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Dear Readers,


    Among Night Whisper’s assets is a dedication I wrote to my grandson, Nick, when he was a baby. I admit it—I cried when I wrote it. I cried again last month when I watched him leave for his first year at college. Time goes by much too quickly, doesn’t it?


    I’m partial to this dedication and also partial to Courtney Maitland. She was so funny, so genuine, and so outrageous that I had to let her appear again in Someone to Watch Over Me. Many readers thought she deserved a book of her own, but I couldn't see it. The very attributes that make her so unique would make her a rather annoying grown up, and if I smoothed her out, she would be too ordinary.


    Happy reading!


    Warmly,


    Judith McNaught
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TO NICHOLAS MICHAEL SHELLEY—


Dearest Nicky,


As your first birthday approaches, it is time to offer you some guidance to help steer you through life. The dedication page of this novel seems a rather good place to do that, and so I give it to you here:


Aim high—like your mom.


Shoot straight—like your dad.


Fight hard for what you believe in—like your uncles.


Each time you succeed, no matter how tiny the success, stop for a moment and listen for a cheer. You’ll hear it in your heart. Do you hear it now?


That’s me, my darling.


No matter where I am, or where you are, I’ll be cheering for you.


Always. Forever.
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He’d been following her for three days, watching. Waiting.


By now, he knew her habits and her schedule. He knew what time she got up in the morning, whom she saw during the day, and what time she went to sleep. He knew she read in bed at night, propped up on pillows. He knew the title of the book she was reading, and that she laid it facedown on the nightstand to keep her place before she finally turned off the lamp.


He knew her thick blond hair was natural and that the startling blue-violet color of her eyes was not the result of the contact lenses she wore. He knew she bought her makeup at the drugstore and that she spent exactly twenty-five minutes getting ready to go to work in the morning. Obviously, she was more interested in being clean and neat than in enhancing her physical assets. He, however, was very interested in her considerable physical assets. But not urgently and not for the “usual” reasons.


At first, he’d taken great care to keep her in sight while ensuring that she didn’t notice him, but his precautions were more from habit than necessity. With a population of 150,000 people, 15,000 of them college students, the little city of Bell Harbor on Florida’s eastern seaboard was large enough that a stranger could move unnoticed among the population, but not so large that he would lose sight of his prey in a jumble of metropolitan expressways and interchanges.


Today he’d tracked her to the city park, where he’d spent a balmy but irksome February afternoon surrounded by cheerful, beer-drinking adults and shrieking children who’d come there to enjoy the Presidents’ Day picnic and festivities. He didn’t like children around him, particularly children with sticky hands and smudged faces who tripped over his feet while they chased each other. They called him, “Hey, mister!” and asked him to throw their errant baseballs back to them. Their antics called attention to him so often that he’d abandoned several comfortable park benches and was now forced to seek shelter and anonymity beneath a tree with a rough trunk that was uncomfortable to lean against and thick gnarled roots that made sitting on the ground beneath it impossible. Everything was beginning to annoy him, and he realized his patience was coming to an end. So was the watching and waiting.


To curb his temper, he went over his plans for her while he turned his full attention on his prey. At the moment, Sloan was descending from the branches of a big tree from which she was attempting to retrieve a kite that looked like a black falcon with outstretched wings tipped in bright yellow. At the base of the tree, a group of five- and six-year-olds cheered her on. Behind them stood a group of older adolescents, all of them boys. The young children were interested in getting their kite back; the adolescent boys were interested in Sloan Reynolds’s shapely suntanned legs as they slowly emerged from the thick upper branches of the tree. The boys elbowed each other and ogled her, and he understood the cause of the minor male commotion: if she were a twenty-year-old coed, those legs of hers would have been remarkable, but on a thirty-year-old cop, they were a phenomenon.


Normally, he was attracted to tall, voluptuous women, but this one was only five feet four with compact breasts and a slender body that was appealingly graceful and trim although far from voluptuous. She was no centerfold candidate, but in her crisp khaki shorts and pristine white knit shirt, with her blond hair pulled up in a ponytail, she had a fresh wholesomeness and prim neatness that appealed to him—for the time being.


A shout from the baseball diamond made two of the older boys turn and look his way, and he lifted the paper cup of orange soda toward his mouth to hide his face, but the gesture was more automatic than necessary. She hadn’t noticed him in the past three days as he watched her from doorways and alleys, so she wasn’t going to find anything sinister about a lone man in a park crowded with law-abiding citizens who were enjoying the free food and exhibits, even if she did notice him. In fact, he thought with an inner smirk, she was incredibly and stupidly heedless whenever she was off duty. She didn’t look over her shoulder when she heard his footsteps one night; she didn’t even lock her car when she parked it. Like most small-town cops, she felt a false sense of safety in her own town, an invulnerability that went with the badge she wore and the gun she carried, and the citizens’ sleazy secrets that she knew.


She had no secrets from him, however. In less than seventy-two hours, he had all her vital statistics—her age, height, driver’s license number, bank account balances, annual income, home address—the sort of information that was readily available on the Internet to anyone who knew where to look. In his pocket was a photograph of her, but all of that combined information was minuscule in comparison to what he now knew.


He took another swallow of lukewarm orange soda, fighting down another surge of impatience. At times, she was so straight, so prim and predictable, that it amused him; at other times, she was unexpectedly impulsive, which made her unpredictable, and unpredictable made things risky, dangerous, for him. And so he continued to wait and watch. In the past three days he’d collected all the mysterious bits and pieces that normally make up the whole of a woman, but in Sloan Reynolds’s case, the picture was still blurry, complex, confusing.


Clutching the kite in her left fist, Sloan worked her way cautiously to the lowest branch; then she dropped to the ground and presented the kite to its owner amid shouts of “Yea!” and the sound of small hands clapping excitedly. “Gee, thanks, Sloan!” Kenny Landry said, blushing with pleasure and admiration as he took his kite. Kenny’s two front teeth were missing, which gave him a lisp, both of which made him seem utterly endearing to Sloan, who had gone to high school with his mother. “My mom was scared you’d get hurt, but I’ll bet you never get scared.”


Actually, Sloan had been extremely afraid during her downward trek through the sprawling branches that her shorts were snagging on the limbs, hiking up, and showing way too much of her legs.


