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    Chapter One


    A Meeting of the Minds


    


    What did a man born rich and privileged look like after spending fifteen years in prison and another six hiding in these mountains? Dana pondered her question as she parked her Jeep in the gravel driveway next to a rough-looking pickup and skirted around the house to the back.


    Reece Daughtry sat in an Adirondack chair on the dock, reading. A johnboat bobbed in the lake, complete with fishing rod and tackle box. After swiveling around to see his intruder, he turned back to his book.


    She had her answer. Unshaven, leather-tanned, and lean, with dark blond hair heavily threaded with gray brushing his shoulders. Reading glasses perched low on the bridge of his nose. He struck Dana as more interesting looking than handsome, but he could be called that too.


    A booming voice echoed over the water. “What do you want?”


    “A fireplace.”


    “I’m not working now.”


    Undeterred, she kept going, waiting for him to tell her she was trespassing. He didn’t.


    A few well-fed cats poked their heads out of the greenery lining the rock stairs down to the lake. Another snuggled under his chair, and a three-legged mutt hobbled to greet her.


    “Hey, pooch, how’ya doing?” She bent down to rub him, and the dog wiggled his excitement. “Nice dog.”


    “Maybe you didn’t hear me. I’m not building fireplaces right now.”


    “I heard you. Doesn’t make me want one less.”


    “Come back in a year. Better yet, don’t.” He kept his nose in the book.


    She couldn’t help noticing his long, knotty fingers. Laborer’s hands, with rough skin and short clipped nails. Sinewy forearms like twisted rope. “What are you reading?”


    He glanced up. “You still here?”


    “Yup.”


    “Only a few people know where I live. Know why? So trespassers can’t come here and bother me. Let me guess who snitched. Old Harris big mouth.”


    “Don’t blame Harris. I saw the article he wrote on the house that featured your fireplaces. He warned me not to come, but I blackmailed him into telling me where you lived.”


    “You should’ve listened.”


    She moved closer and offered her hand. “Dana Minette.”


    He nailed her with a squinty glare. “Any relation to the prosecutor Minette?”


    She pulled back. “Not anymore.”


    “We had an ugly run-in years ago. He tried to stop the sale of this property to keep a convicted murderer out of his county. My attorney humiliated him; the judge ruled in my favor.”


    “Yes, I know. Robert is always looking for ways to get his name in the papers. He picked on the wrong person that time.”


    “He came here about a year ago. Said he had no hard feelings, and would I build him a fireplace. Can you beat that?”


    “I take it you jumped at the chance.”


    Daughtry pushed his reading glasses onto his forehead and focused on her for more than a split second. “You’re a smart-ass, you know that?”


    “So I’ve been told.” Was that the beginning of a smile on his face?


    “If he’s your ex-husband, you’re well rid of him. He’s an asshole.”


    “He’s my ex, and you’re not the first person to describe Robert in those exact words.” She plunked down on the dock, crossed her legs, Indian style. “You’re all excellent judges of character.”


    “He didn’t have nice things to say about you, which I thought rather ungentlemanly, since I didn’t ask. Said he was redoing his house after he dumped his ungrateful wife.”


    “He said that? Ha!”


    “Yup. His county, his house. Probably pissed you weren’t his wife anymore, even though it was his idea. Or so he said.”


    “It’s a long story. Twenty years long.”


    “Not interested.”


    “Me either. Will you build me the goddamn fireplace? The two pictures I saw in the Regal Falls magazine were the most unique works of art I’ve ever seen.”


    Daughtry stared at her a long time with the clearest, most intense blue eyes. “Your ex wanted a fireplace in the worst way. Said he’d double whatever I charged.”


    “I bet when you held out, he doubled the amount again.”


    His smile was unmistakable now. “How would your ex feel if I built one for you?”


    “Talk about being pissed off.”


    * * * * *


    Reece went into the house as soon as Dana Minette left. She was a piece of work. A very nice-looking piece of work. He could go for a woman like her, but a woman’s what got him twenty to life, and he sure as hell didn’t need any more trouble. Whenever he felt the urge, he drove to one of the larger cities within a hundred-mile radius—Asheville or Charlotte—put up in a motel, and found someone to satisfy his sexual needs. No entanglements. No emotional attachments. He could do it by himself—he had years of practice—but he never found that a satisfying substitute for the warmth of a woman’s body or the touch of soft skin. That was the way it had been for the six years since he got out of prison and how it would be from now on. He’d even adapted to the loneliness. Had plenty of practice with that too.


    The three-legged dog nuzzled his leg. Reece never named any of the dogs or cats roaming his property. They were there, and he fed them. “Hey, Pooch. She gave you a good name, didn’t she?” He leaned down and rubbed the dog’s neck. He’d found the beagle cross lying on the side of the road, near death, taken it to his vet, and had it treated and fixed. He did that with every abused or emaciated animal he came across. Electronic fencing and collars kept them inside his property so they couldn’t wander off and wind up like Pooch, or worse. Reece debated whether he was imprisoning them, but dead was more of a prison than contained, though he disliked the thought of either.


    The phone rang. He let it go to the answering machine. When he heard the voice, he picked up. “Hey, Carl.”


    “Deciding whether you feel like answering your phone, big brother?”


    “I couldn’t check the number in time.” Sometimes Reece answered, sometimes he didn’t, depending on his mood. Carl knew that.


    His brother laughed.


    “What’s up?” Reece noted the hesitation. “Carl?”


    “Dad’s in the hospital. He had another heart attack.”


    Reece stiffened at the mention of his father, a reaction over which he had no control. “What do the doctors say?”


    “It doesn’t look good. He’s conscious but weak. It’s only a matter of time.”


    “Well, keep me informed.”


    “Jesus, Reece. That’s cold. Your father is dying and all you can say is ‘keep me informed’?”


    “We’ve gone over this a hundred times. Sorry, but I can’t fake that I care. Wish I could, but that’s not my style.” He pulled a beer from the fridge.


    “You’re still his son.”


    Reece wanted to laugh, but the humor eluded him. “He should have thought about that twenty-one years ago.” He took a long draft from the bottle. It did nothing to cool his heat.


    “He could have handled it differently, I agree, but―”


    “Look, I’ve gotta go. Let me know when it’s over.”


    Reece clicked the off button before Carl could argue. He finished the beer, then took another. He’d worked hard over the years to control his anger and sense of betrayal, but times like these brought them back like a knife twisting in his belly. How could he forget? One day he and Carl were drawing up plans to expand the family’s home-building business—Reece, the architect, designing a new type of energy-efficient structure; Carl the business head, making them affordable. The next day he was locked in a cement cell with the echoing sound of steel doors clanging shut to keep him rotting inside. One day he had dozens of friends; the next only Carl and his mother stood in his corner. When he saw the toll it took on his mother to sneak away and visit, he asked her not to come any more. That, more than anything, had torn him up.


    Now she was gone, and he hoped the old bastard would soon follow, freeing him of at least part of the rage that consumed him and, yes, the hatred for the old man he carried in his chest like one of his stones. How could he feel anything for a man who believed his son capable of slicing a woman’s throat, almost severing her head from her body? Who probably still believed it with his dying breath?


    Reece looked around the house he built with his own two hands. Stone and wood and glass. It fit the new life he’d made for himself. A life he liked. He wasn’t designing the buildings he’d envisioned all those years ago, except for his own, but he was creating something he considered beautiful. Others thought so too, which gave him pleasure. He worked when the spirit moved him, nourished his passion for reading, fished, and ran the mountain roads—all the things he couldn’t do inside, except for the reading, which had saved his sanity.


    His thoughts roamed back to Dana Minette without conscious effort. He couldn’t decide whether she was cute, pretty, or beautiful, though his skill judging women was twenty-one-years rusty. He didn’t score the trifecta in honky-tonk bars, but he wasn’t after looks in those places.


    Dana Minette possessed something quite different. Determination, humor, and warmth, all wrapped up in an attractive package about sixty-three inches in height. Better still, she didn’t appear the type to genuflect for money or position. So how did a creep like Robert Minette get a woman like her to stay with him for twenty years?


    He remembered the first time he saw Minette, with his white-collared, pin-striped shirt, suspenders, and shiny suit. The man had done everything to rally the townspeople against the murderer who wanted to live among them. Reece had run too far and too long to run again. He fought Minette and won. So where did the lawyer find the nerve to drive into his yard, say he had no hard feelings, and act like Reece should fall at his feet and say Yassuh, Masser.


    “No one refuses Robert Minette,” he’d said, slicked-back hair glistening in the morning sun. “Robert Minette gets what he wants.”


    Reece laughed and ordered him off his property. The attorney stormed away in his Escalade, a spray of gravel spitting from its tires.


    Not this time, bub, and good riddance to you.


    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Out in the Open


    


    Dana drove home with Daughtry’s promise to meet at eight the next morning to draw up plans for her fireplace. Harris told her Daughtry was a strange man, and he was right. But after he’d spent fifteen years caged like an animal, rarely seeing the light of day or a kind face, she couldn’t blame him for being antisocial. Especially after being wrongly convicted. If he was. But she didn’t believe a man who fitted a menagerie of animals with electronic collars could ever kill. She saw three more dogs roaming the property before she left. How many more were in the house?


    There were many types of prisons. Dana could have walked away from hers sooner, but the penalty would have been unbearable. After her younger son left for college and a TV movie deal for one of her books gave her financial independence, she thrust her middle finger at Robert and left his house with nothing but the clothes on her back. She would have left those too, but walking naked into the cold mountain air didn’t seem like an option. She filed for divorce shortly after. Robert dumped her? What a joke. Yes, Dana knew the freedom Daughtry must feel.


    Robert would blow a gasket when he found out Daughtry was building her a fireplace. A smile curled her lips. No one rejected Robert Minette, and no one called him Bob or Bobby or Rob or any of the pat-on-the-back nicknames most Roberts answered to. It was Robert Minette, and don’t you forget it. She hated him with a passion she never thought herself capable of.


    She sat with a glass of wine in her unfinished great room and stared at the fireplace wall. What magnificence would Daughtry construct? The magazine pictures and the breathtaking beauty of his house sparked her imagination. She drank another glass of wine and sat there until dark, then went to bed to wait for morning.


    * * * * *


    Dana usually rose at six, but the wine had put her into a deep sleep, and she woke a few minutes after seven. She hopped out of bed, padded into the kitchen, and ground coffee for a full pot rather than her usual two cups. Maybe Daughtry didn’t drink coffee, but if he did…


    After a quick shower, she fluffed her short wet hair to dry naturally and threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. She rarely wore more than a dab of lipstick and didn’t put on any more than that this morning.


    With a mug of coffee in hand, she slid open the glass door and went outside to enjoy the morning sun, scaring off a cardinal perched on her bird feeder. Dew covered the blanket of winter turf, interrupted by a few sprouts of green struggling to make an appearance. May mornings in the North Carolina mountains still held the nip of late winter instead of late spring. A brisk gust of wind sent her back inside for a sweater.


    Her house overlooked the picture-postcard view of the valley. Houses and farms peppering the countryside, church steeples, pastures, and barns. No lake like Daughtry’s, but that was okay. She preferred this.


    A truck groaned up the steep drive. A door opened and closed. She waited until he saw her on the patio and joined her, the little three-legged mutt trailing behind. Daughtry wore jeans, a plaid flannel shirt over a white T-shirt, and work boots.


    The dog hobbled straight to her and put his two front paws in her lap while he balanced on his one hind leg. “Hey, Pooch.” She glanced at Daughtry. “He’s a cute little fellow.”


    “Got hit by a car near my house. He didn’t have any tags or collar, so he’s mine. Vet fixed him up, but he can’t run after cars anymore.”


    “Because he can’t get off your property without being shocked.”


    “Better than dead,” he said with a penetrating stare.


    She couldn’t argue that. “Coffee?”


    “Thanks. Black.”


    She went inside, Pooch on her heels, and came out with a mug of coffee. He took it.


    “Looks like you have a new friend,” he said.


    “I love dogs.”


    “How come you don’t have one?”


    “Maybe now that I have my own place, I’ll get one.”


    Daughtry looked long at her, then shifted his focus to the hillside. “Beautiful view.”


    “It is, isn’t it?”


    “Want to show me the fireplace?”


    “Come inside. I want the whole wall designed, like the picture in the magazine.”


    “Okay.”


    He put on his glasses, unhooked a large tape measure from his belt, and measured up and across the wall. A collapsible ruler measured the depth of the fireplace opening. He lifted a small pad from his shirt pocket, wrote the dimensions, then returned his glasses and notebook to the same pocket. He told her his price for the work. She agreed.


    “Wouldn’t mind another cup of coffee if you have some.”


    She took his cup and refilled it. He’d taken a seat and was staring at the wall, trancelike. There was something appealing about the man. She knew it when they first met. She felt sympathy for his ordeal and cautioned herself not to be influenced by that. But caution fell to the wind when she thought about what it must have been like for a young man to be plucked from the wealthy life he knew and thrown into a netherworld of hard convicts. What did it take to survive?


    He caught her looking at him. “Something wrong?”


    “No, why?”


    “You were looking at me kind of funny.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m going to get this out in the open because that’s how I am. Whatever you heard about me—the gossip—it’s all true. I was in prison for fifteen years for a crime I didn’t commit. Some people still think I did it, and probably nothing’s going to change their minds. But if you’re worried—”


    “It wasn’t that at all.” She looked away, debating whether she should let it pass and decided not to. “I was wondering what it must have been like.” She doubted the question had come up. People felt more comfortable talking behind backs than face to face. He met her gaze with an intensity that made her heart race.


    “Wonder no more. It was hell.” He stood to leave. “If you’re comfortable with me being around, I’ll be here at seven-thirty tomorrow morning.”


    “I’m comfortable.”


    He nodded, then he was gone.


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Ignoring the Facts


    


    Prickly heat rose on Robert Minette’s face. He found Harris Stroud in the office of the Regal Falls Banner, redlining an article that would make the morning paper. Harris didn’t like being interrupted when he was working, but Robert didn’t care.


    “I heard that ex-con was at my wife’s new house? Don’t tell me he’s building her a fireplace.”


    “Who told you that?”


    “One of her neighbors.”


    “Are you paying someone to keep watch?”


    “What if I am?”


    Harris pushed back from the desk, looking relieved that the massive piece of mahogany furniture acted as a buffer between them. He shook his head. “You’re unbelievable. First of all, Robert, the charges against Daughtry were dropped. Second, she’s your ex-wife, a fact you keep forgetting. And third, yes, Daughtry is building Dana a fireplace.”


    “Of all the…son of a bitch. And Dana’s my wife, Harris. She’s always been my wife, and she’ll always be my wife. She’ll come back, you’ll see. But that stone man is building her a fireplace to get back at me. You know that, don’t you?”


    “Have you forgotten you did everything to stop him from buying his land. You brought it to court, for chrissakes. You think he might have remembered that when you asked him to build you a fireplace? Hell, you’re the last person he’d build one for.”


    “I was trying to protect the children of this county from a murderer.”


    “By stepping on his civil rights? Bullshit. You were looking for publicity, and it backfired when his lawyer made you look like a second-year law student. Christ, lucky you weren’t disbarred for incompetence. Give it up, Robert. Go pick on someone who can’t fight back. That’s your modus operandi.”


    “You can’t talk to Robert Minette that way.”


    “Speaking of yourself in the third person sounds at best like you’re having an out of body experience and at worst like you have multiple personality disorder. That’s what I think.”


    “Never mind how I refer to myself. I asked you a question. You’ve met the guy. He’s building it for Dana to piss me off, isn’t he?”


    Harris released a long sigh. “Possibly, but far be it from me to figure out why anyone does anything. I’ve been a newspaperman my whole adult life, and I still don’t understand people. Knowing what I know about Daughtry, I seriously doubt he gives a shit what you or anyone else thinks about who he builds fireplaces for.”


    “He murdered that girl, no matter he got off. His semen was inside her. He never disputed that. His lawyer beat it on a technicality. Contaminated crime scene, my ass. That only meant someone hadn’t done his job properly. Daughtry’s guilty. Plain and simple.” Robert pumped a finger at the editor. “You should do a piece on that, Harris. Tell the public we have a murderer in our midst. I tried, but no one listened. He chopped that girl’s head almost clear off. He might do it again too. People like him can’t help themselves. I know. I’ve prosecuted enough of them.”


    “You weren’t listening, Robert. His case was dropped. You should know what that means. Writing what you suggest would be libel, and saying it—”


    “Slander, I know. I’m a lawyer. I know the difference.”


    “Then you’d better be careful. If Daughtry sues you, he’d win. Again. He’s a strange bird, but I’d say fifteen years in prison is good reason why. He’s smart and rich, not some psychotic vagrant, and he doesn’t bother anyone. He’s a quiet man leading a quiet life, and he doesn’t need you screwing it up.”


    “If he’s got so much money, then how come he had a public defender for a lawyer? You’d think he’d have hired someone with clout.”


    “You mean someone like you?”


    Robert straightened, puffed out his chest. “He could have done worse.” The smirk on Harris’s face angered him. “Was that sarcasm, Harris?”


    “I’m waiting to see if the buttons on your shirt pop.”


    “Well he could have done worse. I was a goddamn good defense attorney.”


    “So I’ve heard. You got your clients off, and it didn’t matter how you did it.”


    “Hearsay. Can’t prove a thing.”


    “Daughtry’s attorney held her own against you six years ago. Got a big practice up in Boston now, I hear.”


    Robert snorted. “Because people got all up in arms over the Constitution and rights. They missed the bigger picture. And she didn’t get him off at his trial, did she?”


    “Reece Daughtry was convicted in the press. I know how that works, and if you look up his case, as I did, you’ll see he didn’t stand a chance. Maybe he did it, maybe he didn’t. But the public was looking for a killer, and Daughtry took the fall.”


    Robert slumped in his chair. “Circumstantial doesn’t mean he didn’t do it. I’ve put away plenty of people with circumstantial evidence. Plenty.”


    “Like I said, he could be guilty, but the last time I looked, sleeping with a woman wasn’t the same as murdering her. If that were the case, I’d have been in prison years ago. Besides, the victim made the rounds. That came out at trial.”


    “Yeah, but those others weren’t in bed with her, unconscious. Have they ever found the real murderer? No. ’Cause Daughtry’s it.”


    “No point arguing with you. You twist things to bolster your position.”


    “No point arguing because I’m right. Still, I don’t like he’ll be that close to my wife, building her my fireplace.”


    Harris picked up his red pen, hissed between his teeth. “I give up.”


    “She won’t make it without me. Why do you think she stayed with me for twenty years?”


    “You know why she stayed.”


    Heat circled Robert’s neck. “Don’t bring that up, or you’ll be looking for another job. Have you forgotten who owns this newspaper? Who owns you?”


    “How could I forget? You remind me on a regular basis. Go ahead. Fire me. I’m a good newspaperman. The only reason I’m still here is because I grew up in this town. I like it here. But you fire me, and everyone will know what I know. I might not write it in the Regal Falls Banner, but it’ll make the front page of some newspaper. I’ll see to that. People love good, dirty gossip.”


    “I’ll discredit you. Drunk on the job. You’ll never work for another paper.”


    “No one’s ever seen me drunk during working hours. But even drunk, I can hold my own with the best. And I never slapped around my wives to keep them in line or threatened to kill one of my kids for revenge if she left me.”


    Robert tensed, his back rigid as an ironing board. “Where’d you hear that? As if I didn’t know. Do you and Dana share all your secrets?” He leaned closer. “Does she know about yours?”


    Harris turned away.


    “Does she?” When Harris didn’t answer, he said, “Hunh, thought so. You two. It’s unnatural for a man and woman to be best friends, and you couldn’t threaten to kill one of your kids because you don’t have any. All you have are three ex-wives who didn’t stay with you long enough to give you any. I’d never hurt my sons. I said it in the heat of anger. We all say things like that.” He flicked his hand, brushing off Harris as if he were a piece of lint. “I never hit Dana. A little love tap or two maybe, to keep her in line. You know what she’s like, and you know what she did.”


    “Love tap? Right. I saw the results of your love tap. Dana stayed with you out of love for her sons and to keep them from becoming like you. You’d have fought her for them, not because you wanted them, but so she couldn’t have them. She stayed so they’d know someone loved them.”


    “I love them. I’ve always loved them. Kids need discipline. That’s what fathers do. Mothers nurture. Fathers discipline.”


    “I haven’t time for this, Robert. I have a paper to put out.”


    “You’re the only one I allow to talk to me like this, and some day you’ll go too far.”


    “You let me off the hook because I know too much, and it’s on paper. Names, dates, places. That’s why I’m a good reporter.”


    Robert’s insides burned like they were on fire. “That sounds like a threat. Remember, threats work both ways, so be careful. Opening a Pandora’s Box could have drastic results.”


    “Let’s not pretend. The only way a person can do business with you is to be like you. I learned that a long time ago, God help me.”


    “God help you is right. And God help Daughtry too. He’s going to need it.”


    “Daughtry has a right to choose his clients like anyone else in business, and I’m sure he’d rather look at Dana for however long it takes to build her fireplace than to look at you. Who knows what resides underneath Daughtry’s quiet façade.”


    The thought of Dana with that ex-con got Robert hot all over again. It would be just like her to flaunt Daughtry in his face. “She wouldn’t dare. Not with a convicted murderer. Not in my county.”


    “Jesus, Robert, for an attorney, you can be awfully dense. I’m not saying there’s anything there, but who knows? We can’t help who we’re attracted to, no matter how much we try. Now, I’ve got work to do. Go bother someone else.”


    Robert stomped out of Harris’s office, mad as hell. “She won’t make a fool out of me again,” he muttered under his breath. “Not again. Once was one time too many.” Hardheaded Dana. She liked playing with fire, and inviting an ex-con murderer into her house while she lived there all alone sounded like her.


    He got into the Escalade, fuming enough to steam the windows, and drove back to his office. “Who does she think she is?” he spat out, glad his too-loud voice couldn’t be heard outside the confines of his car.


    And Daughtry. Someone ought to teach him a lesson. Building a fireplace for his wife was more than a slap in the face. It was downright…downright—well, he didn’t know how to describe it other than traitorous. He’d offered Daughtry four times the money, and the son of a bitch about told him to go fuck himself. Then Daughtry turned around and contracted to build one for Dana, all because Robert tried to stop the sale of his land. “No, no. You don’t do that to Robert Minette.”


    He thought of calling Klugh to come up from Atlanta and follow that head-severing maniac to make sure he didn’t put his tainted hands on his wife. He’d have to think about that. Klugh was a loose cannon. He could be a problem if he took things into his own hands, doing what he thought Robert wanted, without hearing the words. He’d sleep on it, make up his mind later.


    In the meantime, he’d check out all the unsolved missing women reports, starting when Daughtry turned up in North Carolina. Men like Reece Daughtry don’t change. Robert had known enough of them, put a few behind bars. Give them a get-out-of-prison card, and they’d kill again. They couldn’t help themselves. Violence was built into their DNA. Robert knew.


    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    From Lunch to More


    


    Dana listened as Reece’s flatbed chugged up the driveway at seven thirty, weighed down by its contents of rocks and stones and slabs of slate. Through the trees, the morning sun dappled the yard in light and dark ever-evolving shapes. A hummingbird fluttered around the feeder hung from the eaves of the house. Dana assumed there’d be many more mornings, more piles of rocks. He told her the job would last at least a month, since she wanted the entire wall designed around the fireplace opening.


    She had to admit to an uneasy night’s sleep. She was afraid of Reece Daughtry. Not because some articles she’d read insisted he savagely murdered a woman. Dana couldn’t believe the man preparing to work in her unfinished great room murdered anyone. Something about him had burrowed into a place deep within her, and he was all she thought about. It was that intensity that scared her.


    He walked up from the driveway. “Morning.”


    “Morning.” Like the day before, he dressed in layers. She supposed he shed clothing as the day warmed, maybe down to a tank top like he wore the first day on the dock. “There’s coffee in the kitchen. Since you’re going to be here for a while, make yourself at home. I’ll be in my study working, so you won’t have any distractions from me.” She crooked her finger. “Come, I’ll show you where everything is. There are muffins for breakfast, and I put some sandwiches in the fridge for lunch.”


    “You didn’t have to, but thanks.” He poured himself a cup of coffee. “I’d better get to work.”


    He spread a tarp in front of the fireplace wall, then brought in a wheelbarrow load of rocks already separated by size and color. She assumed he’d bring more in, but she didn’t want to stand around and watch, so she went into her office. In spite of telling him to help himself, when lunch time came she brought the food outside—a plate of sandwiches, chips, cookies, and a large pitcher of iced tea. The still-cool breeze brushed her face, scenting the air with mountain laurel and honeysuckle. The sun’s heat warmed her shoulders.


    He picked up a sandwich. “This is nice. Thanks. I’m not used to being waited on. I usually eat meals alone.”


    “Don’t you have friends here?”


    “The vet.” He glanced her way and shrugged. “I made sure he understood business was business when I saw we were becoming friends. We’ve had dinner a few times. I’m a pretty good cook.”


    “Are you?”


    “Yeah. I make a mean curry.”


    “I love curry. You have to go to Asheville for good Indian or Thai food.”


    “I know.”


    Reece wasn’t much for talking, and Dana didn’t want to make him uncomfortable with banal chatter. But she realized he was making an effort.


    “Back to work,” he said. “Thanks for lunch. Your chicken salad is better than mine. The pecans and cranberries added flavor.” He smiled and picked up his dish to carry inside.


    “I’ll take care of them. I need a break. I’ve run into a block with my story.”


    “I’d like to hear about it. I mean, that’s if you talk about what you’re writing before you finish. Maybe if you do, it might jiggle something. I’m a good listener.”


    “Thanks.” She put the dishes in the dishwasher and came out to watch him work while she told him about her story. He was right about being a good listener, but then he’d ask a question like why something happened or how a character felt about this or that, and it opened her thought processes and helped her over the hump into the next scene.


    “You’re what I needed,” she said.


    He turned.


    Heat bloomed on her face. What was it about this man that triggered such a visceral reaction? “Thanks for the feedback. I’ll leave you to your work now.”


    “Come back any time. I like your story.”


    “You must like to read. You were reading the first day I went to your house.”


    “I read a lot.” He stopped to fit a rock into the fireplace wall, stepped back to see what he’d done, and made an approving motion of his head. “It’s what saved my sanity.” He focused on her. “In prison, reading put me in another place.”


    Dana started to write for exactly the same reason. To go to another place. But the place she was escaping from wasn’t hell, only limbo. “I should get back to work before I lose my idea.”


    He signaled he understood and leaned down to choose another rock. She went back to work, and when he finished for the day, he called that he was leaving. And he left.


    His truck sputtered down the drive until the sound faded. The house seemed emptier than it had been before he stepped into it.


    * * * * *


    The weather turned warmer. Buds sprouted into leaves, dogwoods bloomed, some flowers died off, others blossomed. Reece pulled his pickup into her yard every morning, came inside, poured himself a cup of coffee, and went to work. She disappeared into her office but felt his presence whether or not she could see him. When she ventured into the great room, he’d be lost in his design, iPod in his ears, listening to a book, she learned. At lunchtime, they sat on the back patio and talked about books. Nothing complicated or personal. Sometimes they talked less than more, and sometimes not at all, but the silence wasn’t strained.


    During the afternoons, she read a chapter or two aloud to him. She found the time surprisingly intimate. She’d never before shared the people and situations that sprang from her mind and heart. At least, not until it was between two covers. It made her feel vulnerable, and in a strange way, empowered.


    She marveled at Reece’s ability to pick up flaws she missed—a timeline or a repetition—never in a disparaging way, but gently questioning. She grew to see the man beneath the quiet exterior as a critical thinker. She remembered reading he’d gone to Harvard, so she wasn’t surprised.


    On this particular day, she came into the room when he was ready to leave. He stopped at the door and turned to her. “I’m going to say something I swore I wouldn’t. I’m usually not this impulsive. In fact, I’m one of those people who thinks a long time before speaking. After I say what’s on my mind, if you’re offended, I’ll finish the fireplace as quickly as I can and be out of your hair.”


    Dana couldn’t imagine what he was going to say. “Why don’t you go ahead and spill it.” He rubbed his neck, which seemed his way of segueing from one subject to another. On some men the gesture might have presented an aw-shucks quality, but not on him.


    “I’d like to take you to bed, and not as a random fuck, which is all I’ve had the past six years. I’m forty-seven years old, learned to be rough around the edges to survive. I don’t know if there’s time for me to smooth out. I can be moody, but I’m gentle. I’m honest to a fault…” He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, shaking his head in slow motion. “I’d better leave now. I’m making an ass of myself.” He made a move toward the door.


    Dana took a quick step forward. “You’re not.” Of all the things she didn’t expect. She thought for a moment he was joking, but this was not a man who joked about something like that. Not a crack of a smile or smirk showed on his face. “I’m not offended, and you needn’t rush to finish. There’s plenty of time.”


    He pulled in his bottom lip, bit it, then did a funny twist of his mouth. “Okay, then. See you tomorrow.”


    * * * * *


    Reece drove off Dana’s property disbelieving what he’d said. Oh, he meant every word. He never said things he didn’t mean. That wasn’t the problem. The words rolled off his tongue because that was the way he felt from the first moment he looked at her, no matter how gruffly he behaved, because he didn’t need the complication. The women he picked up in bars knew exactly what he wanted. No lies, no promises, no I’ll calls. Maybe they appreciated his honesty, because he never left a place without a willing partner.


    He liked this woman. Liked the way she spoke her mind, how there was something so natural and comfortable about her. Other than his random fucks, as he described them, this was the first time in twenty-one years he had the urge to be with someone other than himself.


    So all that crap about entanglements and emotional attachments amounted to nothing more than wishful thinking. Lies he told himself because it was easier to be alone than to share his life with another person. And because he was still a man, no matter how being inside had almost robbed him of that.


    He remembered back, twenty-one years. That first week. Then his heart turned hard, and he forced the memories from his mind.


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Life’s Outline


    


    Dana spent most of the next week finishing the first draft of her novel. Engrossed in her story, she didn’t hear Reece enter her study. She’d removed her sweater as the day warmed and felt his hands resting on her bare shoulders. They were rough to the touch but gentle in pressure. She turned and looked up at him. She knew now what it meant to say that eyes smiled. His did. She stood, expecting him to kiss her. He didn’t.


    His gaze took in every feature of her face, and heat radiated through his hands to her shoulders, leaving her limp under his touch. He proceeded to undress her. She offered no resistance. When he finished, he shed his clothes in a few effortless movements. He never touched her in a sexual sense but took her hand and led her to the bathroom and the large tiled shower. He tempered the water and they stepped inside, letting the hard spray pelt them.


    Placing his palms on her cheeks, he bent down and brushed his lips to hers while his hands glided from her cheeks into her hair. Her insides almost caved from feelings she couldn’t explain and had never before experienced. They soaped one another, examining and touching each other’s bodies for the first time. His was as hard as carved stone. A long, deep scar cut a path down his left side, from below his armpit to his waist. She wanted to ask how he got it, but this wasn’t the time. They rinsed off. He toweled her dry, then himself, and she took his hand and led him to her bed.


    Reece had been right. He was gentle beyond words, making love, not having sex. Giving, not taking. Every move, every touch seemed choreographed, but they weren’t. It was just the way he did things. Fluid and elegant. She struggled not to compare him to Robert, who took her when he wanted, but she lost the battle. Robert never cared that she gave him nothing in return; Reece welcomed that she fell into the moment with no inhibitions. She wondered how he’d endured in a place near hell. What he had left to give.


    “I couldn’t wait any longer. I’ve wanted you every day, every hour.”


    “Right now I don’t care if I ever go back to work.” She ran her finger down the side of his face.


    “You know I speak my mind, Dana, so here it goes. You took me by surprise. Before you, I couldn’t conceive of being involved with any woman. I mean a deep involvement. Truthfully, I couldn’t imagine any woman who knew my history would want anything to do with me. She’d always have doubts. I understand that. People who knew me before still have misgivings, and that hurt will stay with me forever.” His voice cracked on the last word. He reached his hand around her neck. “I don’t know why you didn’t run the other way, but I’m glad you didn’t.”


    She steadied her gaze on him. “It was the animals.”


    “The…animals?”


    “I couldn’t believe anyone who took care of animals the way you do could ever hurt another living thing.”


    He looked at her a long time, steady and penetrating. “I’m not sure that’s true. I often wonder what I’d do if I came face to face with the person who framed me.”


    How could Reece not wonder about that? How could any man not question what he would do when facing the person who destroyed his life? “You’d do the right thing.”


    He pulled her to him and spoke in her ear. “I hope you’re right.”


    “So, where are we?” she asked.


    “I want to know everything about you.”


    She pulled back. “Does that work both ways?”


    He didn’t answer immediately. “My life is divided into three parts. The first is almost unbearably mundane. A boy to young man who did everything expected of him, always centered on a goal, never minding hard work or sacrifice. The second part was simply… unbearable. If you want to know, I’ll tell you, but a little at a time. Not because I don’t want you to know, but because it’s equally unbearable to talk about. Do you understand?”


    “Yes. I do. And the third part?”


    “That seems to be dividing into two parts.” He smiled. “It could be a story outline. Roman numeral three: Part One—the last six years. Part Two is starting now. We’ll have to wait to see how that turns out.”


    She kneeled over him and kissed him. “I want to know. All of it.”


    “Not tonight. I’m afraid of going too fast and scaring you away. So I’m going to get up, put on my smelly clothes, and leave. Tomorrow I’ll bring a fresh change.”


    “Is that why we started in the shower?”


    He nodded.


    “I loved your man smell, but I loved being wet and soapy and slick, and I loved what happened after.”


    * * * * *


    Every afternoon, Dana crept out of her study to see the fireplace’s progression. The puzzle of rocks was an incredible sight. Each stone fit perfectly, no space between more than a coin’s width. Reece’s focus never waned until he finished for the day. Then he came into the study and started the lovemaking process the same way he had done the first day and every day since, only now they shared stories and thoughts. He massaged her shoulders and whispered in her ear. His breath, his words, his touch had such an erotic effect.


    “I never thought this feeling of elation would happen to me,” he said. “It’s not only the sex. This is so much more. I don’t know if you feel the same way, and I’m not asking you to answer, but I want you to know how I feel.”


    She ran her fingers through his hair. “I can’t get enough of you.”


    He kissed her with a passion he’d held back until that moment. Maybe it was the affirmation that she felt as he did. They made love under the steady stream of water, made love on the bed after, always with variation, exploring. He touched her all over with his fingers, his mouth, with his tongue. Whenever she asked about the scar, he said another time, so she stopped asking.


    She told him about her childhood; he told her a little about his. He was right. The first part of his life had been normal, even boring, with one hint of rebellion.


    “We were rich. Very rich. Against our wishes, my father sent my brother and me to a private school. We hated it there. The boys were snooty and arrogant. It didn’t take long for our grades to drop. Dad wasn’t happy, but he brought us home.”


    Then he told her about Harvard and how hard it was, consuming his every waking hour. A hardworking young man living the life expected of him—until a woman turned up dead in the apartment he shared with his brother, and Reece lay next to her in bed, unconscious, and soaked in her blood.


    Then began the second part of his life.


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Uninvited Guests


    


    After making love, Reece helped Dana make dinner. They ate and talked, not only as lovers but as friends. Whenever Dana had asked him to spend the night, he made some excuse why he couldn’t. She’d learned that he took his own time doing things, and she wouldn’t force him to stay if he didn’t want to.


    He called Saturday morning. “How about taking a drive? We can stop and have lunch somewhere, maybe rummage the roadside antique shops.”


    “As long as we take my Jeep. No offense, but your pickup–”


    “I know. You don’t want to be seen in it.”


    Dana laughed. “I’m more worried about it making the trip. Besides, isn’t it full of rocks?”


    “Point taken. Be there in an hour.”


    When he arrived, he kissed her. Nothing passionate, a buss on the lips as lovers would naturally do. They kept the conversation light during their trip: the glorious day, the food, and how relaxed they were, away from the daily grind. She couldn’t have imagined a better day.


    They got back to Dana’s around six. She opened a bottle of wine, and they talked and drank while she made pasta. After they ate, they made love. His touch never lost the magic of that first time.


    Dana had promised herself she wouldn’t pry, but she lay with her head on his chest and couldn’t hold back any longer. What did she have to lose? If he didn’t want to talk about it, he’d tell her.


    “Did you love the woman in Boston?”


    He looked as if he expected her question and didn’t hesitate. “I doubt I thought about love back then, not with the demands of my residency, but I liked her a lot.”


    He paused, whether to think or to summon his courage, she didn’t know.


    “We were a large group at a club that night. One of the guys, I don’t know who, made a crack that Karen—that was her name—had other lovers. His words weren’t as genteel. I wasn’t supposed to hear, but I did, and she saw I did. I asked her if it was true. She said we weren’t engaged, and until then, we were free to see whomever we wanted.” Reece stopped. “I remember the feeling of betrayal. I suggested we take a break until we knew what we wanted out of the relationship. But I knew it was over, at least for me. She wanted to go back to the apartment and talk it over. Carl, his girlfriend, and a few others came back. I was glad they did. Then they all took off, and that’s all I remember. I didn’t think I drank that much.”


    Dana saw a far-off look in his eyes.


    “I could never have done something so vile, sober or drunk, and I certainly wouldn’t have jeopardized the life I had in front of me for someone who thought of me as another conquest. I must have been drugged, but if so, I don’t know by whom, and not surprisingly, no one fessed up.” He touched her face and planted a light kiss on her lips. “That’s all for tonight.”


    He tried to smile, but she could see how difficult it was. “I’m sorry.”


    “You’d think after over twenty years the vision would have dimmed. But it’s as plain and clear as if it happened yesterday.” He rose. “To be continued.”


    “Stay.”


    “I will. Soon, but not tonight. You wanted to know everything. Know that talking about these things takes a toll on me. I can do it, but only a bit at a time.”


    “We don’t have to talk about it.”


    “I want you to know because I don’t want you to ever have doubts about me. I want to know about your life with Robert too, although it’ll probably infuriate me. Going over this again might register something that escaped me for the last twenty-one years. I’m thinking more clearly now.” He flashed a smile. “At least I tell myself that.”


    He stood to pull on his pants when a loud noise clattered from the great room. He turned to her, perplexed. “I left the door unlocked. Maybe open.”


    A male voice boomed, “Police. We have a warrant.” Three men in uniform barged into the bedroom, led by Mickey Ruggs, a man Dana had known her whole life. They threw Reece down on the floor, pulled his hands behind his back, and cuffed him. The look of confusion on his face as he sought out Dana broke her heart.


    “You’re under arrest,” one of them said to him. “On suspicion of murder.”


    Dana had wrapped a blanket around herself to cover her nakedness. “Get out of my house.” She couldn’t believe it was her voice screaming. “Get. Out.”


    “Sorry, Dana,” Mickey said. “This has nothing to do with you.”


    “It has everything to do with me. You have no right to barge in here like storm troopers.”


    “I’m afraid we do,” he said, waving the warrant. “A young woman has been murdered not twenty miles from here, and we have a witness that places Daughtry with her. If I were you, I’d be glad my head is still attached to my body. Hers is almost clear off.”


    “Sound familiar, Daughtry?” one of the cops said, slamming the hard toe of his shoe into Reece’s ribs.


    Dana couldn’t believe what she was hearing, but she knew the man on the floor being shackled like a wild dog couldn’t have done what they were saying. Not the man who had moments before touched her body, who had been inside her and loved her. She tried to calm her raging heartbeat, tried to clear her mind of the ugly thoughts of a woman’s severed head and the comment that connected Reece to the crime.


    “It’s not true, Dana. Call Jeraldine De Bolt. She’s an attorney in Boston.” The cop pulled him out of the room, shirtless, barefoot, and with his pants barely fastened. “Tell her I’m in trouble,” he managed to say over his shoulder before they dragged him from the room.


    “Sorry, Dana,” Mickey said. “Just doing my job.” He turned to leave, then turned back, keeping his eyes off her. “You’d better put some clothes on.”


    She glanced down and saw the blanket puddled at her feet.


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    A Day’s Lifetime Change


    


    Dana left a panicked message with Jeraldine De Bolt’s secretary. The lawyer called her back within a few minutes and listened while Dana explained what had happened. De Bolt lost it.


    “Goddamn, Ms. Minette. I’ll catch the first available flight down there. I shouldn’t have any problem acting as Reece’s attorney, unless the dead woman’s the judge’s daughter.”


    “I don’t know anything right now, Ms. De Bolt. Only that Reece asked for you.”


    “Call me Jeraldine, honey. Ms. De Bolt is my mother. No matter that Reece’s twenty-one-year old murder case has been dropped, there’ll always be people who think he did it. From what you’ve told me, the M.O. of this murder is similar to the murder of Karen Sitton.”


    “Tell me what to do.”


    The pause on the line seemed interminable before Jeraldine asked, “How involved are you with Reece?”


    Dana didn’t hesitate. “Very.”


    “Okay, then. That tells me something. First, Reece has stepped back into the world of the living. I gotta tell you. I didn’t think it would happen, so you must be something special. Next, do you know if he has an alibi?”


    “No. I mean, I don’t know, because I don’t know exactly when the murder happened. The police dragged him out of my house with no warning. He left here last night after eight, so I doubt he does, but I can’t be sure. I don’t know where he went after.”


    “So you two were together before that?”


    “Yes.”


    “You need to find out the facts so you can fill me in when I arrive. Won’t be before morning. In the meantime, I’ll have my partner see what he can find out. If there’s no evidence, and the cops are holding Reece’s history against him, that’s not a case, it’s fucking harassment.”


    “Please get down here.”


    “Where’s the closest airport?”


    “Asheville.”


    “I’m bringing my investigator. He’s been looking into the first murder on the side. But I’ll tell you one thing, Reece will not be railroaded this time. Can you meet us?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’ll call you back when I know our arrival time.”


    “Thank you.”


    Dana disconnected and called Harris, hoping she’d find him sober. “You heard?”


    “I heard. Trouble follows that man, doesn’t it?” His voice sounded steady.


    “He didn’t do it, Harris.”


    “You sure? It’s the same M.O. Woman’s head half off, just like the case in Boston.”


    Dana’s stomach took an ugly turn. How could this be happening? “I know it looks bad, but he couldn’t kill anyone. I know him.”


    “Awfully fast, isn’t it, Dana? How well can you know a man in a few weeks?”


    “Well enough to know he couldn’t have done this.”


    “What do you want me to do? I’m a newspaperman. This is a big story. I have to cover it the way I see fit.”


    “Don’t try him in the paper. Find out what they have against him before you write anything. I’ve never asked you for anything in all the years we’ve known each other. I’m asking you now.”


    “How can you say that? You blackmailed me into giving you Daughtry’s address. Seems like I should have stuck to my guns and said no.”


    “That was different. Will they let me see him?”


    “He said he wouldn’t talk to anyone until his lawyer arrived. Those were his words, not the sheriff’s.” Harris hesitated. “Don’t tell me you’ve fallen for this guy. There are too many unanswered questions. He could be a murderer.”


    “Harris, please.”


    A longer hesitation. “Okay, but it seems like you’re jumping from the frying pan into the fire. Minette to Daughtry, and I’m not sure which one is worse. But I’ll see what they have. I was going to anyway. That’s what good reporters do. I just wanted to hear you beg.”


    “Bastard.”


    * * * * *


    Dana had heard people claim they hadn’t slept a wink, but supposedly that wasn’t true. It was for her. She watched the clock tick away, hour after hour, minute after minute. She pictured Reece slumped in the county jail cell, and anger built inside like steam in a pressure cooker until she couldn’t breathe. At five, she abandoned any idea of sleep, showered, dressed, and waited for the time to leave to meet Jeraldine De Bolt at nine in Asheville.


    She drank her coffee in her great room, studying the unfinished fireplace wall. Reece had bordered the opening with flat rectangular stones and built around them, fitting the rocks into one another seamlessly. It reminded her of the different puzzle-like shapes she drew as a child. For her, the doodles had been mindless. Reece’s composition was art.


    When she felt smothered in her own house, she went outside. The sun had already made its appearance over the mountain, bathing the valley in golden light. Birds sang their morning music, a warm breeze rustled the trees. How could life go on the same, look exactly like it did the day before, when her whole world was coming apart?


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Locked Up


    


    Reece lay on the hard slab that passed for a bed in the Regal Falls jail. If he had closed his eyes at all, it was because they burned from keeping them open, not because he succumbed to sleep. This couldn’t be happening again. He swallowed his rage because letting it out would only hurt his case.


    What case, and what witness? This time he wasn’t unconscious. He’d gone straight home from Dana’s and never left.


    There were things he hadn’t gotten around to telling her. One of them was his paralyzing fear of being locked up, confined in a small space. He’d endured fifteen years in a pen, and the day he walked out of prison, he promised himself he’d never again be enclosed by four walls and bars and a locked door.


    He’d constructed skylights in every room of his house so he could see the clouds and stars to know the universe existed, and all he had to do to free himself was open a door and walk through. He’d wake soaked in sweat from those nightmares where he was trapped in a dungeon for eternity like Edmond Dantès. Only, unlike the story in his dream, Reece found no escape, and each day intensified the madness until he was quite insane. Yet, here he was in real life, locked in a cell once more, terrified he’d never get out.


    He thought of Dana and what she must have felt when they hauled him out of her house, half naked. She couldn’t see him this way, because then she’d see the tightrope he walked between sanity and madness. Jeraldine knew. If it weren’t for her, he’d still be inside, rotting away. Maybe he’d have been paroled when he was old and gray—he forced a smile, he was half gray now—or maybe not. He wouldn’t have given himself much of a chance. Heinous crime, that was what they said. Yes, it was. No one knew better than he did.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Jeraldine


    


    Dana would have known Jeraldine De Bolt from Reece’s description if the woman had appeared amid the throng at La Guardia. It was a no-brainer in Asheville. Apparently, Dana must have stood out to her too.


    “Hi ya, honey,” Jeraldine said, walking directly to her. “I’d know you anywhere.” She flung her big arms around Dana and pulled her to her very substantial bosom.


    Flustered, Dana asked, “How?”


    Jeraldine looked around. “You see the women here? If my boy Reece hadn’t picked you out of this crowd of earth mothers, then he’s in more trouble than I thought.”


    Jeraldine was a big woman. Not fat, just a large-sized woman who used her stature to command the space. Her face was flat-out beautiful. Huge, brown, liquid eyes and full, brightly-glossed lips in skin the color of milk chocolate. She wore a deep purple pantsuit with a cherry-colored silk blouse that matched her lipstick. Dana felt small and plain next to her.


    “This is Clarence Wright,” Jeraldine said, introducing the unassuming man next to her, “which he is, almost one hundred percent of the time. And he’s the best goddamn investigator in the Northern Hemisphere. So, now that we’re all friends, let’s get down to business.”


    Clarence had a shit-eating grin on his face, along with an expression of adoration. No doubt he had the same reverence toward Jeraldine that Reece had. He offered his hand, and said, “You ain’t seen nothing yet. Pleased to meet you, Dana.”


    By the time Dana turned around, Jeraldine was rattling off questions into the phone clamped to her ear. “Fuck what?…Who’s that?…I’m coming.”


