she jumped back a foot. ‘What I want is for you to shut your fuckin’  mouth. What I want is for my son to be here and not at the bottom of Douglas Lake. What I want is for whoever touched a hair on his head to die.’ He watched his own hands clench and release. What he wanted was to track down whoever took his son and kill the sonofabitch himself.

‘You don’t know he’s dead, Rob. They didn’t find any . . .’ She cleared her throat again. Pushed a straggling hair back into her tired old bun with one hand. ‘Maybe you could have another son. Ours.’

A red haze clouded his vision and he slowly rose to his feet. ‘You think any whelp of yours could take his place?’ Warm satisfaction washed over him at the feel of her jawbone against the back of his hand. At the muffled sound of her body hitting the wall. At the strangled sob she tried to hide as she crawled into a corner. Stupid bitch. ‘Just get out.’

‘But it would be your baby, Rob,’ Sue Ann whispered from the corner. ‘Your son.’

‘Dammit, don’t argue with me.’ He winced as his toe vibrated against her leg bone. ‘Don’t you ever argue with me.’ Then he straightened, walked over to the bed and laid himself out flat. ‘Leave me alone.’

He heard the sound of her dress rustling as she levered herself to her feet. She’d been acceptable once. Even pretty if you squinted hard enough. But the years hadn’t been kind to Sue Ann. She could still cook and clean, true. But the thought of marrying her was enough to make him even sicker to his stomach. And he’d have to do that. Marry her. If he were to have another son, he’d have to be married to the woman that bore him. Nobody would say that Rob Winters didn’t do what was right by his boy. Nobody. He turned his head enough to see her retreating for the door.

‘Sue Ann?’

‘Yes, Rob.’

‘Call Ross and tell her I have the flu. I’m not coming in today.’

He caught her glance at the empty bottle and narrowed his eyes at her, satisfied to see her moon-face pale even more.

‘Yes, Rob.’ The door creaked as she pushed it open.

‘I left some boots out on the back porch. They need cleanin’.’

‘Yes, Rob.’

He waited until the door closed. Slowly he rolled over to his stomach and picked up the framed picture from his nightstand. As always the little tow-headed boy with the serious blue eyes looked up at him. And as always Rob Winters closed his eyes and visualized punishing the man that had stolen his son. But today . . . Today was different. Today the punishment would be infinitely more severe. For before Hutchins had pulled up the car there’d been the smallest shred of hope that Robbie would come home. Now Winters knew Robbie was never coming home.




Chapter Three


Carrington College, Chicago  
Monday, March 5, 10:15 A.M.


 




The world claimed Mondays were supposed to be hell, but to Caroline they brought a welcome sense of routine. There had been so few constants in her life. Somehow the budgets, the filing, the constant questions of clueless students all seemed to bolster rather than bore. This was her world. A small one, and some might say insignificant. But it was her world and she thrived here.

A sad smile tugged at her mouth as her gaze happened upon the framed picture of Eli on her desk. He’d been her first professor here at Carrington. Her first and best. He had the uncanny gift of creating a three-dimensional picture of history, one that lived and breathed, and called out to Caroline from the beginning. She’d been considering many majors that would support her pre-law program. One class with Eli Bradford made her decision a piece of cake.

She remembered that first week of night school. The unfamiliar feeling of sitting in a classroom again after so many years. She’d been a young mother with a seven-year-old son, a grueling full-time job and so little time to enjoy the only class she’d been able to afford that quarter. Eli had taken notice and asked her to remain behind when their third evening class concluded.

He’d noticed her scared-rabbit fear at the prospect of remaining alone with him and she could see the compassion in his kind old eyes. ‘You eat up my class, Miss Stewart,’ he’d said. ‘I like that.’ Then he’d offered her a job as his secretary, complete with the deep tuition discounts Carrington College provided to employees.  He’d been flexible, allowing her to fit her work around her class schedule, allowing her to bring Tom to the office during school holidays and the weekends she worked. Thanks to Eli and Dana, she’d never had to hire a babysitter, not once in the seven years since arriving in Chicago with little more than the shirt on her back.

