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“WE MADE A LOT OF MISTAKES, DIDN'T WE?”


“Every one in the book.” He looked at her mouth. “Are we about to make another one?”


“I don't give a damn.” And right now she didn't. She had been needing him for five long years, and she wasn't about to let fear of tomorrow stand in her way now. There was something to be said for the Scarlett O’Hara approach to life.


If he smiled, she never got the chance to see it. He seized her mouth in a deep, ferocious kiss, as if by will alone he could make the past and future vanish, leaving them with now and only now….


“A journey into Tami Hoag/Karen Robards territory.”


—Publishers Weekly on A Fateful Choice


“Gripping. … Action-packed. … Anyone who enjoys fast-paced romantic intrigue will want to be caught by Ms. Lee's terrific tale.”


—Harriet Klausner, Amazon.com
 (Web site review) on Caught


“Rachel Lee is a master of romantic suspense.”


—Romantic Times


To Helen Breitwieser,
 for working so hard to give wings to my dreams.
 Your friendship is priceless.


Sincere thanks to newsman Roger Schulman for an inside look at the studios of WFLA Radio in Tampa, and for generously answering so many of my questions.

Deep appreciation to my beloved spouse Cris, who once hosted as Rick Burbage, for vetting my talk-radio scenes, and for giving me so much insight about what it's like behind the microphone.



Prologue


John William Otis took the news with his usual calm. He had been on death row for nearly five years, and all his appeals had failed. It wasn't exactly a shock.


But it filled him with a great sorrow for opportunities lost, and he sat for a long time thinking about the things he would never be able to do now. He sat thinking about the people who had died, the only people on earth who had loved him. And thought about the fact that everyone believed he had killed them. He hadn't killed them, but everyone else thought he had, and he was resigned to his fate.


He picked up a battered copy of A Tale of Two Cities, and read his favorite lines, on a page he had turned to so often that its edges were worn off almost to the print “It is a far, far better thing I do, than I have ever done; it is a far, far better rest that I go to, than I have ever known.”


He thought about that, too, for a long time, then reached for his Bible with its torn, cracked cover, and opened to another of his favorite passages. “Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.”


They fed him meat loaf for dinner, and he ate, though it seemed pointless now. They took him to the yard for a brief walk, giving him a cherished taste of the evening sun on his skin, watching him carefully because now that it was final, they feared he might do something stupid. But they were nice about it. He liked his guards, and they him, and at times it seemed as if they were all members of a select fraternity. He would miss their camaraderie.


Back in his cell, he picked up a composition book on which he had carefully lettered: The Poems of John William Otis. He looked at it for a while, thinking what a poor legacy it was to leave behind, and thinking of all the poems he would now never write.


Then he opened to a blank page, picked up the stubby wooden pencil they let him use, and began to write.


“Today I Heard”


Today I heard that I will die,


and then I went to dinner.


It should be more, somehow.


Solemn, ponderous, thunder,


Pomp, circumstance, flourish,


Marking the moment of enforced mortality.


But no.


It might have been mail call,


with a letter from my brother,


whom I will never see again,


Or the library man,


with a book of Keats,


which I will never finished,


Or the laundry man,


with fresh, clean sheets,


which I will stain with sweat by morning.


But no.


Just a quick visit from the warden.


And three weeks hence, more visits,


another dinner,


fresh clothes,


a haircut,


a shave,


a short walk,


And then I will be no more.


But no.


They will ask me to repent,


To say that I am sorry,


and I am sorry,


for everyone who hurt.


But I will never speak of this,


for love is sacrifice,


and I must prove my love.


But no.


Today I heard that I will die,


and then I went to dinner.


Meat loaf, potatoes, carrots, corn bread,


And icy cold milk were my counselors.


Marking the moment of enforced morality.


But no.



CHAPTER 1


22 Days


“You just don't get it,” Sam from Clearwater said.


Carissa Stover smothered a sigh and leaned back a little from the microphone. Outside, the night was dark, and on the windowpane beside her she could see the silvery shimmer of rain. She was getting very tired of this particular discussion on her show.


“No,” she said to the caller, “you don't get it You can't buy an acquittal in the criminal-justice system. No way.”


The caller wasn't going to surrender that easily. “But a ten-million-dollar defense—”


“A ten-million-dollar defense comes close to buying a level playing field,” she said forcefully. “So what if the defendant had five lawyers and six investigators working for him. The state had the entire city police force, the state police, the state crime lab, a whole staff of state-paid prosecutors—and a lot more than ten million dollars to spend on the prosecution. In fact, the state outspent the defense in this case by two to one.”


“But—”


“No,” Carissa said flatly. “Jonas Bellows did not buy an acquittal. He bought a level playing field.” She punched the button that cut off that caller and continued to speak into the microphone. “Come on, folks, we've beaten this horse to death every night since the verdict came down. Let's talk about something new before I go home.


“You're listening to the Talk of the Coast, 990 WCST, Tampa Bay's number one talk radio station. This is Carey Justice, and our subject tonight, and every night, is the law. How does it affect you and me? When does it screw up? When does it do right? If you've got a story to tell, we want to hear it. Our phones are open right now, and taking calls at 555-9900 in Hillsborough, 559-9900 in Pinellas, and toll-free at 1-800-555-9990.”


She punched the next blinking green button as she read from the screen in front of her. “Sarah from Largo, you're on the air.”


“Carey?” a woman's voice said uncertainly.


“Yes, this is Carey. “You're on the air, Sarah.”


“Oh. Well, I saw in the paper that that twelve-year-old boy who skinned that dog alive is going to get probation. Why can't they just send him to jail?”


“They could, actually. For maybe five years. And I kind of agree with you, Sarah. This kid sounds like a serial killer in the making to me.”


“Yes. Yes, he does! And how anyone could do that to a poor little dog….”