“Everyone is afraid of something,” Sloan told him, suppressing the urge to hug him and risk embarrassing him with such a show of public affection. She settled for rumpling his sandy brown hair instead.


“I fell out of a tree once!” a little girl in pink shorts and a pink-and-white T-shirt confessed, eyeing Sloan with awed wonder. “I got hurted, too, on my elbow,” Emma added shyly. She had short, curly red hair, freckles on her small nose, and a rag doll in her arms.


Butch Ingersoll was the only child who didn’t want to be impressed. “Girls are supposed to play with dolls,” he informed Emma. “Boys climb trees.”


“My teacher said Sloan is an honest-to-goodness hero,” she declared, hugging the rag doll even tighter, as if it gave her courage to speak up. She raised her eyes to Sloan and blurted, “My teacher said you risked your life so you could save that little boy who fell down the well.”


“Your teacher was being very kind,” Sloan said as she picked up the kite string lying on the grass and began winding it into a spool on her fingers. Emma’s mother had been another classmate of Sloan’s, and as she glanced from Kenny to Emma, Sloan couldn’t decide which child was more adorable. She’d gone to school with most of these children’s parents, and as she smiled at the circle of small faces, she saw poignant reminders of former classmates in the fascinated faces looking back at her.


Surrounded by the offspring of her classmates and friends, Sloan felt a sharp pang of longing for a child of her own. In the last year, this desire for a little boy or little girl of her own to hold and love and take to school had grown from a wish to a need, and it was gaining strength with alarming speed and force. She wanted a little Emma or a little Kenny of her own to cuddle and love and teach. Unfortunately her desire to surrender her life to a husband had not increased at all. Just the opposite, in fact.


The other children were eyeing Sloan with open awe, but Butch Ingersoll was determined not to be impressed. His father and his grandfather had been high school football stars. At six years old, Butch not only had their stocky build, but had also inherited their square chin and macho swagger. His grandfather was the chief of police and Sloan’s boss. He stuck out his chin in a way that forcibly reminded Sloan of Chief Ingersoll. “My grandpa said any cop could have rescued that little kid, just like you did, but the TV guys made a big deal out of it ’cause you’re a girl cop.”


A week before, Sloan had gone out on a call about a missing toddler and had ended up going down a well to rescue it. The local television stations had picked up the story of the missing child, and then the Florida media had picked up the story of the rescue. Three hours after she climbed down into the well and spent the most terror-filled time of her life, Sloan had emerged a “heroine.” Filthy and exhausted, Sloan had been greeted with deafening cheers from Bell Harbor’s citizens who’d gathered to pray for the child’s safety and with shouts from the reporters who’d gathered to pray for something newsworthy enough to raise their ratings.


After a week, the furor and notoriety was finally beginning to cool down, but not fast enough to suit Sloan. She found the role of media star and local hero not only comically unsuitable but thoroughly disconcerting. On one side of the spectrum, she had to contend with the citizens of Bell Harbor who now regarded her as a heroine, an icon, a role model for women. On the other side, she had to deal with Captain Ingersoll, Butch’s fifty-five-year-old male-chauvinist grandfather, who regarded Sloan’s unwitting heroics as “deliberate grandstanding” and her presence on his police force as an affront to his dignity, a challenge to his authority, and a burden he was forced to bear until he could find a way to get rid of her.


Sloan’s best friend, Sara Gibbon, arrived on the scene just as Sloan finished winding the last bit of kite string into a makeshift spool, which she presented to Kenny with a smile.


“I heard cheering and clapping,” Sara said, looking at Sloan and then at the little group of children and then at the kite-falcon with the broken yellow-tipped wing. “What happened to your kite, Kenny?” Sara asked. She smiled at him and he lit up. Sara had that effect on males of all ages. With her shiny, short-cropped auburn hair, sparkling green eyes, and exquisite features, Sara could stop men in their tracks with a single, beckoning glance.


“It got stuck in the tree.”


“Yes, but Sloan got it down,” Emma interrupted excitedly, pointing a chubby little forefinger toward the top of the tree.


“She climbed right up to the top,” Kenny inserted, “and she wasn’t scared, ’cause she’s brave.”


Sloan felt—as a mother-to-be someday—that she needed to correct that impression for the children. “Being brave doesn’t mean you’re never afraid. Being brave means that, even though you’re scared, you still do what you should do. For example,” she said, directing a smile to the little group, “you’re being brave when you tell the truth even though you’re afraid you might get into trouble. That’s being really, really brave.”


The arrival on the scene of Clarence the Clown with a fistful of giant balloons caused all of the children to turn in unison, and several of them scampered off at once, leaving only Kenny, Emma, and Butch behind. “Thanks for getting my kite down,” Kenny said with another of his endearing, gap-toothed smiles.


“You’re welcome,” Sloan said, fighting down an impossible impulse to snatch him into her arms and hug him close—stained shirt, sticky face, and all. The youthful trio turned and headed away, arguing loudly over the actual degree of Sloan’s courage.


“Miss McMullin was right. Sloan is a real-life, honest-to-goodness hero,” Emma declared.


“She’s really, truly brave,” Kenny announced.


Butch Ingersoll felt compelled to qualify and limit the compliment. “She’s brave for a girl,” he declared dismissively, reminding an amused Sloan even more forcibly of Chief Ingersoll.


Oddly, it was shy little Emma who sensed the insult. “Girls are just as brave as boys.”


“They are not! She shouldn’t even be a policeman. That’s a man’s job. That’s why they call it policeman.”


Emma took fierce umbrage at this final insult to her heroine. “My mommy,” she announced shrilly, “says Sloan Reynolds should be chief of police!”


“Oh, yeah?” countered Butch Ingersoll. “Well, my grandpa is chief of police, and he says she’s a pain in the ass! My grandpa says she should get married and make babies. That’s what girls are for!”


Emma opened her mouth to protest but couldn’t think how. “I hate you, Butch Ingersoll,” she cried instead, and raced off, clutching her doll—a fledgling feminist with tears in her eyes.


“You shouldn’t have said that,” Kenny warned. “You made her cry.”


“Who cares?” Butch said—a fledgling bigot with an attitude, like his grandfather.