And now he was gone. Eli was gone. Regret speared like a lance. He’d never see her graduate, and she was so close. Only one more quarter and she’d have her degree. It was still hard to believe. She, a high-school dropout, would soon have a college degree. Deep in her heart she thanked Dana for pushing her to get the GED high school diploma. Deep in her heart she thanked Eli for giving her the chance to achieve so much more than she’d ever dreamed possible.

Her hefty sigh rattled the papers on her desk. And now he was gone.

Caroline glanced at the clock, determined not to grieve the day away. She had only another hour before Dr Hunter was due, just enough time to finish the payroll report.

It was the shuffling sound that drew her from her concentration on the payroll. She’d heard that sound before, so long ago. It was the sound of hospitals, of patients dragging their feet against tiled floors, walkers and canes supporting them as they took on the agonizing task of learning to walk again. It was still a sound that could make her shudder. But she didn’t shudder. It was an unwritten law in rehab. You never showed pity or revulsion for those around you. It was a very strong ethic amongst the broken and recovering.

Digging deep and finding a true smile, Caroline looked up from her paperwork as the shuffling ceased to find a smooth, wide hand with long fingers clutching the end of a curved wooden cane. She shifted her gaze a bit higher to find a trim waist and very broad chest covered with the coat of a double-breasted suit. She swallowed. And looked farther up. Her eyes continued upward until they reached the face of the man standing before her desk. He was tall, taller than Tom. He was dark, but certainly not menacing, his jaw strong and square, his dark brows slightly bunched. His  hair was thick and black, trimmed close to his nape. A lock fell over his forehead, giving him an almost boyish look. His suit was navy and tailored and fit his broad shoulders very well. His tie was paisley and emphasized the strong muscles of his neck. Smoky gray eyes looked back at her, a serious mouth showing no trace of a smile. He abruptly hooked the cane on his belt at his back, hiding it with his suit coat.

Inexplicably, Caroline’s heart beat a little faster. This was a man, with a capital M, as Dana would say. Now Caroline understood the meaning of ‘sex appeal.’ He all but exuded it from his perfect pores.


Mercy.

She cleared her throat. ‘Can—’ She stumbled over the syllable and felt her face heat in embarrassment. Although a man who looked like him probably left drooling, stuttering women in his wake every day. She cleared her throat again. ‘Can I help you?’

‘I hope so. I’m looking for Caroline Stewart.’

The woman’s eyes widened and Max felt the room grow suddenly smaller. Her smile had been genuine, almost enough to tug him from the stern façade he wished to portray on his first day. Her dark brown hair hung to the middle of her back in a loose braid, a few curls escaping to frame her face. It was a nice face, all the features in the requisite places. A nice medium nose, full lips, dainty brows arched in question. But it was her eyes that drew him. Blue as the sea in the Caribbean and readable as a book. She was impressed with his face. He got that a lot. She was surprised, but not put off by his cane. That reaction was less common and meant quite a bit more.

Then she stood, extending a steady hand. Nice, neat, unpolished nails were consistent with the simple makeup barely dusting her face. The top of her head wouldn’t reach his shoulder. Just looking at her made him feel larger, stronger. She spoke again, her voice dripping with honey. A strong, deep sexy drawl.

‘I’m Caroline Stewart.’

Her smile had brightened a notch, drawing an answering twitch of his own lips. His secretary. Well, well. Life was finally beginning to roll his way, he thought as he shook the hand she offered. ‘I’m Dr  Hunter.’ She blinked, her mouth dropping open. Her small hand went lax in his. ‘You were expecting me, weren’t you?’

‘I - uh.’ She swallowed hard and regained her composure. ‘Yes, of course I was.’ Her lips curved and a dimple appeared in one cheek. ‘I just wasn’t expecting you. Exactly.’ She shook his hand heartily.

‘Who were you expecting? Exactly?’

‘A sixty-five-year-old man.’ She tilted her head to one side, those eyes of hers narrowing slightly. ‘That old sneak. You’ve met Wade Grayson, one of the other professors, haven’t you?’

He nodded warily. ‘Once. At my interview with the dean.’