    She turned to Dana. “It’s Sunday, and Reece is stuck until tomorrow, at least. The judge won’t set bail until after he looks over the facts. If he sets bail.”


    “What―what do you mean, if? You mean Reece could stay in jail?”


    “I’ll find out, honey. Don’t get upset until we know. Believe me, I don’t want Reece in jail a second longer than right this minute, but some things take time.”


    Jeraldine wasn’t telling her everything. The lawyer wrapped her arm around Dana’s shoulder, but that didn’t alleviate the sinking feeling in her stomach.


    “We have a car with GPS reserved, but we’ll follow you into town, and I’ll see what’s going on. Booked a couple of rooms at a B&B in downtown Regal Falls, which I’m guessing is near the station.”


    “Pine House,” Dana said. “It’s the only one, and you’re right. It’s within walking distance of the police station. So is everything else. Regal Falls isn’t very big.”


    “That was what the Internet said. Lovely walking town.”


    “I thought you’d stay with me,” Dana said. “I have space, a little messy at the moment, but you’re welcome.”


    “I don’t want to tie you down, and we’ll be free to see what the fuck is going on here.”


    “Can’t I go with you? To see Reece, I mean.”


    Jeraldine flicked a glance at Clarence. “I doubt they’ll let anyone see him but his attorney. He won’t be in any mood for company even if they did.” She looked at Dana a long time. “Trust me on this, okay?”


    “What are you saying?”


    “Trust me.”


    The way Jeraldine said those two words didn’t invite further comment.


    “I need to talk to the police chief or the sheriff or anyone who can fill us in. Maybe I can talk to the DA. Clarence will find out about the crime Reece is accused of. My guess is they have shit connecting him to this murder. I’ll call you when I know something.” She waved a small notebook. “Wrote your number right here.”


    Dana’s stomach felt like a vise had grabbed hold and tightened. The prosecuting attorney for the district, including Harold County, was none other than Robert Minette.


    * * * * *


    Dana sat in her great room waiting. Two hours. Three. When she thought she couldn’t stand it another minute, the phone rang.


    “Can’t get him out today,” Jeraldine said. “The judge wants to study the case. There’s another problem. Clarence is going to—where is it, Clarence? Right, Corley. That’s where the girl lived and where the murder took place. I’ll call you later. Let’s have dinner. The Pine House dining room looks good.”


    “It is. What’s the problem?”


    “I’ll tell you at dinner.”


    “How is he? Can I see him?”


    The silence on the line lasted uncomfortably long. “He’s…he’s not ready for company. Not while he’s inside.”


    “Why? Why won’t he see me?”


    “We’ll talk tonight, okay? Honey?”


    “Yes?”


    “I know you want to go to him, but don’t. He won’t see you. Trust me on that, okay? Promise me?”


    Dana didn’t want to promise, but she did.


    “I’ll tell you why tonight. Clarence won’t be there, and you and I can have a long talk. He loves you, you know.”


    Dana’s breath caught in her throat. Did Reece tell her that? Did he actually say it?


    “Oh, by the way, I met your ex-husband. He’s an asshole.” Then Jeraldine hung up.


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    The Sleuth Sleuths


    


    Clarence drove into Corley. He located the police station, a small brick building on the main street. One uniformed officer glanced in his direction, then shifted his focus to an older woman with a halo of tight curls framing a face creased by a suspicious frown.


    “What can I do for you?” she asked Clarence.


    “Like to talk to someone about the murder of Rayanne Johnson.”


    “That’d be Micah. He’s the chief of police.”


    When she didn’t say anything else, Clarence asked, “Where might I find Micah?”


    The man in the uniform walked toward him. “That’d be me.”


    Micah didn’t look like Barney Fife, but he didn’t look like Wyatt Earp either. Clarence took out a card and handed it to him.


    Micah looked at it. “Boston, Massachusetts, huh? Don’t tell me you came all the way down here to investigate a murder in Booniesville.”


    Micah mispronounced the name of the state like a lot of people did. Massatooshitts. Clarence pinched his chin. “Booniesville?”


    “Sure. Isn’t that what you big city guys think of us down here? Don’t deny it.”


    “Hadn’t given it much thought, Micah. This is just another job. Doesn’t matter where it is. Fact is, I come from a town in Missouri that’d make Corley look like a metropolis.”


    “Don’t say.”


    “Yup. Right in the middle of nowhere.” Corley’s chief of police probably thought he was bullshitting him, but he wasn’t. “Now what can you tell me about the murder?”


    “You working for the guy who done it?”


    “No, I’m working for the lawyer of the man wrongly accused.”


    “Don’t seem wrongly accused to me. We don’t get too many beheadings ’round here, and there he is, not thirty miles away, done it before.”


    “He was exonerated.”


    “Hmm, so I heard. But it sure is a coincidence, ain’t it? How many beheadings you ever heard about?”


    “I peg it for a copycat.”


    “Hmm, maybe. Have to be someone who knew about him, though, wouldn’tcha think? I remember the to-do about his buying property in Harold County, but I didn’t much remember the particulars. Doubt others did around here either. Looks like someone did, though.”


    “Yes, if it’s a copycat, then I suspect it would have to be someone who knew about him. Does narrow the field. Will you help me?”


    Micah hesitated. “What’d you want to know?”


    Clarence pulled out Reece’s picture. “Ever see this man around here before?”


    Micah took the photo and studied it. “No, can’t say I have, but I know this is the guy. Picture’s been in the paper. Besides, if he planned to do what he did, I doubt he’d come in here and get acquainted.”


    “Good point. Would you show me the police report? I know you’re not obligated to, but I’d appreciate it.”


    Keep it simple, Clarence. He didn’t want to seem like some city slicker showing off, trying to make locals look like yokels. That had never been his style. Get on their wavelength, be one of them. Hell, he was one of them.


    The sheriff eyed him.


    “A man’s life might depend on it, Micah. All I want to do is give him his best shot, and you’re the man who can help.”


    “The sheriff’s boys went over her apartment with a magnifying glass. There was a lot of blood, but not much else in the way of clues. Whoever killed her didn’t leave anything to go on. Can’t imagine how he left the crime scene without being noticed, though. Must’ve been covered in blood. You don’t do a murder like that and not get it all over you.”


    “True. I’d say he came prepared, wouldn’t you?”


    “I seen a movie once where the killer put on one of them cheap plastic raincoats you buy for almost nothing. Disposable. I’d guess that’s what whoever done this wore. Ya think?”


    “If he was smart. Guess he was since no one saw him. I’d sure like to look at the photos of the crime scene. You must have copies. After all, you were in charge.”


    “Thought so.”


    Clarence knew what Micah meant. “I know how it is when someone else comes in and takes over. I used to be a cop, and it happened all the time. The feds’d come in to work with us on a case, and before long they were in charge.” He shook his head. “Man, I hated that.”


    “Then you know. Wait a minute. I’ll get the report, see if we made copies.” He walked into an office with an eye on the woman at the desk. Clarence decided if there were no copies, she’d be to blame. She sniffed a challenge in Micah’s direction. She’d done her job.


    Ah, small town departments. They probably never had more than a few drunk calls on Saturday night. A murder…now that was big time.


    “Here you go,” Micah said. “If your guy didn’t do it, I sure hope you clear him. But if he did, he needs to get what’s coming to him.”


    “I agree. I’m looking for the truth, that’s all. You have any idea where Ms. Johnson could’ve met whoever she took back to her apartment?” Clarence figured the answer was the bar’s name on the matchbook cover Jeri learned they found in Reece’s house, but he never blew an opportunity to hear a different answer.


    “Only thing goes on around these parts, without going over to Asheville or Hendersonville, is blue grass music at Rudy’s Bar on Friday nights. She was a nice gal. No trouble. Worked at Dollar General. Could’ve been a customer she met.”


    Clarence looked at the report. He saw nothing about testing for drugs other than alcohol, and unless they had a specific reason to suspect drugs, they wouldn’t run a tox screen. A slice across the carotid artery proved a powerful cause of death. “Lot of blood.”


    “Place was a real mess.”


    “You don’t have the autopsy report, do you?”


    “Nope. Sheriff Payton took over the case. He hasn’t sent it over. S’ppose he will when he has a mind to.”


    “Where’d you say Rudy’s Bar is?” Clarence knew that too, but Micah seemed brimming with importance now.


    “I didn’t, but it’s down the road apiece, ’bout ten miles. Town called Emory. Ain’t open on Sundays, though. Watch close or you might miss it. Only thing there worth noting is Rudy’s. People and bands come from all ’round. You think Rayanne might’ve met someone there?”


    “What do you think? Possible?”


    “We questioned everyone local, but I gotta tell ya, some of them don’t like cops. They could’ve held back. Maybe not. If she met up with a stranger, Rudy’s’d be the place. Rayanne’s been known to—how can I say it and not say something bad ’bout the dead?”


    “You don’t have to, Micah, and thanks. You’ve been a great help. It’s law enforcement like you that keep things straight.”


    Micah beamed his appreciation at the compliment as Clarence tipped an imaginary hat and said “Ma’am” to the still-frowning woman behind the desk.


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    A Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing


    


    The sound startled Dana. She couldn’t figure out where it came from. The doorbell. She’d never heard it rung before. She peeked out the front door’s glass sidelight. Robert stared back at her.


    What in hell was he doing here? She promised herself she’d be civil for the sake of her sons, even if civil behavior was anathema to her ex-husband. She took a deep breath and, against her better judgment, opened the door.


    “May I come in?”


    “I’d rather you didn’t, Robert. We have nothing more to discuss.”


    “This is about Reece Daughtry.”


    Knowing Robert, anything he had to say wouldn’t be good. He’d probably heard all about her and Reece, not that they flaunted their relationship in public. Regal Falls was a small town, and gossip, good or bad, spread like a contagious disease.


    “You’ve met his attorney, I hear. Speak to her.”


    “This has to do with you too. Please, Dana.”


    Was this a new Robert? Contrite, yes, even civil? She wanted to tell him to leave, but if anyone knew anything about Reece’s case, it was Robert. “Okay. Come in. But I haven’t a lot of time.” She moved aside, and he walked past her into the house.


    “This won’t take long.”


    She led him into the great room so he could see the fireplace. Spiteful, she knew, but so what? It was the kind of thing Robert would do, and he’d taught her well. He studied it, and for once Dana couldn’t read his expression. He said nothing about it.


    “He’s a murderer, Dana. He’s killed two women, and I’m going to prove it this time.”


    So, Robert wasn’t contrite. He was the same manipulative bastard, only dressed in contrite clothing, like the wolf in sheep’s skin. How foolish of her to believe otherwise. She wanted to scream that he was more capable of murder than Reece Daughtry, but she reined in her anger, unwilling to let Robert incite her worst inclinations. She’d spent twenty years allowing him to do that, and if she lost control, he’d win.


    “Why are you telling me? I’m not interested in your posturing. If you have a case, take it to trial.”


    “Oh, I will. Because Reece Daughtry knew the victim, and we have a witness who said he saw him with her Friday night. I have someone on the way to talk to him.”


    The statement made Dana dizzy. She’d fought to bury the possibility when Jeraldine mentioned it, but banishing a thought was pointless. It stayed in your brain like a blood stain on fabric. Dana hoped Clarence outflanked Robert’s investigator.


    She sat down, trying not to look as if she needed to, but her knees felt rubbery beneath her. Robert surely saw. She’d never been good at hiding her reactions. “It wasn’t Reece.”


    “You want to bet your life on that?”


    She took a deep breath, stared at him, and held her voice steady. “Yes.”


    His cool didn’t last long. It never did. “Jesus, how stupid can you get? You believe him because he told you so? Is that it?”


    This was quintessential Robert. If Dana didn’t agree with him, she was stupid or childish or a hundred other derogatory epithets. Thirteen years older and worldly, Robert had swept her off her feet, saying everything a woman wanted to hear. More importantly, her father was a state senator, which made Dana good enough for Robert Minette. But she wasn’t as easy to control as he’d thought.


    He scowled. “Are you going to answer? Do you believe him because he told you so?”


    His snarky tone brought her back to the present and sliced through her like a paper cut. “Reece hasn’t told me anything because, as you know, the police locked him in a cell. Whatever he tells me, I’ll believe, because I know he couldn’t kill anyone.”


    Robert snorted, twisting his face into a familiar grimace. “How loyal of you. More loyal than you were to me.”


    “I don’t want to have this conversation.”


    “No, I don’t expect you do. Daughtry’s a murderer. Not once, but twice.”


    “Have you even talked to him, Robert? No, I’ll bet you haven’t. All you see is your shot at a high-profile case. You’ve made up your mind like you always do and, goddamn, Robert Minette is never wrong, is he?”


    “Daughtry asked for a lawyer immediately, and when she got there, she wouldn’t let anyone near him.”


    “Well, good for him and good for her. He knows what it’s like to be railroaded, and she’s not going to let it happen again. Because that was how it went down twenty-one years ago.”


    “Is there no end to your stupidity? After you humiliated me, I should have thrown you out. But I didn’t, did I? No. Instead, I gave you everything a woman could want, and as soon as David went off to college, you walked out on me. Now you’re humiliating me again by falling for a man who almost decapitated a woman.”


    “I want you to leave, Robert.” Ignoring the familiar prickly heat of anger that Robert generated, she slid open the glass doors that led out back, depriving him of the dignity to leave through the front door. “Get out and don’t come back. Ever.”


    “You may not be here. I’d hoped you hadn’t lost your head over this guy, but considering his history, you still might.” He stepped outside without a backward glance, and she rolled the door closed with as much power as she could muster, and flipped the latch.


    Moving into her office, where the height of the windows made it impossible for him to peer in, she sat on the daybed and shook, determined not to cry. She thought her ex-husband couldn’t do that to her any more. It was her fault for letting him into her home. Her refuge from him.


    She didn’t know how long she sat there, half an hour, maybe more, remembering the years she’d spent in his house. He never let her forget he owned it, along with everything in it. Including her.


    When she regained control, she stepped into the shower. The tile cubicle seemed empty. She missed Reece’s touch on her body. Missed his lips on hers. Robert’s words played in her head like some long-forgotten song remembered. Falling for him. Was she?


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    A Little History


    


    Dana saw Jeraldine ensconced at a corner table in the Pine House dining room when she arrived. Wearing the same clothes and looking as fresh as she had that morning, Jeraldine dominated the half-empty room. Dana had changed into her only good pair of slacks, a shirt, and jacket. Nothing fancy, but better than jeans.


    “Hi, honey. God, I needed this.” She pointed to what looked like a double of either bourbon or scotch. “What’ll you have?” She waved at the waiter. “Honey, come take my friend’s order.”


    Dana was beginning to think everyone was “honey” to Jeraldine. “Hi, Chaz,” Dana said to the young waiter. “How’s college?”


    “Great, Mrs. Minette. Made Dean’s List.”


    “Good for you. Hard work wins in the end.”


    “What can I get for you?”


    “A glass of pinot noir, please.”


    Jeraldine beamed at the young waiter. “So that’s your name. I like that. Sounds preppy.”


    Chaz left the table with a smile for Dana. “He’s worked here every summer for years, only now he’s old enough to take drink orders.”


    “Cute thing, isn’t he? Oh, if I were twenty years younger.”


    Dana smiled.


    “Okay, thirty, but who’s counting?” Her infectious laugh filled the room before she focused on Dana. “How’ya doing, honey?”


    “Antsy. I want to go to him.”


    “He won’t see you.”


    “Why?”


    “It’s the way he is. Give him time, Dana. This isn’t about you.”


    Jeraldine’s words hit home. No, this wasn’t about her. It was about Reece. Chaz brought Dana’s wine, and she took a long sip. “Hmm, I guess I needed this too.”


    “I told Chaz honey we weren’t in a rush, so drink up. Then you can have another. I’m going to. We’ll order later.”


    Dana had thought about this meeting all afternoon. There was so much she didn’t know. “So tell me.”


    Jeraldine spread some of Pine House’s special cheese over a warm roll. “Remember I said we had a problem? Well, they found a matchbook in Reece’s house from a bar the dead woman frequented. Reece said he went there a time or two, but he doesn’t recall her. That’s not a smoking gun. He could have picked up a matchbook anytime. But there’s a witness who says he saw Reece at the bar Friday night. Reece says he wasn’t there, and I believe him. Clarence will find out.”


    “I think I might be sick.”


    “Now don’t you go losing faith in your man, honey. He told you he screwed around. He’s a man. Men have needs.”


    Then Dana remembered what Reece had said the day he told her he wanted to take her to bed. “He mentioned that. How did he put it? That all he’d had the last six years were random fucks. Yes, that was what he said.”


    “Sounds like Reece. He says what he means. No sugarcoating. A lot of men wouldn’t have mentioned it.”


    But Dana didn’t want to hear that Reece went to the bar after he left her. She couldn’t bear that. Was that why he wouldn’t stay the night at her house?


    As if Jeraldine read her mind, she said, “I know Reece. He spoke your name with reverence. He’s not a man who can hide his feelings. That’s what’s so special about him. There’s not a phony bone in his body. He loves you or I don’t know people, and I know him well enough to be sure he wouldn’t have gone there after making love to you. That’s not Reece Daughtry’s style. Believe me, and believe him.”


    “I do, but I want to hear him tell me.”


    Jeraldine lifted her drink. She swirled the liquid in the glass and took a deep swallow before speaking. “That’s not trust, Dana. That’s doubt. Don’t you think he’s been doubted enough?”


    Guilt washed over her. “I do trust him, Jeraldine. I do.”


    “Then when he gets out, don’t ask him where he went after he left you. Don’t.” Jeraldine’s steady fix on Dana’s face bordered on a scowl. Dana looked away, ashamed.


    “He didn’t stay at my house Friday night. I asked him to, but he wouldn’t.”


    “It’s not you, honey. He has trouble with closed-in spaces. That’s why he built his house with skylights. He has to see the outside, know it’s there. Now, tell me. Anyone you know have it in for Reece besides your ex? Yeah, I heard all about that.”


    “I’ve only known him a little over a month. I don’t think he talks enough to make anyone mad.”


    “No, you’re right. He’s a quiet man. Always was.” Jeraldine reached across the table and covered Dana’s hand with hers. “I said not to go to him because Reece won’t see you behind bars. When he gets out, which looks like tomorrow at the earliest, he’ll need some time alone.”


    Dana had finished her wine without realizing. Jeraldine had waved for another round, and Dana raised the fresh one to her lips. She wasn’t much of a drinker, but tonight the wine calmed the flutters in her stomach. Jeraldine still had her hand on Dana’s, and her rich, comforting voice brought her back from a place where she felt like bursting into tears.


    “You know, honey, there are people we meet in this life who touch us in some indefinable way. Reece did that for me, and I see he’s had the same effect on you. It doesn’t matter how long we know a person to have those feelings. It might be a year or an hour. That’s the way it is sometimes. But don’t hold back because you’re afraid he’s going to break. He came close for a while, but if he didn’t in that hellhole, he won’t now. He’s sensitive, but he’s also tough, and he knows to get help if he’s on the edge. He’ll come back to his normal, which is what you knew before this happened.”


    “What was he like? I mean before.”


    Jeraldine blew out a breath and took a deep pull on her drink. “Ah, Reece. Such a beautiful man. You should have seen him back then. Pretty boy. He’s tall, but he was big, like a linebacker, all blond hair and pink cheeks. Looked like some kind of Norse warrior. But talk about a babe in the woods. He didn’t know what the fuck was going on. He’s hard now. Pink gone to the sun, all angles and sinewy muscle. Must’ve lost forty pounds.


    “When the police arrested him, his father sent this big-money prick to defend him, but the bastard wanted to close it out and be done with him. Have Reece say he committed the murder so he’d get life with the possibility of parole. Massachusetts doesn’t have the death penalty, although a recent governor tried to reinstate it. Anyway, Reece told the guy to go fuck himself and asked for a public defender. Said he couldn’t do worse.”


    “That was where you came in.”


    Jeraldine nodded. “I knew he was being railroaded. He admitted to having sexual relations with the victim. Unfortunately, so did a bunch of other guys. He found out at a table full of people that night. Prosecution called it motive—jealousy and humiliation, and, of course, they found them in bed, her head half sliced off. It shocked the city. The media vilified him. The DA needed to close the case. Everything and everybody was against him. I felt like I’d let him down and wondered if I could have done things differently.”


    “You did the best you could.”


    “Did I?” Jeraldine kept her gaze on Dana over the rim of her glass while she took another swallow. “I was just starting out, older than most. Didn’t know some of the tricks I know now.” She fell back in her chair. “Failure is a mighty teacher.”


    “After what you’ve learned, would you have done anything differently?”


    Jeraldine pinched her chin, thought. “I’ve asked myself that question a hundred times. Honestly? I don’t think so, unless I had someone like Clarence to really do the digging. Because I didn’t, I still can’t help feeling I missed something.”


    “Didn’t they realize someone had drugged Reece?”


    “Things weren’t so technical twenty-one years ago. He had alcohol in his bloodstream, maybe drugs, but they couldn’t pin it to any drug in particular. Nowadays, considering he was out cold and couldn’t remember anything, they’d test him for roofies or special K or one of the other date rape drugs, though they all leave the system quickly. But back then…Of course, there was the semen, and though Karen Sitton was quite an active lady, Reece’s was the only one in her when they found the body.”


    “It doesn’t seem fair.”


    “No, honey. It wasn’t. Reece couldn’t believe it was happening. Messed him up good. I watched him grow more distant, lose weight, and become less communicative with every visit, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do. I appealed, tried to get a new trial, and they turned me down every time. I prayed I wouldn’t lose him.”


    “What…what do you mean?”


    “I worried he’d kill himself. I wouldn’t have been surprised. I would have cried my heart out if that had happened. His father turned his back on him. His mother sneaked visits, and his brother tried to help as much as possible. He bugged me constantly, hoping I’d find some way to get Reece out. After a while Reece wouldn’t see either of them. He said it was killing his mother, and he felt he’d let his brother down. I didn’t understand his reasoning, but that’s Reece.”


    Dana gasped. “His father didn’t come? Friends?”


    “Apparently, his father didn’t want the Daughtry name ruined by one bad apple. As for friends—you don’t have any when you’re convicted of a vicious murder. They scatter like cockroaches when the light goes on.” Jeraldine slathered another piece of roll with cheese and bit into it. She chewed slowly, swallowed, her eyes focused on Dana. “I’m telling you this so you know what you’re dealing with.”


    “What am I dealing with?”


    “A man who’s been through hell. Something happened in prison early on. I could guess, but I don’t know the particulars. After, he had a protector.”


    Dana didn’t believe for a minute that Jeraldine didn’t know the particulars. She knew, but she wasn’t going to tell Dana. “What does that mean, protector?”


    “A tough con by the name of Frank Vance saved Reece’s life. I guess Vance didn’t like Reece’s odds against all the bad boys inside. He looked after Reece, taught him how to take care of himself, and Reece toughened up. In exchange, Reece taught Vance how to read. I don’t think it was a sexual thing, although I never asked and he never told me.” She stopped, obviously catching the shock Dana knew showed on her face.


    “Prison’s tough, Dana. It can be brutal on men used to the mean streets. It sure as hell’s not for a boy raised with a silver spoon in his mouth. That fact made Reece a target from day one, despite his size. Bad guys can smell fear like bloodhounds, and they don’t miss a chance to swoop down and dig in their claws. Later on, much later, Reece saved Vance, but he almost died doing it, if you’ve seen the scar down the side of his torso. I haven’t, but I heard about it.”


    Dana couldn’t slow the drumbeat in her chest. “I’ve seen it.”


    Jeraldine ordered another round of drinks. “I persisted, finally proving the crime scene had been contaminated, thanks to a retired cop who’d kept his mouth shut for fear of bringing trouble to his friends in blue. His silence helped convict Reece. He really believed Reece guilty, so he didn’t have too much trouble with his conscience. They had no physical evidence other than the semen, no weapon, so the prosecutor said Reece had served enough time and refused to retry him. A judge dismissed the charges. One day in prison was a day too much, but I held my tongue, afraid to make waves. I wanted him out.


    “When Reece knew he’d be released, I expected elation, excitement, but all he said was, ‘Who am I now, Jeraldine? Who have I become?’”


    Jeraldine tried to hide her moist eyes by taking another drink, but Dana saw.


    “I didn’t know what to say, other than he had changed from the person who went into that place fifteen years before. I didn’t say it, of course. Christ, he broke my heart all over again.”


    Dana swallowed the lump in her throat. “What happened when he left prison?”


    “He had trouble adjusting. Happens a lot with ex-cons. Every place he went, people pointed him out as the man who had decapitated a woman and got off. He was angry. He’d lost his life, his career, his family, and he couldn’t deal with the fallout. After a few months, he spent some time in therapy at my suggestion. I don’t know if it helped. I think it did.”


    “He still has moods, he says.”


    “Yes, he does. He was in one today, and I suspect it won’t go away quickly.”


    This time Jeraldine’s eyes did fill. Dana had a hard enough time holding back the tears herself.


    “No one wanted him around, and no place was safe, so he came down here, bought that nice piece of land, and built his house. He doubted anyone would hire him as an architect, no license for one thing, so he took a job building a whole wall around a fireplace for this rich guy in Tennessee. Then another, and word got around. The way he designs them, those things are goddamn beautiful. But he’d really pulled into himself, and I still worried.”


    Dana didn’t want to hear all this, but at the same time she wanted to hear every word. She likened it to watching a horror movie through splayed fingers. She didn’t want to see it, but she didn’t want to miss anything either. “I know one thing. He’s not a murderer.”


    “No, honey, he isn’t. That’s the one thing I’m sure of too. But I’m afraid he’ll spend the rest of his life defending himself. The only way that will cease is if they find out who killed Karen Sitton, and if the Cambridge police haven’t found the real killer by now, I doubt they ever will. Six years ago, they said they’d reopen the case, but if they did, I haven’t heard about it, and they don’t want to answer my questions. Clarence has been poking around for the last few months in his spare time, digging deeper. If anyone can find what went undiscovered twenty-one years ago, Clarence can. He worked cold cases when he was a cop in Detroit. I met him there when I attended a lawyer’s symposium and convinced him to come work for me.”


    “Why, after all these years, did you look back into the case?”


    “Call it unfinished business, call it personal guilt, call it I had a crack investigator for the first time. But the real reason is I wanted Reece cleared once and for all so he could put that ugly chapter of his life behind him and move on. He’s been in limbo. Now, with the murder here, it’s not only my wish any more, it’s a necessity.”


    “Someone killed a woman and made it look like Reece did it. Why?”


    “Beats the shit out of me. But I’m wondering if it’s something else. If Clarence’s poking into Karen Sitton’s murder set someone off.” Jeraldine polished off the last of her drink. “I’d feel responsible if a girl died, but a murder with the same M.O. incriminating Reece all over again would sure draw the police away from the real killer, wouldn’t it?”


    “I never thought of that.”


    “We’ll see what happens.” She pushed away her drink. “I’ve had enough. Good thing I’m staying here. I don’t have far to go. Okay, honey, so tell me, how in hell did you marry a prick like Robert Minette? He makes Attila the Hun seem like Mr. Rogers. Were you fucking drunk?”


    Dana laughed for the first time that day. “A moment of bad judgment, I’m afraid. But I didn’t know it until a long time later. It’s hard to believe now, but Robert can be charming when it suits his needs.”


    “I’ve known men like him. He’s a coward and a bully, and I bet he beat up on you too. I’m not asking you to tell me, but he’s the type. Fuck him.”


    “Jesus, Jeraldine. The last thing I want to do is fuck Robert Minette.”


    Jeraldine burst into laughter that almost shook her bosom out of her jacket. “Honey, you’re gonna do fine.” She waved her hand in the air and called, “Chaz, honey. Come on over here, darling, and take our order.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    The Bombshell


    


    Clarence started out late Monday morning, hoping Rudy’s Bar opened for lunch. Old Micah was right about Emory. It wasn’t much more than the blink of an eye with only small print on an I-26 exit sign en route to Asheville. The main street consisted of a couple of city blocks, with mill houses lining the side streets. The surrounding area was pretty, though—a few small farms bordered by mountains. He could easily retire around here. Better weather than up north, for sure.


    It didn’t take but a minute to find Rudy’s, sandwiched between Belle’s Fashions and Tucker Hardware. A few people were already cooling off with a noonday beer, watching the sports channel. Some others were in booths eating what looked like barbeque sandwiches. If there was a smoking ban in North Carolina, no one at Rudy’s had heard. The place reeked of cigarettes. At least he’d worn jeans and a shirt so he didn’t stand out, not until he opened his Midwest, Yankee-tainted mouth. He took a stool.


    “What’s that sandwich they’re eating?” he asked the bartender.


    “Pork barbeque. Want one?”


    “Yeah, and whatever you have on tap.


    The bartender was a big guy, six-two, at least, with a scruffy beard, ponytail, and bulging muscles stretching the fabric of a worn Charlie Daniels T-shirt. “You want to know if Rayanne was in here Friday night?”


    Clarence smiled. Small towns. “Micah or the woman?”


    “Woman’s my wife’s aunt. She called this morning. Said to expect this Yankee fellow checking what went on Friday night. Rayanne’s murder’s the biggest thing to hit the Carolinas since Eric Rudolph.”


    “Did you know her?”


    “You trying to get that murderer off?”


    “Not if he’s guilty, and he isn’t.”


    “How can you be so sure?”


    “I know him. He served time for a murder he didn’t commit. Someone’s setting him up.”


    The bartender wiped down the counter, his gaze solid on Clarence. “That happened to a friend of mine. Served eighteen miserable months before they nabbed the bastard who really robbed the convenience store.”


    “How would you like to serve fifteen years, hard time?”


    “I wouldn’t. That sucks.”


    “Yes, it does.”


    “You have to admit, it’s a bad coincidence.”


    “It is, and it happened to my man.”


    “You a cop?


    “Used to be. I’m an investigator for the accused’s lawyer.” Clarence took out his card, along with Reece’s picture. “You see him in here Friday night? Someone said he was. You couldn’t miss him. He’s taller than you, got some gray in his hair. Tanned, good looking.”


    The bartender examined the picture. “That was Ricky Poteat said that. He couldn’t have seen Santa Claus Friday night. He was drunk as a skunk. Don’t know why he’d say that.”


    “Get his name in the paper, maybe?”


    “Maybe.”


    “So Reece Daughtry wasn’t here Friday. That what you’re saying?”


    “Nope. Not Friday, but he’s been here before, couple of times. People come from miles around to hear the music. You get to recognize them. Strangers stick out. He seemed like a nice guy. Quiet. Drank a few beers, listened to the music, and left. Good tipper.”


    Clarence knew that. Reece said he’d been to the bar. “Would you be willing to tell that to a judge?”


    “Yup. Not a problem.”


    “Rayanne in here Friday?”


    “Yeah. She popped in most Fridays.”


    The bartender shot some more beer into Clarence’s glass and said the second thing he came to hear.


    “And she left with a stranger.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Calling Bluffs


    


    Robert hated dealing with Harry Klugh because the slimy private eye knew too much. That was Robert’s own damn fault, but getting ahead required someone like Klugh on the payroll. Robert would have to live with it because it was too late now. He’d do what Robert wanted without him having to spell it out. Klugh would balk first, act like he was above the dirty deeds, but the PI liked money too much to refuse.


    They sat at a table in the out-of-the-way diner where they usually met. Robert never wanted to be seen with Klugh. “I told you to get to Rudy’s early. What’s going on?”


    Klugh shrugged. “Who knew the investigator working for Daughtry’s big-mouth Boston attorney would beat me there today? He sweet-talked the yokel police chief in Corley into giving him the police report too.”


    “Jesus.” Robert mopped the sweat off his forehead. He’d kill for a drink, but this place didn’t have anything but beer. He needed scotch. “Maybe I should fucking hire him. When was the last time the great Harry Klugh lost the edge?”


    “I’m slowing down, Robert. Getting old, kinda like you. What’s the big deal, anyway? Maybe Daughtry didn’t do this one or the first one either, like they say. Considering the flimsy evidence back then, it’s a wonder they ever convicted him.”


    “They? Who the hell are ‘“they”’ besides the most quoted people in the universe. No matter what they say, twelve jurors of his peers convicted Reece Daughtry of murder.”


    “Whatever, Robert. You’re the prosecutor. You should know what you’re talking about.” Klugh scanned the diner. “And I’d keep your voice down if you don’t want to call attention to yourself. Now, what do you want from me?”


    “I’m Mr. Minette to you today.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I want you to get me something to connect Reece Daughtry with the woman in Corley. Better yet, get me proof he killed her. The matchbook they found at Daughtry’s is worthless, and the guy who said he saw Daughtry on Friday night was falling-down drunk. Even I can’t make him look credible. The judge will set bail. We’ll be lucky if that stone man doesn’t sue us for false arrest.”


    Klugh laughed. “Maybe there is no proof.”


    “Well, find some. I don’t give a damn how. Just do it. I didn’t bring you up from Atlanta to ask me how to find evidence. That’s your job. Talk to the victim’s friends. See if she ever mentioned meeting a tall guy at Rudy’s who looked like Daughtry. See if she slept with him, for crissakes. I hear she slept around.”


    Klugh leaned in closer, spoke in a whisper. “You don’t pay me enough to do what I think you’re asking. I won’t manufacture evidence, for any amount of money.”


    Robert snorted. “Bullshit.”


    Klugh sipped his iced tea. He leaned over and patted Robert’s breast pocket.


    “I’m not asking you to do that, and stop fiddling. Do you actually think Robert Minette is crazy enough to record this?” He zeroed in on Klugh. “And you better not be doing it now.”


    “I’m not,” Klugh said. “But I recall you saying to always get the goods on those who can either hurt or further your career. You take your own advice seriously, don’t you? Look at you—gift wrapped in your designer suit and hundred-dollar tie. You’re a picture of a man at the top of his game. But we both know how you arrived at your lofty position. The first time, when was it, twenty, twenty-five years ago?”


    “Never mind,” Robert snapped. “Water under the dam. You’ll never use it.”


    “Not unless I have to.”


    Robert knew Klugh had kept a copy of the tape. He even played it for him once. “You’d be cutting off your nose to spite your face.”


    “Maybe. But you know why I keep it?”


    Klugh spoke in a voice so cold and tight, it sent a spike of fear to the base of Robert’s skull. He was afraid of Klugh, with good reason.


    “To keep you in line, Robert. So watch your fucking mouth when you talk to me. I’m not some lackey you can threaten.”


    Robert moved back in the booth. “Okay, okay. Let’s forget it, okay?”


    Klugh relaxed, unable to hide a victorious smirk. “Why do you have a hard-on for this guy? What’s he ever done to you?”


    Robert didn’t answer.


    “Is it because he’s banging your ex-wife? Yeah, read they hauled him out of her house. Must be humiliating to have the woman who bore your sons fucking an ex-con. But then he’s a whole lot better looking than you.”


    Robert struggled to restrain his hair-trigger temper from boiling over, but Klugh knew how to stoke the fire. He also knew Robert had broken the rules in Charlotte. Broken the rules? He’d broken the law. Not that he’d given Klugh the order to make a witness disappear. Not explicitly. Robert never ordered anything.


    “Keep my wife out of this. She’s a soft touch, and Daughtry’s story would break anyone’s heart―if he weren’t covering up a double murderer. Nailing him for this one will prove he was rightly convicted in Boston. I’d be in line for a judgeship, or maybe I’d run for governor. They couldn’t ignore Robert Minette then, could they? My name would be on everyone’s lips before they dragged Daughtry from the courtroom.”


    “Well, you’d better figure a way to nail him, because there’s nothing to tie him to the murder. Even if he screwed the girl, he didn’t do it Friday night. Like you said, your eye witness is a bomb, and the bartender said Daughtry wasn’t there. Plus, the victim left with someone else, and Daughtry’s lawyer won’t quit until she finds out who.”


    “Do you know?”


    “Haven’t got a clue, and if I did, I’d go straight to the police.”


    Yeah, right. Klugh go to the police? He’d blackmail the killer into bankruptcy.


    “That surly bartender didn’t like me,” Klugh said. “He told me he’d never seen the guy before and didn’t get a good look at him anyway. If you want Daughtry, someone else showing up with the Johnson woman could sure ruin your case, Mr. DA. So you’d better be prepared. That’s enough for reasonable doubt. But you know that.” Klugh slid out of the booth. “Be seeing you, Robert. Good luck.” He headed toward the door.


    Robert sat in disbelief. Klugh didn’t bite. Why? Had he switched sides? Robert needed him like he needed him in Charlotte and all the times in between. He was younger then, ambitious. He didn’t know to what lengths Klugh would go and almost croaked when the prosecution’s witness failed to appear. Accusations leveled at both Robert and his client tainted the firm. Innuendo was enough to get him fired if Robert hadn’t already learned how to play the game. Always stay one step ahead. Get the goods on friends and enemies alike. Robert had known the skeletons in his boss’s closet, and the man had allowed Robert to resign rather than call his bluff. He left the firm, leaving no more than whispers behind.


    It worked out for the best. The position of district attorney better suited his talents. He put away bad guys and people applauded. Robert liked the sound of applause. He liked to win.


    Klugh had let him down. Robert called the waitress and ordered a beer. He needed to think.


    Then he saw the diner door open and Klugh slithered back to his seat.


    “Change your mind?”


    Klugh flicked his tongue across his front teeth. “Depends how much it’s worth to you.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Dana Exposed


    


    Dana waited all day for Jeraldine’s call. She couldn’t write, couldn’t read. Couldn’t think. She thought of Reece in a cell alone, and from what Jeraldine said, more than distraught. By early evening, she was beside herself. When the phone rang, she picked it up before the first ring ended.


    “He’s out and home,” Jeraldine said. “But don’t go there.”


    “Why?”


    “More than likely, he’ll sleep outside tonight, even if it’s cold, even if it’s raining. He did that for a long time after he got out of prison. He said he wanted to look up at the stars to make sure he wasn’t in a cage. Give him this night, Dana. Remember, this is about Reece.”


    Dana finally acquiesced, and it took every ounce of strength to follow through. She fought sleep all night long and woke in the dark. After she showered and dressed, she brewed a full pot of coffee and emptied it into a thermos. She made turkey sandwiches from a package in the fridge, gathered fruit, muffins, chips, cups, and napkins, packed them in a picnic basket, and got into her Jeep.


    Pulling into Reece’s yard, Dana saw his silhouette sitting in the chair on the dock, facing the water. The ceiling of dark sky signaled at least an hour till sunrise. She opened the door of the Jeep and wrapped her sweater around her as a cool breeze flooded the car. The faint aroma of burning wood from someone’s chimney hung low in the air, and she breathed it in, an aphrodisiac to remind her how much she loved the mountains. A cacophony of barking that would have wakened the dead surrounded her as she got out. Reece didn’t react. Dana bent down and petted the menagerie begging attention, which seemed to placate them. Then she took the picnic basket and headed down the stairs to the dock, followed by her welcoming committee.


    “You shouldn’t have come,” he said without turning around.


    “How’d you know it was me?”


    “I’d know your step anywhere. It’s delicate, and the dogs like you. That was friendly barking.”


    She reached his chair, put the basket down, and plunked cross-legged on the dock like she had that first day. Only this morning the floor was damp and cold. She’d be wet when she got up. Pooch and two others buried her in affection, licked her face, and poked their noses around the basket. She didn’t shoo them away.


    A haze of pink blurred the horizon, casting a dim light onto Reece. He looked tired and worn out, the creases in his face more pronounced. A beer sat on the arm of the chair, his hand wrapped around it. Off to the side lay a crumpled sleeping bag. He kept his eyes straight ahead.


    “I brought coffee and food.”


    He still didn’t look.


    “Why shouldn’t I have come?”


    “Remember I said I had moods? I’m in one and didn’t want you to see it.” He turned and studied her for a long time before he spoke. “I lied. I’m glad you’re here.” His gaze stayed on her. “You’re beautiful. Do you know that?”


    Dana’s heart rate soared into the stratosphere. Why did this man turn her to mush? “No. I always thought I was just cute.”


    He smiled. “You’re that too.”


    His smile made her feel better, and she relaxed. “What’s with the beer for breakfast?”


    He looked as if he’d forgotten it was there. “I thought of it more as a continuation of last night than as the first drink of the day.” He put it down on the dock. “The sun’s going to break over the horizon in a few minutes. It’s a sight to see, that big orange ball hovering over the water. The color’s something only Nature could create.”


    She got up and straddled him, kissing him on the lips. “My ass is wet.”


    He put his hands on her shoulders. “I don’t mind.”


    “Don’t leave me any more at night.”


    “I’m okay, Dana.” He met her gaze. “I am.”


    “I know.”


    “No, you don’t. You had dinner with Jeraldine and she told you things to make you worry. I know her. How much did she tell you?”


    “Not much.”


    “Bullshit.” He didn’t say the word with malice, only as a matter-of-fact, normal, everyday word that happened to be bullshit. “Jeraldine’s as close to me as any family, but she has a hard time separating her maternal feelings from her professional ones. That’s okay, and I appreciate her more than I could ever express. I’d still be rotting in prison if it weren’t for her. But I don’t want you to be like her. I’m too old for one mothering hen and sure as hell don’t need another one. I called her to get me out of a jam, and it’s a bad one.”


    “She didn’t want me to come here last night.”


    “She was right. I haven’t been able to get a handle on these moods. I wasn’t like this before, but times have made me this way. I get over them, but while I’m in their thrall, I feel like an emotional cripple. No one wants to be described that way. At best, I sound weak. At worst, like someone who needs a long time with a shrink, and I’ve already gone that route. I’m being honest.”


    She started to say something, and he put his finger across her mouth. “The other night, I was humiliated that you saw the cops drag me half-dressed from your house. I would never want any man or woman to see a lover, spouse, or child taken like that. It was degrading and brought back feelings I’d rather not remember. I couldn’t imagine what you thought.” He shook his head. “No, don’t tell me.”


    “I will tell you. It pissed me off. I was furious at the system, at Mickey for waving the warrant in my face, at the injustice of it all, and pissed at whoever killed that girl and made it look like you did it.”


    “I’ve been thinking about that, and so has Clarence. You met Clarence, didn’t you?”


    Dana nodded.


    “I wish he’d been working for Jeraldine the first time, but as a public defender she didn’t have the luxury of a top-notch investigator. I’ve been thinking about the first time too. About who knew Karen and who might have wanted her dead. I thought about it a lot in prison, but I couldn’t process anything clearly then. I think most of that time I was shell-shocked.”


    “Were you?”


    “Yeah. It got better as time went on, but it also got worse, because I knew I’d never get out. Now, there are two murders pointing to me. Maybe two different murderers. Doesn’t matter that the Cambridge case has been dropped. Pinning it on me would justify they were right in the first place.”


    Dana had thought the same thing ever since the murder. Would it be the court of public opinion all over again? “This one seems like a copycat. But Jeraldine said Clarence has been poking around in Boston. Maybe he rattled someone’s cage. If it’s a copycat, it comes down to who around here knew about you.”


    “When I moved down here, I’d hoped my past life would be that—past. But when your ex-husband made a big deal about my buying this property, word got out who I was and what I’d supposedly done. I didn’t care anymore. I was tired of running and fought him.”


    “It doesn’t matter who Robert hurts, as long as he makes headlines.”


    Reece brushed a curl off her forehead. “Why did you stay with him so long? I suspect you did it for your sons, but there must have been more to it.”


    Dana swiveled around, her back to Reece’s chest. She couldn’t look him in the eyes when she told him. He wrapped his arms around her, and she felt his heat like a warm blanket in the cool morning.


    “There is.” She took a moment, marshaling her courage. “I married Robert right after I finished college. He came on to me like Prince Charming. Swept me off my feet. Maybe he was the same bastard then, but I didn’t see it. Not until after my father died. Then he turned into this controlling martinet. I should have left him then, but I stayed because my sons were young, and I didn’t want to put them through something I knew would be ugly. Robert was a disciplinarian, but he wasn’t a bad father. When they started school, I needed something of my own, so I went back for my master’s in English. I had an affair with my professor.” She paused, giving time between her last sentence and the one to come. “My professor was a lesbian.”


    Reece didn’t say anything, and he didn’t lessen his hold, but Dana held her breath. She wondered whether she should have told him, but he’d been straight with her.


    “Does that bother you?” she asked.


    “No.”


    She expected him to elaborate, but he didn’t. “Our relationship started out innocently enough. I was miserable; she was a good listener. Then it turned into something more. It seemed natural, and it was. Robert found out and hired a sleazy detective to follow me. He caught us in a compromising position and photographed us. From that time on, Robert threatened that if I left him, he’d make sure I never saw the boys again. He’d have sent them off to some military school out of spite and revenge so I couldn’t see them. In a fit of anger, he said he’d kill my younger son if I left. He apologized for that.” She snickered. “It’s the only time he ever apologized. I know he didn’t mean the threat. He couldn’t handle losing control, and my affair with a woman challenged his manhood. Still, he said if he showed the pictures to a judge, he’d be awarded full custody. I figured he was right. He knew the judges, and with social mores being what they are in the Bible Belt, the deck would’ve been stacked against me.” She sighed. “So I stayed until my younger son left for college.”


    Dana wondered if Reece compared her to the unfaithful woman who’d turned his life upside down. But he wanted to know everything about her, and she told him the truth.


    “Did he physically abuse you?”


    She didn’t answer.


    “Did he?”


    “Yes.”


    His hold tightened. “Prison is relative, isn’t it?”


    “Yes, it is.”


    “What happened to your lover?”


    “Robert made sure she lost her job. I hated him for that. She didn’t deserve it. Fortunately, she landed a better position at a bigger, more liberal university. We still keep in touch, but as friends only. She helped me through a difficult time. I owe her a lot.” Dana felt the warmth of Reece’s lips on her neck, easing the tenseness that had built up. “No one but Harris knew about that part of my life. I wasn’t ashamed of it, but it wasn’t anyone else’s business. I never felt that way about a woman again and didn’t consider it a permanent change in the way I loved. So know that.”


    “Love takes many different forms. I saw enough of it in prison. Some ugly, some not. I don’t judge. What you told me doesn’t change anything between us. So know that too.”


    Tears stung Dana’s eyes. She let his words resonate before she continued. “I’d been trying to get an agent to represent my books, and I finally did. Last fall, she sold the second book I wrote, and a production company bought it to make a television movie. The income and a small inheritance my father left provided enough independence to move out.”


    “And your sons?”


    “As expected, Robert hit the roof when I left. For revenge, he told the boys I had been unfaithful and with whom. I remember feeling my blood boil inside me. After all the years I’d protected them, and Robert destroyed everything in one awful moment. I didn’t deny it, but they were angrier at Robert for telling than for my indiscretion. What is it kids say? Too much information? They’re mature young men who knew all was not well in the Minette household. They’ve been supportive of me and hold no animosity. I never spoke ill of their father, didn’t tell them what Robert had done to me. That would have turned me into a vengeful Robert, and the thought sickened me. Whatever they think of him they’ve kept to themselves. I respect them for that. But Robert had nothing left to hold over me. In a way, exposure relieved a lot of pressure. Now, he’s plain hateful.”


    She rested her head on Reece’s chest. She didn’t think he could hold her any tighter, but he did. He kissed her hair and brushed his lips behind her ear and down her neck. They sat that way for a long time.