“If you’re real nice to her tomorrow, she’ll prob’ly forget what you said,” Kenny decided—a fledgling politician, like his father.
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When the children were out of hearing, Sloan turned to Sara with a wry smile. “Until just now, I’ve never been able to decide whether I want to have a little girl or a little boy. Now I’m certain. I definitely want a little girl.”


“As if you’ll have a choice,” Sara joked, familiar with this topic of conversation, which had become increasingly frequent. “And while you’re trying to decide the sex of your as-yet-unconceived infant, may I suggest you spend a little more time finding a prospective father and husband?”


Sara dated constantly, and whenever she went out with a new man—which was regularly—she systematically looked over his friends with the specific intention of finding someone suitable for Sloan. As soon as she selected a likely prospect, she began a campaign to introduce him to Sloan. And no matter how many times her matchmaking efforts failed, she never stopped trying because she simply could not understand how Sloan could prefer an evening alone at home to the company of some reasonably attractive man, no matter how little they might have in common.


“Who do you have in mind this time?” Sloan said warily as they started across the park toward the tents and booths set up by local businesses.


“There’s a new face, right there,” Sara said, nodding toward a tall male in tan slacks and a pale yellow jacket who was leaning against a tree, watching the children gathered around Clarence the Clown, who was swiftly turning two red balloons into a red moose with antlers. The man’s shadowed face was in profile and he was drinking from a large paper cup. Sloan had noticed him a little earlier, watching her when she was talking to the children after the kite rescue, and since he was now watching the same group of children, she assumed he was a father who’d been assigned to keep his eye on his offspring. “He’s already someone’s father,” she said.


“Why do you say that?”


“Because he’s been watching that same group of children for the last half hour.”


Sara wasn’t willing to give up. “Just because he’s watching the children doesn’t mean one of them belongs to him.”


“Then why do you suppose he’s watching them?”


“Well, he could be—”


“A child molester?” Sloan suggested dryly.


As if he sensed he was being discussed, the man tossed his paper cup into the trash container beneath the tree and strolled off in the direction of the fire department’s newest fire engine, which had been drawing a sizable crowd.


Sara glanced at her watch. “You’re in luck. I don’t have time for matchmaking today anyway. I’m on duty in our tent for three more hours.” Sara was staffing her interior design firm’s booth, where brochures were being dispensed along with free advice. “Not one reasonably attractive, eligible male has stopped to pick up a brochure or ask a question all day.”


“Bummer,” Sloan teased.


“You’re right,” Sara solemnly agreed as they strolled along the sidewalk. “Anyway, I decided to close the tent down for twenty minutes in case you wanted to get some lunch.”


Sloan glanced at her watch. “In five minutes, I’m scheduled to take over our tent for another hour. I’ll have to wait until I’m off duty to get something to eat.”


“Okay, but stay away from the chili, no matter what! Last night, there was some sort of contest to see who could make the hottest chili and Pete Salinas won the contest. There are signs all over his chili stand stating that it’s the hottest chili in Florida, but grown men are standing around trying to eat the stuff, even though it’s half jalapeño peppers and half beans. It’s a guy thing,” Sara explained with the breezy confidence of a woman who has thoroughly and enjoyably researched her subject, and therefore qualifies as an expert on men. “Proving they can eat hot chili is definitely a guy thing.”


Despite Sara’s qualifications, Sloan was dubious about the conclusion she’d drawn. “The chili probably isn’t nearly as hot as you think it is.”


“Oh, yes, it is. In fact, it’s not just hot, it’s lethal. Shirley Morrison is staffing the first aid station and she told me that victims of Pete’s chili have been coming to her for the last hour, complaining of everything from bellyaches to cramps and diarrhea.”


•  •  •


The police department’s tent was set up on the north side of the park, right next to the parking lot, while Sara’s tent was also on the north side, about thirty yards away. Sloan was about to comment on their proximity when Captain Ingersoll’s squad car came to a quick stop up ahead, beside the tent. While she watched, he heaved his heavy bulk from the front seat and slammed the door, then strolled over to their tent, carried on a brief conversation with Lieutenant Caruso, and began looking around the area with a dark frown. “If I’m any judge of facial expressions, I’d say he’s looking for me,” she said with a sigh.


“You said you still have five more minutes before you’re supposed to take over.”


“I do, but that won’t matter to—” She broke off suddenly, grabbing Sara’s wrist in her excitement. “Sara, look who’s waiting over there by your tent! It’s Mrs. Peale with a cat in each arm.” Mrs. Clifford Harrison Peale III was the widow of one of Bell Harbor’s founding citizens, and one of its richest. “There’s a fantastic potential client, just waiting for your excellent advice. She’s cranky, though. And very demanding.”


“Fortunately, I am very patient and very flexible,” Sara said, and Sloan smothered a laugh as Sara broke into a run, angling to the left toward her tent. Sloan smoothed her hair into its ponytail, checked to make certain her white knit shirt was tucked neatly into the waistband of her khaki shorts, and angled to the right, toward the police department’s tent.
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Captain Roy Ingersoll was standing at the table outside their tent, talking to Matt Caruso and Jess Jessup, whom she was due to relieve for lunch. Jess grinned when he saw her, Ingersoll glared at her, and Caruso, who was a spineless phony, automatically mimicked Jess’s smile, then checked to see Ingersoll’s expression and quickly switched to a glare.


Normally, Sloan found something to like in nearly everyone, but she had a difficult time doing that with Caruso, who was not only a phony but Ingersoll’s full-time snitch. At thirty-three, Caruso was already sixty pounds overweight, with a round, pasty face, thinning hair, and a tendency to sweat profusely if Ingersoll so much as frowned at him.


Ingersoll launched into a diatribe as soon as she reached him. “I realize that doing your job here isn’t as important to you as performing heroic feats in front of an adoring crowd,” he sneered, “but Lieutenant Caruso and I have been waiting to go to lunch. Do you think you could sit here for half an hour so we could eat?”


Sometimes, his barbs really wounded, frequently they stung, but his latest criticism was so silly and unjust that he seemed more like a cranky child with gray hair and a beer belly than the heartless tyrant he frequently was. “Take your time,” Sloan said magnanimously. “I’m on duty for the next hour.”


Having failed to evoke a response from her, he spun on his heel, but as he stepped away, he fired one more insulting remark over his shoulder. “Try not to mess up anything while we’re gone, Reynolds.”