“But he's still a kid, Sarah. A juvenile. We like to believe that kids are still young enough to learn from their mistakes. We like to give them second chances to get their act together and grow up. Don't your kids ever make mistakes, Sarah?”


“Well, of course they do, Carey. But nothing like this!”


“I agree this kid's a monster. But I don't see how sending him to prison is going to make him any better. Do you?”


“It might scare him into behaving.”


“If he's scarable, this conviction and probation ought to do the job.” She cut Sarah off and continued on a subject that was sure to light up her phone lines.


“Think about it, folks. It's easier to do prison than probation and community control. You think not? Try it sometime. See how long you can go without being able to run out to the store to get ice cream or a six-pack. See how long you can behave if you're allowed to go out of the house only to go to work, and if you detour for fifteen minutes on the way home to get gas and milk… the next thing you know your probation officer is charging you with a violation and dragging you back into court.


“I'm telling you, probation and community control are set up to make people fail. And when they fail they go straight to prison. Caller, you're on the air.”


A few minutes later she cut to the news and commercials, which gave her a much-needed breather. She leaned back in her chair and stared at her reflection in the dark, silver-streaked glass of the window.


She saw the shadowy face of a pretty enough woman with dark hair and hazel eyes. The face of a woman who was as disillusioned as it was possible to be.


Rising from the chair, she took off her headphones and allowed herself a full-body stretch that made her spine pop. Then she went to hunt up a can of soda. Caffeine. She needed caffeine if she was going to make it through the next hour.


She pushed change into the vending machine down the hall from her studio and opened the drink, downing half of it in one thirsty gulp. When she was on the air, she drank bottled water, but right now she wanted to get hyped on caffeine and sugar. It meant that when she went home in an hour she probably wouldn't be able to sleep, but what the hell. There was no reason to get up early in the morning.


The newsroom intern joined her. Dale Jennings was a pretty young woman of about twenty-four, with blond hair and blue eyes big enough to sail a destroyer in. She seemed to live and breathe radio the way Carissa had once lived and breathed law.


“The phones are hot tonight,” Dale remarked. “Everyone seems to want to talk about Bellows, though.”


Carissa shook her head. “A half million listeners, and every one of ‘em wants to put in their two cents about that case. It wouldn't be so bad if they weren't all saying the same thing.”


“They believe Bellows is guilty.”


“Too bad. The jury said he's not.”


“I know.” She was holding a piece of paper, and now she passed it with shy eagerness to Carissa. “Here's something that just came in on the news wire. I figured you could use it to shift the topic to something else.”


“Thanks.” Carissa took the paper and scanned it quickly.


Then she froze. Her heart slammed, then seemed to stop beating altogether.


The governor had signed the death warrant for John William Otis.


Hot honey.


Those were the words that always came into Seamus Rourke's head when he heard the low, smooth voice of Carey Justice coming out of his radio.


And he heard it every weeknight, unless he was working. Tonight he walked through his front door, ditched his shield and his gun on the coffee table, then yanked his tie off with one hand while he turned on the radio with the other.


“You're listening to the Talk of the Coast, 990 WCST, Tampa Bay's number one talk radio station….”


Sometimes he heard those words in his sleep. Sometimes he heard Carey's voice in a silent, empty room-in the dead of night. Even after five years, she still haunted his dreams.


Listening to the radio with only one ear, not really caring what she said, or what her callers said, just wanting to hear the soft, sweet honey of her voice, he walked into the kitchen and pulled a bottle of water out of the fridge. It used to be beer, but he hadn't touched alcohol since the accident.


He jerked his thoughts back sharply from that precipice, knowing how steep the fall was on the other side. There was a whole area of his memory staked out with a warning sign: There be dragons. He skated around it as often as he could, sometimes teetering right over the brink. Tonight he couldn't face it. Tonight he refused to let his past poison his present.


Not that it was much of a present. He could almost have laughed at himself, a thirty-eight-year-old police detective whose entire life consisted of work and an evening radio talk show. It wasn't always that way. There'd been a time when he'd actually had a whole goddamn life.


He looked at the bottle of water in his hand and figured the only thing missing from this dramatic, self-pitying self-image was a beer or a shot of whiskey.


Carey had gone to commercials and the news, so he turned the radio down to cut out the blabber and annoying jingles. Nor did he want to hear the news. He saw entirely too much news on the street, when it was happening or had just happened.


The doorbell rang. Seamus stared at it in disbelief. His doorbell almost never rang anymore. Figuring it had to be some kid trying to sell him the local paper, he flung the door open with as pleasant a smile as he could muster.


The smile died when he saw his father standing on the threshold.


“Seamus,” said Danny Rourke.


“Dad,” Seamus said, his eyes traveling from the old man's face to the duffel bag he held in one hand. “What's -this?”


Danny regarded him from bloodshot eyes. “The IRS took my boat, boy. They took my boat and every damn nickel I had. I got no place else to go.”


Seamus probably should have been more surprised than he was. Mostly all he felt was a sense of inevitability. Life had a way of rubbing your nose in the very things you most wanted to avoid. “It's the drinking, Dad.”


Danny sighed. “I know. I know. Believe me, if there's any place else I could go …”


“Fuck it. Get in here. But if you want to stay, you're by God going to go to AA.”


“Yeah, yeah,” said his father, dropping his duffel on the floor beside the door.


Seamus closed the door behind him and locked it. Danny smelled like a brewery, which was hardly surprising. He'd probably spent whatever money he'd had left in his pocket in some bar while he tried to figure out how to avoid turning to his son for help.


“I was just going to make dinner,” Seamus said when the silence seemed to grow too long. WCST was still reading the news, and rather than chance hearing it, he reached over and turned off the radio. The silence took on depth and breadth, fining the room until he felt he almost couldn't breathe.