    “I think I’m ready for that coffee now,” he said. “Then, I want to show you my house…and my etchings.”


    She turned halfway around and noticed the teasing smile.


    The huge orange ball inched over the horizon. They drank coffee and watched it get higher and smaller and brighter and more gold than copper.


    “Come.” Reece took her hand and led her into the house.


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    The Noose Tightens


    


    Dana gasped the minute they entered the main room of the house. Books covered every surface—toppled haphazardly on bookshelves, strewn over the floor and furniture. Art and architecture books—big, expensive tomes—hardbacks and paperbacks, fiction and non-fiction. They were a collection of a lifetime—a lifetime made shorter by fifteen years. She stood with her mouth open, speechless.


    “See the other reason for my mood?” he said. “I couldn’t face this.”


    “The police did this?”


    He nodded. “I picked up some, straightened others. Then I couldn’t do it anymore.” He bent down, took hold of a few more, and placed them on the table. “I collected many of these while I was still in school and during my residency. Others since I got out of prison. Only now I collect them on the Internet. The police ripped them from the shelves when they searched my house. These books are all I have of value. A few are seriously damaged. When I saw it, I thought of Hitler’s book burning. Fine, hate me, but this is flagrant disrespect on an entirely different level.” He lifted an old book off the table. “A 1932 first edition of Frank Lloyd Wright’s autobiography, signed. Fortunately, it’s not damaged.”


    She reached over and touched his hand. “I’m so sorry. This is beyond belief. I’ll help you get them back in order.”


    “Thanks. That’d mean a lot.” He leaned down and kissed her. “I’m glad you’re here. You coaxed me out of my mood and made me think of good things, in spite of this.”


    His smile set her heart beating faster. His kiss ignited nerve endings she didn’t know existed. Reece led Dana through the rooms. He’d designed the house with nature as his guide. Skylights flooded every room with sunlight, framed by rough-hewn beams on the vaulted ceilings. Each room had at least one rock wall, with simple hand-crafted furniture.


    “Did you make the furniture?”


    “Most of it.”


    She marveled at his talent and wondered what heights he might have achieved if fate hadn’t played its dirty trick. They ended the tour in the kitchen. Birdseye maple cabinets hung over black granite countertops veined in shades that mirrored the wood’s color.


    “They ransacked the refrigerator but at least had the decency to put the food back inside. I’d gone shopping the day before, so I would have been genuinely pissed if all the food had spoiled. I’ll make dinner tonight.”


    “Right. You said you were a good cook.”


    “Yup. No modesty when it comes to my cooking.”


    “Great, because I suck at it. I only cook because I have to eat to stay alive.”


    Reece laughed. “You really are cute and pretty and beautiful all at the same time.”


    Her breath caught in her throat. “Am I?”


    “Yes, you are.” He kissed her again. “I’ll invite Jeraldine and Clarence. You know they’re a couple, don’t you?”


    The revelation took her by surprise. “No, I didn’t. They’re not two people I’d put together, and not because she’s black and he’s white. But because she’s so dominant and he’s so quiet.”


    “He’s not that quiet. He’s the boss, if you can believe it.”


    “No way.”


    “Yup, and she yields to him. It’s a sight to watch.” He took her by the hand. “I’ll call them after I show you my etchings.”


    * * * * *


    Reece made love with the same passionate intensity that defined him. He made sure he pleasured Dana before satisfying himself. After, she lay in his arms, cognizant of every emotion, every sound to file away so she’d never forget them.


    Dana helped Reece return the books to their rightful places. What an outstanding collection. She forced herself to focus on the task to avoid skimming through them. Reece would stop and show her something he considered special, exposing his passion for the subject matter and the written word. The man constantly surprised her, revealing bits and pieces without trying.


    She watched him make seafood linguine with assurance and creativity. No measuring, no second-guessing. He knew what he was doing, and the result proved it when they sat down to dinner with Jeraldine and Clarence.


    “Honey, this is better than you can get in Seafood City, Massachusetts,” Jeraldine said. “That’s Boston, Dana. Best seafood anywhere.”


    Dana listened to the innocent banter, tensely aware that Jeraldine’s ebullience might be a cover for bad news. Clarence waited until Reece served coffee.


    “Doesn’t take Jeri long to zero in on a snitch wherever she goes. This time was easier because not many people mind working against Minette. He’s not well-liked. The snitch is a gal at the courthouse. They’ve dug up something to tie you to Rayanne Johnson, Reece. We don’t know what it is, but they’re going to pull you in for questioning.” Clarence focused on Dana. “I’m sorry to say the problem is coming from Robert Minette’s office.”


    Dana’s stomach turned over.


    Reece put down his cup. “Don’t direct that at Dana, Clarence. She has nothing to do with her ex-husband.”


    Dana liked the way Reece stood up for her. It had been a long time since someone did that.


    “Sorry. I know. I didn’t mean—”


    Dana waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. People have said things to me when Robert wasn’t around as if I were his surrogate. I know it wasn’t personal.”


    “We didn’t want to tell you till after dinner, baby,” Jeraldine said.


    Dana noticed how Jeraldine called Reece baby all the time. She’d known him for twenty-one years, and Dana guessed when they met, Reece probably seemed young to her. Dana figured Jeraldine to be in her mid to late fifties, but she neither looked her age nor acted it. She loved Reece like a son.


    Reece looked bewildered. “I don’t understand. The bartender said the woman left with a stranger, and the stranger wasn’t me, which of course I knew.”


    “Yes, and I’m working that angle,” Clarence said. “It’s obvious from his description that he wore a disguise—glasses, facial hair, ball cap. We have height and weight, though. If it’s someone from Boston, the weight could have changed, so we have to keep those things in mind.”


    “Tying Reece to the woman doesn’t tie him to the murder,” Dana said. “Maybe he met her, maybe he even—”


    “Don’t, Dana.” Reece snaked his arm around her shoulders. “Don’t go there, because it’s possible. I haven’t been a monk the last six years, though I rarely did anything around here. Rudy’s is a good thirty miles away, and I liked the music, so it’s possible.”


    “Show him the picture, Clarence,” Jeraldine said.


    Clarence drew a small pad and a copy of what looked like a yearbook picture from his shirt pocket. “Recognize her?”


    Reece studied the photograph. “I don’t know. Maybe. How old is this?”


    “She was thirty-two. This is a high school shot, so…maybe the picture’s fourteen years old.


    Reece looked at it again. “Add a few years, a few pounds. Me, a few beers. Could be someone I—” He shot Dana a glance. “You know.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” Jeraldine said. “Dana’s right. Even if you did, doesn’t mean shit.”


    Clarence raised his hands to stop the conversation. “Before we go off half-cocked, Jeri and I want to go over some old history—the events the night you were arrested for Karen’s murder. I know you’ve gone over them a hundred times with Jeri and in your own head, but not enough with me. Maybe you missed something. Some small fact, a connection. I tried to talk to your brother, but I’m sorry to say he refused to speak to me.”


    “Not surprising. Carl supported me before and after the conviction, but in my heart, I don’t think he wanted to talk about it for fear he’d find out I was guilty, even though I swore I wasn’t.”


    “Could Carl have been sleeping with Karen Sitton?”


    Reece snorted. “Seems half of Cambridge slept with her. Why not Carl?”


    “What about the others that night?” Clarence flipped open the pad. “I have the names of the male suspects questioned before your trial.”


    “Only men?” Dana asked. “No women?”


    “A few were questioned, but it took a strong person to cut through bone and muscle to almost sever a woman’s head.”


    Dana gasped, then covered her mouth.


    “I’m sorry, Dana,” Jeraldine said. “It was an ugly murder. I doubt any woman short of Xena, Warrior Princess, could have committed it.”


    “I know. I wasn’t thinking.” She glanced at Reece, and he reached for her arm and stroked it.


    “I spent fifteen years not thinking,” Reece said, “and another six being grateful not to be behind bars. But I need to clear myself, or this will follow me for the rest of my life. Every time there’s a murder in the area, some cop will come to my door and question my whereabouts. I can’t go through life like that. The Harold County sheriff visited me soon after I came. Wanted to make sure I wasn’t luring women to my lair, or something.”


    “The way I see it,” Clarence said, “there are two scenarios. One—the same person who killed Karen committed the latest murder. Maybe my looking into the case had someone scared I’d uncover something. What would be the best way to deflect exposure? Commit another murder with the same M.O. so Reece looks guilty all over again. It’d be brilliant, really.”


    “What’s the other scenario?” Dana asked.


    “A new murderer. I’ve eliminated revenge. Why wait six years?”


    “Revenge for what?” Reece said. “What could I possibly have done that could exact that kind of revenge? I hardly know anyone around here.”


    Clarence pushed his plate away. “Or the killer is using you so the cops won’t look at the real reason he murdered Rayanne Johnson. They questioned her on-and-off-again boyfriend, but people swear he was at the bar all night. I’ll check him out anyway. The downside of that theory is it seems unlikely that someone in a small town like Corley would have heard about Reece’s trial. The police chief only knew because of Minette’s suit against Reece to block the sale of this property. So I’ll work on scenario number one: that Karen’s murderer came down here to pin another murder on Reece to protect himself from being discovered. Also, let’s remember why Reece became the prime suspect in the murder. That kind of murder is usually a crime of passion. Someone knew her well. These other guys appeared to be quickies. One of them wasn’t. We have to find out which one. I’ll check who left town for a day or two, though whoever did this was probably smart enough to cover his tracks. What do you think?”


    “I think Clarence is right,” Jeraldine said. “What did I tell you, honey? Clarence Wright is right almost one hundred percent of the time.”


    Dana couldn’t hide a smile. She saw now that Clarence wasn’t the milquetoast she first thought. He appeared studious—glasses, thinning hair, mild manner. She’d describe him as anonymous. Nothing about him said cop. “You must have been quite a detective, Clarence. You’re very disarming.”


    “Yup. I always played the good cop in the good cop/bad cop act. Worked out well.” He smiled at Dana, adding a wink. “So, Reece, let’s look at this list.”


    Dana sat back while Clarence went through the four men at the table the night of Karen Sitton’s murder, including Reece’s brother Carl. She could see Reece straining to remember. He made his own notes.


    “I’ve talked to everyone but Carl,” Clarence said, “but the others couldn’t or wouldn’t add anything new, especially after twenty years. We know they all had a go at Karen and claimed their relationships with her were strictly sexual. A kind of bam-bam, thank-you-ma’am thing.” He glanced up from his paper. “One of them is lying. Now, with this new development, I’ll be much tougher when I get back up north.”


    “I’ll think about these guys tonight. Try to get a clear picture in my mind. They were Carl’s friends, not mine. I didn’t know them well, but they seemed okay. No one I’d ever think capable of murder.”


    “Were they with girlfriends?” Dana asked.


    “Carl was with his girlfriend,” Reece said. “He married her. They’re divorced now. There were other girls with them, apparently friends. Jordan Kraus left with a girl from the next table. You could have knocked me over when I found out they’d all slept with Karen.” He rubbed his neck, a now-familiar gesture. “Man, what a sap I was.”


    “There’s not a guy who hasn’t been there, Reece,” Clarence said.


    “Yeah, but they didn’t spend fifteen years in prison for it.”


    “I’ve known some who spent longer. Anyway, you can’t go back. We need to go forward, find the son of a bitch who murdered her.”


    “Men don’t usually blab they’re sleeping with someone if they have a girlfriend,” Dana said. “That night Carl was with the woman he married. What if he had an affair with Karen and she threatened to tell? Wouldn’t that be a good reason to shut her up?”


    “I can’t see Carl murdering anyone,” Reece said.


    “Would he have said the same about you?” Dana asked.


    “Yes, and he did, but no one believed him because he was my brother.”


    Jeraldine’s phone rang. She flipped it open and listened. “Thanks, honey. Keep me informed, okay?” She turned to Reece. “Apparently one of Rayanne Johnson’s girlfriends, a woman by the name of Lurena Howe, signed an affidavit this morning. She’s prepared to ID you as someone who saw Rayanne regularly.”


    Reece smacked his hand on the table. “That’s pure bullshit.”


    Jeraldine reached for his arm. “Yeah, I know. My source is going to keep me posted.”


    Dana shook her head. “Sounds like—”


    “What?” Jeraldine asked.


    “Like Robert’s handiwork.” Dana pushed her plate aside and dabbed the napkin to her lips. “He doesn’t like to lose, and he’s capable of doing things to make sure he doesn’t.”


    Jeraldine’s brows knitted. “Are you saying he’d concoct a witness?”


    “I’m saying he’s capable of it. There are stories.”


    “Explain the word stories more clearly, honey. Because if what I think you’re saying is what you’re saying, this is a whole new ballgame.”


    “Before Robert came here, he worked for a prestigious criminal defense firm in Charlotte. I’m not sure what happened, but he was defending a drug dealer for murder when the prosecution’s star witness disappeared. The judge threw out the case. Most people thought the dealer had something to do with it, but Robert resigned from the firm shortly after.”


    “What makes you think the dealer wasn’t behind it?” Clarence asked.


    “Something Harris said about there always being two sides to a story, but he wouldn’t elaborate.”


    Jeraldine tapped her finger to her chin. “Hmm, interesting. We might have our hands full with Minette as opposition.”


    “He won his case,” Dana said. “Why would he resign unless they suspected something fishy?”


    “How did he wind up DA of this district?” Jeraldine asked.


    “Robert believes in insurance. That means digging dirt on people who can advance his career. The governor appointed him District Attorney after a short time as an assistant DA. Appointed,” Dana stressed.


    “You’re saying he had something on the governor?”


    “I wouldn’t put it past him.”


    “Something to look into,” Clarence said. “’Course he’s been in this district over twenty years. Might be hard to resurrect someone who knows what happened in Charlotte. If the former governor is still alive, I doubt he’d own up to whatever dirty business Robert dragged out of the sewer.”


    Jeraldine drained her wineglass. “We’re going to stay in Regal Falls to see how this plays out. Between email and my partner, everything is under control in Boston. I don’t want to get home and have to hop a plane back to North Carolina if something breaks loose. With that prick Minette—excuse me, honey, I know he’s the father of your children, but a prick is a prick—”


    “You won’t get any argument from me.”


    “With an unethical prick like Minette working against us, anything can happen.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    The Last Nail in the Coffin


    


    Reece woke at the sound of the phone. Dana slept curled close, her soft curves molding into him as if they were one, her fragrance a natural aphrodisiac. He didn’t want to move. This had been the first time they’d slept the night at his house. Damn the phone. He looked at his watch. Seven thirty. He hadn’t slept this late in decades. He groped for the receiver. Dana’s eyes fluttered open.


    Jeraldine didn’t bother to say good morning. “The woman who said you were a regular of Rayanne Johnson?”


    “What about her?”


    “Her landlady found her dead this morning. They’re issuing a warrant for your arrest.”


    “But I’ve been with Dana all night.”


    “Medical examiner said she’s been dead a few hours. Were you two up all night?”


    “Of course not. The phone just woke us.”


    “Can Dana verify you were sleeping all night?”


    “What is it?” Dana asked.


    Reece covered the receiver. “Did you wake up last night?”


    “No,” Dana said, yawning. “In fact it was the best sleep I’ve had in months. A brass band couldn’t have woken me.”


    He spoke into the phone. “Gotta go, Jeri. Thanks for calling.”


    “You’re too calm, honey. What are you going to do?”


    “I’m getting the hell out of here.”


    “Don’t do it, Reece. It’ll look like an admission of guilt.”


    Reece bounded from the bed and pulled his satchel from the closet. “I know how this works. Guilty until proven innocent, and as far as the world is concerned, I’m guilty. No, Jeri, I’m not spending another night in a cell while Minette concocts evidence. He has the dead woman’s affidavit. That’s enough.” He whispered into the receiver. “I can’t stay. I love you.” He hung up and went into the bathroom for his shaving kit.


    “What was that all about?” Dana asked.


    Reece told her.


    “But you were here with me.”


    “And you said you slept like a corpse. They’ll say I slipped out, and you didn’t know.”


    “That’s ridiculous. You wouldn’t do that. What if I did wake up?”


    “You didn’t. I won’t put you through this, and I don’t want you to lie. For all you know, I could have left and come back.”


    She jumped out of the bed and grabbed her slacks, yanking them on as she followed Reece around the room. “You’ll look guilty if you leave.”


    “And they’ll label me guilty if I stay. Don’t you see? Someone wants me out of the way. I don’t know why, but I’m not sticking around to find out.”


    “I’m going with you.”


    “No, you’re not. This is something I have to do myself.” He pulled her toward him. “You don’t get it. I can’t go back inside.” He touched her cheek. “I won’t make it this time.”


    “You need me. You won’t be able to show your face. No one knows me.”


    “They will. Your ex-husband will make sure your photo is in every newspaper, broadcast on every network. He has a hard-on for the two of us, so forget it. I need you to stay here and take care of the animals.”


    “No. I’m coming. You have to stop at my house so I can pick up some clothes.”


    “I don’t want you involved, Dana. You’d be an accessory to murder, and if things don’t work out right, you’d go to jail for a long time. I couldn’t stand that.”


    “Don’t you understand? I’m already involved. Besides, I have my father’s pickup in the garage. It’s old but in great shape. No one will know what you’re driving. You take your pickup and you won’t make it out of the county. Even if you take mine. Dad’s car will give us some time.” She raised her voice. “You need me, goddamn it.”


    “There’s a lot you don’t know about me. Stuff I haven’t gotten to yet. If you knew, you might think differently.”


    “I know all I need to know. What’s in my heart.”


    Reece didn’t want to take her, but he didn’t want to leave her either. He gathered the notes from last night, along with his notebook, and put them in his satchel. Then he punched some numbers into the phone. “Wilma, sorry to call you so early.”


    “Reece? What is it?”


    “I need to go out of town for a few days, maybe longer. Can you take care of the animals?”


    “Sure. Nothing serious, I hope.”


    Nothing a new life wouldn’t cure. “No, nothing serious. A guy in Nashville wants me to build him a fireplace. I thought I’d tack on a few days’ vacation. Grand Ole Opry, and all that.”


    “Have a good time. Don’t worry about a thing.”


    “Thanks. I’ll put some cash in an envelope and leave it under the first pile of slate.”


    “Not a problem, Reece. You can pay me when you get back.”


    If I get back. “No, I’d rather do it this way. Thanks.” He hung up.


    “Who was that?”


    “The tech at the vet’s. She takes care of the animals when I go out on a job.”


    “That means I’m going, right?”


    He looked at her, so willing and eager. “I know I’ll regret this.”


    “You won’t.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Déjà Vu All Over Again


    


    Clarence and Jeraldine were still in bed when the call came from her snitch in the courthouse. He saw the frown of disbelief on her face. She called Reece, listened, then slammed down the phone.


    “Damn. He’s taking off. You know what that means.”


    “I can’t blame him,” Clarence said. “It’s happened before; he’s not letting it happen again.”


    “When the police nail him, darling, which they will, he’ll be charged with two murders. If he crosses the state line, the feds will be on his case, and if Dana goes with him she’ll be charged as an accessory. Guar-an-damn-teed. God, I can’t believe this is happening.”


    “Nothing we could do. Someone, maybe more than one person, is intent on Reece taking another fall, and the son of a bitch is doing a damn good job of tightening the noose.”


    “You know where he’s going, don’t you?”


    Clarence rubbed his hand across her back and up into her neck. “Yes, and so do you. Back to New England to find a murderer.”


    “Maybe Reece can do what no one else has been able to. He sure has incentive now, doesn’t he?”


    “Well, we’d better help him out.” Clarence kissed her and rolled out of bed, heading for the bathroom. “You know him better than anyone—who’s he going to?”


    “He doesn’t have many choices. There’s his brother Carl, but I doubt Reece will go there other than to get some facts after all these years. Carl defended Reece at the trial and seemed shaken when the verdict came in guilty. He didn’t believe it could happen to someone innocent. So much for justice, I remember him saying. When Reece got out of prison, Carl was taking over from his father and probably felt guilty because he ran the family business. Reece is still bitter about his father turning his back on him, so I doubt he’ll be hotfooting it back to Maine. That leaves Frank Vance. They were close in prison.”


    “How close?”


    “You mean was Reece his bitch?” Jeraldine swung her legs over the side of the bed and massaged her forehead. “I honestly don’t know, honey. I never asked because it was none of my business. I know something happened early on, but frankly, I didn’t want to know. I’ve heard enough about what goes on inside prisons, even warned Reece to watch out. I used to lie awake worrying. Then I had to stop because I couldn’t concentrate on anything else. If that was what he had to do to survive, well, maybe he was.”


    Clarence wiped his freshly-shaved face with a towel. “It would explain a lot, wouldn’t it, considering how you described Reece when he went inside and how he came out a different man? But you can be damn sure if you know where Reece is going, the cops will too. He better be careful.” Clarence sat beside Jeraldine on the bed, took the phone, and punched in a number. “Get an address for Frank Vance.” He filled the secretary in on the particulars, then made a reservation for a flight to Boston—for Jeraldine.


    “You’re staying?”


    “For a while. I want to check out some things. If Reece is going to be charged with murder, now’s the time for me to look into it, while it’s fresh and people remember what happened. Won’t do any good after Minette muddies the waters, which I’m sure he’ll try to do.” Clarence snorted. “I don’t like that man.”


    “Me either, especially after what Dana said about him. I hoped you’d stay.”


    “I think we have ourselves two murderers. If the same person killed this Howe woman, he’d have used the same M.O. to frame Reece for yet another murder. He’s hammering the last nail in Reece’s coffin real good. If a second person did it the same way, he couldn’t be sure he’d have it right. Besides, killing someone by slicing the carotid artery is a messy affair. Too many chances for something to go wrong.”


    “I agree. Whoever killed Rayanne didn’t think he needed to plant evidence. The murder would implicate Reece solely by the nature of the crime, even though it’s not enough for an arrest. The bogus witness did that. This second one feels different.”


    Clarence nodded. “Right. When I started digging around in Boston, calling the people involved, Karen Sitton’s killer must have freaked. He threw the blame on Reece down here, but he only made me more determined to find him, because I know Reece didn’t do it.”


    “Then Minette gets involved, and his star witness is dead, leaving her affidavit and her testimony a motive for Reece to kill her.” Jeraldine shivered. “Brr, this sounds like déjà vu all over again, doesn’t it? Minette’s prosecution witness twenty years ago in Charlotte disappears, and now another witness can’t renege on her testimony when she realizes she’s an accessory to murder. Dead people tend to be silent.”


    “Yup. The affidavit is still good, dead or not.” Clarence felt that tingle up his spine that he got when on the verge of figuring out a kink in a case, similar to an arthritic’s bones prognosticating rain on a sunny day. “My money’s on Minette. I doubt he killed her himself, but I wouldn’t put it past him to hire someone. Proving it won’t be easy. I wish I could figure out his motive.”


    “Who knows with men like Minette? Revenge, maybe? His ex-wife is having an affair with the accused, a man he threatened because he wouldn’t build him a goddamn fireplace. A man I beat in court. People have killed for a lot less. Or maybe he knows he’s gone as far as he can go professionally, and he’s looking for that one last big chance. Nail Reece for two murders, then run for governor or senator. Who knows?”


    “When you get back to Boston, pull in a few markers and see if you can find someone who knows about Minette’s case in Charlotte. I doubt we’ll get anywhere, but there might be a pattern. Meanwhile, I’ll dig around here, see what I can find out. Why did the latest victim lie and say Reece and Rayanne Johnson were lovers? You can bet money’s involved. Robert Minette’s money.”


    “Okay, darling. Whatever you say.”


    “I love it when you’re subservient. Come here.” He pulled Jeraldine onto the bed. “We have a little time. Cross-examine me.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    

  


  
    Part Two


    


    Dana threw a few pairs of jeans into an overnight case, along with a couple of tops, a sweater, toiletries, underwear, and tennis shoes.


    “Not bad,” Reece said, checking his watch. “Under five minutes.”


    “Smart-ass.” She grabbed her cell phone.


    “Leave it. It has a GPS tracking system. Might as well leave a note where we’re going.”


    She threw it on the bed. “Good thinking.”


    “I learned a few things in Hotel Norfolk, along with reading thrillers.”


    She bussed him on the lips. “I’ll close up the house.”


    “I’ll start the truck, see how it sounds, but first—” He pulled her to him and kissed her hard. “I needed to do that.”


    She touched his face, and they stared at each other for a long minute. He captured her hand, kissed the palm, then let it slide from his as he turned and went into the garage. Her insides sparked. Gathering herself, she checked to make sure all the lights were off and went into the garage from the kitchen. Reece was behind the wheel.


    “Looks like it’s in pristine condition. When I turned the key in the ignition, it purred like a kitten.”


    “This old Ford was my dad’s pride and joy. He died years ago, but I could never bring myself to sell it because I promised David, my younger son, that he could have it if he kept up his grades. He doesn’t need it at school, so it’s been in a rented garage all this time. When I built the house, I brought it here. Every few weeks, I’d start it up. The registration’s current.” She clicked the automatic garage opener, and the door wheezed up on its runners. “I’ll put my Jeep inside. They’ll have to break into the house to see what’s here. That’ll set off the alarm and give them a fit.”


    Reece smiled. “You’re good. I didn’t think of anything but getting the hell out of here.” He kissed her. “You sure you don’t want to change your mind?”


    “Positive. Pull on out. I’ll follow you home so you can leave your truck there. Maybe it’ll throw them off for a while.


    Reece drove the pickup out of the garage. Dana parked her Jeep inside and closed the garage door. Then he got into his pickup, and she followed him to his house.


    He parked in his yard, went inside to pack a few things, then got behind the wheel of the Ford to take the first shift. “Okay, we’re set. Let’s hope we make it out of North Carolina.”


    “Where are we going, Reece?”


    “To Lynn, a city north of Boston on the coast, where an old friend of mine lives. Jeraldine will figure it out, although with us on the run, she won’t want to know.”


    “If I know Robert, he’ll contact the prison.”


    “So will the sheriff. I met him once, and he struck me as smart and efficient. One more thing, Dana. I haven’t been officially charged, but they’ve issued a warrant for my arrest, and you’ll be an accessory. The minute we cross the state line, if we get that far, the feds will be in on it.”


    “I know. I lived with a lawyer for twenty years. I know something about the law.”


    “Then I’ll ask you one last time.”


    “Don’t,” she said with stubborn resolve. “Are you going to call this friend of yours?”


    “Yes, but not from around here.”


    “What’s his name?”


    “Frank Vance.”


    “Isn’t he—?”


    Reece smiled. “So, Jeraldine told you. I figured she would.”


    Vance was from the second part of Reece’s life. The part he’d promised to tell her but never did because the police hauled him off to jail. “We have a long drive. Tell me about him.”


    Reece drew a deep breath. “Sure you want to know?”


    “There’s nothing you could tell me that would change the way I feel about you.”


    He reached across the divide and wrapped his rough-skinned hand around her neck. “Maybe it’ll be easier to talk about if I don’t have to look at you. Let me think how to start.”


    “Start at the beginning.” She watched Reece’s face contort and braced herself for what she was going to hear.


    * * * * *


    Reece inhaled a deep breath, then let it out. Again. In and out. Slow and steady. He started with the trial and the fear and disbelief that settled on him as the lack of convincing evidence became secondary to pinning the vicious murder on someone—anyone—and closing the case.


    “I sat there when they read the verdict thinking this couldn’t be happening. This is a mistake. Where’s the justice? I’m innocent. Innocent people don’t go to prison for a murder they didn’t commit.” He turned to Dana. “But they do.


    “Jeraldine promised she’d pursue other avenues, appeal the verdict. But off I went. To Norfolk, a medium security prison south of Boston. I arrived, dazed, and went through the stuff all new prisoners go through—strip search, exam—both physical and psychological, got my clothes, and listened while some guy told us what life would be like in prison and how we’d better accept it. They called it orientation. I called it ‘—scare the new guy into shitting his pants.’”


    This is where you’re going to spend the rest of your life, buddy. Get used to it.


    “My stomach tightened like this.” He fisted his hand. “You know my life until then. You said it yourself—boring. That first week, I lay on the thin mattress in my small cubicle, listening to the sounds, wondering how many more nights I could go without sleeping. I must have dozed occasionally, but not much. I heard crying and laughing; I heard otherworldly voices. I waited for a guard to come in, because I’d heard some were as bad as the cons. I waited, but no one ever came. I wondered if I could make it. A week later, I doubted I would.”


    “If you don’t want to tell me this part, don’t.”


    “Why? Have you figured it out?”


    She didn’t answer. Reece assumed she’d heard stories. She’d been married to a lawyer for twenty years. But he wanted her to know. They’d shared so much. Bad enough the label of murderer hung on him like a scarlet M—if she didn’t know what happened to him in prison, she’d always wonder who lay beside her in bed.


    “Jeraldine warned me what could happen, but because of my size she doubted anyone would take me on. Cons went for the weak ones, she said. Small, helpless boys, not guys six-three and weighing two-twenty.” He glanced at Dana, then quickly fixed his focus on the road. “She was wrong, but it took four of them to do it, all as big or bigger than me.”


    Reece couldn’t tell her everything. How could he convey the rancid smell of body odor fermenting in the humidity of the showers? Or the sound of his kneecaps cracking as they pushed him hard to the shower floor, his palms sliding on the slick tile? Strong hands digging into his backside while they held him down?


    “I fought them, but two of them batted me down every time I tried to get up.” His muscles tensed as he recalled the cold shank biting into his throat, forcing him to suck dick while another penetrated him from behind, pumping and pumping, until the son of a bitch shot his wad.


    How do you like this, frat boy? Bet you never had it this good.


    “The pain shot through my body as if an electric cattle prod had been jammed inside me. No words can describe the humiliation and degradation of having my head held into another man’s groin.”


    He couldn’t tell her about the stink of sweat and the salty taste of cum shooting into his mouth. The vomit and choking after. Or how the second man took his turn, until blood mixed with semen seeped from his anus. Even after all the years and the dozens of times he banished the vision from his mind, it was still so real. He didn’t want to remember it happened. But it did.


    “They said I’d be their bitch for as long as they wanted me.” He felt Dana’s hand on his arm.


    “Stop. Please, stop. I don’t want you to go through this. I know enough.”


    He saw the tears rolling down her cheeks, but he couldn’t stop. “You’ll know as much as I can tell you and then we’ll never speak of it again.” He was glad he was driving, glad he couldn’t break down the way he had so many times when he thought of that day. When he learned the evil in the world would always be there like some predatory animal skulking in wait, if not for him, then for some other innocent whose life would forever be changed.


    “They took turns.” His voice cracked. He swallowed. “When the one standing guard came to change places with the man who’d just sodomized me, I heard a scuffle. I didn’t know what was happening, but the hands holding me fell away. I couldn’t catch my breath, as if all the air in the room had been sucked out. I found the strength to crawl into the corner of the shower and curl into a fetal ball.”


    “Stop, Reece. Please.”


    He shrugged off Dana’s hand without looking at her. “Then I saw him. This big hulking man with a shaved head and tattoos and muscles rippling all over like one of those toy action figures. He looked like something out of a horror movie, sneering and grunting. He threw those guys around, big as they were, like they were midgets. One of them lay bleeding on the tile floor, the other three scrambled away like roaches.”


    Reece pulled the truck off the road. He couldn’t see, blinded by the rage that filled him, his heart pumping like an engine piston.


    Dana moved across the bench seat, wrapped her arm around his neck, and placed her other hand over his mouth. “Enough,” she whispered. “I know enough.”


    He moved her hand away. “That was my introduction to Frank Vance, the man we’re going to see. He’s sick now, but he’s the best friend I ever had. He saved my life, and later, a long time later, I saved his.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Collusion


    


    Robert couldn’t believe it when he heard Lurena Howe was dead. His witness. Damn Klugh. Robert didn’t trust him worth a damn, and the feelings were mutual. But too many knots over the years tied them together, inextricably binding them into unlikely partners. They met at a different out-of-the-way diner.


    Klugh exuded his usual air of superiority, looking like he’d wandered off the golf course at a high-class country club. Pressed slacks, expensive shirt, tanned and fit. That pissed off Robert even more. Sweat soaked the collar of his expensive Egyptian cotton shirt. Sweat stains didn’t come out, even when professionally laundered.


    “When I told you to incriminate Daughtry in Rayanne Johnson’s murder, I didn’t mean like the time in Charlotte, with a dead body. Which, by the way, I never ordered.”


    “Of course you didn’t. You never do. You imply. But somehow I always find money transferred into my account for whatever you didn’t order. Besides, no one ever found that body.”


    “What the hell were you thinking?”


    “You wanted to nail him, didn’t you, Robert? Well, I nailed him for you. Everything played out perfectly. Lurena Howe needed money—who doesn’t these days?—and she didn’t bat an eye lying to get it, because she believed Daughtry was guilty. Now, with her dead, they’ll know he committed both murders.”


    This was the problem doing business with idiots. “It’s too perfect. Daughtry’s not stupid. Don’t you think he’d know what the reaction would be if he killed the witness?”


    “How smart was it to kill a second woman the same way he killed the first? Killers have patterns. That’s a fact. He followed the pattern.”


    “But this didn’t fit the pattern. Not even close. And what if my ex-wife was with him, which is entirely possible, the whore?”


    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. So we might not get him for this one. But he’ll panic. Bet he runs. That’s what guilty men do.”


    Robert considered that. “Hmm, he might. I’ve heard he sleeps outside sometimes, not to feel like he’s in prison.” He chewed on a fingernail. “I don’t have a choice now, do I? You’ve seen to that.”


    “I’m telling you, he’ll run.”


    “Are you sure no one saw you with Howe?”


    “Naw. We got it on at her place. I did her, then cleaned up.”


    “You’re sure?”


    “You think I’d leave prints? You don’t know me, Robert, if you asked that. If things work out the way I planned, Reece Daughtry’s going back to prison.”


    “With Daughtry’s history, I could have built a case to nail him. The public would have clamored for his head. I don’t understand why you had to do Howe.”


    Klugh leaned across the table, eyes squinting, stale coffee-scented breath clouding the air. Robert slid back to put more space between them. Klugh’s words came out tight and soft. Robert scanned the diner to make sure no one could hear.


    “Because a dead witness can’t change her story. She can’t accept deals by opposing counsel, and she can’t implicate anyone in the bribe. Like me. That’s why.” He sat back, took a bite of his sandwich. “Now, if everything works out the way I planned, you can try Daughtry for two murders and close out the one in Cambridge once and for all. And you might even get your ex-wife along with him if he runs and she goes with him. Hell, you’ll be all over the front page of the New York Times, Boston Globe, and every other big newspaper still left in the country. You’ll be a star. Doesn’t get much better than that.”


    Robert grunted, thought about Dana. “Hmm, maybe you have a point. This could work out after all. Sure will help when I decide to run for governor.”


    “Sure, it will. I guarantee it. Of course, I expect to be well-paid for my work. I’ll send you my new account number. As soon as you deposit the money, I’ll transfer it to another account, so don’t get any ideas.”


    Robert wiped his handkerchief around the back of his neck and across his forehead. “Have I ever screwed you? In all the years? You should know me by now.”


    Klugh snorted. “Yeah, I know you. The only person you give a shit about is Robert Minette.” He finished his coffee. “I’m curious. This hair across your ass for Daughtry—you never answered. Is it because he’s banging your wife or is it because he wouldn’t build you the fireplace?”


    “Fuck you, Harry. And she’s my ex-wife.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Clarence Comes Clean


    


    Robert paced the floor of his office, fuming because the sheriff’s deputies couldn’t locate Reece Daughtry to serve the arrest warrant. He wanted to blast them out, but it wasn’t their fault. Daughtry’s lawyer probably had a snitch. That was what he’d do, what he’d always done. Someone in his office had sided with the competition. Goddamn, he’d find out who.


    He called Dana. She didn’t answer. Coincidence? He thought not. His wife had run off with a head-severing murderer.


    He picked up the phone and called Sheriff Payton. “Any news?”


    “Nope. Daughtry’s not driving his old pickup. It’s parked at his place. You know where your wife is? I hear Daughtry and her have a thing going. Think she might be with him?”


    “Ex-wife, Jim. She’s my ex-wife, which means why would I have a clue where she is? Her love life is her business, but if she’s with him, she’s in a pile of trouble.”


    “I forgot you were divorced. You’re right, though. If she’s with Daughtry, she’s in trouble. I called over there, but she didn’t answer. I’ll run someone by her house. See if anything’s wrong.”


    “Yes, do that. I’ll worry. You can’t live with someone for twenty years and not care what happens to them.”


    “Uh-huh.”


    Robert didn’t like Jim Payton’s tone. He didn’t like Jim Payton, and the feelings were mutual. Payton knew damn well Dana had divorced him, and he relished rubbing salt in the wound. Everyone in the area knew it, thanks to Harris Stroud. The backstabber published it in the newspaper. That was the problem with small town newspapers. They printed everything: births, deaths, school graduations, and divorces. But Robert owned this one. He shouldn’t have been humiliated reading about his divorce in his own damn paper. Irreconcilable differences. That was what Harris wrote. He took Dana’s side because they’d been friends forever. If Robert hadn’t come along, Dana might have married him. In spite of his three marriages, Harris always had the hots for her.


    No matter how much he wanted to fire Harris’s ass for humiliating him, the man was untouchable, and they both knew it. Harris might be a small town newspaperman and a womanizing drunk, but he was a good reporter who could’ve worked any big city desk if he stayed off the sauce. He knew how to play Robert’s game too. He’d dug into Robert’s life, turned the tables, exactly the way Robert had always done when dealing with people. Find out their secrets. Everyone had them. Secrets made people vulnerable.


    * * * * *


    Clarence sat in Sheriff Jim Payton’s office and listened to his conversation with Robert Minette. He tried to appear as if he wasn’t paying attention, but he’d have to be deaf not to hear. The sheriff didn’t seem to mind that he heard either. He could easily have asked Clarence to wait outside, but he didn’t.


    File folders lay stacked in trays on Payton’s desk, along with the only personal items—a framed picture of his family and another of his two kids. His gaze shifted back to Payton, whose body language and facial expressions stated clearly his disdain for Minette. The dismissive sound he made when he hung up clinched it. Clarence intended to use that to his advantage, but for the moment, he didn’t say anything, allowing Payton a chance to cool off.


    “Do you know where they are?” Payton asked.


    “No.”


    “If you did, you wouldn’t tell me anyway, would you?”


    “Since I work for Daughtry’s attorney, privilege exists. But I was being truthful. I don’t know.” Clarence didn’t want to incur the wrath of the sheriff. “Have you ever met Reece Daughtry, Sheriff?”


    “Yes, I have. After I was elected, I paid him a visit. I wanted to meet the man who got out of prison on a technicality to make sure I wouldn’t have any problems with him.”


    “What did you think?”


    “He was building his house—him and another man, a Latino—and living in a small trailer he parked on his property. He set up a tent out there too. What he was doing was downright beautiful. He’s a quiet man, dignified, sometimes bordering on surly. Not one for chitchat, which was okay with me.”


    “Did you get the feeling he was capable of doing what Minette is trying to pin on him?”


    Payton thought for a long minute. He stared at Clarence, sizing him up like a good cop. “You’ve been to his place, right?”


    Clarence nodded. “Last night.”


    “You see all those animals he has out there fitted with collars so they can’t get off the property and get hurt?”


    Again, Clarence nodded.


    Payton leaned back in his chair. “I can’t imagine a man like that could do what they said and then do it again, although it’s not out of the realm of possibility. Murderers can be damn stupid. Daughtry didn’t strike me as stupid. Before I went, I pulled his record. Harvard grad, top grades, the kind of kid every parent would be proud of. I don’t know if that history colored my point of view, but either he’s psycho or he’s been royally screwed.”


    “You want to know what I think?”


    “You’re going to tell me anyway. That’s why you came to see me.”


    Clarence smiled. Payton had good instincts and was plain spoken. Clarence liked him. “I know someone else committed the murder Reece went to prison for. I know it because I know Reece Daughtry. I’ve been poking around to see if I could find something to clear him, let him get his life back. Otherwise, he’ll always be suspect, always have good cops like you checking him out.”


    “Just doing my job.”


    “I’d have done the same thing. I think my poking got someone nervous, and he crawled out of his cave long enough to come down here and kill Rayanne Johnson to incriminate Reece and take the heat off himself. I also think her murder gave Robert Minette the idea that if he could bring Reece to trial, he could get his name in the papers—use the publicity as a stepping stone to who knows what. Run for higher office, maybe, or get himself appointed to the bench.


    “I don’t believe the same man killed Lurena Howe. Her murder doesn’t fit the M.O., but Minette seems to think he can get a doubleheader out of this. I might be reaching, but I think two people are trying to frame Reece. One is the original killer, and the other is Robert Minette.” Now Clarence leaned back in his chair. He let his words resonate before he asked the next question. “Do you think Minette’s the type of man who could do that?”


    Payton blew out a long breath. “You’re asking if I think Robert Minette is either capable of murder or of hiring someone to do it?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    The sheriff opened his desk drawer and withdrew a package of gum. Clarence recognized the stall tactic. Probably wondering if he should answer. Payton pulled out a stick and offered the package to Clarence. He declined.


    “I don’t hold much for a man who abuses his wife. It’s a mark of cowardice. Mrs. Minette never filed charges, and I heard why. People talk in small towns. I also heard what he had on her that kept her with him all those years. He made sure everyone knew when she left him.”


    Clarence felt the heat of Payton’s gaze. He hadn’t heard about Minette physically harming Dana, although it didn’t surprise him. Minette fit the profile. What surprised him was that Dana had stayed with him. Payton mentioned he knew why. Clarence would find out.


    “I’m county, Mr. Wright. Regal Falls has a small police department, four men. I have a large staff, good men all. Minette makes his home in Harold County, but his jurisdiction encompasses three counties. After the people elected me sheriff, I watched him prosecute a murder trial—the type more prevalent in these parts. A family argument turned ugly, nothing premeditated. He prosecuted that man like he was Jack the Ripper. I thought then that Minette didn’t like to lose. In fact, I pegged him for someone who’d likely do anything to win. I haven’t changed my mind. Whether that makes him capable of murder, I don’t know. But I’ve been a cop too long to rule it out. I’ve seen men who were supposed to be good guys go bad. Nothing surprises me.”


    “Would you share the medical report on Rayanne Johnson?”


    “Doesn’t take a genius to conclude the cause of death. Someone cut her throat from ear to ear. She bled out. Even us backwoods cops can do that.”


    “I wasn’t insinuating your people don’t know what they’re doing, Sheriff, but I think something more’s going on.”


    “Like what?”


    “Any sign of drug abuse?”


    “Not that we found. Alcohol’s all. Why?”


    “Whoever committed that murder in Cambridge twenty-one years ago drugged Reece Daughtry, and I believe Rayanne Johnson got the same treatment.”


    “You mean a date-rape drug?”


    “Yup.”


    “The only way we’d find out is to do a thorough screen on hair or teeth, and only if we suspected the victim was drugged. I’ll concede it’s a possibility, but even if I ordered the test and the results came back positive, what would it prove? Not that the same murderer killed Rayanne Johnson as the killing up north. Only that you perceive it to be by the same method, which wasn’t proven in the first murder. We’d still have to prove who did it, something the cops in Cambridge have failed to do.”


    Payton was right. If the Cambridge police couldn’t find Karen Sitton’s murderer with all they had working for them, how could Clarence expect a police department a thousand miles away to succeed? “You’re right. But Lurena Howe is a different murder.”


    “Me and my people are working on that. If it turns out Minette’s involved, I’ll see we nail him for it, although it won’t be easy, given who he is.”


    “I don’t envy your dilemma. Have you had any problems with date rape drugs?” Clarence asked.


    “Not in this county, but that doesn’t mean it’s not here. Women don’t cry rape because of the stigma associated with it. Defense attorneys say it was consensual, usually making the victim out to be a temptress or worse. So women keep their mouths shut. Sometimes a family member or two will seek revenge and do my job for me. Some get away with it.” Payton chewed his gum. “If a woman doesn’t complain, it’s none of my business. Besides, if you’re right about the killer, I doubt he’d try to score drugs in the area. More likely he’d bring them with him, don’t you think?”


    “Yes, I do.” Clarence stood. “I’m going to poke around, Sheriff. I want to see if I can match the description of the man Rayanne Johnson left Rudy’s with to some of the people involved in the original murder. I’m sure the guy wore a disguise, but there are physical characteristics like height that don’t change. Might eliminate some of the people I’ve been looking at. I wanted to let you know before I started. If I find anything, I’ll tell you.”


    “Fair enough. As long as you do. What happens up north is out of my jurisdiction. But while you’re down here, you’re in mine.”


    “Understood.”


    Clarence left the sheriff’s office with a clearer portrait of Robert Minette. The district attorney lived up to everything Clarence presumed. Blindly ambitious, unethical, and immoral. Hitting a woman made him despicable. And Clarence believed he contracted a murder.


    He headed to Emory and Rudy’s Bar.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Something to Go On


    


    Clarence thought of the steps he’d taken since Jeraldine asked him to dig back into Reece’s cold case. He’d gone over the transcripts of the trial, picking at anything that might have been overlooked. He thought more men might have been involved than came out at trial, but time had passed, people had scattered, and memories were fuzzy. He guessed Reece would find out more from his brother―if the police didn’t catch Reece first. Clarence worried they would.


    A few people sat around Rudy’s. The same guy manned the bar. Different T-shirt. “You’re back,” he said, filling a glass with draft and setting it in front of Clarence. “Looks like your man’s in a pile of trouble.”


    “Yup, on both counts.”


    “Another guy came around asking questions right after your last visit. Said he worked for the prosecutor. What’s his name? Minette?”


    Clarence nodded. “Figures.”


    “Didn’t like the guy. Didn’t tell him much neither.”


    Clarence hoped the bartender liked him better. “I need to get a better picture in my head of the guy Rayanne Johnson left with that night. I know you were hopping because of the crowd, but do you remember if anyone took special notice of him? Maybe someone interested in Rayanne?”


    “Cops interviewed as many people as they could find that were here Friday. They went through the credit cards, but most paid cash. This isn’t an American Express crowd. You know how it is with some people and cops. They plain don’t like talking to them, even old harmless Micah. I’m guessing some of ’em said they weren’t here that night.” He glanced sideways at Clarence as he snapped open a couple of bottles and slid them down the bar to two guys who looked as if they were badly in need of a cool one.


    “Rayanne had an off and on squeeze. Jimmy Buffet. That’s not his real name, just what everyone calls him ’cause he’s always singing Margaritaville whenever he has a snootful and gets hold of a mike.”


    Clarence took out his notebook. “What’s his real name?”


    “Waylon Greer.” The bartender checked his watch. “It’s almost three. Waylon’ll probably be in ’round four. Rarely misses a day, which is why Rayanne kept breaking up with him. He’s one of ’em don’t like cops. Might not’ve told them all he knows, if he even admitted he was here. Either that or he was drunker’n shit and don’t remember.”


    “Keep filling my glass till he gets here, then point him out. If anyone else comes in who might have been here that night, give me a heads up, will ya?”


    The bartender thought it over. “Okay, sure.”