This time, his taunt embarrassed and irritated her because several people who were walking by heard what he said and because Caruso smirked at her. She waited until they were a few paces away; then she called out cheerfully, “Try the chili! Everyone says it’s great.” She remembered what Sara had said about the challenge of hot chili to men, and although Sara’s notion had seemed completely inane at the time, Sara was an unquestioned authority on men and male behavior. “You’d better stay away from it if you can’t handle jalapeño peppers, though!” she added, raising her voice a little to reach them.


The two men turned long enough to give her identical smirks of confident male superiority; then they headed directly for Pete Salinas’s chili stand.


Sloan bent her head to hide her smile and began straightening up the stacks of brochures on neighborhood-watch groups, civil service employment opportunities, and on the new self-defense classes for women being taught at city hall.


Beside her, Jess Jessup watched Ingersoll and Caruso until they vanished into the crowd. “What a perfect pair. Ingersoll’s an egotist and Caruso is a sycophant.”


Privately Sloan agreed with him, but she automatically chose to soothe a difficult situation rather than make it more inflammatory. “Ingersoll’s a good cop, though. You have to give him credit for that.”


“You’re a damned good cop and he doesn’t give you any credit,” Jess countered.


“He doesn’t give anyone any credit,” Sloan pointed out, refusing to let the discussion threaten the relaxed mood of the balmy afternoon.


“Unless he happens to like them,” Jess argued irritably.


Sloan shot him an irrepressible grin. “Who does he like?”


Jess thought for a moment; then he chuckled. “No one,” he admitted. “He doesn’t like anyone.”


They lapsed into comfortable silence, watching the crowd, returning friendly nods and smiles from people they knew or who knew them or who simply walked by. It began to amuse Sloan that several women had walked by more than once and that their smiles were becoming increasingly blatant and aimed directly at Jess.


It amused her, but it didn’t surprise her. Jess Jessup had that effect on women no matter what he was wearing, but when he was in uniform, he looked as if he belonged in a Hollywood film, playing the part of the handsome, tough, charismatic cop. He had curly black hair, a flashing smile, a scar above his eyebrow that gave him a dangerous, rakish look, and a thoroughly incongruous dimple in one cheek that could soften his features to boyishness.


He’d come to Bell Harbor a year ago, after spending seven years in Miami with the Dade County Police Department. Fed up with big city crime and big city traffic, he’d tossed a sleeping bag and change of clothes into his Jeep one weekend and driven north from Miami. With no particular destination in mind except a pretty stretch of beach, he found himself in Bell Harbor. After two days, he’d decided the little city was truly “home.”


He applied for a position on Bell Harbor’s police force and unhesitatingly left Miami behind, along with the seniority and pension he’d earned while he was there. Competent, witty, and energetic, he was nearly as popular with his colleagues on Bell Harbor’s police force as he was with the city’s female population.


Everyone at the department teased him about the increased number of emergency calls from “damsels in distress” that inevitably came in from his particular patrol area. The duty roster changed every three months, and wherever Jess’s new assignment placed him, it was inevitable that the calls from ladies would begin to increase.


Everyone, from the secretaries to the desk sergeants, teased him about his attractiveness to women, and to his credit, he showed neither annoyance nor vanity. If it hadn’t been for the fact that the women Jess dated were all tall, willowy, and beautiful, Sloan would have believed he was oblivious to looks, his own or anyone else’s.


At the moment, a redhead and two of her friends had concluded a brief huddle and were now heading straight toward their table. Sloan saw them and so did Jess. “Your fan club approaches,” she joked. “They’ve worked out a plan.”


To her amusement, Jess actually tried to deter them by turning his head away from them and toward Sara’s tent. “It looks like Sara has a customer,” he said with unnecessary intensity, peering at that tent. “Isn’t that Mrs. Peale with her? I should probably go over there and say hello.”


“Nice try,” Sloan teased. “But if you stand up and leave, they’ll either follow you or wait for you. They have that glazed, determined look that women get when you’re around.”


“You don’t,” he said irritably, startling Sloan and then making her laugh.


All three women were in their late twenties, attractive, with sleek, tanned bodies that were so perfect and voluptuous that Sloan was struck with admiration. The redhead was the spokesperson for the group, and her first words made it obvious they already knew Jess. “Hi, Jess. We decided you looked lonely over here.”


“Really?” he said with a noncommittal smile.


At closer range, it was apparent that they were all wearing a lot of makeup, and Sloan mentally adjusted their ages to early thirties.


“Really,” the redhead said brightly, giving him a long, intense look that would have made Sloan blush if she’d tried it. When he didn’t seem to react to the invitation in her gaze, she tried a more practical tack. “It’s such a relief to know you’re the one on patrol in our neighborhood now.”


“Why is that?” he asked with a smiling perversity that Sloan had seen him use to discourage women before.


All three women looked startled but undiscouraged. “There’s a crazy man on the loose,” one of them reminded him unnecessarily, referring to the wave of burglaries that had left several elderly women savagely beaten and near death in their homes.


“Women in this town are terrified, particularly single women!” the redhead put in. “And especially at night,” she added, increasing the wattage of her gaze.


Jess smiled suddenly, acknowledging the message she was sending. “I can solve that for you,” he said, his tone heavy with promise.


“You can?”


“I can.” He turned abruptly to Sloan, forcing her from her comfortable position of amused observer to unwilling participant. “Would you hand me that clipboard and three of those brochures?” he said. Sloan did as he asked, and he gave a brochure to each of the three women; then he handed the redhead the clipboard. “Just put your names on that list.”


They were all so willing to do anything he asked that they wrote their names and phone numbers on the list without question.


“What did I sign up for?” the redhead asked, handing the clipboard back to him.


“Self-defense classes,” he said with a wicked grin. “We’re giving four of them at city hall, and the first one is tomorrow afternoon,” he added, carefully omitting the information that Sloan was teaching most of the class, and that he would only be present to help her demonstrate some physical moves women could use to fend off an attacker.


“We’ll be there,” the brunette promised, breaking her silence.


“Don’t let me down,” he said warmly.


“We won’t,” they promised before they walked away.


They looked like Las Vegas chorus girls, Sloan decided, noting the choreographed movements of tight derrieres, long legs, and high-heeled sandals. A slight smile hovered at the corner of her mouth as she tried to imagine herself in the role of uninhibited femme fatale. “Let’s hear it,” Jess said wryly.