“I could do with a bite,” Danny said finally. “I'll help.”


“Why'd the IRS seize your boat?”


Danny shrugged. “I don't know for sure. I maybe forgot to file a return? All I know is they sent me a bill a few months back. I ain't been making money the way I used to, boy.”


Of course not, Seamus thought. Not when two beers in the evening had turned into an endless all-day drinking binge.


Danny shook his head. “They say I owe ‘em damn near thirty thousand dollars in taxes and then there's penalties. No way I got that kind of money. So, they took the boat.”


“The boat's worth a lot more than that.”


“I don't reckon they care.”


“Well, go put your stuff in the guest room and take a shower while I make dinner. You know where everything is.”


There'd been a time when his father had been an honored guest in his home. No more. He'd be more willing to pull a wino off the street and invite him in. At least the wino wouldn't have a history he couldn't forget.


Danny shuffled down the hall, looking shrunken and weak compared to the big, burly man Seamus remembered from his childhood. He ought to feel some sympathy, but he couldn't He couldn't feel anything at all except the one fleeting, angry thought that Edgar Allen Poe must be writing the script for his life.


He cast a glance toward the radio, but left it turned off. No more hot honey tonight. Christ, when had he become such a masochist?


The thought seemed to clear his head, and he marched into the kitchen to pull some chops out of the fridge.


One of these days, he told himself, he had to find a way to get his head out of his ass.


Carissa stepped out the station door into the parking lot and felt the heat and humidity hit her like a fist It was eighty-six, drizzling, and as utterly miserable as Florida could get.


She always wore jeans and sweaters to work because the station was air-conditioned to iciness, probably on the theory-that people would stay more alert Or maybe it was just that Bill Hayes, the station manager, liked it cold. Either way, the contrast always hit her hard.


Her sweater was plastered to her skin in moments, from sweat more than rain, and it prickled like a hair shirt. She could hardly wait to get home and rip it off. Usually she wore a T-shirt beneath, so she could shed the sweater when she left, but tonight she'd been late leaving for work and had forgotten it.


She climbed into her car, a bright red Jeep, turned on the ignition, and put the air-conditioning on high. The rain beat a steady, lonely tattoo on the canvas top. The radio was on, as always, tuned to WCST. Tonight, she reached over and switched it off.


The show following hers was run by Ted Sanders, a right-wing Rush Limbaugh wanna-be, and she didn't want to hear Ted spouting about the joys of the death penalty and how Old Sparky was the first line of defense against evil in society. Carissa wasn't dead set against the death penalty, but she figured electrocution was about as enlightened as burning at the stake.


She hadn't mentioned John Otis on her show. When she'd walked back into the station after her break, she had planned to, but the words wouldn't come out of her mouth. Instead she'd spent the last hour talking about lawsuits.


Everybody had an opinion on the law, and everybody thought they understood how things really worked. And when it came to lawsuits, everybody wanted tort reform— until their own ox was gored. It had turned out to be a pretty lively discussion, thank God.


But now she was alone, and John Otis might as well have been sitting in the seat beside her. She didn't want to think about her role in putting him on death row, but she had a feeling she wasn't going to be able to avoid it.


Instead of going home, she headed for a club where some of her friends hung out. Maybe she wouldn't go home at all tonight Almost anything seemed better than being alone with her thoughts.


She had a moment of sanity, a moment of pure clarity when she realized she was going to have to face the Otis thing all over again, whether she did it tonight or she postponed it for twenty years. What she really ought to do was drive around the darkened streets and let memory pummel her until sleepiness caught up with her. It was going to pummel her anyway, and she might get deadened to the pain if she just let it have its way.


She turned around, intending to circle the bay. Crossing the Howard Frankland Bridge to Tampa and coming back by way of the Courtney Campbell Causeway was always a calming drive at this time of night, as long as motorcycles weren't drag racing on the Causeway. Or maybe she could head south, over the Sunshine Skyway, and for a few minutes be several hundred feet above it all on the soaring bridge that looked as if it leapt aloft on golden sails.


But the Jeep seemed to have a mind of its own. It took her to Roof's Place anyway, and pulled into a parking slot before she'd even made up her mind about which way to go.


“Traitor,” she said to the steering wheel.


But she hadn't eaten all day. One thing or another seemed to have gotten in her way since she awoke that morning. Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that while John William Otis might be on death row, she was very much alive, and Roof's made great club sandwiches and chicken wings.


Giving in, she turned off the ignition, climbed out into the suffocating mugginess of the night, and went inside.


The music and noise was deafening after the quiet of the night outside. The jukebox was playing a country tune about some guy whose wife had left, taking the dog and the pickup truck. Apparently the singer was missing the dog and truck more than the woman.


“Hey, Carey!”


She wasn't happy to see Kel Murchison and some of the others from the station. Talk radio in America these days was a right-wing occupation in which Carissa stood out like a sore thumb, being slightly left of middle.


There was no way to escape them, though, without being rude. She made her way to their table and exchanged greetings. Kel had the afternoon drive-time show, just before hers every weekday evening. Ed Ulrich, who went on air with the name of Ed Rich, was the news anchor. The station's two biggest guns. With them were lesser lights, a couple of producers.


Ed had a radio voice and a radio face. In other words, his voice was great but his face looked like the backside of a mule. Too many years sitting in front of a microphone had given him a potbelly. Kel, on the other hand, was built like a greyhound, with a long face and lantern jaw. He ate constantly and burned it all off on weekend bicycle trips. The joke around the station was that anytime Kel wasn't talking, he had food in his mouth.


“Join us,” Kel said.


Carissa looked at the two of them and saw something in their expressions that reminded her of birds of prey. They were going to beard her on the Otis thing, and if they did, she was probably going to spend the night in jail for battery. She was that close to the edge.