    While he waited, Clarence thought about the four men at the bar with Reece the night of Karen’s murder, including Carl. Finding people was easy when he knew who they were. They paid taxes, got speeding or parking tickets, married, and divorced. He’d interviewed everyone but Carl on the phone but never got around to a face-to-face with any of them. He’d correct that when he returned home, because all were within driving distance. Before, he fit the investigation around other cases. Now, it was his prime concern. Jeri’s too. He’d read the transcripts again, looking for the hole that no one found in over twenty years. Arrogance, thy name is Clarence Wright.


    He labored on his third draft when the bartender tapped his finger on the bar and nodded toward the lanky man who came through the door. Waylon Greer hopped on a stool two down from Clarence with no one in between, and ordered a draft. The bartender served him and pointed at Clarence. Greer looked like he’d put in a hard day doing whatever he did. His grimy fingernails suggested some sort of mechanic, but Clarence didn’t need an employment history.


    Greer slid over next to Clarence. “My buddy says you want to talk to me. Let me guess. About Rayanne?”


    “My name’s Clarence Wright. I’m working for Reece Daughtry’s attorney.”


    Greer hopped off his stool and waved his arms in the air. “Hey, y’all. Hear this? This fella here’s working for the guy cut my Rayanne’s head almost clear off.”


    There were a few boos and hisses, nothing Clarence hadn’t heard before in the midst of hostile territory. “You want to sit down and answer a couple of questions without the histrionics?”


    “Histrionics.” Greer still hadn’t lowered his voice. “What the hell kind of word is that? I don’t even know what the fuck it means.”


    “It means hysterical,” Clarence said, “which you are getting before you even know what I want to ask you.”


    “Why don’t you sit down, Waylon,” the bartender said, “and listen to the man? How’d you like it if someone framed you for murder?”


    “But this guy’s guilty,” Greer said. “Everyone knows that.”


    “I don’t,” Clarence said. “Because he’s not.”


    “Well, I just heard over the radio that he’s on the run. Innocent men don’t run, so he’s guilty.”


    “He’s running because he rotted in prison for fifteen years. Would you hang around and wait for that to happen again? I sure as hell wouldn’t.”


    “Me neither,” the bartender said. “Won’t hurt you to listen, Waylon. You got nothing better to do. Rayanne didn’t leave here with a guy six-three. She left with a guy ’bout your height, only heavier.”


    Greer shrugged. “Yeah, I saw him hit on her.”


    Clarence felt that internal jolt a cop gets when he’s on the verge of uncovering an important piece of information. Easy, Clarence. This guy’s not a fan. “Tell me about him.”


    Greer huffed and puffed, took a long guzzle of his beer and slapped it on the bar. “I watched him go after her. She was mad as hell at me ’cause I was drunk.”


    Someone down the bar yelled, “Big surprise there.”


    “Shut up, jerkoff. I’m sober now.”


    “What did he look like?” Keep him on subject.


    “About my height, with a mole on his cheek, but soft, you know what I mean?”


    “No. Explain it.”


    “Puffy. White and pasty. Like he didn’t never work outside. Too much of the good life. Booze without exercise. I drink, but I work out.” Greer straightened. “I’m in good shape.”


    Clarence didn’t want to hear about Greer’s workout schedule. “The mole. Did it look real?”


    “Naw. Damn thing was fake as they come. You could see the way he kept pressing it, like he thought it might fall off.”


    Clarence wondered if he told the sheriff this, but he didn’t want to get Greer off track by asking. He also wondered why he let his girlfriend go off with someone he knew wore a disguise. Must’ve been way more than drunk. “What else?”


    “He wore sunglasses. Who the fuck wears shades inside except Nicholson and rock stars? A cap too. Brand new one. I bet he never set it on his head before. You know what it had on it? John Deere. This guy never once planted his ass on a tractor. I can tell you that for a fact.”


    “Hair color?” Clarence asked.


    “Hmm, couldn’t tell. Cap covered his hair. If I had to guess, you know, from the eyebrows, I’d say light brown. But I can’t be sure. I was pretty wasted, and I was mad back at Rayanne.” A thoughtful look came over Greer’s face. “Shouldn’t of let her go. Shouldn’t of.”


    A hush came over the bar. No doubt everyone there agreed. Clarence learned more than he bargained for. An almost clear description of the man’s physical appearance. Things that couldn’t change overnight. Waylon Greer stood about six feet, but height alone wasn’t going to help. Six feet was average these days. Clarence was six feet, and he’d bet the guys at the table the night of the murder were in the same range, give an inch either way, except Reece. But soft—now that said something. Clarence knew exactly what soft looked like. He didn’t know what the men at Reece’s table looked like, but he’d find out in person as soon as he returned to Boston.


    “Thanks, Mr. Greer. I appreciate your time. You’ve been a great help.”


    “I have?” When Clarence nodded, Greer said, “Hope you get the son of a bitch who done it. Whoever it is.”


    “Me too.” Clarence plunked a twenty in front of Greer. “Drink up on me.” Then he turned to the bartender. “Thanks for your help.” He plunked down a twenty and a ten. “What’s your name, by the way?”


    “Elvis.” He crossed his heart. “God’s truth.”


    “Well, Elvis’s friend is leaving the building.” Clarence waved over his shoulder and walked out the door. He had a few more things to do before he left for Boston.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Not-So Subtle Interrogation


    


    Clarence went back to his room at Pine House to freshen up. He checked his watch. Jeraldine ought to be home by now. He speed-dialed her cell. “Hey, babe. Any news for me?”


    “Just got to the office. I called Baker from the airport in Asheville to see what he could come up with before I got back. He found someone from Charlotte willing to talk about Minette. I’m going to call him tonight after he gets home from work. Baker said the guy kind of gagged when he heard Minette’s name. How are you doing down there?”


    “The description Rayanne Johnson’s on-and-off boyfriend gave me might narrow the field. Sounds like someone gone to seed. Pasty, puffy, pudgy.”


    “Oh, the three Ps,” Jeraldine said. “Add another. Psycho.”


    “Doesn’t work for me. It’s not alliteration. Call me after you talk to your snitch.”


    “Will do. Love you.”


    “Me too.”


    Clarence had put away three beers at Rudy’s, but he decided to stop in the Pine House Restaurant for something stronger, then eat dinner. He took a seat at the bar.


    The bartender put a napkin and bowl of peanuts in front of him. “What’ll you have?”


    “Dewars rocks.” Clarence had spent more time with bartenders in North Carolina than he’d spent with Jeri. He was tired, mind running circles. Something nibbled at the corner of his memory, but he couldn’t separate it. Whatever bugged him would probably wake him in the middle of the night.


    He felt a presence move up next to him.


    “Mind if I join you?” The man didn’t wait for an invitation. He sat down and offered his hand. “Harris Stroud.”


    “Please.” Clarence took Stroud’s hand. “Clarence Wright.”


    “I know who you are. I make it my business to know what’s going on in town and in the county. That’s what newspapermen do.” The bartender set down Clarence’s drink. “Put his drinks on my tab, Chaz.”


    “Yes, sir, Mr. Stroud.”


    “Thanks,” Clarence said. “I owe you one.


    “You can pay me back by telling me why you’re still here.”


    “It’ll take more than a drink to buy me, Mr. Stroud.”


    “Name’s Harris, and I have all night.”


    “I don’t. I’m tired. I need sleep. I planned to stop by your office in the morning.”


    “Looks like I’m saving you a trip. I assume you were going to pump me for information. I’m curious what you know. We could share.”


    Clarence had heard about Stroud. He might get more from him after a few drinks than he would on a morning visit. “Hmm, we could. What do you say we take a table? More private.”


    “Good idea. Chaz’ll take care of us. He’s the best waiter in Regal Falls, aren’t you, Chaz?”


    “If you say so, Mr. Stroud.”


    Stroud leaned closer to Clarence. “Chaz agrees with me because I’m a good tipper.” He winked at the young bartender. “Bring our drinks over, will you?”


    He never ordered, but as soon as they sat down, Chaz served Stroud a large whiskey. The editor was younger than Clarence had imagined, but the effects of heavy drinking were beginning to show on his flushed face.


    “Why were you coming to see me, as if I didn’t know?”


    “Robert Minette.”


    “You’re not asking me to talk about my boss, are you?”


    “Actually, I am.”


    “Hmm. I don’t know if that’s ethical.”


    Clarence laughed, but he didn’t say anything. Harris finished his drink before Clarence had downed half of his. Chaz brought another to the table with barely a nod from the editor.


    “But what the hell. Minette’s not a nice guy. You name any negative adjective, and it’ll apply to Robert.”


    “I’ve heard asshole mentioned more than once.”


    “That’s a noun.”


    Clarence snickered. “You got me there.”


    “There are a bunch of those too.”


    “You think Minette is capable of murder?”


    The drink stopped halfway to Stroud’s mouth. He sat poised for a moment, took a long swig, swallowed, then put the glass on the table. “I take it you mean our local murders.”


    “Only one.”


    Avoiding Clarence’s gaze, Stroud concentrated on the dark amber liquid in his glass. “You think he’s involved?”


    “I do.”


    Stroud appeared thoughtful. “Robert wouldn’t do the dirty himself. He’d suggest to his hire he wanted something done. It would be oblique but clear to someone on the same wavelength. Then Robert would feign surprise when the person carried it out. He’s too much of a coward to ever do anything on his own.”


    “If he were hiring, who would it be?”


    “PI by the name of Harry Klugh, from Atlanta. Now, turn around’s fair play. Whose murder do you think Robert contracted? Rayanne Johnson?”


    “No, the friend.”


    Stroud nodded.


    Clarence could see he was on his way to getting very, very drunk. He needed to grill the editor while he could still talk, although he wasn’t slurring yet. “Back to the PI How do you know this?”


    “He’s used him multiple times over the years.” Stroud finished his drink and waved at Chaz, but the kid was already there with a replacement. “I make it my business to know what Robert Minette is doing, has done, and predictably will do. It’s called survivor’s instinct.”


    Clarence wondered why Stroud needed survivor’s instinct where it concerned Minette. “How did Dana survive?”


    Harris took a minute, as if he were deciding what bordered on breaking a trust. “Dana wasted too many years with that creep.” He looked around, waved at Chaz. “I need something to eat or you’ll have to wipe me up with a sponge.”


    Clarence marveled at the man’s capacity. He’d have been under the table if he’d put away what Stroud guzzled in the short time. Chaz came over and Harris ordered a steak. Clarence decided to join him. He hadn’t eaten all day and could feel himself getting tipsy. He didn’t want to lose his edge with the editor, who obviously revved his mouth like a Formula One engine when he drank too much.


    “Dana made three mistakes,” Stroud continued. “First, she married Minette. That was the biggest one of all. Then she had an affair. I’m not talking out of school. Everyone knows. When she divorced Robert, he made sure they did, in spite of the humiliation it caused. Vengeful bastard. And third, her affair wasn’t with me. Not that I didn’t try. Now it looks like she’s made her fourth mistake, and she and Reece Daughtry will wind up in prison. Makes you wonder, doesn’t it, whether the woman knows how to pick the right man?”


    “She could do worse than Reece.”


    “Oh, that’s right. You’re his friend. I didn’t think he had any. He’s not what I’d call warm and fuzzy.”


    Clarence ignored the disparaging remark. “You think Reece murdered that girl?”


    Harris closed his eyes and massaged his fingers over the lids. When he opened them, he blinked a couple of times. “Hell, no. Why would any sane man leave a woman like Dana to screw a little country redneck? Doesn’t make sense. It’s not like he wasn’t getting any.” He broke off a piece of roll from the basket Chaz brought. “I’m sloshed.”


    “Quit drinking.”


    “Drunks don’t quit until they pass out. I try to save that for when I get home, but sometimes I don’t make it. I come here because they know me, and if I hit the table, they take care of me. It’s not even humiliating anymore.”


    Clarence had known a few alcoholics in his day, but most couldn’t admit their problem. “Why don’t you get help?”


    “I have. Let me think—is it three or four times? Four, the marriages are three. I get them confused sometimes.”


    “Were you in love with Dana?”


    “Yes, but that’s not why I drink. I drink because it makes me forget things.”


    Clarence didn’t want to hear Harris’s long sad story. Everyone had one. Reece had one, and he never resorted to booze to purge his demons. “Tell me about Minette. What do you have on him?”


    “Very astute. But then I’m an open book, aren’t I?”


    Chaz brought dinner. Clarence cut into his steak. Perfectly charred—black and blue, exactly the way he liked it. Stroud struggled to maneuver his knife and fork, but he managed to get enough into his mouth to take the edge off the liquor.


    “What do you have on him?” Clarence repeated.


    “Hmm, better not. I need the job right now. You can find out. You’re a good detective; I can tell. It shouldn’t be hard to dig up someone in Minette’s old firm in Charlotte.”


    “My boss is doing that as we speak. My guess is Minette had something to do with the disappearance of a witness. Am I close?”


    Harris hesitated long enough to give credence to Clarence’s guess. “That’s a possibility.”


    “Don’t be coy.”


    “I’ll tell you this. If Robert did contract to make a witness disappear, no one could prove it except the person who did it. Then we have a deal between two devils, each offering the other protection. That’s how Robert does business. Personally, I’d like to think Robert did it so one day he’d have to pay, but I’m not that naïve.”


    “You think Harry Klugh had something to do with the murder?”


    “I’m not saying either one of them had anything to do with any murder. I’m saying I’d check him out. There’s not a moral bone in that man’s body.”


    “Did Minette have a poison dart aimed at the governor to get this appointment?”


    Harris emptied his water glass. “More than likely.”


    “What does Minette have on you?”


    Harris cut another piece of meat and gnawed on it until it probably could have passed through a straw. “What makes you think he does?”


    “Wild guess.”


    Pushing his half-eaten steak away, Harris leaned back in his chair and stifled a belch. “Gotta go home.” He stood, steadying himself. “You did well tonight, Clarence. You wheedled more out of me than I did from you. I knew what you were doing, but I didn’t give a shit.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Reece’s Protector


    


    Unburdening the ugly chapter of his first week in prison helped clear Reece’s mind and sharpen his senses. As he drove through the magnificent mountain scenery of North Carolina and Virginia, the sky appeared bluer, the air fresher.


    They decided to share the driving so they could make the long trip without stopping at a motel. Why multiply their chances of being noticed. Dana dozed, but every so often she reached over and touched Reece’s arm or neck or the top of his thigh. They were gentle touches, and he knew she understood.


    He pulled into a rest stop. “I’ll call Frank. See if there’s a problem if we come.”


    “Does he live alone?”


    “No, he has a woman. We’ve talked on the phone but never met.” Holding hands, they sauntered inside to the lobby. Reece, always guarded, drew on some distant memory to act nonchalant. He nodded at those who caught his eye, something he wouldn’t ordinarily do, but it seemed more natural and what normal people did. He smiled inwardly, wondering if he thought of himself as abnormal. Dana squeezed his hand as she took off for the restroom, he for the phone.


    Had the sheriff in Harold County found out about the old truck? Was his picture flashing on TV? Dana’s? Would he be on the front page of every paper in the country tomorrow? Well, tomorrow was tomorrow.


    He dropped in the coin, dialed Frank’s number, and listened for the amount, which he slid into the slots. Frank answered. “You know who this is?”


    “You on the road?”


    “Yes.”


    “Be careful. They’ll be watching.”


    “It’ll be late.”


    “I’ll be up.”


    Reece hung up and headed for the men’s room. He had planned to visit Frank a couple of years ago and found the directions to his place on the Internet. He’d kept them, even though the original trip had been cancelled due, Frank said, to a bug he caught. Reece found out later that his illness turned out to be more than a bug. He’d wanted to visit, but Frank always put him off. All he had to do was say the word, and Reece would be there.


    He found Dana waiting, and they got back in the pickup. Dana drove for a few hours. After a blink through West Virginia and Maryland, he closed his eyes and woke somewhere in Pennsylvania. He took over behind the wheel, stopped for a bite at a drive-thru, pulled in at rest stops when nature called, then rolled into New York, Connecticut, and finally crossed the state line into Massachusetts.


    At midnight, they arrived in Lynn, a working-class city whose main feature was its boundary with the Atlantic Ocean. Though dark, they could still make out the landmarks.


    “Frank told me Lynn was the shoe capital of the world in its day.” The big buildings Reece assumed were once factories had been converted to a community college and senior apartments. The downtown area looked like it hadn’t changed in fifty years.


    “I remember the directions said to go around the traffic circle. The ocean should be on our right, and an inner street with apartment buildings will be on the left.”


    Dana searched for the road. “There. See the buildings? That must be it.” She pointed to an inside passage off the main road with a series of three and four-story apartment buildings.


    “Difficult to see with the oncoming headlights, but I see it.” Reece swung a U-turn off the main drag and entered the tiny street.


    “There it is. The number 200 is lighted above the entrance.”


    “I’m going to drive down the street. Watch for anything suspicious.”


    “I don’t see anyone in parked cars, but that doesn’t mean a cop isn’t waiting.”


    “We’ll find out in a few minutes.” He found a parking space near the door.


    “How long since you’ve seen Frank?”


    “Four years. I met him the day he was released. He came south, and we spent a few days celebrating his freedom. I’d finished the house enough to live in it, and we had a good time fishing and just kicking back. He got sick shortly after that.”


    “How long was he in prison?”


    “A little more than twenty years.”


    “For what?”


    “Murder. He killed a man with his bare hands.” Reece glanced at her to see her reaction. She showed no sign of shock. Dana kept surprising him. Years of marriage to Minette had made her as resilient as Reece first thought. “It wasn’t premeditated, but it wasn’t accidental either.”


    They got out of the car, stiff and tired. Reece tensed, waiting for someone to pounce on him, but no one did. He noted the foul smell in the air. “What on earth is that?”


    “Smells like rotten eggs.”


    He’d have thought a building in proximity to the ocean would have been more luxurious, but the smell probably kept what would be considered prime coastal real estate anywhere else from being that.


    They climbed a few steps and opened the door, climbed a few more to a bank of mailboxes and doorbells. Reece found Vance and pressed the button. A female voice over the intercom asked who was there. Reece said his name. The door buzzed. It opened when he pushed against it.


    A woman stood inside the door on the first floor. It looked like four apartments shared the floor—one across the hall and two more on each side halfway down. Reece took Dana’s hand. “You okay with this?”


    “This is hardly the time to ask, is it? What if I said I wasn’t?”


    He looked at her and caught her smile. “Right. Stupid question. We’re here, and there’s no place else to go.”


    “Exactly.”


    The woman waiting near the open door stood slightly taller than Dana, but sturdy where Dana was slight.


    “Reece? I’m Lana. Nice to meet you at last. Come in.”


    He took her hand. “The pleasure’s mine. This is Dana.” The two women shook hands.


    The fragrant aroma of roasted meat and garlic wafted through the apartment, reminding Reece he hadn’t eaten since lunch. Dana felt the same as she sniffed the air with raised brows.


    Lana led them through a short hall to the living room. The room appeared clean and neat, the furniture comfortably worn but not shabby. Frank Vance sat in a recliner with an oxygen tank off to the side. Books covered two tables and more filled a makeshift bookshelf lining one wall. Reece struggled to rein in his reaction to seeing his old friend’s skeletal form.


    “I know, I know,” Frank said. “I look like shit.”


    Reece heard the familiar voice, as if his vocal chords had been mixed with gravel, the result of the mean scar that cut horizontally across his throat. “Shit might be honey-coating it.”


    “Jesus Christ, can’t you ever shade the truth?” Frank pushed himself to his feet, not without effort.


    “Don’t get up on my account.” Reece bear-hugged him, feeling nothing but bones under Frank’s oversized clothes. A giant lump formed in Reece’s throat that would translate to visible emotion if he didn’t force himself to hold back. He whispered in his ear, “I’d ask how you were doing, but I don’t have to.”


    “Yeah, well, I’m not dead yet. Fucking cigarettes. Should’ve quit a long time ago, but you know how it is in the can. Not much fun if you have to give up all your vices.”


    Reece backed away and motioned Dana forward and introduced them.


    Frank offered a bony hand, and Dana took it. “She’s a pretty one.” He turned to Dana. “How’d you get involved with this geek?”


    “Lucky, I guess.”


    Frank’s laugh turned into a hacking cough, and he sank into his recliner, exhausted from the exertion.


    Reece stooped in front of him. “Take it easy, friend.”


    Lana brought the nasal cannula to his nose, but Frank pushed it away. “You’ve met Svetlana. Call her Lana. Hmm, interesting. Lana, Dana. One letter off, though spoken differently. Must mean something. What do you say, Reece? Coincidence?”


    “Kismet,” Reece said.


    “Yes, kismet.” Frank pulled Lana to sit on the arm of his chair. “Lana’s my nurse, my caretaker, the best cook this side of the Ukraine, and,” he looked at her with what could only be described as adoration, “the love of my life. I don’t know what I’d do without her.”


    Reece saw true affection pass between them, and the lump in his throat grew.


    “Now I have the two people who saved my life in one room at the same time.” He lifted Lana’s palm to his lips and kissed it. “Do you know the story, Dana?”


    “No, I—”


    “Not now,” Reece said.


    “Modest, are you? Okay, but I’ll have to tell her later. Sit, you two. Tell me what happened. I heard something on the news. I waited to get the story from you. Lana, sweetheart, how about some coffee, or maybe a drink?”


    “Coffee’s fine,” Reece said.


    Lana rose from the arm of Frank’s chair. “How do you take it?”


    “Black,” Reece and Dana said in unison.


    Frank adjusted his position. “So tell me.”


    Reece filled him in on everything that had happened—the first murder and the second—and the vendetta Robert Minette waged against Reece’s head. “I’ve got to find Karen Sitton’s killer, because I know it’s not me.”


    “You gonna connect with your father?”


    Another thing Reece had fought not to think about. “No. He’s dying, and I won’t go see him, but I need to see Carl. Maybe he knows something he doesn’t know he knows.”


    “You might find out stuff you don’t want to know, like maybe your brother kept his mouth shut out of self-interest.”


    “Maybe. But he wouldn’t have held back anything that would have vindicated me. I’m sure of that.”


    Frank snorted, and a wave of doubt shot through Reece. “If he held back anything, it was that he screwed Karen.”


    Frank nodded. “My guess.”


    “Clarence thinks the killer feared he was getting too close and committed the murder in North Carolina to deflect suspicion.”


    “Which makes him someone who’ll stop at nothing,” Frank said. “He kills you, a wanted man, he’ll be a hero.”


    Reece closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ve thought of that.”


    Dana fidgeted in her chair. “I haven’t. Reece?”


    “I don’t have a choice, Dana. If I give myself up, you’ll go down with me. Damn, I should never have brought you along.”


    “Well you did,” Frank said. “Nothing you can do about it now.” He took a deep inhalation of oxygen, coughed.


    Reece moved toward him. “You need to rest. It’s late.”


    Frank waved him away. “I’m fine, fine. You’re welcome here as long as it’s safe, and unless they tear this place apart, it is. If they keep watch, I’ll get you out to friends who’ll put you up. No questions.”


    “I wouldn’t have involved you, but I didn’t know where else to turn.”


    “That’s what friends are for. Besides, what can they do to me? I’m a walking dead man. Ain’t walking too good now either.” Frank took a ragged breath, paused to get his wind. “I’ll call someone to come get whatever you’re driving and stash it. The cops’ll be looking for it.”


    “I never thought of that. It’s a light blue Ford pickup. Old one. Ninety-five or so, isn’t it, Dana?”


    “Ninety-six.”


    “You never thought of that because you don’t think like a crook. Or a murderer. The cops’ll be here. Won’t take them long to figure out the few possibilities where you could go. I’ll be at the top of the list. I’m surprised they haven’t shown up already.”


    “What if they come here?”


    “Don’t worry. They won’t find you.”


    Reece was going to ask what that meant when Lana brought the coffees on a tray. She put it down on the table and handed each of them a cup. The others had cream. “I heard,” she said. “You want the phone?”


    Frank smiled. “See? What would I do without her? Anticipates my every move.” She brought him a cell phone. He took a minute to rest, then called someone with instructions.


    Reece swallowed hard. Seeing Frank this way turned his insides tight, and he rallied all his powers not to break down.


    “Now, Lana made a good dinner. Then you two need some sleep. You had a long drive. She fixed up the second bedroom nice. Leave the keys and go eat. You’ll have a new car in the morning.”


    “I don’t know how to thank you,” Dana said.


    “No thanks. Go.”


    “I don’t want Dana to go north with me,” Reece said.


    Frank nodded almost imperceptibly. “Then she’ll keep us company. You play Scrabble, Dana?”


    Dana stopped, her focus shifting from Reece to Frank and back to Reece. “Wait. I want to go. You need me to go.”


    “I don’t need you to put your face out there. If I’m picked up, I don’t want you with me. If they don’t get me, they’ll be watching Carl. You can bet on it.”


    “He’s right,” Frank said. “Listen to him.”


    Dana groaned. “If both of you think it’s the right thing to do, I’ll do it.”


    Lana said, “If Frank says it is, it is. Now come eat.”


    The aroma in the kitchen made Reece’s mouth water. “Smells wonderful.” Lana had set the kitchen table with placemats, silverware, and cloth napkins. She put plates of food in front of them, and they dug in.


    “Pot roast and potatoes, carrots and beets,” she said.


    Reece swallowed a heaping forkful, “This is delicious.”


    “Yes, it is,” Dana said. “You’ll have to give me the recipe so Reece can make it. I’m a terrible cook.”


    “Even a terrible cook can make this,” Lana said. “You throw everything into a pot and it cooks itself. Easy as pie. I’ll write down the ingredients before you go.”


    Reece gave Dana an affectionate pat on the arm. “Easy as pie.”


    Dana stuck out her tongue playfully in return. “Maybe eating pie, not making it.”


    When they finished, Lana took their plates, refusing help, and Reece and Dana joined Frank in the living room. He had put the nasal cannula in his nostrils and raised the leg part of the recliner. “Lana turned on the window air conditioner. It smells bad tonight.”


    “Yeah,” Reece said. “What is that?”


    “Brown algae,” Frank wheezed. “Crap covers the beach. Been here since before the Pilgrims landed, I read.” He paused to take a breath. “Geniuses at all the big universities around here can’t get rid of it. Stinks, but it keeps the rent down.” He rested before continuing. “Most days it’s clear and clean, nice enough to enjoy the ocean. After the smells in prison, this is a piece of cake. Nature, in all its glory.”


    Reece agreed.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    The Sleeping Giant


    


    When they woke, Dana sniffed the aroma of freshly-made coffee wafting into the bedroom. “I could get used to this, if only it were under different circumstances.”


    They showered, dressed, and tiptoed into the living room when they saw Frank in his chair. He was awake, but his hollow eyes indicated a man who’d never gone to bed. He tossed Reece a phone and a set of keys.


    “It’s a black Honda Civic parked in front. The car’s clean. Don’t exceed the speed limit and you’ll be okay. The phone’s a throwaway. Can’t be traced. I have a new one too. Phone numbers are on the map on the front seat. No GPS. Sorry. Take these.” He handed Reece a cap and sunglasses. “Won’t hide you if they’re waiting, but it’ll keep others from seeing too much. Now have some breakfast and get going.”


    Reece took them and nodded. “We’ll get some coffee and join you.” But Lana appeared holding a tray with two cups of black coffee. Reece crouched down and grasped onto Frank’s arm. “Thanks for all this, friend. Would you believe I’ve never had a cell phone?”


    “I believe it.”


    “I’ll keep in touch.” Reece finished his coffee. He smiled at Lana, who never strayed too far from Frank’s side, his watchful protector, the same way that Frank had been Reece’s.


    Dana followed him down the hall to the front door of the building. “I feel like we’re Bonnie and Clyde, on the run.”


    “I hope we don’t meet the same end.”


    She stood on tiptoes and kissed him. “Be careful.”


    He pulled her close. “There are words I want to say, but I can’t say them. Words like I love you and I want you, but I’ll have to wait until this is settled.”


    She met his gaze. “I can wait.”


    “Can you?”


    “As long as it takes. Now go or I won’t let you do this alone.” He left without turning around. She hurried down the hall before someone saw her, struggling to still her raging heartbeat. What chance would Reece have if the cops were waiting in Portland? If he managed to avoid them, would they be lurking somewhere on the street when he returned?


    What if? What if?


    She was running on adrenaline, staying with people she didn’t know, without a car, without escape. She slipped into the apartment, squashing the doubt that things might not work out, and saw Lana injecting Frank. Her stomach roiled. There were things worse than being caught, worse than prison.


    “It doesn’t take long to work,” Frank said, “and then I’m okay for a while. Lana made you some breakfast. Go eat while this kicks in. When you finish, come keep me company.”


    “I’d like that.”


    Lana took her arm. “Come. Have you ever eaten blini? They’re the Russian version of pancakes.”


    Dana followed Lana to the small kitchen. “I’ve had pancakes and blintzes, but never blini.”


    Lana moved close as if she were imparting a state secret. “Blini are better. I made some this morning. Frank likes them with sour cream, but there’s jam if you prefer. I have eggs and coffee. Frank takes so much medication, we’re up at the crack of dawn and eat early.”


    “I usually don’t eat much in the morning.”


    “Breakfast is the most important meal. I’m from Kiev, but there’s a Russian saying—eat breakfast yourself, share dinner with a friend, but give supper to your enemy.”


    “We have a similar one. Eat breakfast like a king, lunch like a prince, and dinner like a pauper.”


    “Yes, same idea.”


    Dana took last night’s seat. She watched the woman prepare a plate. Lana had working hands—strong, with thick fingers. Short light brown hair framed a round face with high, broad cheekbones and a flattish nose, and eyes that shifted from brown to hazel with the changing light, expressing emotions as clearly as if she verbalized them.


    “I don’t know how to thank you for taking us in and putting yourselves at risk.”


    “All I’ve ever heard from Frank is Reece this, Reece that. I’m happy to have a chance to meet him while Frank is still—”


    She swallowed hard and didn’t complete the sentence.


    “How long?”


    Tears welled in Lana’s eyes, but she regained control quickly. Her fingers tightened around the coffee cup’s handle. “Three to six months, maybe less. Not more. He’s tough, but for once in his life Frank can’t beat something. It makes him angry. He’s not used to losing a fight.”


    “No, I can see that.”


    Frank’s weak voice filtered in from the other room. “I can hear you in there. If you’re talking about me, don’t.”


    Dana returned Lana’s weak smile.


    Stuffed, Dana pushed her empty plate aside. “Delicious. Thank you. Let me help you clean up.”


    “I’ll do it. Go keep him company. He doesn’t like being alone for long.”


    Dana went into the living room and took a seat on the sofa. “Are you feeling better?”


    “Yes. All the years I took drugs, and now I can do it legally. Ironic, isn’t it?”


    “I guess that’s one way to look at it.”


    Frank wiped his sleeve across his forehead and sighed. “So, are you in love with Reece? Don’t be coy.”


    Dana marveled at Frank’s directness. One didn’t beat around the bush when life was a ticking time bomb. “Coy is not a word that describes me. Yes. I’m in love with him. Very much.”


    “Is he your soul mate?”


    Dana thought. “Yes, if soul mate means sharing what’s in our hearts.”


    “That’s what it means. Lana is mine. I never had one before. ’Course, I spent most of my adult life in prison.” He looked out the window. “Didn’t leave much time for love. But I love Lana, and I love Reece.” He must have seen the curious look on her face. “Not like that. Did you wonder?”


    “He told me how you saved his life.”


    “Did. You. Wonder?”


    After professing not to be coy, that was exactly how she was acting. She knew what Frank meant. “Yes.”


    “No, never. It wasn’t my style as long as I had two hands. Now, if someone cut them off, I might have reconsidered.”


    Dana broke into laughter. “I can see why Reece loves you.”


    “He taught me to read. Taught some others too. Ignorance breeds violence.” He paused, wheezing. “That kid taught an ignorant prick like me how to read. Can you believe that?”


    “You don’t have to talk now.”


    “When then?”


    A silent moment passed between them, and Dana said nothing more.


    “I was forty-seven years old. Ignorant as they come. I’m not now.”


    “One is never too old to learn.”


    “That was our deal. I got more than I bargained for. A whole world I knew nothing about.” He summoned his strength. “I never finished sixth grade. Didn’t learn shit then. Besides, I had to go out and earn money for my mother. Ten years old and I prowled the streets stealing and conning. I didn’t know any of the good stuff till Reece.”


    Until Robert, Dana had led a sheltered, idyllic life, entrenched in her small mountain town, going to a nearby college. She couldn’t have conceived of a ten-year-old kid working the streets, but some of Robert’s cases exposed her to the dark side. And Robert demonstrated firsthand the ugliness that lurked behind closed doors in suburbia.


    “So you protected Reece, and he taught you to read.”


    “Yeah. Now I read all the time, like I’m playing catch-up. He was a good teacher. Patient and persistent.”


    “I can see how he would be.”


    “But that was only after he learned a few things he shouldn’t have had to learn.”


    She met Frank’s gaze. He wanted her to ask, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.


    “He told you about his first week?”


    Dana’s breath caught in her throat. She didn’t expect him to bring that up, but she’d learned that Reece and Frank said straight out what they thought and felt. “Yes. He held back some of the more graphic stuff, I think, but he told me enough.”


    “Those cocksuckers.” He shook his head. “Sorry. Lana’s made me clean up my mouth, but I’m afraid some bad stuff still slips out.”


    “I’ve heard worse. I married a man who thought cocksucker and motherfucker were perfectly acceptable words. Even in front of our children.” She buried the fleeting thought of how her sons must feel about their mother on the run with an accused murderer.


    “See this?” Frank pointed to the scar across his throat. “Two of those same cocksuckers that took Reece came after me. Revenge.” Frank raised a finger, taking time out for a few slow breaths. “They bided their time, then snuck up on me like a bunch of snakes ’cause they could never take me in a fair fight. But Reece came up behind the one who sliced me and jammed his fist in the guy’s kidney. My boy had some heft to him back then. He’d lost some weight, but he weighed more than he does now. I was bleeding like a stuck pig and—”


    Frank held a handkerchief over his mouth while a fit of barking coughs overwhelmed him. Lana rushed in from the kitchen with a glass of something. “Here, drink.”


    Frank swallowed a gulp, then pushed it away. “God, that stuff is vile.”


    “It’s good for you. Ukrainian remedy. Drink.”


    He did, and it calmed the hacking. Handing back the drink, he said, “See what I have to put up with?” Lana turned to leave, but Frank caught her arm and pulled her down to kiss her. “Lady Macbeth. But I love her.”


    Lana blushed and put the glass on the side table. She turned on the oxygen and placed the nasal cannula in Frank’s nose. “Don’t argue.”


    “See, Dana, I’m a lucky man.”


    “Yes, I believe you are.”


    He struggled to reposition himself. “Where was I?”


    “Are you sure you want to go on?”


    He spoke through a slow, twisted smile. “Now or never.”


    “Okay, then. You were bleeding like a stuck pig.”


    “Yeah, right. So the other son of a bitch swiped a blade up Reece’s side.”


    “Oh—” Dana couldn’t muffle the gasp. Now she knew why Reece never told her how he got the scar.


    “Reece didn’t quit until he took down that bastard too,” Frank went on. “He learned fast. He’s quiet, but you know what they say about still waters.”


    Yes, Dana knew from the beginning that Reece’s feelings ran deep from the beginning.


    “Your man holds his anger inside, where it festers. But when it erupts, it’s something to see. It erupted that day. Blew like Mount St. Helens. He ripped off his shirt and pressed it to my throat. Blood poured out of him, but he kept on like he didn’t have this gaping slice down his torso.” Frank sighed. “We both almost died that day. Quarter inch more, and that asshole would have nicked my carotid artery. If it wasn’t for Reece, you’d be in someone else’s house right now.”


    Dana started to say something when the doorbell rang. Frank and Lana exchanged glances.


    “Who the hell is that? It isn’t Reece.” Panic crossed Frank’s face. “See who it is.”


    Lana’s eyes darkened. She pressed the intercom button, hesitating. “Um, yes?”


    “Police,” the voice announced. “We’re looking for Frank Vance. We have a warrant to search the premises.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    A Little Feather Ruffling


    


    Harold County, North Carolina


    


    Clarence woke late. His head felt like a bowling alley resided inside. All the liquor he had poured into his body the night before wasn’t sitting well in the light of day. He remembered going to his room and crashing as soon as his head hit the pillow. He’d call Jeraldine after he brushed his furry teeth and injected a pot of coffee directly into his vein. If he’d called last night, he wouldn’t have made much sense. It had been years since he’d drunk that much, and he wouldn’t do it again anytime soon. He checked his cell. Jeri hadn’t called him either. Maybe she didn’t speak to her source. He called room service and ordered coffee and a couple of slices of dry wheat toast.


    He needed to research Harry Klugh. PI, my ass. Stroud made it sound like Klugh was a gun for hire. If he had to go to Atlanta to check him out personally, he would. In fact, the idea appealed to him. No better way to research.


    After his bathroom chores, room service arrived with his order. This must be what junkies felt like when they needed a fix. He blew the steam off the top of his coffee, took the first sip, and followed with an appreciative sigh.


    He connected with Jeri’s voice mail. “Hey, babe, give me a call when you’re free.” Ten minutes later she called back.


    “Sorry, I had court, and my source didn’t call until early this morning. Okay, here’s the deal. Dana’s theory about Robert’s case in Charlotte was on the money. This is straight from the horse’s mouth. Though they couldn’t prove it, the bosses believed Minette was directly involved in the witness’s disappearance. He acted cocky, as if he had the case cinched when he clearly didn’t. Minette resigned and moved back to his home county with a job in the DA’s office. There must have been a deal, but no one knows what it was.”


    “Stroud told me the same thing, only I think he has proof.”


    “Will he talk?”


    “No. Minette has something on him. I couldn’t get him to budge, and I tried. Can we talk to the boss?”


    “I already went that route. He’s dead. Died a couple of years ago.”


    “Sounds like Minette had something on the boss, doesn’t it?”


    “Like Dana said. He wants to know where everyone’s bodies are buried. When he left the firm in Charlotte, he told his co-workers that he’d had enough of getting off guilty slugs. The case is old news, Clarence. Cold and dead. I doubt we could prove anything now unless we flip Stroud.”


    “I’m sure you’re right. This fits Minette’s profile. He doesn’t lose well. Any other scandals?”


    “Not that I’ve found. He made a name for himself in the DA’s office, and the governor appointed him to the judicial district encompassing Harold County. He’s not well liked, and some question his methods, but he’s put away some bad people, so the voters keep re-electing him.”


    “Yeah, his methods. That’s what Minette is all about.”


    “What are you going to do?”


    “I’m going to see the sheriff one more time, then I might detour to Atlanta to see what else I can dig up on Minette’s hatchet man. I have a contact there who’ll help if I need him.”


    “You’ll fly home from there?”


    “Unless I get sidetracked again.”


    “Be careful.”


    Clarence cut the connection and called Sheriff Payton to make sure he’d be in his office. Yesterday, when he drove to the Harold County Sheriff’s Office, Clarence thought it was way the hell out in no man’s land, and it took forever to get there. This time, he took in the scenery. The area, nestled in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, wound through small towns along forests, rivers, and lakes. He liked this area. The majestic, serene beauty beckoned him to return some day when he wasn’t on a case.


    The sheriff had someone with him when Clarence arrived. After a few minutes Payton called him inside. Clarence took a seat. “I wanted to let you know what I found out before I took off, Sheriff.”


    “I appreciate that. I’ve been conducting my own investigation, as any cop with two murders on his plate would do.”


    From the beginning, Clarence pegged Payton for a sharp cop, so he had no doubt the sheriff stayed on top of things. “I’m betting one of the men with Reece Daughtry that night in Cambridge killed Rayanne Johnson. All four have alibis, including Reece’s brother, and no one could shake them. But I have an idea how the murderer did it.”


    “Want to share?”


    “Not yet. First, I’m going to Atlanta to check on the man I think killed Lurena Howe.”


    “Harry Klugh?”


    Yeah, Payton was a smart cop. “How’d you know?”


    “One of my deputies saw Minette with someone at a diner way out of town yesterday. He thought it strange, so on a hunch he took down the Georgia license plate. I ran it, found out a little about him. I wondered what Minette had to do with an out-of-town PI, so I pulled his phone records. He never called Klugh, but Klugh called him. Proves nothing. Just curious.” He pursed his lips. “Not really kosher to check on the district attorney of your own county, is it?” Payton didn’t look one bit ashamed.


    “I’d do it if I thought he was doing something crooked. My boss says Minette keeps getting re-elected because he’s cleaned up the county.”


    “He gets results. You don’t have to like someone to think he’s doing a good job, although—”


    “Although, what?”


    “There’ve been a couple of cases where I think he acted overzealous. Like I said before, he prosecutes everyone like they’re serial killers, even if the crime’s nothing near.”


    “One way to make a name for himself. What did you find out about Klugh?”


    “He keeps a low profile. I didn’t really dig back very far, but I imagine he does the dirty work for others like Minette.” Payton took a stick of gum, offered one to Clarence, who reached across the desk and slipped one out of the pack. “How am I doing for a yokel?”


    “You got an inferiority complex or something?”


    “Nope. I know how you guys think. Gotta admit, though, you don’t come off like most of them who come down here thinking they’re in Mayberry.”


    “Boy, that show left an indelible mark on North Carolina law enforcement. Like I explained to the chief over in Corley, I’m from a small town in the middle of the country. Hicksville, though that isn’t the real name. I rather like it here. Pretty scenery. Nice weather. Friendly people. Cheap compared to Boston. Might drag Jeri here to retire.”


    “You could do worse.”


    “I believe I could.”


    “Here’s my problem, Mr. Wright. A guy visiting Minette doesn’t make him a murderer-for-hire. Not unless someone can ID him with Lurena Howe, and so far no one’s stepping up to the plate.”


    “I know.”


    “Even though Minette has an investigator on his staff, nothing says he can’t consult with someone else. I’d bet he pays Klugh out of his own pocket to keep things on the up and up and to keep him off the radar. So we’re back to square one. We can think whatever we want, but proving it is another story.”


    Clarence rubbed his chin. “Earlier, I thought I’d go to Atlanta to do a little digging, but I don’t have any bargaining chips to put to Klugh. I think I’ll hop on over to Minette’s office and irritate him.”


    Payton worked his gum with a slow steady grind, then curled his mouth in a lopsided smile. “Watch yourself with Minette. He might set Klugh on you.”


    “I hope he does. I’ll call you if anything good happens. These are your cases. I don’t want to step on your toes.”


    “They’re mine until someone else comes to take them over.”


    “Been there, back when.”


    “And if Daughtry left North Carolina,” Payton said, “you can be sure the federal boys will be on his ass.”


    “I know.”


    “I might do some more checking on Klugh. Let’s keep in touch.”


    “Definitely.” Clarence left the sheriff’s office and found the courthouse in the middle of town. As the DA for three counties, Minette employed a sizeable staff of ADAs. Reece would be his ticket to the big time. A national case, eyes on him. Clarence hoped he could stop the snowball from gathering more speed. Then he thought of Reece on the run and figured too much speed had gathered already.


    The receptionist in the lobby regarded him with a smile. “May I help you?”


    “I’d like to see District Attorney Minette.”


    “Do you have an appointment?”


    “Tell him the investigator for Reece Daughtry is here.”


    The woman looked confused, but she picked up the phone, punched a couple of numbers, and conveyed Clarence’s message. After listening, she said, “Mr. Minette is with someone right now, but you can wait in his outer office. Down the hall.” She pointed to the only hall off the lobby. “You’ll see the sign.”


    Clarence smiled at her. “Thanks.” He found Minette’s office and entered. The secretary greeted him, said Mr. Minette would be with him shortly, and to take a seat. Clarence did. About ten minutes later, a well-dressed man came out of the office and left, nodding to Clarence as he passed. A few minutes later, the secretary answered the phone, then ushered Clarence into Minette’s office.


    The district attorney looked exactly as what Clarence expected. Slick, tanned, expensive suit, and he wore a pinky ring. Beware of pinky rings, his mother told him. They said something about the men who wore them. He’d found his simple, Midwestern mother had made a good observation, and over the years, he decided men who wore them fell into one of two categories: either they’d gained too much weight since they bought the ring for another finger or they weren’t trustworthy. When he stood to offer his hand, Minette didn’t have an extra ounce on him.


    “How can I help you, Mr. Wright?”


    “Actually, you can’t. But I can help you.”


    “Really. How?”


    “I thought I’d give you a heads up. I’m going to prove you’re complicit in murder.”


    Minette’s face turned red, then he burst out laughing. Between guffaws, he managed to say, “And you’re going to do that how, exactly?”


    “Harry Klugh.”


    Minette’s laugh came to a halting stop, until his expression turned serious. “You’d better be sure of your facts before you sashay into my office making slanderous remarks.”


    “You mean you don’t know Klugh?”


    The DA didn’t miss a beat. “Of course I know him. I’ve known him for years. He’s worked for me on occasion. In fact, he drove here from Georgia a couple of times this week to help me on a case.”


    “So I heard. And here I thought Klugh came here to murder Lurena Howe. How misdirected was I?” The flush started on Minette’s neck and blossomed to his face. Clarence saw how imposing he could be when drilling a witness.


    “Reece Daughtry murdered Lurena Howe to stop her from testifying that he and Rayanne Johnson were lovers. He killed Ms. Johnson too, the same way he killed that woman up north years ago. And I’m going to prove it.”


    “Reece Daughtry didn’t kill the woman in Cambridge. Someone else did, and that someone came down here and killed Rayanne Johnson to make it look like Daughtry’s handiwork.”


    “Why would your so-called killer do that after twenty-one years? He was home free.”


    “Because I started looking deeper into the case. My poking around scared him into thinking I’d uncover the real murderer. He couldn’t have that. Not after fifteen years of freedom denied to Daughtry.”


    “Nice story, Wright, but I don’t buy it. And I had nothing to do with Lurena Howe’s murder. Saying otherwise could get you slapped with a lawsuit. I’d win too. As far as Harry Klugh taking orders from me, you obviously don’t know Harry Klugh.”


    “Maybe he did it on his own, maybe not. But if he’s tagged for the murder, he’ll shift blame in a New York second. And if I’m right, you’re in a shitload of trouble.”


    “You’re wrong, Mr. Wright.” Minette chuckled. “Wrong, Wright. Bet you’ve heard that a few times.”


    “Like my boss says, Mr. Wright is right almost one hundred percent of the time.”


    “Well, you’re wrong this time. Rayanne Johnson and Reece Daughtry were lovers, and I have Lurena Howe’s affidavit as proof.”


    “Everyone around here knows that Reece and your ex-wife are lovers. How many men besides you would leave a woman like Dana? Certainly not Daughtry.”


    Minette was out of his chair. “I didn’t leave her. She left me after she had an affair with a dyke. How many men would have kept her? Tell me that, Mr. Always Right. I did. For years after.”


    So that’s what happened? Knowing Robert Minette, there was more to the story.


    “And when Daughtry’s caught, my ex-wife is going to jail right along with him. I’ll see to it. Now, you can take your accusations and get the hell out of my office. I should arrest you.”


    Clarence made sure he smiled. “For what?”


    Minette, clearly flustered, said, “I’ll think of something. Defamation of character.”


    “It’s only defamation if you prove I’m wrong. I’m not.”


    “Get out.”