“Hear what?” she said, startled to discover that instead of watching the three women, he’d turned in his chair and was staring intently at her.


“What were you thinking?”


“I was thinking they looked like Las Vegas chorus girls,” Sloan said, bewildered and uneasy beneath his unwavering stare. Several times in the past, she’d caught him looking at her in that piercing, thoughtful way, and for some inexplicable reason, she had never wanted to ask for an explanation. At the department, Jess was renowned for his ability to extract confessions from suspects, simply by asking a question, then sitting across from them and staring at them until they began to answer. This gaze was less intimidating than that, but it was disconcerting nonetheless. “Honestly, that’s what I was thinking,” she insisted a little desperately.


“That’s not all of it,” he persisted smoothly. “Not with that smile . . .”


“Oh, the smile—” Sloan said, inexplicably relieved. “I was also trying to imagine myself in those heels and tight, skimpy shorts, strolling around in the park.”


“I’d like to see you do that,” he said, and before Sloan could even form a reaction to that remark, he stood up, shoved his hands in his pockets, and said something that left her gaping at him. “While you’re at it, could you also slap on a half inch of makeup to hide that glowing skin. Dump some dye on that honey-blond hair, too, and get rid of those sun streaks.”


“What?” she said on a choked laugh.


He gazed down at her, his expression bemused. “Just do something so you stop reminding me of ice cream cones and strawberry shortcake.”


Her laughter bubbled to the surface, dancing in her eyes and trembling in her voice. “Food? I remind you of food?”


“You remind me of the way I felt when I was thirteen.”


“What were you like at thirteen?” she asked, swallowing back a laugh.


“I was an altar boy.”


“You weren’t!”


“Yes, I was. However, during mass, my attention constantly wandered to a girl I liked who always sat in the third pew at ten o’clock mass. It made me feel like a letch.”


“How did you handle that?”


“First, I tried to impress her by genuflecting deeper and appearing more skillful and adept than any of the other servers.”


“Did it work?”


“Not the way I wanted it to work. I was so good I had to serve two masses instead of one all that year, but Mary Sue Bonner continued to ignore me.”


“It’s hard to imagine a girl ignoring you, even then.”


“I found it a little unsettling, myself.”


“Oh, well, win some, lose some, you know.”


“No, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I wanted Mary Sue Bonner.”


He almost never talked about his past, and Sloan was intrigued by this unprecedented glimpse of him as an uncertain adolescent.


He lifted his brows. “Since piety and religious fervor didn’t impress her, I caught up with her after ten o’clock mass and persuaded her to go to Sander’s ice cream shop with me. She had a chocolate ice cream cone. I had strawberry shortcake . . .”


He was waiting for her to ask what happened after that, and Sloan was helpless to resist the temptation to hazard a guess. “And then I suppose you had Mary Sue?”


“No, actually, I didn’t. I tried for the next two years, but she was immune to me. Just like you.”


He was so damned handsome and so uncharacteristically disgruntled that Sloan felt a little flattered without knowing why.


“Speaking of you,” he said abruptly, “I don’t suppose you’d consider going to Pete’s party with me tomorrow night?”


“I’m on duty, but I plan to go there later.”


“And if you weren’t on duty, would you go with me?”


“No,” said Sloan with a jaunty smile to take the sting out of her answer, though she doubted he was stung at all. “In the first place, as I already explained, we work together.”


He chuckled. “Don’t you watch television? Cops are supposed to become romantically involved.”


“In the second place,” she finished lightly, ignoring that, “as I also told you before, I have a rule that I do not go out with any man who is a hundred times more attractive than I am. It’s just too hard on my fragile ego.” He accepted her refusal with the same unaffected good humor he had before, thus proving he didn’t really care one way or the other.


“In that case,” he said, “I might as well go and have lunch.”


“This time, don’t let the girls fight over who gets to buy it for you,” Sloan teased as she began tidying up the table. “It’s a terrible thing to watch.”


“Speaking of admirers,” he said, “Sara has evidently acquired a new one. He was hanging around, talking to her earlier; then she brought him by here and introduced him to me. His name’s Jonathan. Poor bastard,” Jess added. “If he doesn’t have a few million dollars in the bank, he’s wasting his time. Sara’s a flirt.” He stepped over the ropes that secured the tent to the stakes in the ground. “I think I’ll give some of that chili you recommended a try.”


“I wouldn’t do that,” Sloan warned, breaking into a mischievous grin.


“Why not?”


“Because I heard that it’s so bad that the first aid trailer is dispensing prescriptions for a number of unpleasant stomach ailments.”


“Are you serious?”


She slowly nodded, her smile widening. “Completely serious.”


Jess gave a shout of laughter and headed off across the grass in the opposite direction from the chili stand, toward the booths where pizza and hot dogs were available. He paused to say hello to Sara, who was still engrossed in conversation with Mrs. Peale and was holding one of Mrs. Peale’s cats while they chatted.


Afterward, he stopped to talk to a group of children. He crouched down so that he’d be closer to their height, and whatever he said to them made them laugh. Sloan watched him, wishing a little wistfully that she could simply go out with him and not worry about the outcome.


In view of Jess’s preference for tall, gorgeous women, Sloan had been stunned when he asked her out to dinner a few weeks ago and even more shocked when he asked her out again. It was so tempting to say yes. She liked him immensely, and he possessed nearly all the qualities that she wanted in a man, but Jess Jessup was simply too good-looking for comfort. Unlike Sara, who wanted glamour and excitement in her marriage and who was determined to find a man who had it all—looks, charm, and money— Sloan wanted almost the opposite. She wanted “Normal.”


She wanted a man who was kind, affectionate, intelligent, and dependable. In short, she wanted a life that was different from the one she’d known and yet similar enough to be comfortable—a simple life in Bell Harbor like the one she’d had, but with children and a husband who would be a loving, faithful, and reliable father. She wanted her children to be able to depend on their father’s love and support. She wanted to be able to depend on that herself—for a lifetime.


Jess Jessup would have been perfect in so many ways, except that he attracted women like a human magnet, and in Sloan’s opinion, that did not make him a good lifetime marriage prospect. The fact that he possessed all her other criteria in abundance made him too tempting and too risky, so she regretfully decided to avoid any sort of personal relationship with him, and that included dinner dates.