Then she spied another friend sitting alone at the table in the corner. “Thanks,” she said, “but I'm meeting a friend.”


She started to move away, but Kel stopped her. “You going to do Otis on your show?”


She looked down at him, hating him. “I'll think about it.”


“It'd be a great topic for you,” he said. “Ed and I were just discussing it. You have the inside story.”


“I'll think about it.”


“If you don't, I will.”


She nodded, leaving it at that, and walked as fast as she could over to Barney Willis's table.


She knew Barney from Legal Aid, where she donated ten hours every week helping the poor deal with their legal wrangles. In a society where nearly everything was controlled by the law, there were an awful lot of people who couldn't afford help for even the simplest thing, like a divorce.


Barney was a lawyer, too, a man with twenty years of experience under his belt, and a thriving law practice. Like most lawyers, he was one of the beautiful people, attractive and fit. Carissa had first noticed that in law school years ago. She couldn't remember more than one or two homely people in her entire class.


Barney had been volunteering at Legal Aid for nearly two decades, and from things he'd absently let drop from time to time, she gathered he did a lot of pro bono work in his private practice, too. Barney was one of those attorneys who just couldn't let an injustice go by without taking up his sword to straighten things out. Carissa didn't know whether she admired him or thought he was a fool. In her experience, most people who had legal troubles were at least partly responsible for them.


But she did like him.


“Can I join you?” she asked.


“Anytime,” he replied with a smile. His teeth were perfect, professionally whitened.


She pulled out a chair and sat. “Angie still hasn't come back, I take it.”


He shrugged, but the hurt was visible in his dark eyes. “I'm a workaholic. I can't blame her.”


“So, she should have gotten a job. Then she'd have had a life, too.”


“Things aren't always so black and white, Carey.”


“Actually, I see things in shades of dingy gray.” She looked up at the waiter who'd just arrived, pad at ready. “Club sandwich, please. Light on the mayo.” She hesitated, then thought, what the hell. “And a beer. Whatever's on tap.” She turned back to Barney. “Speaking of shades of gray, aren't you seeing it all in black and white when you take the blame?”


“I recognize my faults. Working sixty or seventy hours a week isn't exactly good for family life.”


“Show me a lawyer who doesn't work sixty hours a week.”


“There are a few.” He sipped his drink. “Most of them do wills and trusts.”


She had to smile at that. “Dead people are easy. They don't call in the middle of the night.”


“The only good client is a dead client, is that it?”


Wrong subject. She felt the fist squeeze her heart again and looked away. Where was that beer? She wanted it.


“You look… out of sorts tonight, Carey.”


She shrugged and dragged her thoughts away from the mire. “Long day.”


“Me too.” He sighed and leaned back in his chair, looking around the room.


People moved continuously in swirling splotches of color, voices were raised to be heard over the music pouring through speakers around the room. There was a lot of laughter, but most of it sounded off-key to Carissa.


Great, she thought, looking at Barney again. This is a wonderful time to get depressed.


The beer took the edge off her nerves, so she had another one. By the time she finished her sandwich, she was on her fourth. She wasn't used to drinking, though, and she was definitely beginning to feel rubbery.


Barney said something about a case he was working on, but she couldn't concentrate on it. Freed by the alcohol, her mind was determined to go in only one direction.


Finally she pushed back from the table. “I have to make a call.”


Barney nodded, then called the waitress to bring more wings.


Crossing the room seemed harder than usual, but Carissa didn't care. She found the pay phone near the rest rooms and punched in a number she hadn't dialed in five years.


Seamus was standing with his hands in dishwater when the phone rang. He reached for the dish towel immediately, figuring something important had come up in one of his cases. His beeper was on his belt, but turned off since he wasn't supposed to be on call tonight.


When he got to the living room, his dad was putting the receiver down beside the phone on the end table.


“For you,” Danny said.


Of course it was for him, Seamus thought. It was his phone. He shook himself as he reached for the receiver, trying to lose his irritable mood. Having Danny in the house wasn't helping.


“Rourke,” he said into the phone.


“Who was that who answered?”


He recognized the voice. How could he not? But what he didn't expect was the sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach and the way shock made him grip the phone until his fingers ached. It shouldn't rattle him like this, he thought. He listened to her every night on the radio. It shouldn't affect him at all to hear the voice. “My dad,” he said finally. “Hello, Carissa.”


“I didn't know you had a dad.”


“Most of us do.” He waited, wondering why the hell she would call him, but not wanting to ask. He didn't want to give her even that much.


“Yeah,” she said. “I guess most of us do.”


He picked up on her tone, on the slight slurring of her words. “Have you been drinking?” She never drank. That was one of the things that had attracted him to her in the first place.


“Just a… just a couple of beers.”


He heard noise in the background, figured she was out somewhere. “Don't drive yourself home,” he cautioned. “Call a cab.”


“I'll do what I damn well please.”


“Carey—”


She cut him off. “I'm not your problem anymore, Rourke.”


He felt the bite of an old impatience. “So why'd you call?”


She was silent for a long time. In the background, he could hear voices laughing and talking, and some sad country song wailing.


“Carey?” he said finally. “Why'd you call?”


“Did you hear?”


“Hear what?”


“The governor… the governor signed the death warrant for John Otis today.”


He let her words echo for a minute. They'd argued over this one until it had become the last straw in their relationship. The last straw among a hundred other straws they hadn't been able to weave together. “So?” he asked, forcing himself to be brutal. “That's not news. It was coming sooner or later.”


“Yeah.” She paused, and he could hear her draw a long shaky breath. “Yeah. We knew it was coming. So how does it feel, Seamus?”


“How does what feel?”


“How does it feel to know you're responsible for a man's death?”