His secretary chuckled, the sound rich and full of rueful merriment. ‘He’s let me go on and on since the dean announced you were coming, thinking you were a senior citizen bachelor.’ She looked up and her dimple deepened. ‘Not to worry. He’ll pay sooner or later. So you are my new young boss. Welcome, Dr Hunter.’

Pretty and charming. This is growing better by the moment, he thought. ‘Thank you. It’s nice to meet you, Ms Stewart.’

‘I’m Caroline to everyone around here. What do you prefer to be called?’ Her deep blue eyes danced at him. ‘I’m hoping you don’t want us to use your whole name.’

This time his grin broke through. ‘It would serve you all right if I did.’ He hesitated, then decided. He’d start this new phase of his life without the old barriers. No more ‘Dr Hunter.’ ‘You can call me Max.’

‘A marked improvement over Maximillian Alexander.’ She shook her head, her eyes still filled with amusement. ‘Your parents had big hopes for you.’

He appreciated her sense of humor. ‘Isn’t that the whole point of having children?’

Caroline thought of Tom and everything she’d sacrificed, would continue to sacrifice for him. ‘Yes, you’re absolutely right.’ She stepped from behind the desk and stood before him, her head still tilted back. ‘I’ll show you your office, then you need to tell me how you want to proceed.’

She walked towards a closed door and Max stood where he was for five hard beats of his heart, his eyes locking on her round hips swaying gracefully as she moved. The very fierceness of his body’s response took him by surprise. Don’t be insane, he chided himself.  Don’t make up for Elise by falling for the first female that crosses your path. He wasn’t listening to himself, he knew, his gaze still locked on her round rear end in its modest black skirt. He swallowed, barely wrenching his eyes upward in time when she paused, her hand on the doorknob. She looked over her shoulder to find him rooted in the same spot.

‘This is your office,’ she said, her eyes gone sober. The change was as abrupt and unmistakable as the resulting prick of sadness at his own heart. Her voice said ‘Your office.’ Her eyes said it would always belong to Eli Bradford. She’d loved the old professor, that was clear.

Retrieving his cane, Max followed her into an office covered in wood paneling with rows and rows of built-in bookcases. Plush wine carpet covered the floor, contrasting well with the wood. The tang of lemon furniture polish mixed with the pleasant smell of old books and the leather of a long worn sofa, perfect for an occasional nap. Framed prints covered the walls, an eclectic medley of Monet, Warhol, and O’Keeffe. A model airplane fight was taking place in one corner of the room, a British Spitfire and a German ME-109 hanging from thin wires. With a smile Max noted the ME-109 going down in flames. It would seem the good guys won in Dr Bradford’s world.

A large old mahogany desk dominated the room, accompanied by a matching chair, lit from behind by a large picture window that looked out onto the snowy courtyard where an occasional student braved the early spring cold snap. It was a very nice office, he thought, pleased. But the desk was worn, pitted and quite bare. He raised an eyebrow at the sight. The rest of the room was filled with books, making the empty desk stand out.

Caroline crossed the room and adjusted the blinds, cutting the glare of the morning sun. ‘This is one of the best views on the campus. You’ll be able to see the flower gardens at the school of agriculture in another month.’ She turned and saw his pointed  glance at the empty desk. ‘That was . . . Dr Bradford’s. I wasn’t sure if you would have your own, or if you’d want to use his.’ Her hand brushed the worn surface, an unconscious caress. ‘I have a catalog you can use to order any supplies you want to fill it, if you choose to keep it.’

She raised her eyes to meet his, and he wasn’t certain if she was even aware of the entreaty that filled the blue depths. It was more poignant than the smile from a few minutes before. Dean Whitfield had told him how well Bradford had been loved. It was obvious his secretary held one of the strongest attachments.

She swallowed and turned her head, but not before he caught the glimpse of sorrow in her eyes. ‘If you choose . . . not to keep his things, please let me know. There are so many of us who will be happy to take them for you.’