Besides, any sort of serious relationship with Jess or another police officer would surely become a distraction at work, and Sloan didn’t want anything to compromise her performance. She loved her job and she liked working with the ninety law enforcement officers who made up Bell Harbor’s police force. Like Jess, they were friendly and supportive, and she knew they genuinely liked her.


•  •  •


By four in the afternoon, Sloan was more than ready to go home. Caruso and Ingersoll had both gone home shortly after lunch, complaining of intestinal “flu,” which meant Jess and Sloan were stuck there until dispatch could send over replacements.


She’d been on duty since eight o’clock that morning, and she was looking forward to a leisurely bath, a light dinner, and then finishing the book she was reading in bed. Sara had left an hour ago, after stopping by to tell Sloan that Mrs. Peale had invited her over Tuesday night to see her house and talk about redecorating the first floor. For some reason, the elderly woman wanted Sloan to be there, too, and after securing Sloan’s agreement, Sara had dashed off to get ready for a date with the promising lawyer she’d recently met, whose name, she said, was Jonathan.


The approach of the dinner hour had temporarily emptied out most of the park, and Sloan was sitting beside Jess, her elbows propped on the table, her face cupped in her palms.


“You look like a forlorn little girl,” Jess chided, leaning back in his metal chair and watching the people moving slowly toward the parking lot. “Are you tired or just bored?”


“I’m feeling guilty about Ingersoll and Caruso,” she admitted.


“I’m not,” Jess said, and chuckled to prove it. “You’ll be a heroine again when the guys find out.”


“Do not say anything,” Sloan warned. “There are no secrets in Bell Harbor, not in our department.”


“Relax, Detective Reynolds. I was only joking.” His voice took on a warm, somber tone Sloan had never heard him use before. “For your information, I would probably go to amazing lengths to protect you from harm; I would not purposely cause you any.”


Sloan’s hands fell away, and she turned to him, her eyes searching his handsome, smiling face, her expression one of comic disbelief. “Jess, are you flirting with me?”


He looked past her. “Here come our replacements.” He stood up and looked around for anything he might be leaving behind. “What are your plans for tonight?” he asked conversationally as Reagan and Burnby strolled toward them.


“I’m going to bed with a good book. What about you?”


“I have a hot date,” he stated, banishing Sloan’s impression that he was flirting with her and making her laugh.


“Jerk,” she called him affectionately; then she ducked into the tent to retrieve her purse. Officers Reagan and Burnby were standing at the table, ready to take over, when she emerged. They were both in their early forties, reliable and personable Bell Harbor cops who remembered when traffic violations and domestic disputes were about all they had to deal with, family men with wives who went to PTA and children in Little League. “Anything happening?” Ted Burnby asked her.


Sloan slipped the shoulder strap of her brown leather handbag over her shoulder and stepped over the tent ropes. “No.”


“Yes,” Jess contradicted. “Sloan just called me a jerk.”


“Sounds like you’re making progress,” Burnby joked, with a wink at Sloan. “Sloan’s right,” Reagan contributed, grinning. “You are a jerk.”


“Try the chili when you get a chance,” Jess countered slyly, stepping over the tent ropes right behind Sloan.


She swung around so suddenly that she bumped into Jess, who had to grab the rope for balance. “Don’t go near that chili,” Sloan warned, looking around him at the others. “It made Ingersoll and Caruso sick.”


“Killjoy,” Jess complained, turning her around and giving her a light shove in the general direction of the parking lot. “Spoilsport.”


Sloan’s shoulders shook with laughter. “Idiot,” she retorted.


“Hey, Sloan,” Burnby called after her. “You’re in the news again. That domestic call you were on last night made the news on Channel Six. You did good, kiddo.”


Sloan nodded, but she was far from thrilled. She’d seen the newsclip on the six A.M. news and forgotten about it, but it certainly explained why Captain Ingersoll was in a particularly surly mood today.


As she walked away with Jess Jessup, Burnby and Reagan studied them with fascinated interest. “What do you think?” Reagan asked, referring to the betting pool at the office. “Is Jess going to get her into bed, or not? I’ve bet five bucks that Sloan won’t go for it.”


“I’ve got ten bucks on Jess.”


Burnby squinted into the sunlight, still studying the pair, who’d stopped to talk to some people near the edge of the park. “If Sloan finds out about the pool, all hell will break loose.”


“I got news for you,” Reagan said, his belly shaking with laughter. “I think Sloan already knows about it, and so there’s no way she’s going to let him win. I think she knows about the pool, only she’s too smart and too classy to let on.”


Sloan’s vehicle, an unmarked white Chevrolet provided by the city of Bell Harbor, was parked next to Jess’s. After waving good-bye to him, she paused with the car door open and her right foot on the floorboard. Partly from habit and partly from a vague sense of uneasiness, she looked around at the scene to assure herself that everything looked peaceful and normal.


Bell Harbor was growing so dramatically that dozens of unfamiliar faces were appearing every day. She didn’t recognize the heavyset teenage girl who had a toddler by the hand, or the grandmother with twins chasing each other around her, or the bearded man reading the newspaper beneath a tree. The dramatic influx of new residents had brought prosperity and tax benefits to the city; it had also brought a dramatic increase in crime as Bell Harbor went from a sleepy seaside community to a thriving little metropolis.


No more than one hundred fifty people were enjoying the park. Clarence the Clown was taking an hour off for dinner, and so were the jugglers. Most of the booths and tents were deserted, save for the people who were manning them. The park bench near Sara’s tent was empty, and there was no sign of a clean-cut stranger wearing a yellow cotton jacket that seemed out of place on such a balmy, sunny day.


Satisfied, Sloan got into her car, started the engine, and glanced in the rearview mirror. No one was behind her, and she slipped the gearshift into reverse and pulled out of the parking lot, driving slowly down the winding gaslit street that bisected the park.