Christ! If he could have gotten his hands on her just then, he might have shaken her until her teeth rattled. No, he wouldn't have. He never would have touched her. But, by God, he wanted to.


“I did my job,” he said flatly. “So did you.”


“Yeah.” She gave a strangled laugh. “Yeah, I did my job.”


“He killed his foster parents! He slashed them to death with a razor. He's getting exactly what he deserves.”


Her voice grew quiet. “Maybe. Maybe not. But I'll tell you one thing for sure, Seamus Rourke. It might as well be you and me flipping the switch on him in three weeks. So how does it feel to be an executioner?”


He closed his eyes, angry and not wanting to be angry. Hurting for her and not wanting to hurt. It should have been dead and buried by now, but her call was raising a zombie from the grave.


“Look, Carey,” he said finally, “the system did what the system does. You didn't hand down that death penalty. The jury did.”


“Yeah, right.”


“Carey, you need to get someone to drive you home.” He was more worried about her driving drunk than anything else, he realized. In this mood … “Carey?”


“Just mind your own damn business!” She snapped, and slammed the phone down.


He stood a minute listening to the dial tone, then hit the automatic callback code. A man's voice answered.


“Where's that phone located?” he asked.


“Um, Roof's Place, man. You need to talk to somebody?”


“No thanks.”


He hung up and looked at his dad, who was watching a late-night movie. “I need to go give a ride to a friend,” he said. “I don't know when I'll be back.”


Danny looked at him and nodded. “Sure, son. Sure.” Then his bleary eyes jumped back to the TV set.


Seamus wanted to smash the set. He wanted to throw his father out. He wanted most of all not to see Carissa Stover again.


So he picked up his gun and badge and headed out. He wouldn't need the gun, but he was a cop. He never went anywhere without it. Besides, much as he hated his dad, he didn't want to have to deal with his suicide. One had been more than enough. Two would probably kill him.


And right now, he didn't trust any of the people in his life not to do something stupid.



CHAPTER 2


22 Days


T he steady rain had become a thunderstorm. Seamus drove down Thirty-fourth and watched red, pink, and blue lightning leap across the sky, watched the clouds glow from within in a dazzling array of colors. The Tampa Bay area was the lightning capital of the world, and late summer was the height of the display. There had been a time when he had loved the wild storms that often blew through. These days he hardly noticed them except as an inconvenience.


He drove into a patch of heavier rain, and not even at top speed could his wipers keep up. He slowed down and tried to restrain his irritation. He didn't want to think about what might happen to Carey if she tried to drive in this mess in her current state.


Cars and booze. They had turned his life into a living hell.


He reached Roof's Place at last and pulled into the parking lot, spraying water in every direction as he hit the flooded gutter and then a deep puddle. He was just wondering where to start looking for Carey when he saw her Jeep in the side lot. It was the same vehicle she'd bought when she'd worked at the State Attorney's Office. He pulled up behind it and parked so that if she managed to slip past him, she wouldn't be able to pull out.


Leaving his emergency flashers on, he climbed out into the downpour and felt water swirl around his ankles. Damn the woman anyway. She'd been nothing but a pain in the butt since he first set eyes on her.


He started to dart past her car to the protection of the roof overhang, when he caught sight of movement in the driver's seat. Pausing, he looked through the plastic window and saw Carey sitting at the wheel with her head tipped back and her eyes closed.


He rapped on the door, but she didn't respond. Muttering an oath, he tried the door and found it unlocked. He flung it open.


“Jesus Christ, woman!” he said. “Have you lost your mind? Sitting in an unlocked car in a dark parking lot this late at night?”


Her eyes fluttered open, and she mumbled something.


It was useless. He reached for her arm. “Come on. I'm taking you home.”


That seemed to wake her fully. Suddenly she was glaring at him. “No! Get lost, Rourke.”


With a huge effort of will, he reached for some shreds of patience. “I'm not leaving you here,” he said flatly. “If you don't get raped or robbed, you'll get busted.”


“Busted! I'm not doing anything wrong!”


“You're drunk and you're sitting in your car. Hey, you're the lawyer! You don't need me to tell you about being in actual physical control of a vehicle when you're drunk.”


“I only had a couple of beers!”


“That's what they all say.” He leaned toward her. “Look, here are your choices. You can climb into my car and let me take you home, or I can arrest you for DUI. Either way, you're not going anywhere alone, because I'm parked right behind you.”


She turned her head and recognized his aging gray Taurus. “Fuckin’ cop,” she said.


The Carey he knew hadn't done much swearing. That word coming out of her mouth shocked him a little. It was the alcohol, he reminded himself. But one thing for sure— he didn't like what he was seeing.


“Come on, Carey,” he said impatiently. “I'm getting soaked to the bone.”


She looked at him, then surprised him by touching the tip of his nose and wiping a raindrop from it. Then she laughed, a slightly hysterical sound. “You're all wet, Rourke.”


“At least I'm not drunk.”


“I'm not drunk!”


He looked away for a moment, reaching for another shred of patience. “Wanna take the Breathalyzer and see?”


That shut her up. She looked down at her hands and the keys in her lap. “I don't want to leave my car.”


“It'll be okay. You can get a cab in the morning and come back for it. Come on.”


She started to climb out, and he had to snatch at her keys so they didn't fall to the ground. She took an unsteady step toward his car, then reached out to brace herself against the side of the Jeep. He used the opportunity to grab her small handbag from the passenger seat and lock the car. Then he took her elbow in a steely grip and guided her around to the passenger side of the car. He buckled her in and slammed the door.


When he climbed into the driver's seat, the air-conditioning felt icy. He was nearly soaked to the bone, but so was Carey. He flipped the knob from cooling to heating, and was grateful when the warmth started to seep in.