The hand that brushed the desktop trembled, sending a pulse of compassion through him. Unfamiliar, the feeling caught him by surprise. He had a desk, one he’d had custom-built to accommodate his height years before, but the very idea of putting more sadness in her eyes was suddenly untenable. ‘I’d consider it an honor to keep the office as it is, Caroline.’ Her relief was a tangible thing. ‘I may, however, require some additional furniture.’ He turned and took in the square footage. ‘I have a footstool. For my leg,’ he added, his brows drawing together slightly. To her credit, she didn’t flinch or look uncomfortable in the least. His opinion of her inched up another notch. ‘And a computer table.’

‘I’ll take care of it. Are they still in Denver?’

‘No, they’re in my house in Wheaton, about an hour drive from town.’

Caroline looked up at him, surprised. ‘You have a house in Chicago already?’

‘My grandmother ’s. She left it to me a few years back, but one of my nephews has been living there, keeping the place up. He was offered a job on the East Coast and moved last week. Hearing from Dean Whitfield was . . . providential.’ He thought of Denver, of the pain of leaving behind what he’d never really had. Coming to Chicago now was providential indeed.

‘Well, fine, if you give me the address, I’ll arrange for the furniture and anything else you want to be moved here.’ She hesitated, those eyes of hers blurting uncertainty. ‘What else would you like me to do for you today?’

Max lifted his eyebrows. ‘I’ve never become chair of a department after its founder died unexpectedly. What would you recommend?’

He watched her draw a relieved breath. What kind of man had she expected him to be? It was unlikely his reputation could have preceded him this quickly. ‘Well, I have personnel files and the department budget for you to review’ - she started ticking the items off on her fingers - ‘and you have to sign payroll today or the natives will revolt. I have your schedule prepared - you have your first class tomorrow morning at nine-thirty. Eli had notes prepared for the whole semester. You can use his or your own, of course. You have meetings set up with your staff beginning at one-thirty today ending at five and a dinner with Dean Whitfield at six. He’ll send a car for you. Then all the student files, of course, and—’

‘Whoa, stop!’ Max held up a hand in mock surrender. ‘First things first. Is there any way I can get some coffee? I’m still on Denver time.’

Her dimple returned. ‘I’ll make us some. How do you take it?’

‘Cream and sugar. Lots of sugar. If you order me a coffeemaker, I’ll make it myself and not bother you with it.’ He moved to sit behind the desk, taking pressure off his hip. ‘And Caroline?’

She turned at the door of the office and he . . . looked, unable to keep his eyes locked on her pretty face any longer. She was as appealing coming as she was going, he decided swiftly. Clad in a casual black skirt, she was the picture of uncontrived femininity. The color of her blue turtleneck sweater brought out the deep blue of her eyes, and gently molded what appeared to be very nice breasts. The palms of his hands itched as his eyes measured. She was the perfect size, enough to cradle in his hands, but not too large. He’d always preferred women with rounded figures. Caroline Stewart’s figure was simply perfect. The skirt hugged slim  hips and fell to mid-calf where sheer stockings covered the rest of her very nice legs. Her shoes were sensible with not a single zing of flash, yet they showcased her calves to perfection. He abruptly yanked his eyes back to her face. She was watching him steadily, interest sharpening her expression by degrees. And it was interest he saw in her face. The good kind. He’d been out of the mainstream a long time, but not so long that he didn’t recognize the look of a woman aware of a man. Sincerely, honestly, wholesomely aware.  Wholesome. The very word startled him as it appeared in his mind. A decision snapped into place, one he’d probably analyze to death later. But it was a new start, a second chance, and he’d begin today to honor his self-made resolution to meet life with spontaneity.

Caroline’s personnel file would be the first he’d read, her marital status the first line he’d search for. And if she wasn’t married, he would ask her out. It was as simple as that.

Caroline felt a rush of heat slide up her neck as he looked her up and down. She realized her mouth was watering and she swallowed hard as the passage of time became clear once more. She’d been standing there, staring at him for at least a minute. He’d addressed her. Although what they’d been talking about suddenly became a fuzzy memory.

‘Yes?’ She knew his smoky gray eyes were sizing her up and the knowing made her tremble deep inside as she wondered about his conclusions. He was a very attractive man. She bit back the frown. And he was her boss. Tricky and very dangerous waters.