Earlier, when Burnby had congratulated her, he’d been referring to the night before, when she had gently coaxed an enraged, drunken ex-husband, bent on killing his ex-wife’s boyfriend, into putting down his gun. When he balked at going to prison for an “unfinished” crime, Sloan had persuaded him to look at his impending prison time as an “opportunity” to “relax” and to think about finding a more-deserving woman who would appreciate his “true qualities.” No one would have known about that if the defendant hadn’t granted an interview to the local television station and told the reporter what Sloan had said to persuade him to put down his weapon. Although the defendant hadn’t seen the grim humor in Sloan’s advice to him, the media caught on at once, and as of this morning, Sloan was once again an unwilling local heroine, only this time praised for her wit, not her courage, in adverse circumstances.


Last night, Captain Ingersoll had given her grudging praise for the way she’d handled the situation, but this morning’s. media coverage had obviously ticked him off again. To a certain extent, she could understand his attitude. She did get more attention because she was a female.


As she drove past the main intersection at the entrance to the park, Sloan deliberately switched her thoughts to something more pleasant, like the leisurely bubble bath she planned to take in a few minutes. She turned left onto Blythe Lane, a wide cobblestone street lined with fashionable boutiques and upscale specialty shops, each with a chic curved green canopy marking the entrance and a huge potted palm at the curb.


She rarely drove through the business district without being struck by the transformation it had undergone in the last few years. Although the population boom had originally evoked a bitter outcry, the complaints from longtime residents diminished abruptly as property values soared and struggling locally owned businesses became thriving enterprises, almost overnight.


Eager to continue attracting prosperous new taxpayers, the city council took advantage of the town’s charitable mood by pushing through a series of mammoth bond issues designed to modernize and beautify the community. At the urging of Mayor Blumenthal’s ambitious, influential wife, a team of Palm Beach architects was hired and the transformation began.


By the time it was complete, the widespread effect was one of carefully planned, prosperous charm that made Bell Harbor resemble Palm Beach—which was precisely what Mrs. Blumenthal had wanted. Using her influence and the taxpayers’ money, she turned her attention from commercial buildings to the public buildings, beginning with city hall.


Holiday traffic was heavy, and it was nearly fifteen minutes before Sloan turned onto her street and pulled into the driveway of the gray-and-white stucco cottage on the corner that she loved. The beach was across the street, and she could hear the surf and the laughter of children and calls from parents.


A half block away, a dark blue sedan pulled into a parking space behind a minivan, but there was nothing unusual about that. It seemed like any other holiday weekend.


Sloan put the key in the front-door lock, already dreaming of soaking in a hot bath and spending the rest of her evening with the mystery novel she’d been reading in bed. Sara couldn’t comprehend why Sloan would prefer to spend Saturday night with a good book rather than on a date, but Sara hated to be alone. For Sloan the choice between a date with someone she knew she could never be interested in and time spent alone reading a book was an easy one to make. She vastly preferred the book.


She smiled as she remembered that she didn’t have to go on duty until tomorrow afternoon, when she taught her self-defense class.
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The police department was located in the new city hall building, an attractive three-story white stucco building with a red tile roof and a wide, gracefully arched loggia that wrapped around it. Surrounded by a lush green lawn dotted with palm trees and antique gas lamps, Bell Harbor’s city hall was not only inviting, it was functional.


Oak-paneled courtrooms and an auditorium that was used mostly for town meetings occupied the third floor; the mayor’s office, the clerks offices, and the records department occupied the second; while most of the first floor was designated for the police department.


Sara’s firm had been hired to plan the interior, and her flair was apparent in the mayor’s lavishly appointed office and in the courtrooms, where the chairs were upholstered in an attractive dark blue and beige fabric that complemented the carpeting.


When it came to the area designated for the police department, Sara and her partners had been given a comparatively small budget and strict requirements that didn’t allow them much room for flexibility or creativity.


The center of that vast area was taken up with thirty desks arranged in three rows, each desk with its own computer terminal, two-drawer file cabinet, swivel chair, and side chair. Glass-fronted offices designated for ranking police officers were at the front of the vast room, and conference rooms lined the left and right sides. At the rear of the area, concealed from view by a heavy door that was always kept closed, was a long, narrow lockup used for temporarily detaining offenders who were being charged and booked.


In a valiant effort to diminish the harsh institutional effect of a sea of beige linoleum, beige metal desks, and beige computer monitors, Sara’s firm had had the center area covered with a dark blue and beige commercial carpet and ordered matching draperies hung at the windows. Unfortunately, the carpet was continually soiled by food, drinks, and dirt tracked in by the ninety police officers who used the room in three shifts, around the clock.


Sloan was one of the few officers who appreciated Sara’s efforts, or even noticed them, but on that day, she was as oblivious to her surroundings as everyone else. Holidays were always a busy time for the police, but this one seemed even noisier and more hectic than usual. Telephones rang incessantly, and loud voices, punctuated with bursts of nervous laughter, echoed down the hallway from an anteroom where forty women were gathering for Sloan’s first self-defense class. The conference rooms were all being used by officers interviewing witnesses and talking to suspects involved in a robbery by a group of teenagers that had ended up in a high-speed chase and then a huge pileup on the interstate. Parents of the teenagers and lawyers representing the families tied up the telephones and paced in the hall.


The pandemonium annoyed Roy Ingersoll, who wasn’t feeling well, and he retaliated by prowling up and down the aisles of desks, gobbling antacid tablets and looking for something to criticize. Marian Liggett, his sixty-five-year-old secretary, who was hard-of-hearing and who regarded the newly installed telephone-intercom system as evil and untrustworthy, added her voice to the din by standing in his office doorway and shouting to him whenever he had a phone call.


Officers tried to concentrate on their paperwork and ignore the distractions, but everyone was finding that a little difficult to do—everyone except Pete Bensinger, who was so excited about his bachelor party that night and his forthcoming marriage that he was oblivious to Ingersoll’s sour mood and everything else. Whistling under his breath, he sauntered down the aisles, stopping to chat with anyone who’d talk to him. “Hey, Jess,” he said, stopping at the desk beside Sloan’s. “How’s it going?”


“Go away,” Jess said as he typed out a report on a minor drug bust he’d made earlier in the week. “I don’t want your good mood to rub off on me.”


Pete’s euphoric good cheer was undiminished by Jess’s rebuff. Stopping at Sloan’s desk, he leaned over and tried to sound like Humphrey Bogart. “Tell me, kid, what’s a good-looking broad like you doing in a place like this?”


“Hoping to meet a smooth talker like yourself,” Sloan joked without looking up from the notes she was making on the class she was about to teach.