    “I’m going, but I think I’ll leave my accusations here, where they belong. No doubt we’ll be seeing each other again. And tell Mr. Klugh I’ll be looking forward to seeing him too.”


    Clarence had done what he intended. He’d better warn Payton that he pissed off Minette big time. Nothing like stirring up a hornet’s nest. He sauntered to the door and turned. “Have a nice day.”


    “Fuck you, Wright.”


    “What language from an elected official. Shocking. Do your constituents know you have a foul mouth?” Clarence left, closing the door silently behind him. The red-faced secretary refused to look in his direction. Thin walls in the district attorney’s office. When Clarence got to his car, he called Payton. “I think you’ll be hearing from Minette.”


    “Madge told me he’s on the other line. I assume you riled him, and now he’s after my ass.”


    “I didn’t do anything to suggest you knew about my visit, but he’s pissed. I mentioned Klugh. He cleverly acknowledged him. Said Klugh’s been here twice this week on business.”


    “I guess since you started this, I’d better follow through. Knowing Minette, he’ll be on the phone to Klugh as soon as he hangs up from me. I wonder if he has another hit man on his payroll.”


    “I wouldn’t be surprised. Now you watch your back, ya hear?”


    “Thanks for all this, Wright.”


    “You can handle it.”


    “Yes, I can, but I like to have the facts before I go off half-cocked.”


    “My man can’t wait. Every police force in the eastern United States is looking for him. We gotta shake things up.”


    “So you leave me with a mess and off you go. Where to?”


    “Catching a flight home. Then I’m going to find me a killer, if Reece doesn’t get him first. You can have him when we’re finished, along with the one you’ll bag down here.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Brotherly Love


    


    New England


    


    Reece had been driving an hour, trying hard not to think about the danger he’d put Dana in. Every last shred of common sense had told him not to bring her with him, yet the thought of leaving her behind seemed incomprehensible at the time. Frank would keep her safe. If the authorities found her, Reece would swear he forced her to be his hostage.


    Was his life preordained to be an almost life, where he reached a point of almost achieving or almost attaining those things he’d worked so hard for, only to lose them in the final stretch? Still, no matter what a mess the third phase of his life was at this moment, he selfishly blessed the fact that Dana was in it.


    Forcing her from his mind, he took note of the things that mattered. The gas gauge registered full, the road atlas Frank mentioned sat on the passenger seat, phone numbers scrawled on the inside cover. It had been a long time since he’d been home—he stopped at the word. Portland wasn’t his home any more. He grew up there, but his heart belonged elsewhere.


    He brushed off the bitterness that surfaced whenever he thought of Thom Daughtry. He’d seen Carl, spoken to him often, but even thinking of his brother reminded him of another life, one that ceased to exist when he went to prison. Reece would visit for one thing only. To clear himself of a murder that would otherwise haunt him for his remaining days. Now that he could see what might lie ahead, he wanted more than physical freedom. He wanted to be free.


    A steely determination drove him, coupled with a sense of dread at what waited after the two-hour drive up the northern coast of Massachusetts through a slice of New Hampshire to Portland.


    Had his father died?


    If he hadn’t, would Reece find the nerve to face his demons? He knew the stuff he was made of. Prison cut away all the extraneous delusions he’d fostered about himself and left a core truth. In that black and white world, you either survived or you didn’t. Freedom was turning out to be far more dangerous.


    No doubt the Portland police would be waiting for their prodigal son’s return. He needed to talk to Carl face-to-face, but not where the police would expect him. That eliminated the family estate and Daughtry Custom Homes.


    He’d call Carl rather than make an unannounced appearance. His brother wouldn’t turn him in. Or maybe he would. Who knew anyone’s motivations? Everyone had a dark side. In his youth, Reece never thought people were inherently evil, but prison taught him how wrong he’d been.


    He pulled into a rest stop near Portsmouth and called the business, hoping the police weren’t monitoring Carl’s calls. When he heard his brother’s voice he almost slammed down the receiver. It took him a moment to gather his courage to speak. “Carl?”


    “Reece. Where are you?”


    “Near Portland. Is it safe?”


    “Probably not. A cruiser checks the house occasionally. Here too, I think.”


    “Are your phones tapped?”


    “No, I don’t think so. No one asked permission.”


    Reece snickered to himself. How naïve. Like the police tracking a suspected murderer would ask permission to tap a phone. “Where is it safe?”


    “I thought I might hear from you. There’s a dog park where the old landfill used to be near the intersection of Ocean and Presumpscot. Can you be there in an hour?”


    “Make sure you’re not followed.” Reece returned to the car for the last leg of the journey. He hadn’t seen Carl in a couple of years. A chasm had grown between them, and it made him sad. They had been close before that night. Brothers in every sense of the word.


    It wasn’t Carl’s fault. He was waiting at the prison to celebrate Reece’s release six years ago and vowed to be there if ever Reece needed him. But Reece couldn’t admit needing anyone. Later, when he let go of the anger that had kept him alive, he analyzed why he’d turned on Carl. Envy—one of the seven deadly sins. Carl was living Reece’s life and he was jealous and ashamed.


    He found the park easily. Some things retain a place in your memory, like the city where you spent the first eighteen years of your life. He arrived early and parked the Civic. Fencing enclosed the multi-acre dog park—good for dogs, not so good for someone needing a quick exit. Well, he was there. No turning back now. The park’s bridges and trails, woods and hills, made Reece wish he had his dogs. But his large property offered the animals plenty of room to roam before hitting an electronic fence. He walked around to get a feel for the place, found a bench and sat down to wait. Five minutes later, his brother arrived.


    Carl looked different than the last time Reece had seen him. Heavier, hair a little thinner, age showing more in the set of his jaw. He looked like their father.


    “Hello, Reece.”


    “Carl.” The moment might have been one of the most awkward in a life full of awkward moments. He couldn’t read his brother’s expression, and he had no idea what showed on his own face.


    “You look good,” Carl said. “Different somehow.”


    “Must be because I’m not wearing prison clothes.”


    Carl looked away, chewed his bottom lip. “Don’t.”


    Reece didn’t want to start that way. The sarcasm slipped out unintentionally. He wanted to apologize, but he didn’t. “I take it you checked to see if you were followed.”


    “I wasn’t. I doubled around the block a few times from the business. They’re not watching me that closely. The police warned me to report to them if you contacted me. I said I would.” He looked at Reece. “Of course I won’t.”


    Reece wondered if that were true, then thought sadly how cynical he’d become. “I need your help. I want to talk about the guys with us the night of Karen’s murder.”


    Carl rolled his eyes, released an exasperated puff of air. “We’ve gone over this a hundred times. What more can I tell you?”


    “Were you sleeping with her too, Carl? You can tell me that.”


    Carl’s gaze shifted, his jaw muscles tensed. “What difference could it possibly make now?”


    “Were you?” Reece waited. The anxiety on Carl’s face broadcast the answer before he spoke the word.


    “Yes.”


    Reece had expected the reply, but he still wasn’t prepared for the internal jolt. He turned away. “Why didn’t you tell me what everyone must have known but me?”


    Carl shook his head. “No one knew. I didn’t know about the others until earlier that day. Karen juggled all of us. I didn’t want you to know about me. I was ashamed. Still am.”


    “Yeah, now, confronting me. But you didn’t have any problem screwing your brother’s girlfriend back then, did you?”


    A dog ran past them, the owner jogging behind. “I’ve asked myself that for twenty-one years. But when I found out about her, I convinced myself I was protecting you by not exposing her. I had hoped you’d see for yourself. You were so oblivious, so trusting. But the answer is much more complicated and selfish. I didn’t want Marcy to know I screwed around because she’d never marry me if she found out. I loved her and didn’t want to hurt her. Turns out I’m not very good at holy matrimony, even without cheating.”


    Reece thought he was prepared, but he was surprised how much Carl’s confession hurt. “I would have told you.”


    Carl nodded. “Yes, you would have. Because you’re an honest man. You always were. I could only aspire to be as good. I tried to tell people, but they wanted a murderer, and you were their best prospect.”


    A vise clamped tight inside Reece’s chest. Some part of him wanted to hug his baby brother, take him in his arms and tell him things would be all right. That he forgave him his silence when it mattered to speak up, if not in court, then at least to tell him what kind of woman shared his bed. Carl had suffered in a different way, but Reece wasn’t at the place where he could open his heart. Maybe after all this was over he’d find the strength, but now, absolution eluded him.


    “How many others were fucking her besides those at our table that night?” Reece took out his notebook. He thought he’d never forget the names, but he had a mental block when it came to the trial. He remembered only the impotence that consumed him as he watched his life flush down the toilet. “Mark Cabrini and Steve Yarrow, plus the other guy—” he glanced at the notebook again—Jordan Kraus. The one with an alibi—some girl who said they were together.”


    “He was a friend of Steve’s from Tufts.” Carl finger-combed his hair. “Jesus, Reece. Your attorney went over all this before the trial, during the trial, and after the trial. There was nothing there. The girl swore on an affidavit she was with Jordan until three a.m., long after the murder took place.” Carl’s eyes glistened in the sun. “I can’t see any of them killing her.”


    “What about me? Can you see me slitting Karen’s throat? Can you see me doing it again to that poor girl in North Carolina?”


    Carl raised his voice for the first time. “No. Not then, not now, and I testified to that.”


    A couple walking two dogs glanced their way. They hurried along.


    Reece turned away and waited for them to pass. “Well, I’m betting my life that someone with us killed her.” He drew a deep breath and forced himself calm. “Did you?”


    “How can you ask that?”


    “It was easy. Did you?”


    “No.”


    Carl stared at him.


    If he had, why would he tell the truth now? “I knew Cabrini but only met Yarrow a couple of times at the apartment. He brought the other guy, Kraus, once, right?”


    Carl nodded and slunk back onto the bench. “I don’t know anything more. I told the truth at the trial except—”


    “Except what you failed to mention.” Carl looked miserable, and Reece felt a flicker of guilt for being so hard on him.


    “How much would it have mattered?” Carl asked. “You never denied you slept with her that day. What difference would it have made other than to give the prosecution more of a motive? Jealous rage, that was what they would have said. Your lover slept with your brother. Isn’t that enough to make anyone crazy? It’s what they said anyway, without knowing.”


    Reece stood and circled the area. “Hurt, angry, yes, but jealousy was never my style.” How could he say that? Not five minutes before he admitted to being jealous of his brother’s life. The life he should have had. “All I know is someone’s trying to frame me again, and the investigator working for Jeraldine thinks it’s the same guy who killed Karen. I need to know where those guys are now.”


    “I only know about Mark. He’s an orthodontist in Wellesley. I knew Steve and Jordan through him. They used to come in from the vet school in Grafton when they had weekends off. They could be anywhere now, maybe in practice together. They talked about it. I’ve lost touch with all of them. Mark would probably know. He and Steve were tight.”


    “Anything else you haven’t told me?”


    Carl shook his head. “No, that’s it.”


    Reece stood, ready to leave, and patted his brother on the shoulder. “Thanks for coming. I appreciate your honesty.”


    “Twenty years late.” He pulled at Reece’s arm. “Do you hate me, Reece?”


    Reece studied his brother. Maybe there were more signs of age than he first noticed. Dark circles ringed his eyes, jowls sagged with the weight of his guilt. “The only hate I have is for the person who’s setting me up.” He looked around, checking if anyone noticed him. “I’d better go.”


    “Aren’t you going to ask about Dad?”


    Reece stopped, felt the muscles tense in his neck. “No.”


    “Come with me to see him. He’s in a private nursing home, The Willows. You remember that place, don’t you? When we were kids we used to ride our bikes there to feed the ducks in the pond. There’s an exit from his room leading outside to a patio. It’s at the end of the building, near the woods. I’ll go inside and let you in. No one will see you.”


    Reece moved toward the exit. “No.”


    “I thought you didn’t have any hate left.”


    Standing in that spot, feet welded to the ground, Reece felt as if the world had stopped turning on its axis. Would he ever be truly free? “I guess I lied.”


    “Come on,” Carl said, his voice soft, almost pleading.


    But the hurt and betrayal went too deep and ate at the root of all Reece had become. “I can’t.”


    He turned and almost ran to his car, emotion in danger of spilling out. His shaking hand wrestled the key into the ignition, and he pulled out of his parking space without checking the rearview mirror. A sheriff’s car sped past him, oblivious to the man in the Honda Civic with sunglasses, a ball cap, and the anxious feeling of unfinished business twisting his insides.


    He reached Portsmouth and called Carl from an outdoor phone at a quick stop. “Were the cops looking for me?”


    “Yes. They were waiting at the business when I returned. I said I hadn’t heard from you.”


    “You wouldn’t be lying to me, would you, Carl?”


    “Am I to pay for holding back about Karen for the rest of my life? Yes, I was protecting myself, but I thought I was protecting you too. What do I have to do to earn your trust?”


    Reece thought about that. “I don’t know. Trust has been an occupational hazard. Forgive me if I don’t give it easily.”


    “You’re my brother, Reece. I love you. I still want to protect you.”


    “Gotta go. I’ll be in touch.”


    “Wait—”


    Reece hung up, immobile for a moment, letting Carl’s words sink in. Could he ever really trust anyone again? Then he thought of Dana and knew he could. He’d learned the game the hard way, and now his obsession to find a killer took priority over everything else. If only he could avoid the authorities a little longer.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    The Closet


    


    Frank Vance heard the word Police and said, “Lana, get her into the closet.”


    Dana didn’t know what that meant. Surely the police would look in every closet if they were looking for her and Reece. Lana took her arm and led her into the master bedroom before Frank finished the sentence. She opened the closet door and pulled the clothes bar forward. The whole wall moved out and then rotated on a revolving floor panel to reveal a small room.


    “Get in,” Lana said. “I’ll get your bags.”


    Dana followed instructions and squeezed into the tiny cubicle. Lana returned with both overnight bags and shoved them inside, along with whatever things lay around the room.


    “You’ll be fine. It won’t be long.” Lana pushed the fake closet back and closed the door.


    Why did Frank have a secret room? Then she recalled that one phone call summoned a phantom to exchange their pickup with a “clean” car. Frank might be out of prison, but he obviously hadn’t quit the shady exploits that could put him back inside. The closet was the reason Frank was so sure the cops wouldn’t find her and Reece if they came looking.


    Dana sat in the dark and waited. After a while, voices filtered through from the other side of the closet door. Holding her breath, she couldn’t make out the words. Maybe these old buildings didn’t have much closet space or granite countertops, but they were solidly constructed. Perspiration beaded on her forehead, and breathing became difficult. Fifteen minutes later, the sounds disappeared and the door opened.


    “It’s safe now,” Lana said.


    Dana reached back to grab the bags and knocked the top off one of the shoeboxes stacked behind her. Even in the filtered light she saw stacks of money stuffed inside. She handed the bags to Lana and noticed the Russian’s frown. “I didn’t see a thing,” Dana said.


    Lana didn’t say a word, but she nodded to Frank when they returned to the living room.


    “Guess who they were looking for?” he asked.


    “Reece didn’t think they’d make the connection so soon.”


    “It’s all in the records. As soon as Reece disappeared, they had every contact he’s made since he popped out of his mother’s womb. You too, probably. They’re staking out his brother, so I hope Reece figures a way around them. From the sound of it, your ex-husband has a hard-on for my boy.”


    “Yes, I imagine he does.”


    Frank sipped from the glass of water Lana placed on his side table. “Aren’t you going to ask about what’s in the closet?


    “No. It’s none of my business.”


    Frank grinned. “I like you, Dana. Most women would have panicked when the police came, but not you. You followed instructions, cool as a cucumber, as my old mammy used to say. You’d have made a great crook. What do you do, anyway?”


    “I write suspense novels.”


    “Ha, no wonder. Now you have firsthand experience for your heroine.”


    “Right. When the cops are searching for her and her lover, they’ll hide out in the house of a bagman who has a hidden closet stashed with his ill-gotten gains. How does that sound?”


    Frank’s laugh segued into a hacking cough, but he regained control quickly. “I’m only a stopping-off point, a safe bank in the transfer of money from one place to another. But I like your style, girl. Lana, sweetheart,” he said, his voice now more gravelly, “bring out the good Russian vodka. The three of us are gonna get shitfaced.”


    By four in the afternoon, they were. Dana couldn’t remember drinking hard liquor in the daytime. A couple of Bloody Marys or screwdrivers at lunch, maybe. Like fine wine, good vodka went down as smooth as satin. She was certifiably crocked.


    Frank, on a roll, reeled off stories ranging from gut-wrenchingly funny to pitifully sad. Sometimes he had difficulty speaking, a combination of his illness and his damaged throat. Dana knew why Reece loved him so much. She also knew Frank was trying to take her mind off the possibility that Reece might be caught.


    “He won’t be,” Frank assured her. “Reece is thinking clearer now. I can see it.”


    Dana didn’t want to put Frank on the spot or make him betray a trust, but she wanted to know things about Reece’s time inside. Not about the things that would humiliate him, but about how he survived. She didn’t need to ask, although with all the vodka she’d consumed, she felt less inhibited than usual and probably would have asked if Frank hadn’t started reminiscing.


    “He’s brilliant, you know. There were men inside who hated him for that and others who took advantage, like me. I wasn’t the only one he taught. Guys like me, in trouble most of their lives, were in trouble partly because we didn’t have an education.” Frank drained his glass of vodka and cleared his throat. “When you can’t read, you’ll always be on the bottom rung of the ladder, working menial jobs. That leads to making money in other ways, not usually legal, which leads to dealing with people who drag you deeper into their worlds of violence and crime. It’s a natural progression, or maybe regression would be a better word.”


    “But you learned, and here you are, doing illegal things by the looks of it. I’m not judging. Just saying.”


    “I did get a straight job when I got out. Was doing good too, but then I got sick. The treatments took a toll. My boss wanted to keep me, but the chemo made me so weak, I was worthless. I needed money, Dana. Living while dying is expensive. I had friends who set me up. I didn’t have Medicare then. I have it now, and a little social security, but I don’t need to tell you how little I get after spending half my life behind bars.”


    “You did what you had to. Like I said, I’m not judging.”


    “That’s what Reece is doing now. Things he has to do. He’s come a long way.”


    “What do you mean?”


    Lana had filled Frank’s glass, and he sipped. “He came to prison from a different world. Experienced some things no man should. He spent some time in solitary, and that changed him.”


    Dana’s heart skipped a beat. “Why?”


    “One time, a guy who hated him went too far. Reece got his fill and struck back. He was like a kid who’d finally snapped after being bullied his whole life. Reece beat the shit out of him. I mean beat the bastard to the ground. Personally, I thought he needed to do that. I watched and let it happen. They put him in solitary.” Frank put the cannula to his nose and breathed deeply a few times. He didn’t remove it. “I thought it’d make him stronger in the long run, but after he came out, he drew into himself. For a while I couldn’t reach him. I didn’t realize how confinement affected him. Four walls closing in. No sun. Some can take it. Others can’t.”


    It explained why Reece slept under the stars. “Was that the only time?”


    “No. It happened twice more, but for a different reason. After this incident, his haters had new respect for him and stayed away. They didn’t want to wake the sleeping giant again. But he changed. Got harder.”


    The phone rang. Lana answered. She spoke a few words, then held the phone out to Dana. “It’s Reece. He wants to speak to you.”


    Dana took the phone, her heart thundered like a teenager with her first boyfriend. She didn’t know what to expect, but he sounded okay.


    “How are you?” he asked.


    She told him about the police coming and the secret closet. She told him she was half in the bag. He laughed. “I love you,” she said to quiet at the other end of the line. “Did you hear me?”


    Reece took his time answering. “I’ve lost my voice. Those three words took it from me.”


    “I mean it. Never in my life have I meant anything so much.”


    “I don’t want you hurt, Dana. I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to you. I’d rather go back to prison.”


    “Nothing will happen. Now, tell me, where are you?”


    “On my way to see an old acquaintance. I’ll call you later.”


    “Okay.”


    “How’s Frank?”


    She looked across the room at the two people with her and smiled. “He’s okay. I love him. Lana too.”


    “He’s something, isn’t he?”


    “I love you, Reece. Be careful.”


    “Stay safe.”


    Dana could have left the room, but she had no secrets from these people. Along with Jeraldine and Clarence, they were Reece’s best friends, and now, along with Harris, they were hers.


    Tears spilled from her eyes.


    “He’ll be all right, Dana,” Frank said. “His head’s on straight. Maybe for the first time since he went to prison. He has a reason to go on, and there’s nothing stronger than love to inspire a man. I know.”


    Lana sat on the arm of Frank’s chair. They were holding hands, and Dana wanted to cry. Some things in life didn’t seem fair. Premature death, for one.


    And good men falsely accused of murder.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Reality Bites


    


    Harold County, North Carolina


    


    Robert’s heart raced; his blood pressure soared into dangerous territory. The nerve of Wright coming into his office and accusing him of being an accessory to murder. How dare he? And to cite Harry Klugh.


    He wiped the sweat dripping into his eye. Well, he could stop his bullshit indignation. No one was in his office to notice. He was in trouble and knew it. Klugh was unstable, a nutcase. That was why Robert used him. He had no ethical base from which to operate. The man never asked questions. He read between the lines. No telling what he’d do if the police grilled him. He’d say Robert hired him, that he only did what Robert wanted. But he never told Klugh to kill Lurena Howe, only to get evidence that tied Daughtry to Rayanne Johnson. Even the bartender at Rudy’s identified Daughtry as an occasional customer.


    Damn. If it ever came out he told Klugh to get evidence, his career would be in the crapper. Bribing a witness was a federal crime. If anyone should know that, Robert should. Then he considered the charge of murder—a bigger federal crime.


    He rose from his desk and walked the room. He thought more clearly in motion. Got the juices flowing and the sticky shirt off his back.


    But wait. Wright was only guessing. How could he know anything for sure? Klugh wasn’t a novice. He wouldn’t take someone out and leave a witness. No one saw him.


    They couldn’t prove a thing. Still, he couldn’t take any chances. He needed to call Klugh. How did Wright know he met Klugh? Who saw them together in the diner? Then he thought about his calls. He’d never called Klugh from the office, but Klugh had called Robert. They could get a record of the calls.


    So what? He didn’t deny knowing Klugh. Could someone have overheard their conversations? What did he say when they talked? Nothing. He didn’t say anything. He talked to him in person about getting the evidence. When he called, they spoke cryptically. He wasn’t stupid, though Klugh had a few screws loose.


    He’d have to think about what job he hired Klugh for. That was what he told Wright. What job? Think, Robert. Think.


    Walking around in circles made him dizzy. He felt nauseous. Maybe I should go home. Call Klugh from a payphone. That’s what I’ll do.


    He went into the bathroom he insisted the county put in his office and looked in the mirror. Jesus, he looked ready to stroke out. Sweat beaded his hairline. Thin people in good shape weren’t supposed to sweat like this. He splashed water on his face, wiped it off, and used the damp towel to scrub the back of his neck. Maybe he should change his shirt. No, he’d go home, take a shower. He adjusted his suspenders and slipped on his suit jacket.


    He looked better. Fresher. He straightened his tie and took a deep breath. Calm down Robert. They have nothing on you. Suspicion isn’t fact.


    He didn’t like this Wright guy. The man reminded him of a bulldog. Not visually—he looked like a pansy—but he was tenacious. He’d known men like Wright. They never gave up. “And Robert Minette never gives up,” he said aloud. He breathed in again, grabbed his briefcase, and went into the outer office.


    His secretary looked at him, then looked at the appointment book. “Is everything all right, Mr. Minette? You don’t look well.”


    “I’m feeling ill, Doris. I think I’ll go home and get some rest. Cancel all my appointments, will you?”


    “I hope Mr. Wright didn’t upset you. You seemed perfectly fine this morning.”


    “Wright? Oh, no. He was pumping me for information to see what we had on Reece Daughtry. He knew he was chasing a lost cause defending that murderer. When the police catch him, it’ll be all over.”


    “I hope it’ll be soon. Do you think Mrs. Minette is all right? You don’t think Daughtry will harm her, do you?”


    “I hope not.” He sighed. “I’m worried sick about her. Mrs. Minette is a sucker for a sad story, and I’m sure Daughtry made it sound good. Fifteen years in prison for a crime he didn’t commit. What a crock of—um, what a bunch of baloney. But knowing my wife, she probably fell for it like a ton of those stones he uses to make those god-awful fireplaces.”


    “I thought you wanted him to build one for you. Didn’t I hear you say that, Mr. Minette?”


    Robert couldn’t stand anyone calling him out, especially a low-level secretary. She wasn’t even a legal secretary. “I thought I did, until I saw one in person. Shoddy workmanship. I wouldn’t have one of those monstrosities in my house. If Mrs. Minette wanted one, well, shows you what kind of taste she has. Same as she has in men.”


    He turned around and left his office. Outside, he realized what he’d said. Oh, well. Doris knew what he meant. He drove his Escalade to a small shopping center and found a phone to call Klugh’s cell.


    “I’m on a surveillance job, Robert. What do you want?”


    “The PI that works for Daughtry’s lawyer showed up today. He knew you were here the other morning. Then he dropped the bomb that he was going to prove you killed Lurena Howe.”


    Klugh didn’t hesitate. “And you said what?”


    “I said of course you were here. Didn’t make sense to say you weren’t. He obviously knew otherwise. I said you were doing a job for me.”


    “Well, you’d better fill me in on what job I was supposed to be doing, in case it comes up. I like covering my ass, especially when someone’s accusing me of murder.”


    “I wish I could say I had you covering Daughtry, and that you saw him pick up Lurena Howe, but that’s too after the fact. Should’ve thought of it sooner.”


    “Make it something personal. Otherwise you would’ve used the county’s investigator. Maybe I was following your wife.”


    “Ex-wife. But why? Everyone in town knows the whore is sleeping with Daughtry. Why would I have you follow her?”


    “I don’t know, Robert. You’re the brains. I’m just the muscle. I follow orders. You know, like killing Lurena Howe.”


    “I never ordered that.”


    “You think if this has legs, a jury will think it was all my idea? Get real. I’m a hire. So be careful if you think you can pin this on me. I’ll go down, but you’ll go with me. Remember that.” The line went dead.


    Robert stepped away from the phone. His stomach did a weird summersault, and now he really didn’t feel well. If he was perspiring before, after talking with Klugh he was about to dissolve into a freaking puddle. Wright was right. Klugh would fold on him sure as he was standing in a goddamn strip mall with a phone in his hand. He needed a drink. Some place nice and quiet. He could go home, but he didn’t want to be alone. Not that he wanted to chat; he needed people around him. He wouldn’t put it past Klugh to drive to Regal Falls and make sure Robert understood the facts according to Harry Klugh. He drove to Pine House.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    Russian Roulette


    


    Where’s the goddamn bartender? Robert was about ready to get behind the bar and pour himself a drink.


    “The usual, Mr. Minette?”


    “Chaz. Good. I didn’t think anyone was here.”


    “I went in back for a minute. I didn’t hear you come in.”


    “Yeah, the usual, and make it a double. Bring it over to that table, please, would you?”


    “Sure thing.”


    Robert nodded to one man he knew, but he didn’t feel like making small talk. He never did, unless he gained something from it. Tonight, the idea of going home to an empty house appealed to him even less. The boys were away at school; Dana was long gone too. Not that he missed her. He snickered. Who was he kidding? He missed Dana, but he was too angry to admit it to anyone other than himself. She’d walked out with nothing he could take away. Didn’t even ask for alimony. What kind of woman did that? He would have fought her anyway. He had pictures, and he threatened to use them. Unfortunately, she had pictures too, taken after he lost his temper for he couldn’t remember what. Probably one of those times she mouthed off. He doubted she would show them and embarrass her sons, but they were good enough for a standoff. He could say he had nothing to do with the bruises, but people liked Dana. They’d believe her. They didn’t like Robert. They were jealous of his success. Of his power.


    Lost in his thoughts, Robert didn’t hear Harris Stroud until the editor set his drink on the table and sat down.


    “Bad day, Robert? Don’t usually see you in here this early.” Harris sipped his drink and leaned back in his chair.


    Robert didn’t feel like a companion, least of all Harris, who’d be sloshed before long and slurring his words. At least he wasn’t a nasty drunk. Harris had made an effort to stay off the booze a few months ago, but it didn’t last. It never did. Robert took a good look at the editor. They’d known each other more than twenty years. Still trim, with only a few strands of gray, Harris hadn’t lost his boyish looks, though the drinking was starting to show. Robert wondered how he managed it. Maybe being drunk allowed him to forget why he drank.


    “I felt like a drink,” Robert said. “Can’t a man have a drink without someone thinking he had a bad day?”


    “Sorry, you’re right. I’m having a drink and I had a wonderful day.”


    “You have a drink every day, good or bad. More than one, in fact.”


    “Just winding down. That’s what the end of the day is for.” Harris polished off his drink and waved for another. “Why so grouchy? Hasn’t Dana come crawling back yet?” He looked at his watch. “Past due, I’d say.”


    Robert felt the heat burn around his neck, flush his cheeks. Damn Harris. Always twisting the knife. “You know goddamn well she’s with that murderer, digging her own grave in the process.”


    “No one’s proved him guilty. In fact, I don’t think he is. I think someone’s setting him up. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


    “What kind of question is that?” First Wright and now Harris, insinuating he knew who set up Daughtry. No, not insinuating. Accusing. He stared at the editor and saw that he was stone-cold sober.


    Harris stared back at him, unflinching. “A dead serious one.”


    “A jury convicted Reece Daughtry of murder twenty-one years ago. He severed a woman’s head from her body. Don’t you think it’s more than a coincidence that another woman is found the same way not thirty miles from him?”


    “Gee, if a reasonably sane man wanted to commit murder, and he’s done it before, do you actually think he’d do it the same way and call attention to himself?”


    “That’s the brilliance,” Robert said. “Who’d think a man like Daughtry, as smart as he’s supposed to be, would copycat his own murder? More than brilliant, if you ask me.”


    Harris peered over the rim of the glass before guzzling his drink. “Typical Robert. Off base as usual. You’re jealous because Dana’s with him. You’d do anything to get him out of the picture.”


    “Dana and I were finished long before Daughtry. Besides, you’re not paid to think. You’re paid to report and write and edit. Daughtry is guilty as sin. Innocent men don’t run away. If he had nothing to hide, he’d have stayed and proved it. I think that should be your lead story in tomorrow’s paper. ‘Beheading Murderer Does It Again.’”


    Harris grimaced. “That won’t be the lead story in any paper I write for. And if you threaten me with the job again, you can have it. I won’t be a party to that kind of journalism. I’m not your champion like when I was young and too innocent to know how you were using me.”


    “I bet your assistant editor would like climbing the corporate ladder.”


    “I bet he would too.” Harris swilled down his drink and stood. “Good evening, Robert.” He headed for the door.


    “So you’ll write the story?”


    Harris turned around and stepped back to the table. He lowered himself to Robert’s face and spoke in a voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll tell you what story I’ll write. About a criminal defense attorney in Charlotte twenty years ago who figured out a way to make the prosecution’s star witness disappear. Why? To insure his drug-dealing, murdering client got off. How would you like that headline under the Regal Falls Banner?”


    A volcano erupted inside Robert. He sputtered. “You…you wouldn’t. You have no proof.”


    “No, but it would be enough to start an investigation, considering the questions that arose at the time. I bet some people at your old firm would support my assumptions. And lest you forget, I have proof of some of your other misdeeds. Any hint of impropriety would ruin your chances for whatever aspirations you have. And don’t think you can get your hatchet man to silence me permanently, like putting me behind the wheel of a car while I’m drunk. Everyone around here knows I don’t drive. Haven’t since that night a long time ago.” Harris moved closer, lowered his voice even more. “But you know that story, don’t you, Robert? You could hardly expose me without revealing you covered up a crime. I know enough about the law to know that’s being an accessory after the fact.” He moved into Robert’s ear and whispered. “I wrote it all down, and if I die under unusual circumstances, my proof will become public. So it’s a stalemate, isn’t it? I go down, you go down with me.” Harris straightened, brushed off his jacket. “Good night, Robert.” On the way out the door, he muttered, “Asshole,” loud enough to be heard.


    Diners had begun filling the restaurant. A few of them turned around when they heard Harris’s last word. Robert heard it too. He tightened his tie and finished his drink. He needed another. This was turning out to be a bad day all around.


    Robert couldn’t do much about Harris’s threat. The son of a bitch wasn’t blowing smoke. Robert watched him walk steadily out of Pine House, sober. He was pathetic. A Princeton graduate, the town drunk. No one knew why but Robert.


    Harris had learned to play Robert’s game. So had Dana. The knowledge didn’t free them, but it evened up things. Playing dirty strained people with ethics. Dana cared who got hurt in the ongoing saga of her life. Robert was glad she cared about the boys. He did too. He really did. But now they’d learned how things worked in real life. The knowledge taught them a good lesson, which made them stronger.


    Dana and Harris, childhood friends held together by lies and secrets and omissions. But there was one secret Harris never confided to Dana. He wouldn’t. Because there was no statute of limitations on murder.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    What Could Have Been


    


    New England


    


    Carl had given Reece Mark Cabrini’s business address in Wellesley Center. Reece remembered the orthodontist as a nice guy, but he knew Cabrini in another life, when he wasn’t wanted for double murder. He hoped Cabrini was still a nice guy.


    The office, sandwiched between a Chinese restaurant and gourmet grocery store, offered a better location to fit into the surroundings than to lurk in front of Cabrini’s home, where a neighbor might notify the police. Reece parked in front of the grocery store, adjusted his sunglasses, and pulled down his cap—just another patient husband waiting for his store-bound wife.


    The hours on Cabrini’s door were obscured, and he wasn’t about to get out and check, but he had a clear view of who came and went. If Cabrini left by a back exit, Reece would be forced to go to his house. He hoped that wouldn’t be the case.


    A woman and child left the office a few minutes before five. Then another woman in a white uniform came out—an assistant, Reece guessed. He held his breath and waited some more. Ten minutes later, Mark Cabrini came out of the office. Seeing Cabrini’s face brought into focus that night twenty-one years ago. Time had been good to the orthodontist. Reece remembered admiring Mark’s dark good looks, and though silver threaded his black hair, he could still stop women in their tracks. He walked to the grocery store, came out ten minutes later toting a shopping bag, crossed the street, and got into a BMW SUV. Reece eased out of the parking lot and followed discreetly.


    Wellesley’s residential roads forked and curved past manicured lawns and stately homes that spoke of old money. If Reece’s survival hadn’t been prominent in his mind, he might have enjoyed the drive.


    The SUV pulled into the driveway of a handsome fieldstone and wood house with a slate-tiled roof. Flowers edged the walkway, and two rambunctious golden retrievers romped in a fenced yard, barking for their master’s attention. The garage doors rose automatically, and Cabrini drove inside. Reece parked in the driveway behind him. Cabrini got out and turned around. He stopped, squinted.


    Reece looked a lot different than he did the night of the murder. Forty pounds lighter, his scholarly pallor now burnished brown, dark blond hair mixed with gray. No matter, Cabrini recognized him. Reece’s heart pounded. Cabrini could punch 911 into his cell phone and there’d be no escape.


    “Hi, Mark.”


    “Reece. You know half the country’s looking for you.”


    “I know.” He took a few steps forward. “I didn’t do it.”


    Cabrini craned his neck to scout the surrounding area. “I wouldn’t have thought so. I never believed you killed Karen. I told the attorney who interviewed me, but he wasn’t inclined to listen.” He waved Reece toward him. “Come inside before someone sees you.”


    Reece released a long breath. Unless Mark was playing him, he felt safe for the moment. He followed him into a study on the garage side of the house.


    “Wait here. My wife’s mother is sick. She’s there. I’ll get us a couple of beers.”


    “Am I safe, Mark?” He looked at Cabrini, the implication of his question clear.


    “You’re safe. The police have already called to see if you’ve been around. They asked me to let them know if you showed up. Fuck ’em.” He left and came back with two longnecks of imported beer. “You look different. I want to say better. Not so soft like when you were in school.”


    “Prison has a way of toughening you up. I’d advise getting a gym membership instead.”


    Mark nodded. He looked like he wanted to say something else but thought better of it.


    “I need to know about that night,” Reece said. “Someone’s trying to nail me again, and I think it’s someone we both know.”


    “You mean either Carl, Steve, or Jordan? Or me?”


    Hearing Carl’s name gave him a jolt. But he was there. “Yeah. My investigator stirred the pot. He thinks it made someone nervous.”


    “I know. He called me too. Asked me all kinds of questions.”


    “I saw Carl this morning. What about the others? Do you have any sense of something that could help? Something you might have thought of since then, no matter how unimportant it seems?”


    “I told everything I knew at the trial, and nothing ever dawned on me later. I used to be close with Steve, but we kind of drifted apart. He and Jordan were out in Grafton at the vet school. I lived in Medford, met Sandy and, well, you develop a whole different group of friends when you have a serious girlfriend, then get married. Couples. No more singles bars and late-night carousing. You know how it is.” Mark shook his head. “Shit. Sorry.”


    “Don’t worry about it.”


    “After all these years, have you remembered something?”


    “I’ve gone over that night a million times. Went over the trial even more, but none of it meant a thing. I couldn’t remember. Carl…”


    Mark tipped his beer to his lips. “I didn’t know he slept with her until after the trial.”


    “I didn’t know for sure until today.”


    “Maybe it wouldn’t have made a difference,” Cabrini said, “but he should have spoken up. He was my friend, but he was your brother. We drifted apart after that.”


    “He thinks the prosecution would have said it gave me more reason to kill her. He’s probably right. I just wish he’d told me. But that’s something he’ll have to deal with in his own heart.” Reece thought after meeting his brother that morning he’d be over feeling betrayed, but the knife in the back still cut deep. “You can’t go back in time, Mark. What’s done is done. I’ve spent years festering. I wanted to move on, but someone won’t let me.”


    “Even though we didn’t know you well, being Carl’s friends, we weren’t very ethical. We knew Karen was your girlfriend, yet we all slept with her. What does that make us?”


    “Horny guys.” Reece forced a smile. “Like I said, I wish I’d known, instead of investing myself in her.”


    “I only had sex with her one time. Then I learned both Steve and Jordan had slept with her. I didn’t need the distraction. I had enough anxiety with dental school. I didn’t know Jordan well. He always seemed, I don’t know, a little odd. Being in vet school together, he and Steve were closer.”


    “Did either of them mention they were hooked on Karen?”


    “No. I think we all felt guilty, so we never discussed her.”


    “Who mentioned Karen’s sex life at the table first?”


    Mark took a pull on his beer. He thought a minute before answering. “Steve. He didn’t do it vindictively. It was a slip of the tongue. Later he said he couldn’t believe he’d done it. I remember seeing the look on your face and feeling terrible.”


    “Not as terrible as I felt. You think either one of them could have killed her?”


    Reece had barely touched his beer. Mark finished his before he spoke. “I don’t know, and that’s the truth. I’ve learned I’m not a very good judge of character. I used to trust everyone, then I opened a practice and found out differently. Even in upscale Wellesley.”


    “I don’t want to get you in trouble, Mark, but I need Steve’s address. Jordan’s too, if you have it.” He steadied his gaze on Mark. “I won’t be railroaded into prison again.”


    “I can’t imagine how hard it must have been.” He patted Reece on the shoulder. “I haven’t seen or heard from Jordan in twenty years. He could be in Mongolia, for all I know. But I have Steve’s address somewhere.”


    Reece looked around the office while Mark rummaged through the top drawer of his desk. Pictures of the Cabrini family covered the mantel; golf trophies and tournament memorabilia filled the bookcase. What he saw spoke of a man who’d attained his success through hard work, because he knew Mark came from a working-class family with little money. He imagined he’d have a similar room in his house if things had gone as planned, with pictures of a wife and kids in silver frames, grouped on the mantel. He’d always tried not to think of that life, but the contrast of what he saw in this home office posed a stark reminder.


    Mark handed Reece a piece of paper with Steve Yarrow’s name, address, and phone number. “He has a vet practice in Cohasset with another guy. I always thought he and Jordan would go into practice together—they talked about it—but it never happened.”


    Reece glanced at the paper, folded it, and tucked it into his jeans pocket. “Thanks. I appreciate your help.” He got up to leave when a well-dressed, attractive woman walked into the study.


    “Mark?” She stared at Reece for an uncomfortably long time. “Jesus, are you nuts? His picture’s all over the news.”


    “He’s a friend, Sandy, and he’s innocent.”


    “So what? This makes you an accessory. Harboring a fugitive, or something.”


    She went for the phone. Mark put his hand over hers on the receiver. “Don’t.”


    “I’m going. Thanks, Mark.” Reece turned to Sandy Cabrini. “I can’t stop you from calling the police, Mrs. Cabrini, but I hope you won’t.” He nodded at Mark and left the same way he entered. He trusted Mark not to mention where he was going, but like his friend said, no one ever knows who’s trustworthy.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    Uninvited Guests


    


    Dana’s heart leapt when she heard Reece’s voice. “Where are you?”


    “Two down, two to go,” he said. “I’m on my way back. It’s too late to catch number three at work, and I don’t dare go to his house and come face-to-face with his wife. Number two’s wife recognized me. I’m still not sure she hasn’t phoned the police, which is another reason why I want to wait. Have you heard from Jeraldine?”


    “No. Why would I?”


    “Because she knows Frank is the only person I’d go to, same as the cops.”


    “She doesn’t want to know. If anything bad happens, they can say she aided and abetted in a crime. That’s not covered in her rights as your lawyer.”


    “I know, but nothing’s going to happen. Have Lana check the street for cops.”


    “Okay. Reece?”


    “Yes?”


    “Be careful.”


    “I will. I’m getting the hang of this on-the-lam thing.”


    Dana repeated what Reece wanted Lana to do.


    “Good idea,” Frank said. “It’s a nice day. Why don’t we walk over to the beach and watch the sun go down? I’m slow, which means we can get a good look around without arousing suspicion.”


    “Are you up to it?” Lana asked.


    “Sure. You’ve heard of bed sores? I’m getting recliner sores on my ass. I need to walk. It’ll do me good.”


    Lana helped him to his feet. Dana’s insides twisted as she watched. She kept envisioning the tattooed man swooping down like the wrath of God to save Reece and comparing that man with the picture before her. The contrast flooded her with sadness.


    “Don’t you get all weepy on me, girl,” Frank said. “I’m weak, but it ain’t got me yet. Has it, Lana, my sweet?


    “Not yet, love.”


    “Still got some hugging and kissing in me for later. The other stuff…not so much.”


    Lana soft-punched him, embarrassed. “Frank. What will Dana think?”


    He took Lana’s arm with one hand, a cane in the other. “With all this talk, she’ll think, where the hell is Reece?”


    Dana laughed. “You’re a bad boy, Frank Vance.”


    He winked. “I hope so.”


    They left Dana fighting off tears. She went to the window and peeked from behind the curtain, staying out of view. Frank and Lana slowly descended the stairs, searching the area in a natural manner. Dana figured Frank turned on his cop antennae, second nature to a man who’d spent most of his life either on the lookout for cops or inside prison. Lana might have been looking too, but her attention focused more on helping Frank. As they moved from the inside street to the pedestrian crosswalk, cars stopped to let them pass.


    Lana had opened the windows. Today, the air smelled like the ocean. People jogged along the promenade, the waves of high tide crashed onto the seawall. Farther down, the shoreline narrowed into a stretch of beach that led to an island. Nahant, Frank called it, attached to Lynn by a causeway. On the horizon, a rock jutted out of the ocean like a giant leviathan. Dana thought it looked like a half-submerged elephant, its trunk curled into the water.


    She didn’t see anyone suspicious. No one lurking in cars or on the walkway across the street. That didn’t mean they weren’t there. She watched as Frank and Lana strolled to a spot in front of the seawall and settled on the bench, two older people enjoying the day. Lana turned around and faced the building, shaking her head, indicating an all clear.


    Dana thought about the last year. From Robert’s nasty exposure of her affair to the accusation against Reece to the two people across the street she had grown to care about in such a short time. Some wounds had healed. Robert could no longer threaten her with exposure, and she didn’t lose her sons in the fallout. She’d met Frank and Lana, a window of opportunity that would be closed later, at least concerning Frank. But, oh, the joy of knowing him.


    And Reece. He had stolen her heart, and she’d given him hers. Still, questions remained that needed answers, mysteries that begged solutions.


    She checked her watch. Almost an hour since Reece called. She wished she’d asked where he was and how long it would take him to get back. Frank and Lana still sat on the bench along the promenade. Going that distance must have exhausted him, and he needed time to harness the strength to return. Then she noticed a dark car pull up in front of the house—the kind of unmarked car that law enforcement drove. Two dark-suited men got out. One adjusted the bulge under his jacket. Every muscle in Dana’s body tensed. They glanced up at the window while climbing the steps to the front door. Fortunately, she stepped back out of sight in time.


    She heard the buzzer. Again. Insistent. If they pressed other buzzers, someone would let them in. And then what? Should she hide in the closet? Panic filled her. She tried to listen through the drumbeat in her ears. A woman’s voice called out the window from an upstairs apartment. Dana heard her clearly.


    “Across the street, on the bench,” the woman said.


    Dana figured the other tenants must know Frank had company. Did they know who, or were they minding their own business?


    The men returned to the front stoop and pointed across the street. Dana stayed back, afraid even the slightest movement might call attention to the window. They descended the stairs and made their way across the two streets, dodging between cars whose drivers hit their horns. One screeched to a stop an inch before hitting them. The men waved their fists in the air, but it only inspired fist-waving back and one vertical digit.


    The two suits reached the other side and stood in front of Frank and Lana. The bigger of the two took something out of his jacket pocket that flashed in the setting sun. Lana stood in a protective stance; Frank didn’t move. When he did, he struggled to his feet, leaning on both the cane and Lana’s arm. He pointed to the apartment.


    What was he doing? Inviting them to search the place? Calling their bluff would be just like Frank. Dana couldn’t make out their expressions from that distance, but she saw Frank lunge into a coughing fit. Lana leaned into him and pushed one of the men away. They nodded and left, repeating the same death-defying navigation of the main road. Dana breathed a sigh of relief.


    Until she saw Reece’s Civic on Lynn Shore Drive, heading straight for Beach Road on a collision course with the two cops and their parked car.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Tomorrow


    


    Reece saw Lana running across the street toward the apartment building as he turned onto Beach Road. Why? Was something wrong with Frank? He panicked. She hailed two men walking toward a dark sedan. Then he understood. She was warning him not to park the car and get out. He’d already turned into the street. Nothing he could do but drive by. She pointed toward the Lynnway, drawing their attention away from him.


    Here I go, right past them. He hoped she distracted them long enough to ignore the passing car. He drove by at a normal speed and kept going, checking the rear view mirror once as he passed. Lana got into the car with the two men. Whatever she said worked. They didn’t even look his way. Reece pulled out of the street, made a half-turn around at the rotary—called a traffic circle in any other part of the country—and headed toward Nahant.


    He didn’t want to drive to the end of the long causeway, because the dinner crowd would be filling the restaurant parking lot there. He pulled into one of the public beach spaces halfway down and parked. It was after six. A few people still populated the beach.


    Seeing his hands shake in front of him confirmed he wasn’t cut out to be a fugitive. He punched in Frank’s cell number, hoping his friend had taken his phone with him.