‘Pour yourself a cup of coffee and join me. The first thing I want to do is get to know you.’

 



Caroline found him twenty minutes later sitting at Eli’s desk, surrounded by stacks of Eli’s books. No, she corrected herself, feeling the pain of loss once again. Sitting at Max’s desk, surrounded by stacks of Max’s books. It was an important distinction and she would need to remember it daily.

Clearing her throat, she set the tray on the corner sideboard. ‘Here’s cream and sugar. I’ll let you add it yourself this time, then I’ll know for the future.’

Max’s brows drew together in the first full frown she’d seen. ‘I meant what I said about the coffee, Caroline. Your job is not to fetch my coffee. I’m perfectly capable of getting it myself.’

She blinked and sat down in the chair opposite his desk cradling her own cup in both hands. She had the distinct impression his desire to get his own coffee had nothing to do with secretaries’ rights and everything to do with proving the cane was not an obstacle. Either reason would be fine with her. She certainly understood the drive to prove a disability was not disabling.

With a shrug she said, ‘Works for me. But will you reject my cream puffs, too?’

The frown faded abruptly. ‘Cream puffs? From scratch?’

She hid her grin behind her coffee cup. Evidently this gorgeous man had a weakness for sweets. ‘On the tray. From scratch.’

Pure appreciation dominated his features as he took the first bite. ‘I’ll make you a deal, Caroline. I’ll bring the coffee and you bring the pastries.’ He licked his fingers, the motion sending little pulses through Caroline’s body. They were similar to the pulses she’d felt the first few times she and Dana drooled over the Diet Coke Guy commercial, but these new pulses were a whole lot stronger than that. And the way his smoky eyes focused on her face . . . She took a gulp of coffee, wincing when it scalded her throat on the way down.

‘So . . .’ He leaned back in his chair and studied her face. ‘Tell me about yourself.’

Caroline shrugged again, uncomfortable under his scrutiny. ‘There’s not much to tell, I’m afraid. I’ve been here for almost seven years, working as the office manager and Dr Bradford’s secretary. I do what needs to be done and work on my degree in whatever time’s left over.’

‘So you’re a student, too?’

‘I’m one of your students. Constitutional Monarchy. I hear you do a great Magna Carta.’

‘You’ll have to tell me once you see it. ConMon is a graduate-level course.’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘So you’re a grad student, then?’

‘No, still working on my bachelor’s. ConMon was just for fun and I’m just taking it as an audit, not for credit.’ She grew wistful. ‘I wanted to have Eli for a teacher one last time. I graduate at the end of spring quarter.’

‘And then what will you do?’

Her chin tilted up a fraction of an inch. ‘I’ve been accepted to law school at U of I.’

His head angled slightly to one side. ‘University of Illinois Law School. Good for you. Will you continue working here once you’ve completed your bachelor ’s?’

His simple praise made her want to blush. And she never had been able to control her tendency to blush. It was just her cross to bear. She shifted in her seat, crossing her legs, noting his eyes quietly following her every move. Mercy. ‘Well, our plan was for me to work part-time and Evie to pick up the slack, but Eli took care of that.’ She caught her voice wavering and swallowed hard. The very notion that Eli had remembered her in his will was still enough to move her to tears. He’d given her so much over the years. And now . . . ‘He left me enough to pay for school and my expenses. So Evie will take over all my responsibilities when I graduate.’

‘Evie?’

‘Yes, Evie Wilson. She’s my aide now, but Eli agreed she’d be ready by the time I graduate.’

Max watched her eyes warm at the mention of her aide. There was fondness there, no doubt, but he spoke his mind nonetheless. ‘No offense against Dr Bradford, but I’ll need to decide that for myself.’ Then, in fascination, he watched her blue eyes flash, matched sapphires against her ivory skin. And a little temper she has, too, he thought, finding the notion rather stimulating. ‘I did say “no offense,” Caroline.’ The flash immediately quieted and she dipped her head, drawing an uneven breath.

‘I’m sorry. Of course you will.’ She straightened in her chair, lifting her gaze again. ‘So, what else do you want to know?’