She didn't say anything, and her head was tipped over toward the side window, so he thought she'd fallen asleep. Thank God for small favors, he thought as he pulled back out onto the street. Lightning streaked down from the sky, followed rapidly by a boom of thunder. The lights along the street flickered and went out, and the night was suddenly as dark as a tomb.


“You still living in the same place?” he asked, wondering if she would wake up enough to answer. If not, he could check her driver's license.


“No.”


So she was awake. “What's your address?”


“I've got a place in Feather Sound.”


All the way up there. He sighed. “I guess radio pays better than prosecuting.”


“Yeah, a whole lot better.” Her head rolled against the headrest, and she looked at him. “I always figured it was weird that you could spend seventy thousand dollars going to law school and only be worth twenty-five when you got out.”


“Nobody said working for the state was the way to get rich.”


She laughed again at that, but there was still that hysterical sound to it.


He let it go, hoping he got her home before she came apart. He took Thirty-eighth across to 1-275, figuring it was the fastest way to go, even at this time of night. He wondered if she was living with somebody now, and then wondered why he should even be interested.


Their relationship had been dead for five years, long enough that if it had been a body, it would be nothing but bleached bones. Of course, if you buried the body, it could last a lot longer. And maybe that's what he'd done with this mess with Carey. Maybe he'd buried it when he should have left it in the open and let the carrion animals pick it clean.


“Rourke?”


He wished she'd just go to sleep. “Yeah?”


“You killed somebody once you said.”


That was one of the things he'd always disliked about her, the way she would use things he told her to pick away at his defenses. It was like being cross-examined on the witness stand.


And right now he had the feeling that she was going to use that little bit of knowledge to open a doorway to hell.


“So?” he asked gruffly.


“How do you sleep at night?”


“Christ!” He slapped his hand against the steering wheel. “Jesus, Carey, the guy was shooting at me! How do I sleep at night? By remembering I'd be dead if I hadn't managed to kill him first!”


She was quiet again for a while, and he turned on the ramp for the interstate, hoping she'd get the message and just shut up.


She didn't. “Why are you so angry?”


He drew a long breath before he answered, trying to moderate his tone. “Oh, I don't know,” he said finally. “How about that I haven't had any sleep in thirty-six hours, that I ought to be in my bed right now catching up instead of being out in the middle of a stormy night rescuing a drunk ex-girlfriend who's suffering from some kind of existential angst.”


“You don't feel anything about John Otis?”


Christ. It wasn't going to go away. “Look, the guy was convicted of the brutal murders of two people. He deserves what he's getting.”


“But I don't think he did it.”


“There sure as hell wasn't any evidence that he didn't. And it wasn't your decision anyway. I collected evidence. You presented it in court. But it was the jury that convicted him. It was the judge that sentenced him.”


“That's an easy way to deny responsibihty.”


Yup. He hated her. He was sure of that now.


“People shouldn't get the death penalty in circumstantial cases.”


“Take it up with the legislature.”


“It was a lousy case, too. As thin as I've ever seen.”


He sighed, forcing himself to let go of the anger. “It wasn't thin. He'd done it before to his father. In exactly the same way. Then he had an argument with his foster parents, and they turn up slashed to death. You're not going to convince me that it was just a coincidence that his father and his foster parents were all slashed to death with a razor.”


She stirred, waving a hand as if she were trying to silence him. “You don't get it, Rourke. He killed his father to protect his brother. In all the years that bastard abused those two boys, Otis didn't kill him to protect himself. He did it to protect his brother. And that's a whole different thing from killing his foster parents over a stupid argument.”


“In the first place, that argument cuts both ways. Otis said he killed his father to protect his brother.”


“The abuse those kids suffered was never in question.”


“So? That doesn't mean that's why he killed his old man. If that was really his motive, why didn't he do it sooner? Maybe—-just maybe—Otis is a born killer. And maybe he figured that since he got away with it the first time, he could get away with it again.”


“I don't buy it.”


“The jury sure as hell did.”


She fell silent then, her moment of clarity apparently lost in an alcohol-induced haze. At least for now.


When he'd first met Carissa Stover, he'd loved having this kind of discussion with her. She was a brilliant woman who knew how to argue substance without taking it personally. Their disagreements had exhilarated him.


Until they started arguing about Otis. Their disagreement over that case and its aftermath had brought out in harsh relief all the flaws in their relationship. And the arguments had grown personal. Too personal.


As the case had wound toward its conclusion, Carissa had become increasingly stressed and impossible to live with. She flared over every little thing, and he was already too bruised to take any more of it. He whipped himself enough. He didn't need her to whip him, too.


He shook his head now, not wanting to remember how ugly it had become.


At sixty-five, the Taurus ate up the miles to Feather Sound. Finally he had to speak to her again, much as he would have preferred to drop her off without saying another word.


“Carey?”


“Mm.”


“What exit do I take?”


“Clearwater.”


“Okay.”


She sat up straighter, and when it came time, she directed him into the entrance of her development. She had one of those fancy new town houses that he'd read about recently in the paper. Radio sure did pay well. This place was above his touch as a cop.


Her town house was one of the smaller ones, though. She had probably paid ninety to a hundred grand for it. Not extravagant, he decided. And maybe radio didn't pay all that well after all.


“You wanna come in?” she asked.


“Why?” He told himself he wanted to get home and go to bed. He told himself the last thing on earth he wanted to do was spend another minute with Carissa Stover. But he found himself climbing out of the car into the pouring rain and walking around to help her out. He justified it by reminding himself she was drunk He had to make sure she got safely inside.


She'd begun to sober up, he realized. She was steadier on her feet as they walked toward her door. She couldn't manage the key herself, though, so he snatched it out of her hand and shoved it into the lock.


Thunder boomed, rolling in from a long way away. Lightning flickered, for an instant overpowering the yellow glow of the porch light, illuminating her face in harsh relief. What he saw was painful to behold.