    “Where are you,” Frank said in his raspy voice.


    “Parked on the Nahant causeway. Who were they?”


    “Feds. Stay where you are for a while. I don’t know what Lana is doing with them or when they’ll come back. Sit tight. I am.”


    “I plan to. I saw Lana. Where are you?”


    “Sitting on the promenade. I can’t make it back alone, so I’m enjoying the nice view.”


    “I wish I could come get you.”


    “Don’t even think of it. I’ll call you when it’s safe.”


    Reece eased back onto the headrest and gazed at the ocean. After a few minutes, he felt his tension lessen. Why did he find the constant undulation of waves so calming? He remembered the feeling as a boy in Portland.


    Reflecting on his youth brought back a vision of his father. Though Carl facially favored Thom Daughtry, Reece had inherited his height and build. Maybe he should have given in to Carl’s insistence and gone to see him. He’d never have another chance. But his father’s rejection had cut too deep, and Reece couldn’t cast aside the pain it caused, even now.


    Lost in his thoughts, he hadn’t noticed the last stragglers leaving the beach until he realized it was now empty. He remembered from his college days that the strip was famous, or infamous, for steamy cars—targets for the Lynn Police to break up the mischief. Even though it was still light, he needed to move on before one of them became suspicious. He was already heading back when his phone chirped.


    “It’s safe,” Frank said and rang off.


    To be sure, Reece drove past the apartment building and circled the rotary again until he felt confident enough to pull into the street and park. He took a deep breath and got out. Someone in the apartment must have been watching because the buzzer sounded and the door clicked open before he reached it.


    Dana pulled him inside and closed the door, trembling in his arms. Guilt overwhelmed him. Now she was as much a fugitive as he. “It’s okay.” He lied, of course. Nothing was okay and would likely get worse. “Shh, shh.”


    He saw Frank watching. His old friend appeared more gaunt than he had that morning. He should be in bed. Frank would say he’d be resting for eternity soon enough. Why rest now?


    The aroma of something heavy and rich filled the stuffy apartment. The overhead fan whirred, blowing hot scented air around the room.


    Dana’s hold tightened. “I was so scared. I watched you head straight for the two cops. If you had parked and gotten out, they would have seen you.”


    “Hard to ignore Lana running across the street, waving her arms. She couldn’t have warned me off more clearly if she’d carried a red flag.” Reece turned to her. “Thanks. If it weren’t for you, I’d be locked up. What did you say get those agents to leave with you?”


    “When they talked to us at the beach—”


    “Not talked, questioned,” Frank said. “Of course they wanted to know if I’d heard from you. Lucky we were sitting over there. Anyone would assume that if you’d come to the house, we’d be together.”


    “When Frank went into a fit of coughing,” Lana said, “they both looked like they wanted to escape, like they might catch whatever Frank had. I watched them leave and saw your car. I had to warn you, so I ran to ask them to take me to the drugstore for medication. They did.”


    “She’s brilliant, isn’t she?” Frank said, reaching across the table for her hand. “And a quick-thinker too. I didn’t see the car. Not that I could have done anything about it.”


    “I did the first thing that came into my mind,” Lana said.


    “The locals would be pissed if the feds came in and stole their thunder,” Frank said. “You’re big time now.”


    Reece took Dana by the shoulders. “I want you to turn yourself in. I’ll take you to Maine. Say I forced you to go with me. Say I—”


    “No, I won’t do it. You can’t make me lie to them, Reece.”


    “Don’t you see, when I’m caught, and I will be, you’ll go down with me.” He turned to Frank. “Tell her.”


    “He’s right, Dana. You’ll be an accessory.”


    “But he didn’t do anything.” Tears streaked her cheeks.


    “And if I didn’t know better,” Reece said, “I’d say you were right. They couldn’t convict an innocent man. But I can’t say that, because they did, and DNA testing is proving every day that I wasn’t the only one.”


    Lana sat on the arm of Frank’s chair. “If this were Frank, I wouldn’t turn myself in either. And he couldn’t make me.”


    “Noble, my love,” Frank said, patting her hand, “but foolish. Let’s discuss this later. I’m hungry, if you can believe that. I haven’t been hungry in a long time, and Lana made my favorite chicken dish. Must be all the time I waited across the street for her to come get me and walk me back. Revved my appetite.”


    Reece put his arm around Dana’s shoulders. “We’ll talk later.”


    “You won’t convince me.”


    Again, Lana had set a beautiful table. Reece offered to help Frank to his seat, but he nudged his head in Lana’s direction. Reece understood. Lana wanted to do this, and for as long as she was capable, Frank let her. The scene both exhilarated and touched Reece, and he forced his emotion to remain locked inside. A quick glance at Dana confirmed she fought the same battle.


    Lana served everyone. Reece hadn’t eaten all day, and Lana’s chicken dish was five-star fare. “Amazing, Lana,” he said when he cleaned his plate.


    “Another recipe Reece has to have,” Dana said, poking an elbow in Reece’s ribs.


    At that moment, Reece pushed himself back from the table. “Jesus, we’re sitting around here eating and talking like nothing’s happened. Exchanging fucking recipes. Like every law enforcement agency in the country isn’t after me for two murders. I can’t even go to the window and look at the ocean, afraid someone’s watching. It’s been pure luck we haven’t been caught.” He slammed his fist against the wall. “How did this happen?”


    He couldn’t look at anyone. Frustration had boiled up inside, and he lost his temper. One more day. That’s all he needed to check out Steve and Jordan. Which one was a murderer? And always Carl loomed in the back of his mind. The legends of brother turning against brother were as old as Cain and Abel, Romulus and Remus.


    Dana’s hands on his shoulders, rubbing and massaging, caused him to flinch. “Don’t. Your touch makes it worse, because I know you shouldn’t be here.”


    “I’m not letting you get in a mood,” Dana said. “We can do this, Reece.”


    He turned. “We? We can land in jail. Do you know what will happen to you? Let me tell you.”


    “Reece, stop.”


    Frank’s normally weak voice resonated with a force Reece hadn’t heard from his friend since they arrived.


    “Don’t,” Frank said again.


    “I don’t want her hurt.”


    “I know. But there’s nothing you can do now except be extra careful when you leave tomorrow. She’s safe here. They won’t be back. The police have searched the apartment, and all the feds saw here were a dying man and his loyal companion.”


    “One more day,” Reece said. “That’s all I need. If I don’t find out tomorrow, I’ll turn myself in.”


    Dana gasped. “You can’t.”


    “I can’t keep running. I’m not made that way. And I don’t want you to.” Tears filled Dana’s eyes as he watched. He couldn’t, wouldn’t, compound the problem. He’d swear he forced her to go with him, that she didn’t have a choice. She’d balk, but he’d make her understand. What difference would it make if the feds added kidnapping to the charges against him?


    He looked at Frank, his body visually wilting in his chair. “You need to get some rest, Frank, and so do I. Tomorrow’s a big day. I’ll either be caught or I’ll find out who’s framing me for the second time. If neither of those things happen, I will give myself up. Whichever, it’ll be over.”


    Lana helped Frank up. He touched her hand. “Give me my shot, love, then I want to talk to Reece alone in the parlor. You two can drink some tea in the kitchen until I’m through. Or better yet, Lana, open that bottle of good wine. We could all use a drink.”


    “Tomorrow,” Lana said. “You need to rest.”


    He reached for her. “Please.”


    Lana didn’t argue. She helped Frank settle in his chair. He seemed to be in pain, but he didn’t complain. Not Frank. Reece wondered what his friend thought of him all those years when he teetered on the brink of losing it. Not that he spoke of the conflicts. He didn’t speak at all.


    Frank winked at Dana, a gesture to mask his feelings while Lana gave him his shot. Reece couldn’t imagine that if he had seen his father today, he would have felt anything close to what he felt for Frank, whose pain burned into Reece as if he suffered it himself. A man so different from the father who had given him life and whom he had loved and respected before his arrest. And yet, he loved Frank—this thief and murderer who taught him how to survive and who had saved his life.


    The heat of Dana’s stare bore into him. In the last couple of days, she had seen the man behind Frank’s rough façade and had fallen hard. She would suffer his loss too. Lana kissed Frank and took Dana’s hand to lead her into the kitchen.


    “In my most vivid dreams in prison when I thought of getting out,” Frank said, “I never saw an ending like this. I always thought it would be with a knife in my gut or a bullet in the head, but never like this.” He checked the kitchen to see if anyone could hear. “And it still could be that way.”


    Reece took his hand, a collection of bones under a layer of parchment skin, and he felt the familiar gnawing in his stomach.


    Frank’s hangdog eyes pleaded. “It wouldn’t be a coward’s way, would it?”


    Was there a right answer? He didn’t know, but he knew his, right or wrong. “Not if that’s the way you choose.”


    “You mean you wouldn’t try to talk me out of it?”


    Reece forced out the word. “No.”


    The old man let out a breath. “I hoped you’d say that. There’s enough morphine here to do the trick. But I don’t want to do it alone so someone would blame Lana after. And they would, you know. I couldn’t stand that. With the three of you here—”


    “If I could suffer your pain—”


    “No, no, no. Shh. Don’t. Don’t ever say that. You have a life to live yet. You’ve suffered enough pain you shouldn’t have. I fucked up a good part of my life. Maybe this is God’s way to get even.” Frank coughed out a laugh. “Aw, shit. What the hell am I talking about? Like I believe in God. I don’t. Never did. I’m turning this into some morbid death bed confession when all I want to know is if I choose to go out on my own terms, would you hate me?”


    Reece swallowed back the raw emotion. He couldn’t let go and upset Frank. “No. You’re the father I love, Frank. I could never hate you.”


    Frank nodded. “That’s all I wanted to know.”


    “Have you discussed this with Lana?”


    “Yes. Like you, she says it’s my decision, and I call the shots. Funny way of putting it. Whether needle or gun, it’d be a shot, wouldn’t it?” His laugh drifted off. “She doesn’t want to be here if that’s what I decide to do. I’ll see. I can still handle it. I’ve got time.”


    Reece could see now that Frank didn’t have a lot of time. He needed the meds more frequently to combat the pain. Soon he would slip into a drug stupor and not come out. Maybe that was the best way, but it wasn’t Reece’s decision to make. “I’ll be here.”


    He nodded. “You thought of it inside, didn’t you?” Frank asked.


    Reece didn’t have to think long or shade the truth. Not with Frank. “Yes. More than once. Not because I couldn’t take it, although there were days I wondered what kind of stuff I was made of, but because of the futility of being there, day after day, wasting away and accomplishing nothing. I couldn’t take the abyss of nothingness.”


    “I’m glad you didn’t.”


    Reece craned his neck. He could see Dana’s profile. She turned, caught him looking. Her smile hit him where it made him the happiest.


    “Me too,” he said, and then he thought again of the terrible place he had put her.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    The Dark Side


    


    Dana lay in Reece’s arms, her head nestled on his chest. He had showered, and she breathed in the fragrance of his aftershave, a name she’d never heard that smelled of lavender and cedar. He’d found it on a trip to France during his college days. “I won’t let you get rid of me.”


    He pulled her tighter. “I don’t want to get rid of you. I want to protect you. There’s a difference.”


    “I’m safe here, you heard Frank.”


    “You also heard him say I’m right in wanting to get you out of this before you land in prison.”


    “I won’t. And neither will you. Clarence is working on the murders too. One of you will find the right person.”


    “You’re beautiful, Dana, but you’re also naïve. I remember when I was the same way, but I’ve learned being innocent or being right doesn’t always translate to being safe. I don’t want to go back to prison. You already know some of the reasons, but there’s more you should hear before you make any decisions that could impact your life.”


    “I’ve made my decision.”


    “But you don’t have all the facts.” He sat up in bed. She did too. “Remember I told you about seeing a shrink?”


    “There’s nothing wrong with that. Staying with Robert all those years should have qualified me as a charter patient in a mental hospital.”


    “Then we might have met earlier.”


    She stopped, shifted into her usual cross-legged position. “What are you saying?”


    “I should have told you. I should have done a lot of things because I knew you were special from the day we met. It was one of those instant things. That never happened to me before, but then I’d been out of commission a long time. I don’t want you to pay the price for my dishonesty.”


    Dana wasn’t lying when she told Reece she wanted to know everything about him, and she knew “everything” wouldn’t be pleasant. She’d already heard some of it and didn’t think what he had left to say could be worse. “What do you think you’ve been dishonest about?”


    “Frank asked me tonight if I ever wanted to kill myself in prison. I said I’d thought about it seriously, more than once. Obviously, I didn’t, whether out of cowardice or fear, I don’t know. On good days I’d talk myself out of it, and that lasted until the bad days were too many in a row to ignore. Then I’d struggle all over again.”


    “And when you were free you still thought about it?”


    He looked at her. They’d left one bedside light on low, and she could see his eyes. Dark blue and earnest. And cautious. He still had trouble telling her about the second part of his life.


    “You didn’t answer,” she said.


    He nodded. “When I got out, I didn’t know where to go. I didn’t want to go home to Maine. There was nothing there for me anymore. I stayed with Jeri for a few weeks until I found a small house to rent in Concord, about twenty miles from Boston. Beautiful town, lots of history. I thought I could get lost there while I reacquainted myself with freedom. I slept outside at first so I could get a sense of the universe, and because I couldn’t stand to be inside, locked in a house. I knew it wasn’t a cell, but I still felt confined. I don’t know if I’ll ever get over that. I’ll start with your house.” He squeezed her hand and offered a smile.


    “I can’t explain what went through me. Being out made me realize more clearly what I’d lost—the years, my career, everything I’d worked so hard to achieve before the state decided I wasn’t fit for civilization. I had nothing left and no one to stop me from ending my life. The thought scared the shit out of me. I knew I was close to the edge. So did Jeraldine. She urged me to get help. That moment was a turning point. Did I want to live or didn’t I? I decided I did, that I couldn’t let life beat me after fifteen years of the worst of it. I checked into a private hospital.”


    The dim light did nothing to hide the anguish on his face. Dana moved closer to him. Jeraldine had told her this. Not that he’d checked into a hospital, but Dana knew he’d sought help.


    “What happened to me is similar to what happens to some men after combat.”


    “You mean Post Traumatic Stress Disorder?”


    “Something like that. For fifteen years I lived in this atmosphere of tension. I had to watch my back every minute. Some cons hated me for reasons only they knew or because hate was so intrinsic to their makeup it defined them. There were others I taught to read or taught other things, and they watched my back too. But the stress got to me.”


    He reached for the bottle of water Lana had left on each bedside table. He swished the liquid around inside his mouth and swallowed. “I went inside an educated, serious person, and I came out filled with emotions I didn’t understand. Hate and fear have a way of wrapping around you. You breathe them in the air, sleep with them while it covers you like a blanket and protects you, because if you don’t let it in, you leave yourself vulnerable. It’s the old adage come to life: If you lie down with dogs, you’ll get up with fleas.


    “I had become someone else inside. Someone I didn’t recognize and didn’t like very much. But that was how I stayed alive. Frank and the others had their own backs to worry about. They couldn’t babysit this overgrown neophyte who didn’t know his ass from his elbow, and I didn’t want them to.” He sucked in a long breath, let it out in a slow, steady stream. “Over time, I learned.”


    She saw how hard this was for him and leaned over to kiss him. Reece wasn’t violent or mean, but he’d been damaged. She knew from his closed-off manner when they first met. He’d make sure no one would hurt him again. “You did what you had to do. I don’t fault you for that.”


    He forced a smile. “I was still luckier than most. I had money and the smarts to know I had problems. I stayed there, in that place, until I had a handle on my emotions and could function on the outside.” He put his hands on her face and returned her kiss. “I’m not the person who went into prison, Dana, but I’m not the person who got out either. I want you to know that.”


    “So now I know.”


    “Sitting in that cell last week brought back some of those feelings. I thought—Christ, what if I couldn’t handle it? Then you came that morning when I was at my lowest, and you plunked yourself on my dock. One look at you and everything fell into place. I decided then I wanted to live. Not because you were in my life—I would never want you to feel that a life or death decision rested on you—but because I really wanted to. If you left me this minute, I’d still want to.”


    “I hope so,” she said, “but I’m not leaving you.” He ran his fingers through her hair, and her insides sparked. “I’m not that starry-eyed or naïve to think there won’t be problems down the line. Life is never that simple. Remember, I married once thinking I’d found my perfect man, only to realize later he was far from perfect. You found your own strength, and it had nothing to do with me. Maybe you weren’t sure you had it in you, but you did.”


    “Yeah, I feel good about that. But I need to clear myself. For me and for you.” He bit his bottom lip. “And I need to be with Frank at the end. He’d be there for me.”


    “I’ll be with you.” She straddled him. “Kiss me.” He did. Then he turned her onto her back and kissed her again. And again.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Another One Down


    


    Reece woke in the dark. He tiptoed around the room to avoid waking Dana. The four of them had polished off three bottles of wine the night before. Reece drank only a couple of glasses, afraid he’d be groggy when he woke. Time was running out. He couldn’t let anything stop him now. He’d call Clarence from the road, if he even got to the road. The danger was leaving the building. His picture flashed on Boston TV news and hit the front page of the papers. Dana’s too, although it clearly stated that she was allegedly with him. Good. They had no proof. Just because she wasn’t in Regal Falls didn’t mean she had taken off with a man wanted for murder.


    He stood for a moment and watched her sleep, her breathing a slow, steady rise and fall. She looked so peaceful and innocent. After they talked the night before, the wine hit her and she fell asleep in his arms as soon as she closed her eyes. In that moment, her warmth, the scent of her hair, her skin, took him to a place where nothing bad could happen. He’d never been in love before, not like this, when someone meant more than anything else. He could even accept the wasted years, knowing she was the prize awaiting him. But he wasn’t there yet, and he had to pull himself away before he woke her with the intensity of his stare.


    He heard murmuring from Frank’s room, but he didn’t want to bother them. He closed the apartment door behind him and left. So far, he hadn’t seen another person in the building. That didn’t mean they hadn’t seen him. Nothing beat plain luck, and he could use some.


    Standing at the glass door leading to the street, he watched the early morning traffic on Lynn Shore Drive. With no hint of light, the dark sky melted seamlessly into the ocean, obliterating the horizon. He didn’t see any suspicious-looking cars, so he shot out the door to the Civic, hopped in, and maneuvered onto Lynnway traffic. He glanced in the rearview mirror, didn’t think anyone followed. His heart raced, palms slick on the steering wheel.


    He placed the printed-out directions to Steve Yarrow’s vet practice on top of the road atlas. Reece drove the coast road out of Lynn, through the Ted Williams Tunnel, and onto the Southeast Expressway. He remembered in school people referred to it as the Southeast Distressway. He hadn’t been back to Boston since they finished construction on the Big Dig, but he agreed its completion made driving through the city easier, almost validating the cost overruns. He cut off into Quincy, passing strip shopping centers and harbors, over bridges, past shipyards, and around rotaries. He kept going along coastal Route 3A, the sun rising in the east, until he came to the left turn that brought him into Cohasset. Calendar pictures emerged of the quaint village in the morning light.


    For Reece, one drawback marred the beauty of the lovely coastal town. Though an enclave, Cohasset was part of Norfolk County—the same county in which he’d spent fifteen years of his life in prison.


    That chilling thought wiped the intended call to Clarence from his mind, and as if on autopilot, he found himself sitting in front of Steve Yarrow’s vet practice, wondering how he got there. Had Mark Cabrini called Steve and warned him of Reece’s impending arrival? He hoped not, because if he did, Reece could be walking into a trap.


    Should he go inside and risk someone recognizing him? He didn’t see anything resembling surveillance in the almost empty parking lot. Was Yarrow inside? This could be his day off. Reece chastised himself for not being better prepared. He should have made an anonymous call to the office to find out which days Dr. Yarrow worked. Damn, why hadn’t he thought of those things before now? He sat in the car, physically frozen, his hands locked on the steering wheel. A car pulled into the lot. A woman holding a tiny dog got out and went inside, oblivious to the man with the ball cap and sunglasses sitting alone in his car, waiting to get up enough courage to—to do what? Go inside? Sit here and wait?


    Would Reece even recognize Yarrow? It had been over twenty years. People changed. He sure had. Would Steve recognize him? He chuckled at the absurdity of the question. The whole country would recognize Reece Daughtry. No place was safe.


    Another thought entered his mind. What if Steve Yarrow had killed Karen? What if he killed the poor woman in North Carolina? Yarrow could kill Reece and he’d be praised as a hero.


    Jesus. How stupid could he be? He’d set himself up, leaving a trail a ten-year old could follow. He almost jumped out of his skin when he heard a knock on the passenger window. Steve Yarrow didn’t look much different from twenty years ago. He motioned for Reece to open the door. He did, and the vet slid into the car.


    “Pull out of the driveway,” he said, “before someone sees you. Take a right and the first left through the center of town.”


    Reece started the car and did what Steve told him, feeling part Inspector Clouseau and part James Bond. He realized as he passed the police station what danger he faced if a cop spotted him.


    “Take the right fork,” Steve said. They crossed over a small bridge. “Turn left into that drive.” He drove into the parking lot of the sailing club.


    Reece pulled into a space facing the harbor. In better times, he would have enjoyed the view of the boats bobbing in the water, the clouds like cotton candy billowing over the sea. But these weren’t normal times, and everything blurred under the weight of his situation. A couple of cars were parked nearby, but he didn’t see anyone. Steve was as slim and athletic looking as he was in college. His light brown hair brushed his shirt collar and framed a spare, angular face.


    Steve studied him. “I wouldn’t have recognized you if your picture hadn’t been all over the front pages of the newspaper, and if I didn’t know you were coming. You don’t look the same, but you look good.”


    “Mark called you?”


    “Yeah. He felt me out first before he told me. He said he almost had to gag his wife. She wanted to call the cops.”


    “That was clear when I was there.”


    “Do you know what you’re doing?”


    “Other than possibly getting people like yourself in trouble if anyone finds out? Probably not. If I had any faith in the law, I’d turn myself in. But I have a hard time believing the law is on my side. I can’t go back to prison.” Reece caught Yarrow squinting at him, making him uneasy.


    “I’m not even going to ask if you did it. If I were guilty, I’d have headed straight for the border. I assume you would have too. I never thought you killed Karen. None of us did, and we made ourselves clear during the trial.”


    Reece glanced at Steve. “Yes, you did, and I always appreciated that. Until these latest murders, I’d been trying to put that ugly chapter of my life behind me and build another one. Someone doesn’t want me to.” Reece stared at Steve. “I came here to see if it was you.”


    “Taking an awful chance.”


    Reece shrugged. “I didn’t feel like I had a choice.”


    “So you know, I didn’t kill her.”


    Wouldn’t Reece say the same thing if he were guilty? Considering the consequences, who would admit guilt? But the vet could have called the police, knowing Reece was on his way. Steve punched a number into a high-tech cell phone. Reece held his breath.


    “Gina, I’m going to be late this morning. Tell Randy, will you? And tell him I’ll be there as soon as I can.…Yes, I know my car’s there. I’m with a friend.…Thanks.” He punched off the phone.


    “Am I safe here?” Reece asked.


    “Keep your glasses and hat on. No one’s around. I’m a member of the club. If anyone comes over, I’ll say you’re thinking of joining. They’ll leave us alone.”


    Reece felt a current of anxiety shoot through him and he tensed, expecting some twist in the scenario. The cops surrounding him so Steve wouldn’t involve his practice. Steve pulling a gun. Could he ever trust anyone? Would he fight or go quietly?


    “That leaves Jordan.” Reece turned toward Steve. He’d learned to read body language out of self-preservation and didn’t see anything threatening. Relaxing, he said, “You knew him better than I did. In fact, I really didn’t know him at all. You were all more Carl’s friends.”


    “I haven’t seen Jordan in years. When we graduated vet school, I thought we’d go into practice together, but something happened in his last year of school. He changed, withdrew. He reneged on our plans and never said why other than he had personal issues. It’s not like we had a falling out either. I called him a few times to get together, find out what he was doing, but he always gave some lame excuse why he couldn’t. After a while, I stopped calling, and we lost touch. I wondered if he had depression problems or something.”


    Or guilt over killing a woman?


    “What was his connection to Karen?”


    “He slept with her once to my knowledge. If he had more going with her, I didn’t know about it. Jordan and Mark never had trouble getting women.”


    “Yet you slept with her too, didn’t you?”


    Steve smiled. Reece thought he smiled more to himself than to Reece.


    “I knew you were an item, but I slept with her for a reason. Once. During my conflict about my sexual identity.”


    Reece looked at him. “You’re gay?”


    Steve nodded. “Yes. My business partner is my life partner. Ten years now. I often wondered if Jordan figured it out and that was why he decided not to go into a practice with me. Anyway, Karen was the one who told me.”


    “Huh? Told you what?”


    “That I wasn’t into women. Until that time, I suspected, but I didn’t want to admit it to myself. If anyone knew about men, it was Karen.”


    “Jesus, what a jerk I was. If only I’d known what everyone else knew about her, I’d be building houses in Portland right now, with Carl.”


    “Right, Carl.” Steve hesitated. “Your dear brother.”


    The tone of Steve’s voice triggered gooseflesh on Reece’s arms. “What―what about Carl?”


    “Man, you must have been brain dead back then. Carl had the hots for Karen. He denied it, but the night Karen clued me in that I wasn’t into women, I saw Carl going into her apartment when I was leaving. You didn’t know?”


    Reece’s mouth went dry; words wouldn’t formulate. “Not―not until yesterday when Carl told me. He said if it came out at trial it would have given the prosecution more ammunition for jealousy. Reece Daughtry knew his brother screwed her too, kind of thing.”


    “That’s what I thought too, which is why I didn’t say anything. Maybe I should have. But frankly, I thought the killer was probably another of Karen’s conquests. Unfortunately, your lawyer couldn’t come up with anyone. Still, Carl was sleazy not to come clean, at least to you. But that was between the two of you.”


    “Could Jordan have been hooked on her too?”


    “Jordan wasn’t the type to lose it over a woman, but if he suspected I was gay, he might not have confided in me.”


    Reece searched out over the water, at the fishing boats and sailboats moored nearby and a few on the horizon skimming the surface. “I wasn’t the type either.”


    Reece caught Steve’s sideways glance. “I didn’t know you well, Reece. I figured you were getting all you could, while you could.”


    “I never thought like that. But that’s ancient history, isn’t it? Right now, I’m only concerned with the present and with who’s framing me again.”


    Steve shook his head and looked out the passenger-side window. Any place but at Reece. “Jesus, Reece. I’m sorry.”


    “I need Jordan’s address. Do you have it?”


    “Yeah, but I have to go into the office to get it.”


    “Before we head back, I need to make a call. See what’s going on at my safe house.” Reece laughed. “Can you believe this? Safe house, safe phones. Jesus. I’ve turned into an accomplished fugitive.”


    “You do what you have to do. I’ll wait outside.”


    But Reece didn’t call Frank’s. He called Clarence’s number. He had debated whether to call at all so Clarence couldn’t talk him out of what he was doing.


    The investigator answered. “Are you on a safe phone?”


    “Yes. Are you?”


    “Always.” Both men told the other what he’d learned.


    “I’ve just arrived back in Boston. I have an idea. A hole in the case, maybe. I’ll cover the last man. Go back to wherever you’re staying and wait for a call.”


    “I understand. But first, I’m going to make one more stop.”


    “Where?”


    “I’ll call you later. Promise. I want this over with, Clarence. I want my life back.”


    “That’s what I’m trying to get for you. Stay out of sight and don’t fucking get caught.”


    “I won’t.” Reece flipped the phone shut, wondering if his certainty that he wouldn’t get caught was nothing more than bravado. Could he elude the police for another hour let alone the rest of the day?


    “Forget Jordan’s address, Steve. My lawyer’s investigator is on to something and told me to stay away. He’s as good as they get.” Reece pulled out of the club’s parking lot and drove back to Steve’s clinic.


    “Let me out here,” Steve said before Reece pulled into the lot. “Take care, Reece. I hope it all works out for you.”


    “Thanks. And thanks for not calling the police.”


    Steve Yarrow patted Reece’s shoulder. “I couldn’t help overhear. Where are you going?”


    Reece had said enough and decided to be as cryptic as possible. “I’m going get rid of some old anger, once and for all.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    Going Back in Time


    


    On his flight home, Clarence had read the transcripts of Reece’s trial for what seemed the hundredth time. Jeri did all she could, but with media attention focused on Reece, and pressure to close the case, he could see how the quiet architect took the fall. Witnesses described Reece as studious, polite, and serious, not possessing characteristics of a violent killer. Then the prosecution cited half a dozen cases where neighbors and co-workers referred to men who’d committed heinous crimes in exactly those terms. The fact that Reece couldn’t remember anything did little to help his cause.


    The motive had to be personal. Something that transpired between the Sitton woman and her killer that never came out at trial. Clarence zeroed in on the witness who’d alibied Jordan Kraus. Betsy Ferrar, nee Donagan. She graduated from Boston University the same year Reece went to prison. Now married, she lived in Storrs, Connecticut, with two college-age kids. Her husband taught at UConn. She’d be the first stop on Clarence’s journey, and the most important, which is why he told Reece to forget Kraus for the time being.


    He drove to Storrs without calling, sure if he did, she’d refuse to see him. His GPS took him right to her door. She answered, leaving the storm door closed and, Clarence presumed, locked. With a dish cloth clutched in her hand, she studied her visitor with a quizzical expression.


    “I don’t need whatever you’re selling,” she said through the glass door.


    “I’m selling a man’s life,” Clarence said. “Reece Daughtry’s.”


    Her rosy cheeks paled, and eyes that at first sparkled dimmed at the sound of Reece’s name.


    “I think you can help him, Mrs. Ferrar.”


    “I told everything I knew at the trial.”


    “Did you? I think not.”


    “Well, he’s done it again. Isn’t that proof enough?”


    “Not if he’s being framed, which he is. Please. I’ll only take a few minutes of your time.” Clarence saw the conflict in her body language. “Please.”


    Her hand reached for the door, then pulled back. “Who are you?”


    He pulled out a card. “I’m the investigator for Reece Daughtry’s attorney, Jeraldine De Bolt.”


    She hesitated, wiped her hands on the towel, which she’d been doing nervously the whole time. Then she opened the door. “Come in, but I don’t know how I can help.”


    She bypassed a neat living room—the kind used only for company or special occasions—and led Clarence into a comfortable but lived-in den. He smelled something baking—an apple pie, maybe, or a cobbler. A collection of Hummel figurines clustered under a framed landscape that looked as if the artist painted it with cotton candy. The requisite family photos shared space with other accessories on an overstuffed bookcase. He’d obviously interrupted her because a book lay open, spine up, on the sofa table. She gestured to a stiff-looking wingback chair. Clarence sat while she perched at the end of the sofa. He usually made small talk to put his subject as ease, but with time running out, he went straight to the reason he’d come.


    “You lied at the trial,” he said.


    Betsy Donagan Ferrar squared her shoulders and straightened. “If you’ve come here to accuse me of lying under oath when a man’s life hung on my testimony, I suggest you leave.”


    “I believe you thought you were telling the truth, but you weren’t.”


    “I was.”


    Her words said one thing but without the indignity Clarence expected from someone just called a liar. “The truth as you remembered it. But you didn’t remember everything from that night, did you?”


    “Of course I remembered everything.” She stood. “I want you to leave. If you don’t, I’ll call the police.”


    “Give me a minute, please. Let me back up. You said you were with Jordan Kraus that night, correct?”


    Hesitating, she lowered herself into her seat. “Yes, I was. Are you telling me I wasn’t? Is that what I’m lying about? Because there were other people who saw us together. You must know that.”


    “Yes, I do. You met Kraus at the bar and went to the Daughtry party with him. The two of you stayed awhile, then he invited you to an apartment he’d borrowed from a friend who was out of town. I guess to have a place to go if he scored.”


    Mrs. Ferrar’s face reddened. “Yes. In retrospect, I believe that was his plan.”


    “And you had a lot to drink, didn’t you?” Clarence noticed she hesitated before she answered.


    “I didn’t think I did, but apparently I drank more than I thought. I said that at the trial. It was embarrassing to do so, not only because of Jordan’s intentions, but because my parents were in the courtroom for moral support.”


    “But you didn’t mention you passed out. In fact, you said you remembered every minute of that night with Kraus. That’s not true, is it?”


    “I…I didn’t pass out. I couldn’t have. I would have remembered.”


    “Not if you were drugged.” Clarence couldn’t tell if she knew she’d passed out or if the idea had never occurred to her, but it didn’t seem like it had.


    “Who would drug me? And don’t you think I’d remember if I passed out?”


    “Not with certain drugs. And that’s what I think happened.”


    She turned from Clarence and gazed off into space, then shook her head. “That’s impossible, but—”


    “But what?” Clarence asked, sitting straighter. “What is it, Mrs. Ferrar? Please. I’m fighting for a man’s life. An innocent man who’s already served time and who’s trying in the only way he knows to prevent going back to prison.” He thought he was getting through to her. “However insignificant you think it might be, please tell me.”


    Betsy Ferrar looked off to the side, twirling a lock of curly hair around her finger. Her cheeks flushed even more, and she squinted as if trying to resurrect the scene from that night over twenty years ago.


    “I’d never gone out with Jordan before that night at the bar. I’d seen him around and thought he was cute. I was at the next table, and I overheard Reece Daughtry ask Karen if what they said was true. I didn’t know what he was talking about. Of course, I found out later. I’d been watching Jordan, hoping to connect with him. He’d been laughing before, but then he got quiet. He must have noticed my interest because he asked me to dance. He kept looking back at the table. I asked him what was happening, and he said something about a secret life. That you never really knew anyone. He seemed upset at first, then he bought me a couple of drinks and said everyone was going back to the Daughtry brothers’ apartment and would I like to go. I did. It was a neat place near Harvard Square. We were all drinking and having a good time, except for Reece and Karen. They were in the throes of a serious discussion. I told all this at the trial.”


    “Who else was there? Everyone you can remember.”


    “Jordan and me, of course, Reece and Karen, Reece’s brother and his fiancée, and two of his friends with another couple of girls—sorry, I don’t remember their names now.”


    “That’s all right. I have them. Then what happened?”


    “Jordan asked me to go back to the apartment where he was staying, and we left.”


    “And everyone was still there?”


    “I think they were getting ready to leave. Carl’s girlfriend felt sick, and he was going to take her home. He made arrangements to meet the others at another bar in Harvard Square.” She stopped. “Like I said, I told all this at the trial.”


    “No, you didn’t go into such detail. I have the transcript with me. Would you like to read what you said?”


    “You’re getting me confused. That’s what the defense attorney tried to do—get me confused.” She stood. “I can’t do this, Mr. Wright. I’m married, with a family. I don’t want this whole affair brought up again. It was a very trying time. I did the best I could at that trial. Everything I remembered.” Her words stopped her again, and she stared at Clarence.


    “Everything you remembered?” She slumped into her chair. Clarence could see her going back in time as clearly as if she spoke. “You’ve thought about this, haven’t you? Something you remembered?” She didn’t answer the question but continued her story.


    “Jordan was considerate that night. I had another drink when we went back to his place. He never made an advance on me, never even tried to kiss me. We talked, and I was sitting in the same chair the whole evening. The only thing is—”


    “What?”


    “I couldn’t believe how much time had passed. I was definitely a little dizzy from the drinks, and when I got back to my apartment I was sick. Violently sick. I remember thinking I wouldn’t drink like that again.”


    “You didn’t mention that during your testimony.”


    “It had no bearing on the case. All it would have done is make me look even worse.”


    “I think I know how you took sick, and I believe it had a lot to do with the case.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    Dana’s Fifteen Minutes


    


    Dana sat in the parlor with Frank and Lana. She’d wanted to tell Reece to be careful, but he’d left before she woke. The place felt empty without him.


    “Shh, listen,” Frank said. “There’s a picture of Reece on TV. Oh, and who’s the lovely lady flashing on the screen? Sure looks like that cute gal Reece brought here the other day, doesn’t it, Lana?”


    Lana shushed Frank with a playful sock in his upper arm. “It’s not funny, Frank. She’s wanted for questioning by the FBI and the police.”


    “That’s her, all right,” Dana said. “Turn it up so I can hear what awful things they’re saying about her.”


    She listened as the talking head reported that no one had confirmed whether she was with Reece Daughtry, and if she was, whether he kidnapped her or she went voluntarily. There were no sightings, and her disappearance could be a coincidence.


    Frank laughed. “I love coincidences.”


    “But in case I am with Reece, they’re exposing my life for all to see.”


    “Is that the infamous Robert Minette?” Frank asked.


    “That’s Robert, basking in his fifteen minutes of national fame, hoping for an hour.” He filled the screen with his smarmy attitude, looking like a mob’s mouthpiece instead of the district attorney of three North Carolina counties.


    “Even though I divorced my wife,” Robert said into the camera, “I care about her welfare and hope for her safe return. Daughtry will be given a fair trial in Harold County. I’ll see to that.”


    The blood pulsing through Dana’s veins boiled. “What bullshit. He didn’t divorce me. I divorced him.” A clip of some reporter sticking the mike into the face of her younger son flashed into view and almost sent Dana through the roof. “These people have no morals. They’ll do anything for a story. They—” She watched as David calmly pushed away the mike and said, “No comment,” then disappeared into his dorm building.


    “Damn them,” Dana said.


    “Dana, please.” Lana moved to the windows to close them. “Someone might hear you. With all the noise we’ve made, I can’t believe someone hasn’t already.”


    “I’m sorry. I forgot. I’m just so upset.” She paced the room, going in circles until she was dizzy. “I need to call the boys.”


    “No, you don’t,” Frank said. “You’re here and you’ll stay here, off the radar. That’s what they want you to do. You might give yourself away without meaning to. Stay calm. We’ve been lucky so far, but that’s all it is, luck. Can’t get anywhere in life without some of it.”


    “I wish I could speak to Reece, so I’d know for sure he’s all right.”


    “You can call him if you want,” Frank said. “His phone is clean, and so is this cell. But I’d advise you not to. Let him do what he needs to do.”


    “If something happened,” Lana said, “you’d hear it on the television. I’ll make you a cup of coffee.”


    Frank patted Lana’s ass as she walked passed. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”


    Dana smiled, in spite of the gnawing in the pit of her stomach.


    “Now, sit down. Relax. I’ll tell you some stories. Want to hear how Reece wound up in solitary again?”


    “I don’t know, Frank. Injustice is hard to swallow. Maybe I don’t need to know everything.”


    “Did he tell you he did the same thing for a couple of young kids that I did for him?”


    “You mean he attacked four big convicts? Doesn’t sound like Reece.”


    “Not four. Two. They were sodomizing a young boy, not for the first time either. The kid must have been around eighteen, caught with a gram of coke in his car. He wasn’t dealing, just putting it up his nose. The court decided to make an example and threw him in with serious offenders. Might as well have put a bull’s eye on him for target practice.”


    Lana shook her head. She handed Dana a cup of coffee. “Something’s wrong with the system to do that. Something’s very wrong.”


    “Yes, my dear. The system is imperfect. More than I could ever explain. Anyway, Reece saw it and went ballistic. There’s a hierarchy in prison sex. The predators or pitchers, as they’re called, prey on the young and innocent. Reece took on both of them and put them down. I wasn’t around or I’d’ve helped. He served a couple of weeks in the hole for that. When he made it back into the population, the men treated him differently, with respect. Not everyone inside is a pervert.”


    “And after being locked in solitary?”


    Frank shook his head. “Not good. But he did it again anyway and found himself back there. I tried to explain he couldn’t get them all, and if he was going to be a vigilante, he’d better do it when the guards were looking the other way.”


    “If the guards were looking, why didn’t they stop the rape?”


    “You know what they say about power corrupting. There are all levels. You see it in the police, people who are supposed to watch out for the weak. Doesn’t always happen. Prison brings out the worst in men. Bad men get worse, good men go bad, and a pecking order develops where the strong rule the weak. Lord of the Flies. Good book. Reece gave me that one.”


    “What happened when he got out the second time?”


    “He was angry, drew into himself, which is what Reece does. Lasted awhile.”


    Dana had seen those moods.


    “He came out of it eventually, but I could see being in the box had an effect. But you know what? He never shut off from me.”


    “Because you’re the father who didn’t disappoint.”


    “Don’t get me going on that one. I never had kids, but if I had, no matter what they did I’d be in their corner. Reece’s father, that fuck, turned his back on his son. For that, there is no forgiveness.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    Revelation


    


    Clarence left Betsy Ferrar’s house with renewed optimism. She wouldn’t retract her story of twenty-one years ago, nor did she give him anything he could use in court, if Jeri were trying the Sitton murder case again. But she wasn’t. These were different murders—a whole new ballgame.


    He went back to the townhouse he shared with Jeraldine on Beacon Hill. After booting up the computer, he spent an hour researching. He felt good about his theory, but he still didn’t have the proof he needed.


    When Jeraldine called, he told her he believed he had narrowed Karen Sitton’s murderer to one man, and that the same person murdered Rayanne Johnson. “I think I know how, but I can’t prove it,” he said. “Not yet.”


    “Why won’t you tell me?” she asked.


    “I want to talk to him first. You should know what it’s like for a man to be wrongly accused. If I’m wrong, I will have cast doubt on an innocent person. I don’t want to do that.”


    “Have you heard from anyone?”


    “Yes. Don’t worry.”


    “Not easy, love.”


    “I won’t be home when you get here, babe. I think it’s important to keep going on this. I’ll catch a bite on the road.”


    “Where are you going? No, don’t tell me. Do what you have to do. I’ll be home late anyway. I have a backlog of work to catch up on here. If you’re not there, I’ll wait up.”


    “I hope that has lawyerly hidden meaning,” Clarence said, and hung up. He always played his gut. Until today, Jordan Kraus had a solid alibi. But something Mrs. Ferrar said kept niggling at him, and he needed to pursue it. Kraus described the goings-on at the table concerned secret lives, and that Karen Sitton wasn’t the only person to have one.


    Even though Clarence told Reece to go back to his safe house, his mentioning old angers bothered him. He needed to inform Reece where he was going so they weren’t working at cross purposes. Reece’s number was blocked when he called earlier, and Clarence had failed to get it. Big mistake.


    That left Frank Vance. Clarence hoped the old man had been in the game long enough to know how to play it. He dialed Vance’s home number. A woman answered. Clarence asked for Vance.


    “Who is calling, please?” she asked with a strong accent.


    “Clarence Wright. I’m working for Reece Daughtry’s attorney.”


    “One moment.”


    Muffled sounds came from the other end of the line, and a gruff voice said, “He’s not here, hasn’t been here, and I don’t know where he is.”


    “I understand,” Clarence said. “I found out things he needs to know, and I’m going to pursue them. If you hear from him, have him call me. He has the number.”


    “He’s too smart to come here or even call. The police have already been here, searched my apartment, found nothing. I wouldn’t be surprised if they tapped my phone. They do that, you know. But if I hear from him, I’ll tell him to call you.”


    No, the old man knew the game. “Thanks.” Vance broke the connection.


    Clarence’s instincts had always served him well in the past. Punching Kraus’s name into the computer resulted in the usual generic information—an address in Rockport, a coastal town north of Gloucester, and a list of company affiliations that sounded dog related, which made sense. Nothing else sounded familiar. If Jordan Kraus had a veterinary practice, Clarence couldn’t find the listing.


    He remembered speaking to Kraus on the phone. He hadn’t changed his story from the transcripts of the trial. Clarence wished he had more time to do a thorough check, get a feel for the guy. He hated working on a hunch alone. Reece didn’t have time for him to be wrong.


    He got in the car, set his GPS to Kraus’s address, slipped a Miles Davis CD into the player, and headed for Rockport. He wanted to see Jordan Kraus’s face when he accused him of double murder.


    Rockport, a picturesque town on the Massachusetts coast, boasted beautiful beaches, tourist shops, and even a couple of old lighthouses. He arrived at Kraus’s home, fully expecting him to be out.


    The house was a typical shingled New England cape, but the view set it apart—a panorama of ocean over the rocky coastline, shared by all the houses on that side of the street. Clarence never wanted the responsibility of a house, but he could be swayed if he woke every day to the visual magnificence before him. He had opened his windows and heard the seagulls squawking overhead, smelled the fresh saltwater air, and tried not to forget the reason he’d come.


    He pulled into the driveway in front of a two-car garage. A dog barked inside, and he saw a woman peek out a large picture window. The door opened and she stood waiting, a black lab at her side. The dog didn’t seem threatening, but its presence stopped Clarence in his tracks.


    “May I help you?” she said.


    “My name is Clarence Wright. I’m an investigator for Reece Daughtry’s attorney. I spoke to your husband a couple of months ago.”


    “Yes, of course. He told me. Come in. Jordan’s outside on the deck, working on the computer.”


    She must have noticed his reticence. “Dally won’t attack. She doesn’t know the word, nor does she have the nature.”


    Clarence moved cautiously toward the door.


    “Why don’t you wait in the living room? I’ll tell Jordan you’re here.” She gestured toward the sofa, and he settled into the end seat.


    The house had a lived-in quality, with a chintz-covered sofa and overstuffed club chairs. Nothing fancy, but comfortable and inviting. A grand piano sat off to one side, framed pictures cluttered the mantel. He got up and scanned them. A man, woman, and two children at different ages. Was this a killer’s life? Then he zeroed in on one particular picture and knew it wasn’t. His instincts had failed him.


    “Mr. Wright, Jordan asked if you’d join him outside.”


    Clarence followed her to a large deck. The view took his breath away—ocean and more ocean, as far as the eye could see. A good-looking, tanned man sat at a table in front of a laptop. Definitely not the description of the man who left Rudy’s bar. But he already knew that.


    “Mr. Wright, pleased to meet you.”


    He offered his hand to Clarence’s left, his sightline also missing its mark. Jordan Kraus couldn’t see an inch in front of him. He was blind. “I’m sorry to come unannounced. I thought if I called, you might not see me.” He realized what he said and started to stutter an apology, but Kraus intervened.


    “Please, don’t get politically correct. I’m not touchy or sensitive. I just can’t see.” He felt for the cover of his laptop and closed it. “Have a seat.”


    Clarence settled into a comfortable chair around a glass-top table.


    “I remember your call. I guess your investigation has gained steam now that Reece Daughtry is wanted for double murder. Am I the last on your list? The one you were sure would end your search for the killer?”


    Clarence smiled. Of course, Kraus would have considered that. “I suppose you’ve been getting calls.”


    “Both Steve and Mark. I haven’t talked to either of them in years. This time, my wife wouldn’t let me put them off. I’m glad because I told them I’d lost my sight. I never could before. I didn’t deal with it well in the beginning. Then time passed, and we lost touch. It’s not like I didn’t know I was going blind. It had been coming on for years—retinitis pigmentosa—but I didn’t want them to feel sorry for me.”


    “I understand.”


    “Beautiful view, isn’t it? I know what it looks like. I could still see when we bought the house. I like to hear the sounds of the ocean, feel the air. It relaxes me.


    “Very beautiful. I’d be out here all the time.”


    “Hmm, not in winter. It’s damn cold. You live in Boston, I remember.”


    “Yes, but I could handle the cold better with this view.”