Will you go out to dinner with me tomorrow night? he wanted to ask, but held the question back. Given her attachment to Dr Bradford, he’d give her a little time to become accustomed to his presence.  Then he’d be spontaneous, he promised himself. ‘Where do you come from?’

Caroline controlled the urge to flinch, blinking instead. As prepared as she was, the question still threw her. She despised the need to invent a past. But it was necessary. Still. Always.

‘I was born in St Louis.’ So the information on her ‘borrowed’ birth certificate maintained. ‘But my parents moved around a lot while I was growing up.’ It helped explain away the North Carolina twang that she’d never been able to completely annihilate.

‘Your father was in the military?’

Caroline shook her head. ‘No, they just moved around a lot. I ended up dropping out of school before graduation.’ That much was true. She’d been pregnant with Tom and so scared at the time. ‘So when I came to Chicago I got my GED and got a job working in a warehouse while I improved my secretarial skills at night.’ It had been so hard working in a warehouse, lifting boxes weighing nearly as much as she did. Her back injury still plagued her in those days and she used a cane to get from her little apartment to the bus stop and then on to work. So many nights she’d cry herself to sleep from the pain. It was only sheer determination, Dana’s constant pushing, and the thought of her son growing up in poverty that made her practice her typing and shorthand until her back ached and her eyes burned.

‘Then I met Eli, he offered me a job and I’ve been here ever since.’

Max opened her personnel file, on top of his stack. She waited until his eyes widened, knowing he’d found the mention of Tom.

‘And I have a fourteen-year-old son.’

His gray eyes registered surprised interest as he did the mental calculations. ‘Thus the dropping out of school. You couldn’t have been more than . . .’

Her chin lifted. ‘I was sixteen when he was born.’

He held his gaze steady to her face. ‘And soon you’ll have your degree. I hope your son appreciates what he has in you.’

She immediately softened. ‘Tom is a good boy. I’m very proud of him.’

‘So was Dr Bradford, from these notes.’ Max closed the file and  picked up his cup. ‘So you’ll be a lawyer.’ He winced in mock dismay. ‘Going to be a corporate shark?’

Caroline laughed out loud, startling a smile from his gray eyes. ‘Oh, no, not me. I’m going to practice family law.’ She’d represent the battered women, the women whose successful husbands left them for younger women, leaving them no visible means of support. She’d represent them and she’d win.

‘You’ll never be a millionaire.’

‘No. But I’ll have my self-respect.’

His eyes flickered for a moment, then dropped to the next file. ‘So tell me about the rest of my staff. Start with Wade Grayson.’

‘He helped Eli start the history department here at Carrington. He’s a U of I—’

‘No, I can read all that for myself. Tell me about him.’

Caroline regarded him soberly for a long moment. ‘Wade’s a good man. Kind, gentle. He’d give you the shirt off his back if he knew you had a need. He’s brilliant and totally unassuming. He and his wife still live in the apartment they had when he first earned his tenure. They play canasta every week with friends they’ve had for years.’

Max made a note on the inside cover of the file.

‘What did you just write?’

Max looked up, meeting her sober expression with equal reserve. ‘That he’s loyal.’

She nodded, pleased. ‘You are correct.’

He lifted his brows. ‘That’s why I’m the department chair.’ It had the desired effect, making her laugh aloud again. She had a beautiful laugh and he wanted to hear it often. They reviewed three more professors and six grad student assistants before he reached the last file in his stack. ‘Now, how about Monika Shaw?’

The smile abruptly disappeared, Caroline’s face going still as a stone. Well, that was telling, Max thought. She sat there, obviously choosing her words with great care. He sat, waiting patiently, curious as to how political she could be.

‘Dr Shaw is . . .’ She hesitated, sighed, then began again. ‘Dr Shaw is very thorough.’

He waited, then frowned when she folded her hands in lap, her full lips pursed in a thin line.

‘And?’

‘That’s about all.’

‘That can’t be all, Caroline.’

She frowned back, going rigid in her chair. ‘That’s all you’re going to get from me.’

‘Then that says quite a lot.’