“You’re too late,” he crowed, throwing up his hands in delight. “I’m getting married next week. Haven’t you heard?”


“I think I did hear a rumor like that,” Sloan said, flashing him a quick smile as she continued to write. The truth was that she, and nearly everyone else on the force, had been directly involved in his entire rocky courtship. He’d met Mary Beth five months ago and fallen in love with her “at first sight” by his own calculation. Unfortunately, neither Mary Beth nor her well-to-do parents had been particularly enthusiastic about marriage to a police officer whose occupational and financial prospects were far less than dazzling, but Pete had persevered. Armed with a great deal of advice from his fellow officers, most of which was very bad advice, he’d pursued Mary Beth and triumphed against all the odds and obstacles. Now, with his wedding only a week away, his boundless enthusiasm was boyish and utterly endearing to Sloan.


“Don’t forget to come to my bachelor party on the beach tonight,” he reminded her. Jess, Leo Reagan, and Ted Burnby had originally planned to have a party with a female stripper and the usual sort of drunken revelry, but Pete wouldn’t hear of it. His marriage to Mary Beth meant too much to him, he declared, to do anything right before it that he might regret . . . or that she might make him regret, Jess Jessup had added. To make certain he got his way, Pete had insisted that his bachelor party be a “couples” party, and he was bringing Mary Beth to it.


“I thought the party was tomorrow night,” Sloan lied, sounding as if she might have a problem being there tonight.


“Sloan, you have to come! It’s going to be a great party. We’re going to light a fire on the beach and barbecue—”


“Sounds like a violation of the Clean Air Act to me,” she teased.


“All the beer you can drink,” Pete cajoled.


“Drunkenness and disorderly conduct—we’ll all get busted, and the news media will turn it into a national scandal.”


“No one will be on duty to make the bust,” he countered happily.


“I will,” Sloan said. “I’m splitting a shift with Derek Kipinski tonight, so he’ll be at the beginning of your party and I’ll be there later.” Pete looked a little crestfallen, and she added more seriously, “Someone has to work the beach; we’ve got a serious drug problem there, particularly on the weekends.”


“I know all that, but we aren’t going to stop it by busting some small-time pusher under the pier. The stuff is coming in by boat. If we want to get rid of it, that’s where we should be stopping it.”


“That’s a job for the DEA and they’re supposedly working on it. Our job is to keep it off the beach and off the streets.”


She glanced at the entrance and saw Sara walking in; then she jotted another note on her list of reminders for the self-defense class. “I’ve got to teach my class in ten minutes.”


Pete gave her shoulder a brotherly squeeze and wandered off to his desk to make a phone call. As soon as he was out of hearing, Leo Reagan got up and crossed the aisle to Sloan’s desk. “I’ll give you ten-to-one odds he’s calling Mary Beth,” he said. “He’s already called her three times today.”


“He’s completely besotted,” Jess agreed.


Sara arrived, perched her hip on the edge of Sloan’s desk, smiled a greeting at the two men; then she leaned around Leo and looked at Pete, who was leaning way back in his chair, grinning at the ceiling. “I think he’s adorable,” she said. “And based on the look on his face, he’s definitely talking to Mary Beth.”


Satisfied that Pete was preoccupied, Leo pulled an envelope out of his shirt pocket and held it out toward Jess. “We’re taking up a collection to buy Pete and Mary Beth a wedding gift. Everyone is putting in twenty-five bucks.”


“What are we buying them, a house?” Jess said. He dug into his pocket, and Sloan reached for her purse.


“Silverware,” Leo provided.


“You’re kidding!” Jess said as he put twenty-five dollars into the envelope and passed it to Sloan. “How many kids are they planning to feed, anyway?”


“I dunno. All I know is that Rose called some store where they keep a list of stuff the bride picked out. Would you believe your twenty-five dollars will only buy part of one fork?”


“It must be one hell of a big fork.”


Sloan exchanged a laughing look with Sara as she slid twenty-five dollars into the envelope. At that moment, Captain Ingersoll strolled out of his glass-enclosed office, studied the scene, and noticed the cheerful gathering around Sloan’s desk, and his expression turned to a glower.


“Shit,” Reagan said. “Here comes Ingersoll.” He turned to leave, but Sara was untroubled by the captain’s glower or his impending arrival.


“Wait, Leo, let me donate something toward the silverware.” She put money into the envelope; then she turned the full force of her most flirtatious smile on the captain in a deliberate and unselfish attempt to alter his mood for everyone’s sake. “Hi, Captain Ingersoll. I’ve been worried about you! I heard you got sick from that awful chili yesterday and had to go to the first aid trailer!”


His glower faltered, faded, then turned into what passed for his smile. “Your friend here recommended it,” he said, jerking his head toward Sloan, but he couldn’t pry his gaze from the hold of Sara’s. He even tried to make a joke about the money she’d just given Reagan. “Don’t you know that bribing a police officer is a felony in this state?”


He really had an atrocious sense of humor, Sloan thought as he added in a jocular voice, “And so is interfering with an officer in the performance of his duty.”


Sara batted her eyes at him and he actually flushed. “How am I interfering?”


“You’re a distraction, young lady.”


“Oh, am I?” she cooed.


Behind Ingersoll’s back, Jess opened his mouth and pretended to be sticking his finger down his throat. Unfortunately, Ingersoll, who was no fool, looked around at that moment and caught him in the act. “What the hell is the matter with you, Jessup?”


Sloan choked back a laugh at Jess’s predicament and came to his rescue. “I think I’ll get some coffee,” she interrupted hastily, standing up. “Captain, would you like a cup?” she asked in a sweetly subservient voice designed to startle and disarm him.


It worked. “What? Well . . . yes, since you offered, I would.”


The coffeepots were located on a table across the aisle, just beyond the copy machines. “Two sugars,” he called when Sloan was halfway there. Sloan’s telephone began to ring, and he picked it up solely to impress Sara with how busy he was at all times. “Ingersoll,” he barked into the receiver.


The male voice on the other end of the line was courteous but authoritative. “I understood this was Sloan Reynolds’s phone number. This is her father.”


Ingersoll glanced at the clock. Sloan’s class was scheduled to begin in three minutes. “She’s just about to start a self-defense class. Can she call you back later?”


“I’d prefer to speak to her now.”
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