“Christ!” he said under his breath, and shoved the door open, pushing her through it ahead of him. He was glad to close the night and the storm outside. He didn't need it to play any more tricks with her face. He didn't want to feel anything for this woman, not even pity.


She was already walking away from him, toward a winding staircase, pulling her sweater over her head as she went, giving him a breathtaking view of her slender back and the white of her bra.


“Damn thing prickles like a cactus shirt,” she muttered as she climbed the stairs, dropping the sweater on the first riser. “Make some coffee, Rourke.”


He just stared at her, disbelieving. What the hell had happened to the sometimes shy, always modest woman he had known?


Life. The word floated into his mind like a curse. Life. Just the way it had happened to him. She'd been little more than a girl back then. Now she was a woman. Maybe even a virago. Life had a habit of twisting people in the damnedest ways.


Dragging his eyes from her before she rounded the bend in the stairs and gave him a sideways view of her full breasts in the white cradle of her bra—a view that he knew would confirm he still craved her—he turned, trying to figure out where the kitchen was stashed.


He found it at the back of the entryway, through a door that opened just beneath the upper landing of the stairway. It was a nice kitchen, not too big but not too small. He remembered how she had often complained that architects had sacrificed the kitchen to the needs of people who dined out five nights a week. This kitchen was meant to be cooked in, and even had a cozy little breakfast nook with a bay window.


So, he thought, she had her kitchen. He wondered if she ever used it. Because all the while she'd complained about tiny kitchens in modern construction, she'd complained just as loudly about how miserable it was to cook for one.


The coffeemaker was on the counter, and beside it the same glass jar she had always kept coffee in. He found the filters in the cabinet above. She had always been logical in her organization. That much hadn't changed.


As he spooned coffee into the machine, he found himself remembering how appalled she'd been by the utter lack of order in his home. He'd told her that he used it all up on his work, and didn't have any left over for his house. She'd laughed then. He wondered if she would laugh now.


Then he told himself he didn't care.


The coffee was almost finished by the time she reappeared in dry clothes, white slacks and a navy blue top. She'd brushed out her damp dark hair and caught it up in a clasp on the back of her head. He had to keep himself from sucking air at the sight of her slender neck. For some reason, that had always turned him on.


She sat at the table and put her head in her hands. “God, I've got a headache.”


“Hangover.”


“Already?”


“Yup. Where's the aspirin?”


“In the cabinet over the sink.”


He brought her three, along with a glass of tap water.


She tossed them off like a shot of whiskey. “So tell me about your father.”


“What's to tell? He's my father. I have one like most of the rest of the world.”


She looked at him from hazel eyes, eyes that had always seen too damn much. He'd once fancied that when she cross-examined witnesses, they felt as if she could see straight to their souls—which was probably why so many of them blurted out things that their attorneys wished they'd left unsaid. “You're evading the question, Rourke.”


“Damn straight, Stover.”


“So, another big, dark secret from your past?”


“I didn't say it was a secret, dark or otherwise. It's just none of your damn business.”


She threw up a hand, as if to say, Have it your way.


He pulled out a couple of mugs and filled them nearly to the rim with steaming coffee. He was going to need the caffeine just to get home.


She took the mug from him with a nod of thanks, and he sat across from her, blowing on his coffee and waiting to see if she was going to try to push any more of his buttons. If he hadn't wanted the coffee so badly, he'd be out of there already.


She surprised him, though. Instead of staying on the attack, she sighed and wrapped her hands around the mug as if it were a warm fire on a cold night. Which maybe it was. Steamy as it was outside tonight, inside the air-conditioning was chilling him through his wet clothes.


She averted her face, staring off into space as if she couldn't bear to look at him. “I ought to be able to drop it.”


“Yup.”


“ I thought I had until I saw the bulletin from the AP wire tonight.”


“It'll go away again. But I'll tell you one thing—drinking isn't going to help a damned thing. It's a bad way to go, Carey. One way or another, it'll mess up your life.”


She looked at him with those X-ray eyes of hers. “It messed up your life, didn't it. A drunk driver killed your baby.”


God, the woman had an absolute talent for throwing his past in his face, for raking up things that shouldn't be raked up. It might have made her one of the best young prosecutors in the State Attorney's Office, but it sure as hell made her intolerable to live with. What was she trying to do? Hurt him as bad as she was hurting?


Well, he thought, taking a swig of coffee, she'd succeeded, but he was damned if he'd let her know it.


“I wasn't going to drive,” she said, apparently oblivious of her transgression. “I was going to sleep it off.”


“Mm.” He didn't trust himself to speak.


“I'm not that stupid, Seamus. Honestly. I've seen victims, too.”


Maybe she had, maybe she hadn't. He wasn't going to argue it. What he wanted was to finish his coffee and get the hell out of there.


She rose and went to get the coffeepot, returning with it to top off both their mugs. “I'm sorry I wrecked your evening,” she said as she put the pot back on the warming plate.


His evening had been wrecked from the minute he'd opened the door to see his dad standing there. What did one more drunk matter? “I listen to your radio show sometimes,” he said, wanting to change the subject now.


“Yeah?” She resumed her seat and gave him a pinched smile that didn't reach her eyes. “Crusader for truth and justice, that's me. Holding back the abysmal tide of ignorance about our justice system with a broom.”


He shrugged and sipped coffee. No subject was safe with her tonight.


“I'll bet it really chaps your hide when I talk about how cops lie.”


He sucked air through his teeth. “Nope.”


“Really? I thought you were a crusader for truth and justice, too.”


“I'm a crusader for justice. There isn't any truth.”


“Ahh. So lying is okay?”


“I didn't say that.” He could feel his temper heating again. “And this isn't your goddamn talk show, so don't get smart with me. Evidence is all we have. The truth is unknowable.”