Her tight-shouldered shrug said even more. ‘Please, Dr Hunter. Max,’ she added when his mouth opened to correct her. ‘Please don’t ask me to add any more. Just like with Evie, you’ll have to make your own assessments about all of us. Me included. I don’t want to be bearin’ tales on your first day.’

He wondered if she was aware that her speech thickened when she was agitated. She practically twanged. Under other circumstances he would have found it charming, but now he could only hear her dismay. ‘All right.’ He fought the wave of disappointment that threatened when she rose. ‘That’s enough for one day. When do I meet her?’

‘Who?’

‘Dr Shaw.’

A myriad of emotions played across her expressive eyes. The anger and resentment he fully expected, but the self-doubt in her eyes threw him. Monika Shaw made Caroline feel inferior. It was plain to see. Somehow that made Max very angry.

‘You’ll meet her at two-thirty. If you need anything else, just call.’

 



 




Sevier County, Tennessee  
Monday, March 5, 3:30 P.M.


 



Winters approached the Sevier County’s police garage slowly, every step harder than the one before. He’d been in Asheville’s garage hundreds of times, maybe thousands over the course of his fourteen-year career with the Asheville PD. But always before it had been in the line of duty. Today . . . He pushed open the heavy  steel door, his heart rate taking an upward spike. Today he’d see the last place his son had been before he’d been . . . taken from him. Winters couldn’t bring himself to say the words that marked the finality of his Robbie’s fate.

The smell of oil hit him with full force. How did the mechanics manage to stay conscious in this place? Ventilation was non-existent. He took one last deep breath of semi-fresh air and made his feet move. Four cruisers sat in a row, waiting for maintenance. The rest of the place was filled with a dozen assorted vehicles, from a classy red Corvette to the mud-covered Ford he recognized the gut-wrenching instant his gaze landed on it.

The head mechanic’s name was Russ Vandalia.

‘Vandalia!’ he called, hoping the mechanic wasn’t here. Hoping he’d get one shot at examining the car before anybody else. He wanted evidence. He wanted clues. He wanted the bastard that had kidnapped his precious son and sent him to the bottom of Douglas Lake.

‘Yeah, whaddya want?’ Vandalia responded in a quiet voice, emerging from behind a car ten feet away, grime covering his wizened old face, one grizzled cheek bulging from a wad of chew. ‘Can I help you?’ Vandalia turned to discreetly spit in an old Maxwell House can.

‘I’m Detective Rob Winters, Asheville PD.’

Vandalia studied him for a long moment, then nodded. ‘Thought you might be showin’ up soon.’ He turned without another word down the aisle between the parked cars. A few Chryslers, a minivan with the front smashed in, an assortment of Japanese cars, the fire-engine-red Corvette. Vandalia patted the Corvette as he passed. ‘Drug bust up I-40,’ he commented. ‘I’m gonna be front row and center when they auction off this lady.’ Finally he came to the dirtiest car in the garage. The license plate had been wiped clean, but Winters didn’t need to look. He knew it by heart. That license plate had been on the APB list of every force in the Carolinas and three states over. He himself still looked for it every time he was on the road.

Of course he never would have seen it. Nobody would have seen  it. It had obviously been at the bottom of Douglas Lake a long, long time. He stood looking at the car until Vandalia cleared his throat. ‘Eighty-five Tempo. It’s yours, Detective. Sevier County ran a check on the plates and the serial ID yesterday morning as soon as they fished her out. Rolled in here yesterday afternoon.’

‘Did you find anything inside?’ he heard himself ask.

Vandalia shrugged. ‘About a tonna’ mud. A boy’s backpack.’

Winters felt his throat constrict. ‘Mutant Ninja Turtles?’ he asked hoarsely.

‘Yeah.’

Winters forced back the knot in his throat that threatened to choke him to death. He’d given it to him. For his seventh birthday. Robbie had been so proud of that backpack. He remembered the way Robbie had inspected it, sober and careful. The way he straightened like a soldier when he hauled it onto his back the first time. The way he’d said, ‘Thank you, Pa,’ respectfully, the way boys didn’t behave anymore. His boy had been special. His hands tightened into fists. ‘What else?’