    Kraus looked out over the ocean as if he could see, and Clarence felt a wave of sympathy for the man’s loss. Such a sad irony to have this vista before him and be unable to see it.


    “Obviously, I couldn’t have committed the murder in North Carolina, and I didn’t kill Karen Sitton either. I slept with her only once. She wasn’t anyone I wished to spend time with, especially after I found out she wasn’t particularly discerning about who she slept with. I wished I had known Reece better before her murder. I could have warned him about her.”


    “I wish someone had. But that’s moot now, isn’t it?”


    “Yes, it is.”


    “What can you tell me about that night, about the others who were with you?”


    “Probably not much more than Steve told you, or Mark told Reece. Why did you think it was me? I was with Betsy Ferrar until three a.m., and she swore to that in an affidavit. The others discovered the body at the apartment before then.”


    “Two reasons. When I talked to her, I got the feeling that she might have fallen asleep.”


    “She did. I didn’t have the heart to wake her. She drank more than she was used to. Everyone did that night. Did you think I drugged her and went off to kill Karen?”


    Clarence hesitated. “The thought entered my mind. Reece had been drugged. The fact he couldn’t remember anything made me suspicious. I thought of date rape drugs, then I thought of Ketamine.”


    Jordan’s eyes remained blank, but he nodded understanding. “Of course. Ketamine. A veterinary drug. Special K I’ve heard it called. Even then we’d read the reports of side effects on humans. Possible memory loss after anesthesia.”


    “Unfortunately date rape drugs have improved, but once the connection formed in my mind, I couldn’t let it go.”


    “I—” Kraus’s face twisted with some memory.


    “What? You thought of something.”


    “Only a fleeting thought, and I can’t remember exactly what. But something about your mention of Ketamine struck a chord. It’ll come to me.”


    Kraus’s wife came outside with a tray containing two glasses with handles, like the old glass root beer mugs Clarence remembered.


    “I made some iced tea.” She put Jordan’s glass to his right without saying anything, and he knew exactly where to reach for it. He smiled in her direction and thanked her.


    “This is unsweetened, Mr. Wright. If you prefer sugar, I’ll bring some out.”


    “This is fine, thanks.”


    “Call me if you need anything,” she said, and left the deck.


    “My wife is a special woman. She was my mobility instructor, getting me ready for a world without sight. I don’t know if I would have made it without her.”


    “I hate to be so single-minded, Mr. Kraus—”


    “Call me Jordan.”


    “Jordan. I don’t have much time. Reece is being stalked by federal agents and the police from border to border. They’ll get him sooner or later. They always do.”


    “And you want me to remember about the Ketamine.”


    “Yes. Maybe it will prick your memory if you tell me what happened that day or the day before.”


    “Let me think.” Kraus sipped his tea, his blank eyes staring over the rim of the glass. “Steve and I volunteered the day before the murder at a clinic for rescue dogs in Cambridge. Everything went fine, so—wait.” He nodded. “I remember now. When we got back to Grafton after the weekend—that’s where Tuft’s vet school is—we were called into the dean’s office. The vet at the clinic called the school to tell them that a vial of Ketamine was missing. Neither Steve nor I knew anything about it. There were other people helping out, so we assumed either one of them took it or an employee used the cover of the rescue clinic to take the vial. We never heard any more about it. I never would have remembered that if you hadn’t mentioned Ketamine.” He put his glass on the table.


    Clarence couldn’t tell if Kraus was thinking or visualizing, but his brow furrowed. “You’re sure Steve didn’t take it?”


    “Positive. Steve wouldn’t kill Karen. He didn’t care enough about women to feel betrayed by one.”


    Clarence blew out a breath. “You knew?”


    “I suspected. I also didn’t care. Steve was and is, I’m sure, a terrific vet. I only wish we could have gone into practice together.”


    “He thinks you didn’t want to partner with him because you found out he was gay.”


    “I know. He told me. He knows better now. By the end of our last year I suffered night blindness and knew I could never go into practice. Once I started losing my peripheral vision, it would keep getting worse, until I had either little or no sight left. I couldn’t stand the thought, but I felt I owed it to myself to finish school. Not everyone with RP goes completely blind. I’m one of the unlucky ones.” He smiled. “Anyway, I backed out of everything for a while. Now I run a non-profit to help people with RP. I understand the disease, and I can speak to experience about going through the transition. The veterinary experience came in handy because I also train seeing-eye dogs. I inherited a good deal of money, so that was never a problem. I feel like I’m doing some good.”


    “I’m impressed.”


    “So now that you know I’m not a murderer, what’s your next move?”


    “I honestly don’t know. Between Reece and me, we’ve cleared the three people at the table when Reece found out about Karen.”


    “You missed someone.”


    Clarence thought a moment. “Yes, of course I did. How could I have been so—Jesus, I hate to say the word—blind?”


    “Sometimes those of us without sight see more than a sighted person,” Jordan said. “Oh, and now that I think of it, Carl helped us out at the rescue clinic that day.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    A Little Undercover Work


    


    Harold County, North Carolina


    


    Harry Klugh was an uncommon name. Sheriff Jim Payton tracked one private investigator by that name from his birth in Philadelphia to his death in a boating accident on Lake Michigan in 1984. No one ever found his body.


    The birth date for the Harry Klugh that surfaced in Atlanta in 1985 when he applied for a license under Harry Klugh Investigations was miraculously the same birth date as the dead Harry Klugh. The fuzzy headshot on the license could have been anyone and signaled another red flag. The anomalies put Payton on alert.


    He thought of contacting the feds about his discovery, but if he was right, he didn’t want to warn Klugh—or whatever the hell his real name was—before he gathered more facts. Klugh might go underground and emerge somewhere else with still another name, and Payton’s bargaining chip would be lost.


    Except for a hitch in the Marines during the first Gulf War, Payton had lived in North Carolina his whole life. War cements bonds between men as solid as childhood friendships, and Payton had remained close with a few of his Gulf buddies. One was Barry Kanter from Atlanta.


    After the military, Barry studied law at Georgia State and became a public defender in his hometown. The two men took off every October to go fishing. Payton kept his phone number on speed dial.


    “Is it October?” Barry asked.


    “What happened? You were supposed to be here last week.”


    “You’re getting to be as big a smart-ass as me. What’s up, buddy?”


    “I need a favor.”


    “You want me to break the law?”


    “Possibly.”


    Kanter hesitated. “You’re serious?”


    “Yeah, I am, but not if it’s done right. Ever hear of an Atlanta PI named Harry Klugh?”


    “Klugh, Klugh. Why does the name sound familiar?”


    “He’s done some work for the DA up here, Robert Minette, going back twenty years when Minette worked for a criminal defense firm in Charlotte.”


    “Minette’s name doesn’t ring any chimes, but Klugh’s does. What do you need?”


    “His fingerprints.” Payton heard Barry whistle through his teeth.


    “May I ask why?”


    Payton filled Barry in on Klugh’s non-existent past. “I think Harry Klugh is someone else, and finding out who might give me leverage to solve a murder in my county, maybe two. It also might clear the man I believe is wrongly accused.”


    “It wouldn’t have anything to do with the Daughtry guy from up your way that the whole country’s looking for, would it?”


    “Yup.”


    “Been following that one. Daughtry seems too smart to murder someone using the same M.O. as the murder he went to prison for.”


    “Yeah. The DA insists that’s Daughtry’s brilliance at work. Kind of reverse psychology. Who’d think a guy that smart would do something so stupid? Minette is hoping this trial will give him name recognition to run for state office. That’s what I think anyway.”


    “Sounds like an asshole.”


    Payton smiled. “You could say that. Others have.”


    “I know a guy who gets off on this kind of work. It shouldn’t be too hard if he leaves something with his prints in a public place.”


    “Bill me for it.”


    “You betcha. My department runs on a shoestring. While we’ve been talking, I checked the phone book. He’s here. Harry J. Klugh, Private Investigator. Why does his name make me think of something I’d rather not think of?”


    “That’s the kind of guy he is. I think he killed a woman, and if we can nail him, he’ll blame Minette for hiring him to do it. But I have no proof other than a twitchy feeling between my shoulder blades.”


    “This is getting better all the time. I’ll get back to you.”


    Sometimes a man needed a little luck to go with the forces against him. Payton had a few ways to get results, but he needed help. First, light a fire under Robert Minette’s ass. And he knew the right person to strike the match.


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty


    Let’s Make a Deal


    


    Jim Payton liked Harris Stroud. Everyone did, except maybe his ex-wives. The newspaperman had two weaknesses. Women and booze, not necessarily in that order. When sober, he was charming and funny and smart. The sheriff called him a night drunk, because the next morning he sat at his desk, serious and competent. For years Payton wondered when night would turn into day. So far, it hadn’t.


    “Sheriff,” Harris said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”


    “Might not be a pleasure, Harris. Least not for me.”


    “Uh-oh. What did I do?”


    “Mind if I sit down?”


    “No, ’course not. Sounds serious enough for a cup of coffee. Want one?”


    “No, thanks. I’ve already had enough caffeine this morning to send me into orbit.” Payton pulled out a stick of gum and folded it into his mouth. “I want to get Robert Minette.”


    Harris paused pouring his coffee with his cup half full and turned to Payton. He didn’t say anything, then turned around and finished pouring.


    Payton chewed. “Aren’t you going to ask me what I want to get him for?”


    “Hmm, don’t think so,” Harris said, settling back into his chair. “I’m not sure I want to know.”


    “Name Harry Klugh mean anything to you?” Payton couldn’t read Harris’s expression, but he definitely reacted to the name.


    “Enough to know he’s not a nice guy.”


    Focusing on the editor, Payton asked, “What’s Robert Minette got on you, Harris?”


    Harris snorted a short puff of air and put his cup down on his desk. “What makes you think he has anything on me?”


    “May I be frank?”


    “Can I stop you?”


    “Probably not.”


    Harris drank his coffee. “Well, then.”


    “See, here’s my problem. I’ve got two murders in my jurisdiction. I don’t like that the murderer or murderers are still on the loose. Makes everyone edgy. I understand that. It makes me edgy too. It also makes me look incompetent.” He chewed his gum, taking it slow. “I like my job. I don’t know if people would vote for someone who’s incompetent, so I’m starting to worry.”


    “I report the news, Jim. I don’t solve crimes. Why don’t you tell me what you want?”


    “Everyone in the county knows you’re too good a newsman to be working at a small local paper for a prick like Minette. Every time his office wins a case, even a petty robbery, it gets front page treatment, along with his name as a lead so we all know who’s boss. Fine, if that was the deal you made with him when he bought the paper, but he treats you like shit. I’ve heard him threaten to fire you in front of people. Why do you stay, Harris? Why do you put up with his nasty temperament?” Payton noticed the tremor in Harris’s hand when he brought the cup to his lips.


    “That’s between me and him. Frankly, it’s none of your business.”


    “You’re right. I’m from around here, and so are you, so I know what you used to be like before Minette came to town. Excuse me for being blunt, but you’ve turned from occasionally tying one on to being an out-of-control drunk.”


    Harris’s cheek twitched. “I’m not out of control. I’m here every morning, stone-cold sober.”


    “How long do you think that’ll last?”


    “Lasted a long time till now. You ever see me drunk during business hours? No, because I’m not. I don’t go near the stuff until my workday is done.”


    “My guess is Minette’s holding something over you. You’re a smart guy. Whenever he gives you shit, you throw it back at him, in front of everyone, like he does to you. He doesn’t like it, but he takes it. Which makes me think you have something on him too. What do you say to that?”


    Harris finished his coffee and went for another cup. Payton recognized the ploy to kill time while the editor thought of an answer.


    “You came in here saying you wanted to get Robert. Sounds like you’re trying to get me along with him.”


    “No, I’m trying to use you to get him. I don’t know what you did or what he knows about you that’s tying up your balls, but I’m offering you a fair hearing. Might be when I get Klugh, and I will, he’ll roll on Minette. Knowing Minette, he’ll pull all the dirty laundry he’s been collecting for years out of the closet to make a deal for himself. I’d rather give you the break than either one of them. Come clean. Take away his edge.”


    “Something to think about,” Harris said.


    Payton walked to the coffeepot. “Think I’ll have a cup of that coffee while you’re dawdling around thinking what you should do.”


    “I don’t have cream or sugar.”


    “Don’t need either.”


    “How come you never asked me about this before?”


    Payton took one of the Styrofoam cups, poured, and took his seat. “Ordinarily, I wouldn’t give a crap whether you’re blackmailing each other. That’d be between the two of you. But like I said, I’ve got two murders to solve, and I think Minette might be involved in one or both of them. And before, I didn’t have two residents of Harold County on the run, one of whom I happen to like a lot.”


    Harris fiddled with the handle of his mug, studying it. “I like her too. People say a man and woman can’t be best friends, but Dana’s mine and has been since we were kids. I don’t want anything to happen to her.”


    “I’d guess not, which is why I’m counting on you to tell me what I want to know. I’ve only met Daughtry one time. He wasn’t particularly friendly, and he didn’t like me checking him out, but he acted respectful. I get the feeling he’s being fucked over for the second time. I hate it when people who don’t deserve it are fucked over. Is that what happened to you?”


    Harris went into a long silence while he drank his coffee. “I fucked myself over, and I allowed Robert Minette to make it worse.” He hesitated again. “I did something many years ago that Robert advised me to cover up.”


    Payton’s heartbeat quickened. He was going to get what he came for. “Which makes him an accessory to whatever the crime is. Unless it’s a felony, the statute of limitations in North Carolina has expired.” He felt naked from the intensity of Stroud’s penetrating stare.


    “What if it is a felony?”


    The sheriff understood what Harris implied. “Depends. We might be able to strike a deal. I want Minette for either ordering a murder or covering up one. Whichever, I want him, and I’m willing to play ball. I think I can get a judge to do the same.”


    “Awfully risky, Jim. You’re going after the highest law enforcement agent in three counties on the word of a self-confessed drunk for something that happened years ago.”


    “Yes, I am. And unless you want to see your best friend go down for aiding and abetting a murderer, which is what will happen if Daughtry is shot dead, I suggest you think long and hard before you say no to what I’m asking.” He finished his coffee and placed the cup on Harris’s desk. “It’s the best deal you’re gonna get.”


    “I still haven’t heard a deal.”


    “I still haven’t heard your story. You trust me, Harris?”


    Harris pursed his lips. “Yes, I do.”


    “Then cut the crap and give me what I want.”


    “How’d you know, Jim?”


    “I didn’t for sure. But I know you well enough that if Minette didn’t have something on you, you’d’ve told him to go fuck himself a long time ago instead of burying your head in a bottle. I figure you have something on him he wouldn’t want to come out, so you two have been playing a game of Russian roulette, waiting to see who gets the fatal spin. Shouldn’t be you, Harris. And I’d hate like hell to give the deal to a creep like Klugh, whoever he is.”


    “What do you mean, whoever he is?”


    “The real Harry Klugh died in 1984. I’m figuring our imposter did something really bad long about then, stole the man’s identity, and moved to Atlanta to start a new life. But snails are snails, and calling them escargot doesn’t change the fact. Now, you want to tell me something I can use to nail that son of a bitch Minette before Klugh makes a deal and cuts you out?”


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-One


    Misplaced trust


    


    Harris refilled both his and Payton’s coffee cups and leaned back in his chair. As Harris spoke, the sheriff drank and listened.


    “I’d come home to visit, armed with a master’s in journalism and a few rejections for jobs I’d applied to. Bad time back then. The job market was tight. I had no intention of staying in Regal Falls, but the owner of the Banner—you remember Mr. Grimes?”


    Payton nodded.


    “He was getting on and offered me a job. I figured it’d be a good place to get some hands-on experience before I moved up to the big time. Before long, Grimes handed over more and more responsibility. I settled in, thinking I was lord and master of my own little universe, but I still had those lofty ambitions only the young think are attainable.”


    “Get to it, Harris. Time’s wasting.”


    “I’m getting there. This isn’t easy for me.” He stared into his coffee cup, pushed it aside. “Then Robert arrived on the scene, bought the paper from Mr. Grimes. He was older and self-assured. He acted like my best friend, taking me into his confidence. I looked up to him. Of course he had an ulterior motive. I wrote newspaper stories that could make him look good whenever he won a case. He had switched from defense to prosecution, and he needed to make his bones—get name recognition. At the time I didn’t know that he’d left his firm in Charlotte under suspicious circumstances. Found out the details later. Anyway, Robert was colorful and did everything with panache. It was easy to write about him. Then he saw Dana, the prettiest girl in the county—still is—and he wooed her like she was royalty, buying her expensive presents and taking her to the best places. She fell for his line. Besides seeing my folks, Dana was the real reason I’d come back to Regal Falls. But we grew up together and were more like brother and sister, no matter that I wanted it to be more. Anyway, neither of us saw the real Robert until it was too late.”


    “What happened?” Payton asked, coaxing Harris along.


    “What do I get for this besides baring my soul?”


    “I told you, it depends. I can’t promise anything till I know what you tell me. Even then.”


    Harris set his gaze across the room as if he couldn’t look at Payton when he told him. Maybe he figured time had come to tell someone.


    “I was driving back from Asheville one night, wasted. I shouldn’t have been behind the wheel of a car, but—” He glanced at Payton and shrugged. “I took the back roads, figuring I’d be safer off the highway and so would everyone else. It was dark, and—” He chewed on his thumbnail, pulled a piece of skin until it bled.


    “And?”


    “I’m getting to it, Jim.”


    “I know, but we’ve got a situation here.”


    Harris nodded. “I felt a bang. I swear I didn’t see anything, but I stopped the car and got out. A black man lay crumpled on the road beside a toppled bike. He didn’t have any reflectors; I flat out didn’t see him.”


    Payton didn’t say anything. He drank his coffee.


    “I checked for a pulse, couldn’t find one. I listened at his chest, thumped it. I didn’t know what else to do. The guy was dead.”


    Payton watched as Harris absent-mindedly sucked his bloody finger.


    “I felt sick. You know how those mountain back roads are. It’s like a wasteland. No houses, no cars, nothing. I didn’t have a cell phone. No one did then. I panicked and left the scene. Other than stopping a mile or two down the road to throw up, I drove straight to Robert’s apartment.”


    “Why him?”


    “I don’t know, Jim. He was an attorney. I was scared shitless, still tipsy, although the accident sobered me. I thought Robert was my friend, and he’d tell me the right thing to do.”


    “And you told him what happened?”


    “I said I was in trouble. I’d obviously been drinking, so he must have figured out what happened or had an idea. He told me not to say another word until I gave him a dollar. I didn’t know why he asked, but I gave him the dollar. Then he said he was my attorney and whatever I told him was privileged. He asked me questions and manipulated what I said, adding words like allegedly and hypothetically, but he knew what I was saying, and I knew what he was doing. I was young, not stupid. I wanted to call the police, but Robert said if I did hit someone, the guy was dead, and there was nothing I could do for him. I’d go to jail for vehicular manslaughter because I left the scene. I shouldn’t have let him talk me into it, but I was scared.” Harris took a gulp of coffee, winced at the cold dregs, and pushed the cup away.


    “Did you ever find out about the guy you hit?”


    “No. I listened to the police reports in the area, read all the papers. Nothing. No one ever reported the hit and run or a dead man. I can’t tell you how many times I almost called the police. Must have been a hundred.”


    “You’re sure the guy was dead?”


    “I thought so. Damn, just thinking about it—” Harris leaned over, put his head down.


    Payton eyed him, thought the editor was going to lose his breakfast. When he raised his head, Payton said, “Go on.”


    “Now I’m not sure if he was dead or not. I only know from that time on, Minette thought he owned me. And I haven’t had a sober night’s sleep since.” He focused on Payton. “After I left his house that night, my hands shook so I could barely hold on to the steering wheel. When I got home, I was as sick as I’d ever been. I drove the car one more time, then parked it in the garage. It’s still there, dusty and probably needing a good tune-up, nearing antique status. I keep renewing my license, paying the taxes and registration, but I’ve never been able to get past turning the key in the ignition, which I do when I remember. You’d think that would have been enough to stop me drinking, but it had the opposite effect.”


    “So you’ve confined yourself to Regal Falls.”


    “Hard to admit, but yes, with a drinking problem and three ex-wives who drove. If I had it to do over again, I’d go to the police and tell them what happened. But the longer I didn’t, the harder it was to do. And with no news of a hit and run, I kept telling myself it didn’t happen. When I’m drunk, I actually believe it, or at least I can’t remember it.”


    “If Minette knowingly concealed the crime—if there was one—he’s just as guilty.”


    “He’d say it was privileged information.”


    “Privilege doesn’t apply to communications between an attorney and a client that further a crime. Minette’s slick. I’m sure he covered his ass, but what he did was illegal. He could and should be disbarred. But it’s your word against his.”


    “I know. So now what?”


    “I want everything you have on Minette.”


    “This is a small town, Jim. The people who grow up here know one another. School friends stay friends, even if they move away.”


    “You’re going to have to relinquish your leverage, Harris.”


    “It’ll open a Pandora’s box. Aside from releasing my hold on Minette, I’d be getting someone else involved. Something I hoped I’d never have to do.”


    “I’ll try to use the information without involving that person. But if I have to, I will.”


    “I know, I know.” He nodded and went into a long pause. “Robert raped a woman, a friend. The woman, who shall remain nameless, came to me to ask what she should do. She was bruised and traumatized but more afraid if she made the rape public against someone like Robert, people would say she asked for it or that it had been consensual. Either way, a lose/lose situation for her.”


    Payton nodded. “It’s a hard call to prove rape, and even harder against a so-called upstanding citizen like Minette. And this was years ago, I assume, while he was still married to Dana.”


    “Yes, during the time Dana began figuring out who she’d married and I realized who I’d sold my soul to. The woman gave me the whole story, along with photographs and a signed affidavit. She still didn’t want to go public, but she said I could use it to keep Robert in line. If I found out he did it again and the second woman would come forward, she would too. Safety in numbers, I guess. I showed a copy to Robert and swore I’d release it if he gave her or anyone else trouble. He believed me. It would have tarnished what he thought of as his good name and ruined any chance of him running for higher office.”


    “What happened to the woman?” Payton asked.


    “She moved away without leaving a forwarding address. I know where she is. She didn’t want to be anywhere near Robert and didn’t trust him not to exact revenge. Robert labeled it extortion, which it was in an emotional sense. My friend’s rape story leveled the playing field with Robert, and I used it to refuse to write certain stories.”


    “What kind of stories?”


    “Those that either smeared a political opponent or a defense witness. I never wrote anything that wasn’t true and I never embellished. When I didn’t write what he wanted, he threatened to expose the accident. I threatened to reveal my friend’s letter.”


    “What he asked you to do was an offense in itself.”


    “Don’t you think I know that? I should have reported him, but I was protecting my own ass. I’m not proud of that. Makes me as unethical as Robert, which is another reason I can’t sleep.”


    Payton blew out a long breath. “So the two of you really have been playing Russian roulette.”


    “Yes. I have more on Robert. A telephone recording from about ten years ago. The voice is disguised, but the cadence isn’t Robert’s. I’d guess it’s Klugh’s. He’s bribing a witness to recant his testimony in one of Robert’s cases. The case never went to trial because the defendant pleaded out, but the witness came to me with the tape from his answering machine. I told him to go to the police, but he refused. No names were mentioned on the tape, and he didn’t want to call attention to himself. The man had a closet full of skeletons. I bought the tape. Robert knows I have it. Of course he denied he was involved, but he’s never called my bluff, so I figure he’s lying.”


    “Bribing a witness is a federal crime, with no statute of limitations.” Payton fisted his hand to his mouth. “Jesus. There’s so much going on here on so many levels, I’m not sure where to start.”


    “Yes, but you’d have a hard time proving any of it. Like I said, it’s not Robert’s voice.”


    “But you know he’s behind it. Klugh wouldn’t do that on his own. Damn, Minette’s worse than I thought.” Payton took out a small notebook and wrote down something Harris couldn’t see. “I’m working another angle to get him and Klugh both. We’ll see how that works out before I get you involved.”


    “If it happens, I’m ready to take my medicine.”


    “First, we have to verify whether you actually killed someone. If Robert checked it out, which I’m assuming he did, he knows the truth. If you’re guilty of no more than hitting someone on a back road who later walked away, and Robert didn’t tell you, he’s been holding you hostage all these years.”


    “I thought of that and tried to find out myself. Remember I mentioned I drove the car one more time? I went back to where I thought I hit the man. But I couldn’t find any trace of blood or broken bicycle parts. I should have followed up, but I went home, parked the car, and it’s still there.”


    “But you’ve never known for sure?”


    “No.”


    “It’d be like Minette to find out nothing happened and keep it from you, wouldn’t it?”


    “Knowing him like I do now? Damn right.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Two


    Old Angers


    


    New England


    


    Boston traffic lived up to its reputation. It had taken Reece almost three hours to get to Portland, thanks to a couple of accidents that backed up traffic for miles. He thought of Dana the whole way. Her memory elevated his mood. After this visit, he wanted to get as far away from Maine as possible, back to his house and animals in North Carolina. Back to Dana. Then he remembered the present situation, and his high dissipated like the marsh fog that burned off on the road out of Cohasset.


    The trip north from Regal Falls had become a journey, not only in miles but in emotions. Other than the threat of getting caught and put in jail, this leg would be the most painful. But he decided it might possibly be the most important step toward freedom and the last step to put the past in its rightful place.


    He knew the location of his father’s private nursing home from Carl’s description. Wealthy patients went there to have around-the-clock pampered care while waiting to die. Reece didn’t know what to expect. He wondered if Carl had exaggerated his father’s condition to get him to visit the other day. His brother mentioned the word closure. Was that the word of the day? He didn’t know what it meant. Did it mean to tie up all the frayed strands of his life so he could forget the past ever happened?


    Reece found the two-story building set on a serene plot of land with a pond bordered by trees and flowers. He remembered the place from his childhood, the fun he and Carl had on the grounds riding their bikes, feeding the ducks in the pond. Visitors parked in front of the building, and he assumed employees parked in the rear. He searched for cars or vans that looked out of place, an extra antenna, a light on the dashboard or in the rear window. Nothing suspicious caught his eye, but that didn’t mean a cop wasn’t waiting.


    Carl mentioned his father’s room led onto a patio at the rear end of the building, near the woods. If that was supposed to make Reece feel safe, it didn’t. Not today. Fortunately, the single French door leading into the room offered easier entry than an impenetrable sliding glass door that came with security bars. Nothing compared to a little luck, he thought for the second time that day. He pulled to the end of the parking lot, as close to the building as possible, and parked next to another Civic. He sat there, unable to move.


    Overwhelmed by the same insecurities he experienced at Steve Yarrow’s vet practice, he questioned whether he should have phoned ahead and said, Hey, coming to see my father today. Make sure the cops are waiting.


    Well, he couldn’t turn back now. He’d do what he came to do, even if it meant discovery. His clock was ticking down anyway. He’d get inside that room, and if the man who’d shunned him as if he were a leper was coherent enough to understand him, he’d say what he had to say and get the hell out.


    Reece scanned the parking lot once more to bolster his illusion of safety. When he went to shut off his cell phone, he discovered it was already off. Unused to modern technology, especially phones, he’d shut it off after talking to Clarence without realizing it. Just as well. He didn’t want anyone to talk him out of the risk he was taking. The risk he had to take.


    He slipped out of the car, closing the door quietly behind him. His insides shook, but not from fear of his father. Reece had never been afraid of the man. Although Thom Daughtry could be aloof, he’d never been abusive or mean. He expected excellence and Reece had never disappointed.


    His father’s life revolved around his business. He went to work at the crack of dawn and came home late at night. Little camaraderie existed between him and his sons, but there’d always been love and respect.


    Until Reece’s arrest. Then everything changed.


    Reece walked to the door, confident, as if he should be there. The thought struck that his father might be under police guard. Maybe they expected Reece to do him harm? Why not? They already suspected he was the maniacal murderer of three women.


    Peeking through the open blind, he saw only the end of the bed, feet tenting the cover, and no one in the room. He tested the door. Locked, as expected. He withdrew a credit card from his wallet and hoped it worked. Twenty years ago this would never have occurred to him, but prison taught him a few things he never imagined he’d need. He couldn’t use the card for anything else anyway. One swipe and the police would be on him before he could pocket it.


    Sliding the card into the space between the door jamb and the lock, he pushed back, and turned the knob. It opened. Hmm, too easy. Didn’t people waiting to die require safety from the outside world? Or did easy entry indicate a trap for a wanted man?


    A blast of cool air hit him first, then the antiseptic smell that never hid the odor of decay. Different from the stench of testosterone, body odor, and desperation he’d endured in prison, but somehow exuding the same dull feeling of hopelessness.


    Reece scanned the room. The sleeping man lay motionless, wired to monitors, a steady beep the only sound. A table and two chairs occupied the opposite corner of the room—a watchful attendant’s place—replete with magazines and bottled water. Reece entered cautiously. Any change in the old man’s heart rate, and the machines would alert the nurses’ station. They’d barrel through the door and it’d be all over. Warning enough to make the visit quick.


    He hadn’t seen his father in twenty-one years. They’d both changed dramatically. He stood at the bedside, looking down at the old man, his once powerful physique a shadow of the man Reece knew as a child. But then Reece had changed too since his father last saw him. He couldn’t help comparing him to Frank. How could his two fathers be wasting away before his eyes?


    As if sensing a presence, Thom Daughtry opened his eyes. His gaze wandered toward his visitor. Recognition came slowly, but it came. “Reece,” he said in an old man’s voice.


    “Hello, Dad.” At that word—Dad—something hit Reece hard, and he struggled to contain the emotions swelling within him.


    “You’ve changed,” his father said.


    Reece nodded. “In many ways, yes.”


    Thom Daughtry swallowed, a gulping sound. Tears welled in his eyes, and he breathed a few short breaths through his nose. He took a moment before he spoke. “I’m…I’m sorry, son.”


    Reece choked back the pain of those words. He imagined this moment would engender anger or something stronger—rage. But he felt only as if his body had abandoned him, leaving him numb and disconnected.


    “I’m sorry too, Dad.” Only Reece didn’t know exactly what he was sorry for. Because he’d been such a disappointment in his father’s eyes? Or that his father had turned his back without giving him the benefit of doubt? For all the lost years? Whichever or for all, the sorrow cut into his heart with the same effect as if a knife had made the slice—sharp and penetrating and painful.


    “I don’t deserve it,” the old man said, “but can you forgive me?”


    Reece’s chin quivered, surprised that his father had such an effect on him. Could he forgive this man who had given him life and whose remorse now surfaced because he faced his end? “Yes, Dad,” he managed to say. “I forgive you.” He sat down on the chair next to the bed and lifted his father’s skeletal hand to his lips. “I forgive you.” The tears ran down his cheeks. He didn’t know if his father knew the police were after him for another murder, but he sensed time running out. “I need to go now.”


    “I should have talked to you, son. I should have heard your side of the story. Not only what Carl told me.”


    At first, Reece didn’t know what his father meant. It took a moment to process the words. “What…what did Carl tell you?”


    “About how you confessed everything to him. About why you murdered that girl. That’s why I stayed away. I thought if I saw you, I’d give you away.”


    Reece swore his heart stopped beating. He thought he’d experienced every possible emotion, but what passed through him at that moment relegated them all to nothing more than empty definitions. He struggled to bring the words to his lips. “Dad, hear this. I didn’t kill that woman. That’s the truth. I don’t know why Carl lied to you, but I never confessed anything to him because I didn’t do it. I didn’t do it, do you understand?”


    “You didn’t do—”


    “No. I spent fifteen years in prison for a crime I didn’t commit. And now someone’s trying to frame me again.”


    Tears flooded his father’s eyes. “Why did Carl say that? Why?”


    “I wish I could say I don’t know, but I’m beginning to think I do.”


    “Oh, my God. What have I done?”


    Leaning down, Reece whispered in his father’s ear. “You did what you believed was right. I hold no animosity.” The weight Reece carried in his chest all those years lifted, but a heavier burden descended. He had to let it go for now because he heard voices outside the door, coming closer. “I have to go, Dad. I don’t want anyone to see me.”


    “Go, son.” His father grabbed his arm with strength Reece wouldn’t have believed the old man still possessed. “I love you,” he said. “I always have.”


    Reece swallowed a breath. “Thank you for that. It means a lot.” It did too. And he could say those words now without suffering the hypocrisy. He leaned down and kissed his father’s forehead. “Do me a favor. If Carl visits, don’t tell him I’ve been here or that we’ve had this conversation, okay?”


    “I won’t. God help me, I’ve been a stupid man, Reece, but I think I know what’s going on. I’m glad I won’t live to go through it again. You’ll make it. You’re a survivor. You’ll make it.” Thom Daughtry’s breathing labored, the beeps on one of the machines quickened, sending pulsating noises throughout the room.


    “Gotta go, Dad.” He squeezed his father’s bony hand before he rose and headed for the exit. After one glance back, he slipped through the patio door and closed it behind him at the same time someone came into the room. He didn’t look back but ran to his car and drove out of the parking lot, his heart pounding like a jackhammer.


    How could he have been so dense, or had he known all along and refused to accept it? His own brother. Not Mark or Steve or Jordan or any of the others at the bar or party that night twenty-one years ago. No, the brother who supposedly loved him. The brother who sat silently while guards led Reece out of the courtroom to begin another life.


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Three


    Sweet Thang


    


    “I wish Reece would call,” Dana said. “Shouldn’t he have been here by now? I’d call him, but I don’t want to call attention to him if he’s somewhere people might notice.”


    “Call him,” Frank said. “The phone’s on vibrator. That’s the way it’s programmed.”


    Dana dialed Reece’s number, but he didn’t answer. She tried half a dozen more times, but he still didn’t respond. She left message after message. “Now I’m worried.”


    “No sense worrying till you have to.”


    The door buzzer rang.


    “That’s probably him now.” Frank pointed to the intercom. “Go see, Lana.”


    Lana pushed the button. “Yes.”


    “Mokey.”


    Dana looked at Frank. “Who’s Mokey?”


    “My pick-up man.”


    “Do I want to know this?”


    “Probably not.”


    Lana hit the buzzer and opened the door. A lanky, light-skinned African-American sauntered in, but before Lana could close the door, three men announcing themselves as police forced their way in behind him.


    “You have no right to barge in here,” Lana said.


    “Every right in the world,” one of the cops said, waving a warrant in her face. They moved into the living room and did the same in front of Frank’s recliner. The youngest cop made his way through the apartment.


    Dana’s heart pumped so fast she thought it would lurch from her chest. So far, none of the cops paid her any attention. She wanted to slink away into the closet before they did. But hiding now wasn’t an option.


    “How’ya doing, bagman?” said the oldest cop, a big man with red spidery veins feathering a large round Irish face. His voice oozed disdain.


    “Bagman, my ass, Belue,” Frank said. “Can’t you see I’m a dying man? I ain’t got the strength for the rackets anymore.”


    “Yeah, well, I’ll tell you what I see.” He nodded toward Mokey. “I see a skinny runner come to collect money from an even skinnier bagman. That’s what I see.”


    “Why don’t you get off my ass? Your guys didn’t find anything here the other—”


    Frank stopped in mid-sentence. His gaunt face turned red as he’d obviously said something he shouldn’t have. Dana knew what it was. The people who searched the house the other day weren’t looking for racket money. They were looking for Reece and her.


    “You know what he’s talking about Sam?” Belue said to the other cop.


    Sam’s gaze rested on Dana. A smile started slow and stretched into a big grin. “I do now. Must’ve been Homicide here the other day, ’cause you know who we have here, Belue? If you don’t, you haven’t been following the news. This here’s that woman from North Carolina run off with, what’s his name, Daughtry, wanted for double murder down there.”


    “You don’t say. Well, what’d’ya know? You’re under arrest,” Belue said to Dana. “You’re all under arrest.”


    “On what charge?” Dana asked.


    “Yeah,” Frank said. “On what charge?”


    Belue sputtered. “Aiding and abetting a suspected murderer and flight to avoid prosecution, for starters. How do you like them apples?”


    Dana’s heart rate ratcheted up another notch. All her years with Robert flooded back. All the legal terminology. All Robert’s stories. “No one was prosecuting me, so that’s not an issue. And where’s the suspected murderer?” She looked around. “I don’t see anyone here wanted for murder. Frank, you’re not wanted for murder, are you? Lana?” She looked back at the cop, hoping the rumbling inside her didn’t show. “There’s no one here by the name of Daughtry for me to aid and abet. I’m visiting a friend. I had no idea anyone was looking for me.”


    The young cop came out of the guest bedroom. “Then whose are these?” he said, holding Reece’s duffel bag in the air.


    “Mine,” Mokey said without losing a beat. “I’ve been staying here occasionally. My old lady threw me out. Frank’s been putting me up.”


    “And you’ve been sleeping with her?” Belue said.


    “Yeah, you got a problem with that? Maybe you don’t like interracial relationships. Is that your problem? You a racist, Belue?”


    “A little old for you, ain’t she, Mokey? Bet she’s as old as your mother.”


    “Look at her.” Mokey gestured toward Dana. “Age is relative. Would you pass up a sweet thang like her?”


    Dana felt herself blushing. This longshot was not going to work, but they were sure giving it a worthy try. She stood, threw out her chest, and faced Belue. “I find your remark not only offensive, officer, but sexist and age discriminatory. It’s quite the thing nowadays for older women to partner with younger men.”


    “Yeah,” Mokey said. “She a cougar.”


    “And where’s Reece Daughtry?”


    “I have no idea,” Dana said. “Obviously, he’s not here, and you’d have a hard time proving he has been.”


    Belue grabbed Dana’s arm and yanked her toward the door. “We’ll see about that, little lady.” He shot a glare at Frank. “I’ll be back to get you, old man.”


    “Better make it fast, Irishman,” Frank said. “I won’t be here long.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Four


    And Then There Were None


    


    Clarence felt the phone pulse against his hip. He looked at the readout. No number. Must be Reece. He pulled off the road to take the call.


    “It’s Vance. Your phone clean?”


    “Yes.”


    “I fucked up, Wright. Big time.”


    Clarence heard a woman’s voice in the background trying to calm the old man as he explained what happened.


    “They would have seen her eventually, Frank,” Clarence said. “Didn’t matter what you said or didn’t say. Nothing you could do about it.”


    “Maybe, but maybe they wouldn’t have recognized her. I didn’t have to ring the fucking bell for them.”


    Again, the voice in the background warned Frank he was getting too excited and to please take it easy. Frank answered away from the receiver. “How do you expect me to take it easy when I’ve just screwed up everything?”


    “Not your fault,” Clarence said. “Most things like that happen by accident. Take it easy.”


    “They came here to search for racket money. Of course they didn’t find any. But they saw Dana and hauled her out of here. But, man, you should have heard her. I never heard anything so sweet in my life.” He went into Dana’s defensive act. “She was brilliant. Defiant as hell.”


    “Smart lady. I’ll call Jeraldine and tell her what happened and that the cops in Lynn have Dana. I’d warn Reece not to go back to your place, but he’s not answering his phone. They’ll be waiting for him.”


    “We haven’t been able to reach him either. You find out anything?”


    “Yeah. Our killer isn’t Jordan Kraus, I would’ve put money on him, but I just left his house. He’s blind and couldn’t have killed Rayanne Johnson. Then I called Steve Yarrow. Reece left him saying something about clearing up old angers. Any idea what that means, Frank?”


    “Gotta be either the brother or the father, my guess.”


    “That’s what I thought. I think Reece might be on a collision course with the real murderer. I’m halfway to Portland now.”


    “So if it isn’t one of the three guys, my subtraction leaves only one other person.”


    “Right. Brother Carl.”


    “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Frank said. “His own brother. Reece could be walking into a trap.”


    “Right again. This thing is coming to a head. Reece has a two-hour jump on me. I can’t beat him to Portland, but my starting point was nearer. It’ll be close. I’m on my way, but I may be too late.”


    “I never thought I’d hear myself say this, but do you think you should call the Portland police?”


    “Considering Reece is wanted for two murders, the police might shoot him, no matter what I tell them. That kind of thing’s happened before.”


    “Reece is a loose cannon,” Frank said. “No telling what he’ll do if the police corner him. He’d rather die than go back to prison.”


    “Another reason not to call the police. Gotta go.”


    Clarence punched in Jeri’s number. Her secretary answered. “Tell her to call me ASAP. That’s like yesterday, Doreen.” He disconnected the call and stepped on the gas.


    When Jeraldine called back, Clarence repeated what Frank told him and how Dana had handled herself.


    “Quick thinking, but unless they can prove she was with Reece, they don’t have enough to hold her for long,” she said. “I’m on my way. Shit, can this get any more complicated?”


    “Yeah. You want to hear what I found out?”


    “Only if it’s good. Is it good?”


    “Not really.”


    “Let me call you back from the car. I need to tell the office where I’m going and have them track down a bail bondsman in case I need one. Gotta be one step ahead. I’m on the move, love. Back in a flash.”


    Frank was right—clearing up old business meant either Carl or his father. His father couldn’t physically hurt Reece, but if Clarence had this figured right, Carl could and would. That son of a bitch. Nailing his brother for double murder.


    Could Reece have found out? If so, how? And if he did, he could be walking into a trap right now. Clarence needed to warn him. He pressed the Send button. “Come on, Reece. Answer, dammit.” Nothing.


    Timing meant everything.


    He slammed his foot on the accelerator.


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Five


    A Hopeless Choice


    


    Why, Carl?


    The question bounced around in Reece’s mind as he sped away from the nursing home. He punched the steering wheel. “Damn!” His brother hated him. Why? What had he ever done to Carl?


    His head pounded. A breath huffed out of his lungs. Then another and another, until he was gasping for air. Rage filled his insides, and he felt the vise tightening in his chest.


    His brother stole his life twenty-one years ago, and he was trying to do it again.


    Reece sailed through a red light.


    Pull yourself together. Don’t get stopped for a traffic violation. He had to think. Where? The dog park. Space. He needed space.


    If he were home, he’d run the mountain roads to drive out his demons. But he wasn’t home. He was running from the police. Wanted for a murder his brother committed to cast suspicion on him.


    Again, he asked why?


    Few cars at the dog park. He pulled his cap low, pushed the sunglasses back on his nose. Nothing he could do about his height. He always stood out. He navigated the paths and bridges, weighing his options. Think smart. He’d been taking chances, walking into the lives of people who could have turned him in. He’d come to the end of the line.


    His own brother.


    There must have been signs. He’d even considered the possibility but rejected it as being impossible. Reece didn’t understand, and he doubted Carl could say anything that would help.


    How long had he walked? Half an hour? Circling and circling. Passing people who paid him no mind. He checked his watch. A little after one. Where was Carl now? At the business? Out to lunch?


    The only way to clear himself was to make Carl confess. Trade one life for another. Isn’t that what Carl did? If he were a police informer, he’d wear a wire. Well, he didn’t have a wire, but he could do the next best thing. He sprinted back to his car.


    Portland had changed in twenty-one years. It was still a beautiful city. Maybe more beautiful. But it wasn’t home anymore. What remained of Reece’s life here were frayed strands that connected to family and friends who had turned their backs on him. Same with Boston. Would the latest tragedies taint how he felt about the North Carolina home he’d grown to love?


    Reece remembered where a chain electronics store used to be. He bet they’d have what he needed. He drove to find it still there. Inside, he avoided looking directly at anyone, then thought maybe the straight-on approach would be less obvious. So he smiled at those who caught his eye, acting anything other than a wanted man. He located a small, handheld digital recorder that fit unobtrusively into his shirt pocket, where dialogue would record clearer than if he put it in his pants. He bought batteries, paid in cash, and left without drawing anyone’s suspicion. At least he hoped so.


    Inside the car, he read the directions to the recorder. Record and Stop were activated by the same button. He inserted the batteries and tested a few sentences to make sure he had the feel of it. When he did, he drove to Daughtry Custom Homes. Someone would probably call the police. That was okay. He planned to get what he needed before they arrived, then give himself up. He couldn’t run any more. He thought of calling Dana but changed his mind. This was something he had to do, and he didn’t want to be talked out of it.


    Daughtry Custom Homes occupied half a block on a main thoroughfare. Reece hadn’t seen it in two decades. They’d renovated. Nothing he would have designed for the home office of the largest builder in the state, but then he wasn’t their architect. The man who’d taken what would have been his position had left years ago, he’d heard, and others had come and gone since. The thought triggered a wave of nostalgia, but now wasn’t the time for what might have been.


    Carl’s SUV sat in his father’s parking space, at the side entrance, under a columned portico. Reece checked his watch. Almost two. Now or never. You can do this.


    The lobby décor, all taupes and beiges, fit Daughtry Homes ersatz Italianate image. The style seemed fussy and somewhat retro, as young, upwardly mobile couples now trended for simple, clean lines with no pretense.


    No one sat behind the receptionist’s desk. Reece checked his watch. A late lunch hour? Day off? He walked toward his father’s old office and stood in front of the closed door, stepping back in time. Thom Daughtry’s name had been etched on a bronze plaque when he inhabited the office. Now, Carl’s name in brass replaced it. Reece closed his eyes and drew a deep breath, let it out. Again. He turned the knob and entered. Shut the door behind him. Twisted the latch.


    The office looked different. Same layout but a different color paint and new carpet. Carl sat behind his father’s big carved antique desk, appearing smaller somehow, as if he didn’t quite fit the man who preceded him. He glanced up from his phone conversation, froze when he saw Reece.


    “Gotta go, Jasper. I’ll talk to you later.” With his eyes riveted on Reece, he said, “No, not tonight. Listen, sorry, but something just came up. I’ll take a rain check.” He placed the receiver on the cradle. “Reece. What…what are you doing here? The cops and FBI have been all over me, asking if I’ve seen you. Of course I said no. I didn’t tell them about yesterday. I wouldn’t. But they have to be keeping an eye on this place. The house too.”


    Carl looked every inch the executive. Reece found the suit and tie off-putting. Maybe men in charge of building McMansions were supposed to look like Wall Street big shots these days, but Reece had pictured himself less formal. More hands-on. Maybe because he’d never been the type to sit behind a desk.


    He noticed a sheen of perspiration sprout across Carl’s top lip. His eyes darted, as if he couldn’t face Reece straight on. Had he realized why Reece was here?


    “Doesn’t matter,” Reece said. “I’m turning myself in after this visit.”


    Carl rose to his feet. “You can’t. You’ll go back to prison.”


    A strange calm settled over Reece as soon as he closed the office door behind him. It was as if his whole life at that moment had fallen into place. Carl, on the other hand, looked as if he were about to dissolve into a puddle. “Maybe.”


    “You don’t have to, you know. I’ll help you get away. Up to Canada. Montreal’s only a couple hundred miles. From there you can get lost. They’ll never find you. You’ll be safe.”


    Reece tried to look as if he was considering the offer, then said, “Hmm, no. I thought about it, but that’s not how I want to live. Besides, I’d never get past the border.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “You know, I’ve spent the last few hours wondering why.”


    Carl squinted. A tic twitched his left cheek as he lowered himself into his chair. “Why? Why what?”


    His gaze steady, Reece focused on his brother. “Why you framed me for Karen’s murder.”