He shoved back from the table, deciding he'd had enough of her. “Have a nice life, Ms. Justice.”


He headed for the door, and heard her following him. The sweater, he noticed, was still lying on the first stair, abandoned and forgotten.


As he opened the door, he turned his head and saw her staring at him, her eyes wide and hollow-looking, her arms folded tightly across her breasts as if she were cold to the bone.


“Don't you get it, Rourke?” she said softly. “Without truth, there is no justice.” Exactly the words she had spoken when she had told him she was quitting the prosecutor's office.


He didn't even say good night. He stepped out into the warm, muggy air and felt the raindrops pick up where'd they'd left off. If he never saw her again, it would be too damn soon.


Carey stood where he'd left her, listening to the slam of the car door and the roar of his engine as he drove off.


Finally, moving as if through molasses, she got her coffee mug from the kitchen and went to the living room, where she turned on all the lights, put some quiet music on the stereo, and collapsed in the recliner. It had once been her dad's chair, and she still found comfort sitting in it.


But tonight there was little comfort to be had. The storm battering her windows didn't come close to the storm battering her mind.


John William Otis was going to die.


She forced herself to face it, to turn the idea around in her mind, much as she wanted to shy away from it. He was going to die, and it was going to be as much her fault as anyone's. She wondered if she'd feel any different if she were absolutely convinced of the man's guilt but she had no way of knowing. Otis had been her first and last death-penalty case. All she could know was that she had done her job despite her feelings about the case, and a man was going to die. Because of her.


Stupid of her to have thought that Seamus might be the one person on earth who could understand how she felt. He'd always had a simplistic concept of the justice system: If the jury said it was so, it was so. He even seemed able to accept that when the verdict went against him.


To hell with it, she thought. She'd been running around in circles on this for years, and she was fed up to the gills with the whole question.


John William Otis was going to die, and there wasn't a damn thing she could do about it. Seamus Rourke didn't give a damn about it, and she couldn't change that either.


He had looked older, she thought suddenly. Five years had added some gray to his dark hair, and lines to his face. Even his gray-green eyes looked older, as if they had seen almost too much to bear. He looked tired. Haggard.


And impatient. She didn't remember him being so impatient, at least not until the end, when they had seemed to be fighting all the time.


She sighed, and felt the aspirin drive out the last of the headache. The alcohol fog was fading, too, leaving her clear-headed, wired on caffeine, and all too aware of her shortcomings.


She wasn't happy with herself, but there was nothing new in that. It had been a long time since she had been happy with herself.


Life, she thought, was an absolute bitch.



CHAPTER 3


21 Days


The blazing afternoon sun filled the air with moisture from last night's rain. By the time Carey completed the short walk from her car to the station door, a sheen of perspiration already covered her face, and her hair clung damply to the base of her neck. It was a relief to step into the chilly air of the small reception room.


Becky Hadlov, the receptionist, sat at her desk, talking cheerfully on the phone. Becky had once cherished the hope of becoming a TV news anchor. She had the blond good looks for the job, but not the voice. Disappointed dreams, Carey thought. The world was full of them.


A young couple sat in the chairs before the front window, talking in quiet voices while they waited for someone. Nervousness crackled in the air around them. Job interview?


Carl Dunleavy, the afternoon host, was on his way out, heading for his second job in his own business as an auto detailer.


It was a sad fact that radio didn't provide job security. Most everyone here had some kind of backup job, or worked for more than one station. Carey considered herself lucky in that her ratings and the syndication of her show on a hundred other stations gave her a nice income. But all of it could dry up as fast as she could say “ratings.”


She paused to talk to Carl. He was a tall, lean man with a runner's build and a Renaissance man's knowledge. She hadn't yet found a subject he couldn't discuss intelligently, and, like a good talk host, he had an opinion on every one of them.


She liked him probably more than anyone else at the station. Carl was happy with what he was doing, and happy to be doing it. He never stabbed anyone else in the back, and was always quick to lend a helping hand. And unlike some other people here, he had been quick to help her in a lot of ways during her first days on the job.


But he, like everyone else, wanted to know the same thing.


“Are you going to do the Otis death warrant?”


Carey shrugged. “I haven't made up my mind.”


“You ought to. If you don't, someone else will, and the death penalty is always one hell of a topic. Ratings, Carey. Ratings. The only reason everyone else is waiting to see if you do it is because you have the inside scoop on the trial. Nobody wants to shoot off his mouth only to have you come on the air and say it isn't so.” He flashed a charming smile. “For once you've got the upper hand. Enjoy it.”


She had to smile back. Somehow she had wakened today with a feeling of calm. She hoped it would last.


“And,” he said, “you missed the meeting.”


“Oh, shit.” She'd forgotten all about it.


“Bill isn't real happy with you.” He was referring to the station manager. “So he set you up to do the mall opening next Saturday. Lucky you, you get to hand out bumper stickers and prizes from two until six.”


Carey groaned. This was her least favorite kind of public appearance. She didn't mind giving speeches. She even enjoyed riding in the float for Guavaween. She loved going to schools to talk to classes about her work. But she loathed sitting in malls and handing out prizes.


Carl laughed. “That's what you get for not being there to defend yourself. Where were you, anyway?”


“Sleeping off a really bad night.”


His expression suddenly became serious. “Otis?”


“You could say that.”


“I was thinking about that. I can't imagine what it must be like to know you helped put the guy there. Not that I think anything is wrong with it, but I can sure see how it might bother you.”


At last, she thought, somebody who actually understood she might have negative feelings about this. “Thank you for understanding, Carl.”


He nodded and started to pass by. “The thing is,” he said, pausing, “you didn't really put him there. He put himself there. Do the crime, do the time.”
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