Vandalia shifted on his feet uncomfortably. ‘Detective, you really shouldn’t even be down here until the primary—’

Winters advanced a single step, directing a harsh stare at Russell Vandalia’s spindly body in his grimy coveralls. ‘What else?’ he gritted from behind clenched teeth.

Vandalia stood quietly, not moving a muscle. Winters hated him, hated the way he moved at his own damn speed, not caring about the important things going on around him. Then Vandalia shrugged again, turned once more to spit in his damn coffee can. ‘Your wife’s purse.’

‘Her wallet?’

‘Still there. Her driver ’s license. No cash. No credit cards.’

She hadn’t had any credit cards. He’d never allowed it. Mary Grace couldn’t be trusted with more than twenty bucks at a time, much less a credit card. Her wallet was still there, but empty. She’d been robbed. His gut churned. His boy had been killed over twenty bucks.

‘What else?’

‘Her walker, in the backseat. A set of jumper cables in the trunk.’ He paused, shrugged again. ‘A statue on the floorboard, driver’s side.’

Winters sharply inhaled, every hair on his neck raising. ‘What?’ The garage and all its sundry contents faded to the distant background as he focused on the old man who remained stubbornly silent. Winters took another step forward, shoving his hands deep in his pockets, the urge to throttle Vandalia almost too strong to resist. ‘What did you say?’

‘A statue.’ Vandalia regarded him warily. ‘About eight inches tall. One of those cheap statues you put in your garden - I’ve seen ’em for about fifteen bucks at Carolina Pottery. I’m not Catholic, so I can’t say for sure who it is. Maybe the Virgin Mary.’

‘Where is it?’ Winters asked, making his voice steady, impersonal. He didn’t want to make the old man suspicious. He needed to get a good look at that statue. He followed the direction Vandalia’s shoulder jerked, turning to a table next to the car. Unable to believe his own eyes, barely able to control the feral roar of murderous wrath that flooded him, Winters approached the table.

There it was. That damn statue. She’d given it to her. That mother-fucking nurse’s aide that couldn’t keep her nose out of everybody else’s business. The young one. The one that looked at him like he was pond scum, a bottomfeeder that didn’t deserve to live. The one that coddled Mary Grace like she was some kind of victim. Hah. The only kind of victim Mary Grace had been was of her own stupidity and disobedience. The very existence of that statue was stone proof.

Winters stared in disbelief at the cracks in the clay, vividly remembering the day he’d hauled her sorry ass home from the hospital. The head nurse, the old one, said his wife needed to stay another three months, maybe go to some fancy rehabilitation center. Bullshit. What Mary Grace needed was to be home. She’d been lazing in that hospital bed for three months while he did her chores at home. While he kept Robbie clean and fed. He was tired of ordering takeout from the Chink place down the street, tired of the macaroni-and-cheese Robbie made every single meal the boy  cooked. Tired of dragging his clothes to the corner cleaners to be laundered. Tired of the sorry way Robbie picked up the floor and made the beds. Tired of his boy having to do women’s work.

She could move. Enough to do her chores. Mary Grace needed to be home. It was her place.

So he’d brought his wife home. She wanted to keep the statue, actually thought he would allow her to keep it, to remember that nosy home-wrecking nurse that treated him like he was a monster. The ugly Catholic idol had sat on that table next to her hospital bed for so long it left behind an area of clean outlined by the dust the nurses never bothered to wipe up. That hospital had been a pigsty.

The minute she dragged herself through the front door behind her walker, he grabbed her bag from Robbie’s hands and held the statue for her to see. He told her to forget everything she’d heard in the hospital. She was home. His home, where he was in charge. Where he, not some holier-than-thou doctor or do-gooder nurse, made the decisions. He’d expected a little resistance, but she’d surprised him. Her eyes had blazed with hate, so vivid and unexpected he’d been momentarily taken aback. But the back of his hand wiped her attitude away and by the time she’d dragged herself back to her feet, the damn statue was in pieces on the kitchen floor. He’d ordered Robbie to sweep the floor and Robbie obediently picked up the pieces and put them in the kitchen garbage can. And that had been that. He’d never had to look at that god-awful thing again.
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