    Carl’s weak laugh offered no sign of outrage. He planted his palms on the desk and leaned forward. “Wha—? Where did you get that notion? You’re joking, right? You have to be.” His laughter died in his throat, and he slumped back into his chair, twisting his face in mock indignation. “How…how can you say that? You’re looking for someone to blame, and I’m the one left, is that it?”


    Reece hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans and watched his brother squirm. He didn’t answer.


    “I told them at the trial you couldn’t have killed anyone. You heard me. What else could I have said? Haven’t I been there for you all these years? Supported you?” Rivulets of sweat crawled down from Carl’s hairline. He reached into the inner breast pocket of his jacket for a handkerchief and dabbed it across his forehead and cheeks.


    If Carl were strapped to a lie detector, the needle would vault off the paper. “You could have said you killed her. That’s the truth, isn’t it? You killed Karen and left me to take the blame. Then you told Dad I confessed to you. He told me today when I visited him.”


    Carl made a strange noise. Not a laugh, not the sound of righteous anger. “The old man said that? He doesn’t know what he’s saying. He’s sick, out of touch with reality. I never said anything of the kind. Never.”


    “To bastardize the quote, ‘The gentleman doth protest too much.’”


    “It’s true, Reece. Think. Why would I kill Karen? We got it on a couple of times, like I told you. I barely knew her.”


    Reece almost could have believed his brother if he weren’t sweating like an overworked racehorse. Innocent men didn’t do that. They didn’t sputter lies. “You’re sweating, Carl. Why? It’s cool in here. Downright chilly, in fact. Must be sixty.”


    Carl pulled his shirt away from his neck and rotated his head. “Seems hot. I’m wearing a suit and tie. Hate the damn things.”


    Reece marveled at his own composure, words steady and unrushed. “Then why wear them? You’re the boss. You can do anything you want.”


    “Dad insisted. I got into the habit.”


    “Seems like you got into the habit of lying too. You lied to everyone. To me, to Dad, to the court. You’re lying now. Why? What did I ever do to turn you against me?”


    “You have to stop this.” His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. “What you think I did is ludicrous. You’re my brother, for crissakes.”


    Reece moved toward the visitor’s chair. Carl stood. His hand lurched toward the desk drawer. Reece had forgotten his father kept a .22 revolver there. He never understood why. No one robbed a business like Daughtry Custom Homes. They never kept cash, only checks in large amounts—large enough to make the Daughtrys rich beyond the comprehension of most people, with an estate on the coveted Maine coastline.


    Carl yanked the gun from the drawer and waved it at Reece with a shaky hand. A few months ago Reece wouldn’t have cared if Carl shot him. But he cared now. He had carved out a life and had someone he wanted to share it with. He pictured Dana and knew he didn’t want to die. “Are you going to shoot me?”


    “I could. No one would blame me.”


    Reece took another step forward. “No, they wouldn’t. I’m wanted for two murders in North Carolina I know nothing about. And I think you committed one of them, maybe both. Tell me I’m wrong.” He didn’t move. “Please, Carl. Tell me.”


    Carl swallowed and shook his head. He brushed the back of his left hand under his nose to wipe away the moisture. “I know nothing about the second one. It wasn’t me.”


    Reece’s stomach rolled over. The second one. Which meant Carl knew about the first—the poor beheaded girl in Corley. Ever since he heard his father’s words incriminating Carl, Reece retained a small glimmer of hope that there had been a misunderstanding. An old man’s lapse of memory. Something. Now he knew differently.


    He debated going for the gun. He’d always been stronger than Carl. Certainly now more so. Carl looked soft. The result of the good life. Reece wasn’t soft. Prison had toughened him, turned him hard in more ways than physically.


    But he couldn’t beat a bullet.


    If he charged to take away the gun, his brother would pull the trigger. Everyone would applaud and say You rid the world of a murderer, Carl, and give him a medal. They might learn the truth from the recorder unless Carl found it first and destroyed it. Then Reece Daughtry would go to his grave a murderer, and the world would never know what really happened. He stumbled to the chair and collapsed into it. He needed time.


    “After spending a third of my life in prison, I have a right to know why you killed her. Then you can shoot me if you want.” He crossed his calf over his thigh, the guise of appearing relaxed, the recorder in his breast pocket, listening. “Why, Carl?”


    The gun trembled in Carl’s hand. Reece watched the barrel point at him, then move to the side and back. Always shaking.


    Carl sat. “Karen was a whore.” He spat out the words as if bees were stinging the inside of his mouth. “She came on to me one day when you were at work. I put her off. After all, she was my brother’s girlfriend. But she didn’t like being put off.” He leaned back in his chair, the hinges squeaking with the motion. “I figured after Marcy and I were married, I wouldn’t have any more chances. And Karen was hot. Everyone thought that. I wanted to see what she was like. Not to take her from you. Besides, I thought with her coming on to me, she wasn’t worth you. But you know how it is—she stuck it in my face.”


    “Actually,” Reece said, “I don’t know how it is. I never fucked my brother’s girlfriend. I never would have.”


    Carl snorted. “You’re so predictable. No, you wouldn’t have. Mr. Perfect, always doing the right thing.”


    “Is that what this is about? Getting back at me because I followed the rules?”


    “I could never compete with you. I was smart, but you…you had to be the best at whatever you did. The teachers must have been disappointed when Reece Daughtry’s kid brother moved up. I never came close.”


    Reece sprang forward and banged his fist on the desk. Carl rolled his chair back to the wall, still pointing a wavering gun in Reece’s face.


    “So fucking what?” Reece didn’t mean to raise his voice, but he couldn’t listen to the bullshit spewing from his brother’s mouth. “You had your own strengths. If Karen put out so easily, why would I have wanted her?”


    “Don’t you see? I wanted to have what belonged to big brother. To see what his woman was like, just once. That’s all. But then…something happened.” He dropped his arm to his side, the gun slack in his hand. Sweat trickled into his eye, and he swatted it away.


    Reece thought of going for him, but the large desk remained a barrier between them.


    Carl recovered, brought the gun up again. “But it wasn’t only once. I couldn’t get enough of her. She flaunted herself, teasing, doing sexual things I’d never even dreamed of. It wasn’t love. Karen turned into an obsession, a drug I couldn’t get enough of. I wanted her every waking minute. I couldn’t think of anything else. It was like a bad noir movie.”


    Reece had banished Karen from his mind all these years, but Carl brought her back in full color. He remembered the sex. Good sex, but not love sex. Not an obsession either. He cared about her, though he wouldn’t have married her because things were missing in the relationship, even before he knew about the others. Carl’s words filtered through the pictures in his mind.


    “She said she wanted to marry me—that you meant nothing to her. Steve and Jordan were looking for volunteers to help with a vaccination clinic that Friday. I didn’t have classes and said I’d help. On the way, they mentioned how Karen had slept with half the guys I knew and that someone should tell you. I sat in the back seat, my stomach doing flips while I listened. I went crazy. I figured Karen would tell you eventually, or when I told her what I knew, she’d tell Marcy. Then Marcy would dump me; you’d hate me. Our business plans would be over, and I’d lose both of you. I wanted to tell you. I did. But I was ashamed.”


    The air in the room thickened. Reece couldn’t get enough into his lungs. “And for that you killed her?”


    Carl looked away. He sniffed, tears filled his eyes. “I snapped. I couldn’t think straight.”


    “Jesus,” Reece raked his fingers through his hair. Ignoring the gun raised in his direction, he willed himself calm. He needed to get the rest of Carl’s confession on the recorder. “How did you drug us? You did drug us, right?”


    Carl nodded. “At the clinic, I saw a vial of Ketamine in the cabinet. I remembered Jordan and Steve talking about the anesthetic and its effects on humans. The idea popped into my head, and I couldn’t get it out. She couldn’t make a fool of me if she were dead, and you and Marcy would never know. The cabinet wasn’t locked, so when I had the opportunity, I took it. I doubted I’d go through with it, but the next night at the bar when you overheard Steve say something about Karen to Jordan, the shit hit the fan. Then Karen begged you to go back to our apartment to talk about your relationship. She looked at me with a taunting smile. I knew she planned to tell you.” Carl bit his bottom lip. “I didn’t have a choice.”


    Reece couldn’t believe the conversation. It took all his strength to keep the anger inside him from boiling over.


    Carl was lost in his story. “At the apartment, I slipped some of the drug into your drink and Karen’s. I put a little in Marcy’s too, enough so she’d get tired and want to go to sleep. When we all left you and Karen to talk, I took Marcy back to her apartment and put her to bed. I told her it was an hour later because I knew I’d need to account for that time. Then I went back to our place. You were both unconscious.”


    Reece felt something ugly rise in his throat. Carl had methodically planned Karen’s murder down to the alibi. “And you cold-bloodedly cut off her head. What could have possessed you?”


    Carl leaned across the desk, his eyes wide, crazed, his hand still gripping the gun. “That’s the perfect word. Possessed. I didn’t think about you or what I was doing. I picked her up and laid her on the bed, then I dragged you over. She looked so peaceful. I tried to wake her. I wanted her to know how I felt before I killed her. I wanted her to beg for her life. But she wouldn’t wake up. I took the big knife from the kitchen to stab her. Then something happened. I lost it and hacked across her throat. Blood spurted everywhere, all over you.”


    Reece saw the vivid picture. Felt the pounding inside his skull. Blood everywhere. Sticky on his hands. Clotted on his cheek. The smell of death. Clothes stained red. And now Carl’s voice making it real all over again. He stepped out of the scene. Breathed deeply.


    “I showered and dressed in similar clothes so no one would notice, wiped down the apartment, and threw the bloody clothes down the incinerator chute. On the way to meet the others at the bar I tossed the knife down a sewer drain. I’d been gone less than an hour. The guys said that, but Marcy swore I was with her during that time. We got a little rowdy, and the girls went home. I invited Steve and Mark back to the apartment to carry on the party so I wouldn’t walk alone into what I knew waited.”


    As stunned as he was, Reece remembered that had come out at the trial. Jeri tried to break the alibi, causing doubt to the jury any way she could, but Marcy insisted Carl had stayed with her until she fell asleep, citing the time he had planted in her brain. No one saw Carl back at the apartment, and the time frame gelled with Steve and Mark. Even if it had come out that Carl had slept with Karen, what reason would he have had to kill her? But according to the world, Reece had motive and opportunity.


    “Was I collateral damage?” Reece asked.


    “You didn’t do it. There was no weapon, no evidence. During the trial, when I saw how things were going, I still didn’t believe you’d be convicted.”


    “Ha!” Reece scoffed. “We all know how that turned out, don’t we? When the police hauled me away for what could have been the rest of my life, did you ever think of speaking up?”


    Carl went into his bottom drawer, still holding the gun, and pulled out a bottle of whiskey and a glass. He managed to unscrew the bottle and pour a shot, emptying half down his throat. “Your lawyer seemed so sure she could get another trial in a different venue because of the prejudicial way the press handled it. I thought she would.”


    “So the answer is no—you never thought of coming clean. That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?” Reece sprang to his feet. He planted both palms on the desk, arms like support columns. Again, Carl pushed his rolling chair back with a thrust of his feet, but he kept the gun aimed at Reece’s chest.


    “Why should you go to prison and be gang-raped by a bunch of Neanderthals? Or come close to dying when some psycho con almost bisects you? Your big brother could handle it, right? Is that what you thought?”


    “Oh, my God, is that what— Oh, my God.”


    “Right. Those were things you didn’t want to know as long as it was happening to me and not you. My own brother. The brother I loved.” Reece slunk into the chair. “And for extra measure, you did it again. You killed another innocent woman to make sure you diverted blame to me. How did you justify that?”


    “I saw what prison did to you. I couldn’t survive there. You…you knew the ropes. Your life was already ruined.”


    “My—” A shiver ran down Reece’s spine. “My life was already ruined? You got that right. What I don’t understand is why you didn’t call the police when I phoned to meet you?”


    Carl looked away. “I did. They were waiting at the nursing home, but I couldn’t convince you to go. I thought it would look less obvious there than at the dog park, and I knew you wouldn’t go to the house or come here. ‘Reece Daughtry captured while visiting his dying father.’ Those were the headlines I pictured.”


    Reece’s body went numb; his head verged on exploding. He’d succeeded in recording Carl’s confession. All he had to do was walk out of the office, turn over the recorder to the police, and he’d be free.


    But could he walk out? Carl had killed two people to protect himself. What would stop him from shooting Reece now? He had two options. One: go for the gun, which would surely result in his death. Two: walk nonchalantly to the door and hope he made it through. He chose to bet his life Carl couldn’t pull the trigger. He stood and headed for the exit.


    Carl bounded from his chair, panicked. “What are you going to do?”


    “Turn myself in.”


    “You’ll tell?”


    Reece turned. “What do you think?”


    “They won’t believe you.”


    “No. Probably not.”


    Carl’s face drained of color. “Don’t, Reece.”


    “What are you going to do? Kill me? You said yourself they won’t believe me.”


    “They…they might.” Tears ran down Carl’s cheeks; the hand holding the gun shook. “I’m not going to prison.”


    The desperation in Carl’s voice told Reece he’d miscalculated once again. A fatal mistake. The gunshot boomed like a cannon in the enclosed space. Reece felt the sting in his chest as the bullet ripped into him. He saw the tortured look on Carl’s face, heard his brother cry out his name as he fell to the floor. Before everything faded away.


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Six


    Too Late


    


    Clarence skidded to a stop as the ambulance shot away from Daughtry Custom Homes, siren wailing. The sick feeling churning in his stomach now blossomed into a full-scale active volcano. He double-parked and bolted from his car to approach the first cop he saw. Identifying himself, he asked what happened.


    “You need to talk to the man in charge.” The cop pointed. “Over there. Sergeant Zane.”


    Zane stood on the other side of the cordoned-off entrance where a couple of uniforms stood sentry. “I can’t go in there,” Clarence said. “Would you mind getting him for me?”


    The cop grimaced, but he sauntered to Zane and spoke a few words, pointing at Clarence. Zane slipped under the crime scene tape and approached. Clarence identified himself again.


    “The victim’s your client, Reece Daughtry. His brother shot him in self-defense, what I heard.”


    Clarence feared the answer to his next question. “How bad is he hurt?”


    “Don’t know. He was unconscious. The paramedics put him on an IV and stabilized him, but you can never tell with chest wounds.”


    “Where’d they take him?”


    “Mercy,” Zane responded. “I’d hurry if I were you.”


    Clarence speed-walked backwards toward his car. “Did Reece have a gun?”


    “Don’t know. A detective’s in there now. Better move on before I get my ass chewed for talking to you.”


    “Mercy, you say?”


    “Yeah, get on Congress—”


    Clarence noticed two suits exiting the building, but he wanted to get to the hospital. “I’ll find it.” As he sprinted to his car, Clarence knew one thing. Reece wouldn’t go into Carl’s office with a gun, which meant Carl had one. Did Reece struggle for the gun, or did Carl shoot him in cold blood?


    He should have figured this out sooner. Gotten here sooner. Kicking himself wouldn’t get him anywhere. There’d be plenty of time for second-guessing later.


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Seven


    Sprung from the Hoosegow


    


    The Lynn police put Dana in an interrogation room. When they took her from the apartment, she heard Frank yell not to say another word and that he’d call someone. He didn’t mention names. Dana knew he’d call Clarence, who would call Jeraldine. The only thing she said while the detective asked her questions about Reece was that she wanted a lawyer. They threatened to arrest her, but they didn’t. She checked her watch. Two hours. An officer came into the room and Dana heard Jeraldine’s voice when the door opened. It had to be one of the sweetest sounds she’d ever heard.


    “Your lawyer’s here,” the officer said.


    “Mrs. Minette is going to sue you for false arrest,” Dana heard Jeraldine say.


    “Don’t get your panties in a wad. We never arrested her.” He motioned Dana to follow. “We just wanted to ask her a couple of questions.” He stepped aside. “Here she is, all nice and pretty.”


    “Pretty? F—”


    Jeraldine let the F sound fade but Dana saw the struggle. If she weren’t in jail in a strange city, she might find the humor.


    The attorney took Dana’s arm. “Come on, honey.” She sniffed at the cop as they passed, then whispered to Dana, “Boy, I wanted to let them have it, but for once I kept my mouth shut. I want to get you out of here.” Jeraldine looked at the cop and spoke so he could hear. “They had no reason to bring you here in the first place.”


    The cop sniffed back at her.


    They got outside and Jeraldine said, “You stuck up for your rights, honey. Frank told me what you said. You were perfect. Without Reece there, you were a visitor in a friend’s house. End of story.”


    “You mean they bought that?”


    “They didn’t buy shit, Dana, but they still didn’t have proof to hold you, and they knew it. That sweet-talking runner of Vance’s swore the clothes were his, and they were the right size. Good thing. Let’s get the hell out of here.”


    “Have you heard anything from Reece?”


    “No. He must have his phone off because Clarence couldn’t reach him. All I know is he’s on his way to Portland. Probably there by now.” They walked outside to the car and Jeraldine clicked the remote. Dana slid into the passenger side, and they pulled out of the police parking lot and into traffic. “Clarence has eliminated everyone but one person: Reece’s brother.”


    Dana thought she heard wrong. “Carl? But why?”


    “We don’t know why yet, honey. There must have been some bad blood Reece didn’t sense or didn’t want to sense. Focused people like him miss a lot of what goes on around them, and it wasn’t in him to look for the bad in anybody back then. When his father and friends shunned him after he was arrested, he felt like the whole world had crashed down on top of him.” Jeraldine sighed. “Carl was there, along with his mother, but I guess that was part of Carl’s cover-up.”


    “Wouldn’t you be crushed?”


    “I’m more jaded,” Jeraldine said. “Not that I look for the bad in people, but my job has conditioned me to think a certain way.”


    “So Reece might not have guessed Carl is the killer.”


    “That’s possible. He could have gone to Portland to see his father without plans to see Carl at all. Clarence will find out and call me.”


    “What’s going to happen to me? Can they put me in jail again?”


    “Right now, they can’t prove you had anything to do with Reece leaving Harold County. You drove here in your father’s old pickup to visit Reece’s friend, a dying man. Not logical when you left a nice Jeep at home, but so what. No one saw you and Reece together, and Frank won’t talk.”


    “Not very believable, is it?”


    “No, but who’s to say you knew you were wanted or that you watched TV or read the papers? Now if Reece had been there, it’d be another story. I’d say you did some pretty quick thinking.”


    “Don’t forget, I write suspense novels, but I doubt I could have thought of any scenario like the one I’m involved in now.”


    “And to find out you were having an affair with a black man. And a young stud at that.”


    “I know they didn’t buy that.”


    “Hell, no. But the idea made me smile.” Jeraldine looked around. “Where the fuck are we? There has to be a restaurant nearby. I need a drink. It’s five o’clock somewhere.”


    “After today, I could go for one myself.”


    Jeraldine flipped open her phone and called Clarence. “Got her out of the hoosegow, babe.” She listened.


    Dana watched Jeraldine’s face, whose expression went from elated to deflated. Her eyes filled with tears.


    “Oh, God, no,” Jeraldine said.


    Dana edged on her seat. “What? Tell me.”


    Jeraldine motioned Dana to wait. “What are they saying?” She listened, then said, “Call me back when you know something.”


    “Something bad,” Dana said. “Reece. Is he all right?”


    “Carl shot him. He’s being rushed by ambulance to the hospital. Clarence is on his way.”


    Dana gasped for breath. The view out the window blurred, sounds echoed. She felt herself sliding sideways as her body went limp. The car swerved and stopped. The sting of Jeraldine’s hand across her face woke her.


    “Don’t you go out on me, hear? Don’t do it.” Jeraldine snatched a bottle of water from the console. “Here. Drink, Dana. Hear me?”


    Dana turned her head. Jeraldine pushed a bottle to her mouth. She drank without thinking and choked out a cough when it slithered down her throat the wrong way. That brought her back. Breathing took all her concentration.


    “Is he going to—” She couldn’t say it.


    “I don’t know.”


    “I need to go to him.”


    “We’re going. If he can talk, I don’t want the police to get to him without me being there. Clarence is there, but he’s not Reece’s lawyer. He’s good at working with cops, though. Damn, if I needed a drink before, I sure as hell need one now. A double.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Eight


    Good News and Bad


    


    When Clarence arrived at the emergency entrance of Mercy Hospital, the paramedics had already taken Reece into the ER. Two police cars had arrived before him. He parked his car and hurried inside, sick to his stomach at the thought that Reece could have been fatally wounded. He wasn’t a praying man. If he were, he’d be praying now.


    The place swarmed with people. Patients, doctors, nurses, and cops milled around the desk. Clarence waited his turn to get the attention of the admitting nurse. “Can you tell me about the man you just brought in?”


    “Are you a relative?”


    “No, but I’m a close friend.”


    “Sorry, I can’t give out any information.”


    “Can you tell me if he’s alive?”


    She scowled at Clarence and turned to a new arrival flashing his badge. Clarence recognized him as one of the detectives coming out of Daughtry Custom Homes. He moved closer to hear the exchange.


    “They called in the best heart surgeon in the area,” the nurse said to the detective. “They’re prepping Mr. Daughtry for surgery as we speak. That’s all I know.”


    “Will you tell me as soon as you know something?” the cop said.


    “It might be awhile. If I find out anything before I go off duty, I’ll let you know. For now, you can wait over there.” She pointed to a half-filled bank of chairs lining the waiting room wall.


    “Thanks.” The cop turned and noticed Clarence.


    “Sorry,” Clarence said. “I couldn’t help eavesdrop. She wouldn’t tell me anything.”


    He nodded. “Not much to tell right now. Didn’t I see you at the crime scene? The officer outside said you work for Reece Daughtry’s attorney, right?”


    “Correct. Clarence Wright. I’m a retired cop. Detroit.” He offered his hand. “Are you the detective who interviewed Carl Daughtry?”


    The cop gripped Clarence’s hand. “No, but I was in there. Dennis Tobey.” Tobey directed Clarence away from the admittance desk. “Carl and I have a history. I only observed.”


    Clarence didn’t know what Tobey meant by history and made a mental note to pursue it later. Now he wanted to know about Reece. “Did Reece have a gun?”


    “Not that we’ve found. Forensics is still at the scene. We’ll know more when they finish.” Tobey pointed to two men drinking from Styrofoam cups. “Let’s ask the paramedics. They know more about Reece’s condition than anyone right now.”


    Clarence followed Tobey to the two men huddled in conversation in the waiting room. The young guy looked like he’d just graduated from high school, the other like he’d been around the block a few times. Probably a military medic, Clarence guessed. They both looked up.


    “What’s the story, Matt?” Tobey asked the older one.


    “I don’t know. We had him stabilized when we brought him in. I can tell you one thing, if he didn’t have this in his shirt pocket, he’d’ve been dead for sure, even from a .22.” He extracted a mangled piece of silver metal from his pocket and handed it to the detective. “I’ve been waiting to give this to you. We ripped his shirt open in the office, then this fell to the floor in the ambulance.”


    Tobey took the twisted fragment and turned it in his hand. Clarence looked at it more closely. In spite of the damage, he knew what it was. Elated and disheartened at the same time, Clarence realized that Reece had done exactly what he should have—record his conversation with Carl. Except the recorder wouldn’t tell the story of what went on between the Daughtry brothers. Clarence hoped at least the recorder saved Reece’s life.


    “What else did Carl Daughtry say, Detective?” Clarence asked.


    “You know I can’t talk about that.”


    “Reece Daughtry’s future is at stake. If he lives.”


    The cop twisted his mouth into an unreadable expression. “I went to school with Reece. None of this makes sense. It didn’t make sense twenty years ago.”


    “Come on, Detective. I need to keep Reece from taking another fall. Help me out here.”


    Tobey pulled Clarence aside. “Carl said Reece told him he went crazy and killed those women in North Carolina. Reece wanted Carl to help him get to Canada. When Carl refused, Reece went for the gun their father kept in the desk drawer, and it accidentally went off while they wrestled for it.”


    “That’s bullshit,” Clarence said under his breath. “That twisted piece of metal you have in your hand?” Clarence pointed to the digital recorder. “Reece went to his brother’s office to get him to confess to killing not only the girl in North Carolina but the woman in Boston. My guess is Reece got it all on this recorder. Once Carl confessed, he couldn’t let Reece leave, so he shot him in cold blood.”


    “That’s a lot of guessing, Mr. Wright,” Tobey said. “Even if Reece pulls through, it’s his word against his brother’s. Carl has a lot of friends in Portland, and with Reece’s history, whatever he says will be suspect.”


    Clarence couldn’t argue. That’s probably how it would play out. “Shit.” He wondered what made Reece zero in on Carl to buy the recorder in the first place. After Reece spoke to both Cabrini and Yarrow, he’d obviously eliminated them, but Jordan Kraus still remained a possibility.


    So what did he learn and from whom did he learn it? Only one answer made sense. Thom Daughtry. He was the old anger Reece wanted to rid from his heart. Clarence knew the patriarch had suffered a major heart attack and had been moved to a private nursing home. He checked his watch. It’d be awhile before they released news of Reece’s condition.


    “You know which nursing home Daughtry senior is at?” he asked Tobey.


    “The Willows. Why? You going to see him?”


    “Yeah, about some old anger,” Clarence said, and left Tobey scratching his head. On the way out, he asked the guard at the door for directions to the nursing home. It took him twenty minutes to get there. When he arrived, he learned that Thom Daughtry had suffered a massive heart attack and passed away not ten minutes before.


    “There was nothing anyone could do,” the receptionist said.


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Nine


    One Word Against the Other


    


    Dana stared out the window on the drive to Portland, seeing nothing but a colorless blur, hearing only the steady hum of the road. Jeraldine left her alone, and Dana silently thanked her.


    She thought about how dramatically her life had changed in such a short time, how it would change again if Reece were no longer part of it. She pushed everything from her mind, but Reece flooded back in visual and sensory flashes—his gentle touch on her shoulders, his warm breath on her breasts. She pictured his lean, muscular body stretched catlike on the bed, listening to her every word, enthralled by her stories. If she closed her eyes, she felt his aura surround her. She didn’t realize tears were crawling down her cheeks until Jeraldine reached across the console to hand her a tissue, and she heard her own sobs.


    “Don’t think the worst,” Jeraldine said. “That’s when bad things happen.”


    “I’m trying not to, but Reece is so vivid in my mind.”


    “In mine too.” Jeraldine’s cell chirped, and she glanced at the readout. “Clarence.” She punched the talk button. “Tell me something good, honey.” She listened. “We’re halfway there. Should be pulling into Portland in another hour or so. See you then.”


    “How is he?”


    “Clarence doesn’t know. Reece is still in surgery, but he’s alive. Fucker brother shot him in the chest. Seems Reece went into Carl’s office with a digital recorder in his breast pocket. The damn thing saved his life, but no one will ever hear what he recorded.”


    “So if he survives, they’ll arrest him.”


    “We don’t know that, Dana. Clarence thinks there are enough holes in Carl’s story to prod the police to investigate. He doesn’t know all the facts, and only one cop talked to him. Bad part, honey, is he wondered if Reece’s father may have said something that turned Reece onto Carl, but when Clarence went to talk to the old man, he’d just died.”


    “Oh, no. Now if Reece—” She covered her mouth to keep the dreaded words from spilling out.


    “He won’t. He’s been through too much to give up now. He’s learned to be a fighter. It’s built into his character.”


    Dana knew Jeraldine’s words were meant to comfort her, but wishes and positive thinking wouldn’t stop a bullet from robbing her of Reece. And if Clarence couldn’t find the truth and Reece died, he’d forever be branded a murderer. Dana couldn’t stand that.


    They drove the rest of the way in silence. Clarence met them at the hospital. Dana searched his face for any sign of bad news, but she couldn’t read him.


    “Have you heard anything?” she asked.


    Clarence pecked Jeraldine’s cheek and snaked his arm around Dana’s shoulder. “He’s out of surgery. Looks like he’s going to make it. It’s not as bad as they first thought, thanks to the recorder.”


    Dana gulped down a sob, but she couldn’t stop the tears from flowing. Had she been alone, she would have broken down completely. “Thank God.”


    “I’ve reserved a couple of hotel rooms nearby. They won’t let anyone see him until tomorrow anyway. I heard there’s a guard on Reece’s door. That’s not a good sign.”


    “You mean they believe Carl’s story?”


    “There’s no reason for the police not to. Carl’s a well-thought of member of the community.”


    “What did Carl say exactly?” Jeraldine asked.


    “That Reece asked him for help to cross the border into Canada. If Reece were guilty, that would be a logical thing to do. Carl said he refused. Then Reece went for the gun his father kept in the drawer. They fought over it and the gun went off.”


    “Never happened,” Jeraldine said. “Reece would never resort to using a gun.”


    “Exactly what I said, almost verbatim,” Clarence said. “I don’t think forensics will support Carl’s story unless Reece went after the gun to protect himself after Carl pulled it. We’ll have to wait and see. But Reece is wanted for double murder. Going for the gun would be the act of a desperate man, and desperate men resort to desperate measures. Believable to anyone who didn’t know him.”


    “Well, shit.” Jeraldine put her arm around Dana. “Come on, honey. If Clarence says Carl’s story won’t hold water, it won’t.”


    Dana marveled at Jeraldine’s confidence, but nothing Dana heard made her feel any better. Reece lay in a hospital bed with a guard at his door. The police or the FBI were probably ready to charge him with both murders to close the case and look like heroes.


    “I know he made an effort not to show preference,” Clarence said, “but the one cop I talked to went to school with Reece. If I had to judge, I think he’d be on our side. ’Course that means shit. They’ll go with the facts, and right now Reece looks guilty as sin.”


    “We’ll see what Reece says when he can talk,” Jeraldine said.


    “If anyone listens to him,” Dana said.


    “You’re Reece’s lawyer, Jeri,” Clarence said. “Demand to speak to him as soon as he’s able to talk. I’ll be in there with you. I think I know what happened. I want Reece to confirm it.”


    “He knows not to say a word to anyone until he speaks to me. God knows, he’s had enough practice.”


    “For sure. We might as well get something to eat, get some rest, and be here first thing tomorrow.”


    “And I want my drink,” Jeraldine said.


    Dana followed them to the hotel in a daze. Reece was alive. Please, God, don’t let him die.


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty


    Hidden Meaning


    


    Reece blinked his eyes, rolled them left to right. Where was he? His last conscious moment came slowly. Carl’s gun aimed at his chest. The gunshot. Searing pain.


    A glance confirmed an IV inserted into the vein of his right hand, the clear liquid drip bag above. A handcuff secured his left wrist to the metal bed frame. He shook it. He wasn’t going anywhere, not that he wanted to. He’d run long enough, and he felt like shit. So much for freedom.


    “You’re awake.” The speaker, a pudgy woman in a nurse’s uniform, bustled around the bed, checking the monitors.


    Reece nodded. His mouth felt like he’d eaten a bucket of sand. “Water, please.” The words came out in a dry croak.


    She moved toward him, poured water into a glass from the bedside pitcher, and stuck in an accordion straw. He sucked as much as he could before she pulled it away.


    “Not too much now.”


    “Thanks. How long have I been here?”


    “Since yesterday.” The nurse checked his IV.


    He looked out the window. From the position of the sun, he judged it to be early morning. “How bad is it?”


    “You’re one lucky fellow. Could’ve been a lot worse if the bullet hadn’t been deflected.”


    Deflected? How?


    The nurse waddled to the door to speak to someone outside. A tall, stocky man entered. He had a badge clipped to his belt and looked vaguely familiar.


    “Remember me, Reece? Dennis Tobey. We were in school together. You graduated a year after me.”


    Reece squinted. He could barely remember yesterday. How did this guy expect him to remember thirty years ago? He dug back in time. Tobey, Tobey. The image took form. Not clearly, but sharp enough to put the name to a face. The man had changed. “You were captain of the basketball team.”


    “Yeah, though I carried less weight back then.” Tobey patted his belly. “Quite a bit less. And you—you were a few pounds heavier. I almost didn’t recognize you.”


    Reece snorted. Pain pricked his chest. He took shallow breaths, spoke slowly. “I’m surprised, considering I’ve been on every newscast recently.”


    “Yeah, well, there’s that. First, though, I thought, who in hell is that? Reece Daughtry was this big, quiet mountain of a man. And I see this lean, mean, grizzled-looking guy with grayish hair.”


    “Mean and grizzled,” Reece said. “Haven’t heard that one. Never thought of myself as mean or grizzled.”


    “You know what I mean.”


    He stared at Tobey. “No, I don’t.” He forgot, took a deep breath, and burst into a fit of coughing. His chest exploded in pain, and he growled like a wounded animal. “Damn, that hurts.”


    Tobey took a step forward. “You need the nurse?”


    Reece gasped a few times. “No, but I’ll remember not to cough again.”


    “Yup, a bullet in the chest will do that to you.”


    “Mind giving me some water?”


    Tobey did, and Reece took as much as he could before the nurse charged through the door and yanked it from Tobey’s hand.


    “What did I tell you about drinking too much,” she said, checking Reece’s vitals while he talked.


    “Nurse Ratched,” Reece said to Tobey.


    She sneered. “I’m a lot nicer than that movie witch, but my boss isn’t. She wouldn’t like it if my patient got nauseous from the anesthesia. Not with sutures in his chest.”


    “Point taken,” Reece said. “Now, enough small talk, Dennis. Get to it. I’m”—he jiggled his wrist—“cuffed to the bed. Obviously you didn’t listen to the recorder I had in my pocket. It’s all there. My brother confessed he murdered two women—the murders attributed to me.” A frown covered Tobey’s face, and an ominous feeling descended on Reece like a black storm cloud. He bet he wouldn’t like what he heard next.


    “Sorry, Reece. The recorder saved your life. Took the impact of the bullet, which damaged it beyond repair. No one’s going to hear anything on it.”


    Reece’s stomach sank. He’d been right. Now he understood deflected. He buried his head deeper into the pillow. “I want to see my lawyer. Is she here?”


    “Figured you’d say that.”


    “You going to let me see her or not?”


    “Hey, I’m trying to help.”


    “Lawyer,” Reece said with as much force as he could manage. Then he stared at Tobey, his lips shut tight.


    “She’s not here right now, but she should be soon. There’s a white guy here, though.”


    Where was Jeri? “I want to see him too.”


    “I shouldn’t, but since I know you’re not going anywhere, and I want to give you your best shot, I’ll let him in.”


    “Best shot? You’re one of the few in over twenty years who has.”


    “I followed your case. Thought the result sucked.”


    Reece was sick and tired of people saying that. Where were they all when he was railroaded into prison? Why didn’t they come to his defense then? “What about Dana Minette?”


    “She’s not here. Fed by the name of Larkins is questioning her. That’s where your lawyer is.”


    A flash of anger rippled through Reece. Why did Jeri bring her? Why didn’t she leave her with Frank? She had to know what would happen. He rolled his head to the side. Bad enough he screwed up, but he couldn’t bear the thought of Dana taken into custody.


    “Are they charging her?”


    “They’re asking her a few questions, from what I understand.”


    They can’t railroad Dana with Jeri there. “She didn’t do anything, Dennis. Can’t you do something?”


    “Not my call. The truth will come out.”


    Not without the recorder and Carl’s confession. “Why do you want to give me my best shot? You must be a friend of Carl’s.”


    Tobey fastened a blank stare on Reece, but he say didn’t anything. He went to the door and opened it. Before he left the room, he turned back. “I’ll make sure you see your attorney as soon as she gets here.”


    Raising his voice hurt his chest, but Reece persisted. “You didn’t answer my question.”


    Tobey turned, hesitated. “I know Carl.”


    He left with those three words hanging in the air. What did he mean? I know Carl. Reece knew Carl too, and he knew with the destruction of the recorder he’d lost any chance to show the world the real Carl Daughtry.


    Although Reece grew up in Portland, this was Carl’s town. He lived here, married twice, joined all the city groups men in business belonged to, like their father. Like Reece probably would have had life not taken a detour. Why would anyone here want to help him?


    He dozed and woke to Jeraldine’s voice and knew he was in big trouble. She spoke softly and respectfully, without cussing. That clarified how much trouble.


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-One


    A Double Life


    


    Harold County, North Carolina


    


    Jim Payton wanted to get all his ducks in a row before he went after Robert Minette. First on his agenda: look into what Harris told him about a dark night almost twenty years ago. He actually felt sorry for the newspaperman. He’d been living with the guilt of something Payton wasn’t sure happened the way Harris believed. And he’d been living in a bottle to erase the memories.


    Harris told him exactly where and when he supposedly hit the man on the bike. Payton obtained a warrant to requisition the hospital records for the date and for the few weeks after. If nothing panned out, he’d check the black funeral parlors in the area.


    The person in charge of records grumbled when she heard the year, but she came through. One hospital entry fit—a man treated for a broken hip a day after Harris said the accident occurred. The man would have been forty-three at the time, not as old as Harris described.


    Payton remembered his youth when everyone seemed older. Now that he had broken the half-century mark, older people seemed a lot younger. The rationalization made him smile, the only smile in a long few days.


    He drove to the address he’d copied from the hospital record, doubtful he’d find the patient after all this time. But he owed Harris his best shot. The address led to a small, well-kept cottage a mile off the back road Harris had taken. Neatly planted rows of corn bordered the side of the house, flower beds teeming with color edged the front. The face of the man rocking on the front porch was as smooth and unlined as polished onyx, the close-cropped gray hair the only clue to what Payton surmised to be his sixty-odd years. He held a mug of something in his hand. A cane hooked over the back of his chair. Denim overalls over a pristine white T-shirt covered his rangy body.


    “Jeremiah Livingston?” Payton asked.


    “That’s me. What can I do for you?”


    “I want to ask you about an accident you had on your bicycle about twenty years ago.”


    Livingston took a drink from his cup. A smile revealing cigarette-stained teeth spanned from ear to ear. “Been wondering when someone would get around to that,” he said.


    * * * * *


    Jim Payton took Barry Kanter’s call.


    “Boy, were you onto something,”


    “What’ve you got?”


    “My man followed Harry Klugh all over town yesterday. He finally caught him eating dinner at one of those mall food courts. Good thing Klugh’s a litter bug. He left his trash on the table to the delight of Bubba.”


    “Bubba?”


    “Yup. Bubba looks the opposite of what you’d expect a Bubba to look like, which is why he’s so good at what he does. Anyway, Bubba collected the trash and brought it to me. A police friend owed me a favor and put them through AFIS. My friend is as happy as a pig in shit.”


    “Okay, so who is he?”


    “Name’s Victor Castell. My cop friend said Castell was a small-time hood from Chicago who decided to go for the big score. He hit one of the mob’s banks and got off with a tidy sum. Sixty grand, it’s rumored. But he killed one of their guys, and almost took a bullet himself, the story goes. He escaped clean, then disappeared off the face of the earth. His former employers were understandably pissed off. So pissed off, there’s a standing contract on Castell, even after all these years. Of course, the theft was never reported, but the murder was. Chicago police want a crack at him. Apparently, they pegged him for a few more unsolved crimes.”


    “I suppose when the real Klugh went missing on a fishing trip on Lake Michigan, there’s a reason why no one ever found his body.”


    “Castell wouldn’t want him to pop up unexpectedly, excuse the pun. Half a year later, Klugh number two, aka Victor Castell, transplanted from Philadelphia to Atlanta to start a new life in Klugh number one’s old profession as a private detective. Perfect cover for a crook. With a resemblance to the real Klugh and a little finagling, he bought himself a license and a gun permit. No telling how he and Minette zeroed in on each other. Scum attracts scum as if they had radioactive pheromones.”


    However they connected, Payton assumed Klugh engineered the disappearance of Minette’s witness in the Charlotte case. The puzzle pieces were beginning to fall into place. “You think I could talk your police friend into working with me on this.”


    “I mentioned that. He’d like the collar, but since you’re the one who set him on Castell, and someone else is in danger of losing his life, he’s willing to do whatever you want. ’Course, Chicago has first dibs, don’t they?”


    “After I get my man cleared for at least one of the murders, and nail the prick who set Klugh to do it, I really don’t give a rat’s ass what happens to him or who gets the collar. I have a different agenda.”


    “I take it you’re coming to Atlanta.”


    “First thing Monday morning if you set me up with your friend. I have jurisdiction problems.”


    “Wild horses couldn’t keep him away. I have one question. Why should Klugh tell you anything? He’s damned no matter which crimes he confesses to. It’s a lose/lose for him. Not much incentive to come clean.”


    “I bet I can give him a good reason,” Payton said, “if your buddy goes along.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Two


    Drifting Off to a Better Place


    


    New England


    


    Reece had never seen Jeraldine so subdued. His near death must have given her a scare. He tried to sit up, but with one wrist cuffed and the other immobilized, he couldn’t manage it. Besides, pain kept him in place.


    “How’re you feeling, honey?”


    “I’ve felt worse. What’s happening with Dana?”


    Jeraldine sat on the edge of the bed. “She’s fine. She’ll be here in a while. I wanted to talk to you first.”


    “Are they arresting her? They’ve got me, and I won’t cooperate unless they let her go.”


    “They don’t need your cooperation,” Clarence said. “You have nothing to give them. They can charge you with murder, attempted murder, flight from prosecution, and half a dozen other crimes we know are bullshit, but they can do it.”


    Reece knew that too, but right now his only thoughts concerned Dana. “Let them. I’ll confess to anything they want. Just make sure she’s not part of it.”


    “They’re not charging her,” Jeraldine said. “They wanted to speak to her. I wouldn’t let her say anything. She’s outside. Relax, okay?”


    Reece nodded. “Okay. Just make sure.”


    “I’m sure,” Jeraldine said.


    Clarence dragged a chair bedside. “Be careful about being too noble. It might come back to bite you in the ass.”


    Reece cocked his head toward his cuffed wrist. “Looks like I’ve already got teeth marks, in case you haven’t noticed.”


    “I noticed,” Clarence said. “Now, tell me about the visit to your father.”


    “How’d you know about that?”


    “Getting rid of old anger could only apply to one of two people. Carl or your father. I figured your anger was deeper with your father, and that he must have said something that turned you on to Carl.”


    “He did. Carl fed my father lies. Told him I confessed to murdering Karen. Had I put my stupid pride aside and gone to see him years ago, the truth might have come out long before this. But stubborn is part of my makeup, and Carl’s prodding only made me more stubborn. Call it reverse psychology, but he knew me well enough to know how I’d react.” Reece felt the anger grow inside him. He yanked on the handcuff. “I had it all on tape. The hows and whys.” He yanked again. “The bastard is going to win again, isn’t he?” Wincing from the pain, he snarled, “Shit. Can’t you get them to take this cuff off? There’s a damn cop outside my door. I’ve…just had surgery. Where do they think I’m going?”


    “Calm down, honey.” Jeraldine took a tissue from the bedside box and patted it on Reece’s face. “I’ll get a doctor.”


    “I don’t need a damn doctor. I need that recorder to work, and I need Dana back in North Carolina where she belongs. She had nothing to do with this.” He stopped, short of breath. “I’ll say I forced her. They might as well add kidnapping to the murder charge. How many times can they stick the needle in me?”


    Clarence shook his head. “Take it easy, Reece. You’ll bust your stitches.”


    “So fucking what?”


    “You can’t give up now.”


    Reece closed his eyes. He felt so tired. Tired of being frustrated, of being on the run. Tired of fighting a lost cause. He didn’t want to listen to how everything would work out. Things hadn’t worked out in a long, long time. Except for Dana.


    “The recorder’s kaput,” Clarence said. “Be glad you had it in your pocket. If it hadn’t been there, you’d be dead instead of having another scar on your chest. And I’d advise you to keep your mouth shut. Don’t offer yourself to save Dana. Jeri will take care of her. Now, I need you to focus and tell me what happened. Where were you when Carl shot you? Up close or far away?”


    “Would you mind getting me some water? My mouth feels like a desert.”


    Jeraldine, who’d been uncharacteristically quiet, scooted to the other side of the bed, refilled the glass, and put it to Reece’s lips. He saw tears in her eyes.


    “Thanks.” He dried his mouth with a swipe to his shoulder. “Sorry, Jeri.”


    “Not as sorry as I am, baby. None of this should have happened. You could have—”


    “But I didn’t. I guess I’m too stupid to die.”


    “Stop with the self-pity,” Clarence said. “Tell us what happened. Carl said you went for the gun, you and he struggled, and the gun went off.”


    “No way.” Incensed, Reece forgot and took a deep breath. Pain shot through him. He groaned, jamming his head back into his pillow. “Christ, that hurts.”


    “Take it easy,” Jeraldine said. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”


    “Yeah, right. Like they did in Cambridge?”


    “Forget Cambridge,” Clarence said. “We’re not there. The police will be in here soon, so tell me what happened in Carl’s office.”


    Reece felt like a coiled snake, ready to strike. He forced his body limp. “I was on my way out the door of the office when he shot me. I shouldn’t have turned around.”


    “Right, honey,” Jeraldine said. “Good thinking. Then he would have shot you in the back and you’d be dead.”


    “But—”


    “No buts, Reece. We don’t have time for this,” Clarence said, his tone sharp. “Tell us what the fuck happened.”


    This was a side of the investigator Reece hadn’t seen. He cleared everything from his mind except the last few minutes in Carl’s office. “Carl admitted to two murders. Karen and the first murder in North Carolina, but not the second. He said he was obsessed with Karen and couldn’t stand it when he found out she’d screwed everyone with a dick.”


    Reliving the conversation hurt Reece worse than the pain in his chest, and he swallowed the knot in his throat. “He had years of resentment built up toward me. Said I was too perfect. I never saw myself that way.” He fought the feeling of despair. “You know what else he said? Since I knew the ropes, it’d be easier for me to go back to prison. Can you believe that?”


    “I was a cop for a long time. Not much throws me.” Clarence leaned across and patted Reece’s arm. “Nothing you can do about it now. It’s history. We’ve got to get you out of this.”


    Reece wanted to ask how when the door burst open. Dennis Tobey and another man came into the room. Reece knew right away he was a fed. Short cropped hair, navy suit, navy striped tie. The wardrobe, along with the attitude, must be written in the manual, to be followed without question.


    “You’re not his lawyer,” the man said to Clarence. “You have no business being in here.”


    Jeraldine stood, placing herself between the man and Reece. “I am his lawyer, and I say he has every right. So does my client.”


    “Humor me,” the man said. “Just this time. Otherwise, take it to court.”


    “He stays,” Jeraldine said. “Or you can take it to court.”


    Clarence stood there, wrapped in an air of defiance. The man shrugged. He turned to Reece, who wasn’t sure he had the strength for whatever loomed on the horizon. His body ached, and sadness overwhelmed him about Dana and Carl and the two guys in the room who were going to slam him back in prison.


    The man pulled out his badge. “Special Agent Michael Larkins, Mr. Daughtry. You know Detective Tobey. We’d like to hear your side of the story.”


    Reece looked at Jeraldine.


    “I’m here,” she said, then turned to the federal agent. “I’ll decide what he answers and what he doesn’t, Agent Larkins. Go ahead. Ask your questions.”


    “I won’t talk until you tell me Mrs. Minette won’t be charged with anything. Period.” Reece saw Jeraldine give him the evil eye, but he didn’t care.


    “You’re really not in a bargaining position,” Larkins said. “I’ll do my best, and that’s all I can promise.”


    Reece wanted to take a deep breath, but he remembered what deep breaths felt like. He relaxed and closed his eyes for a minute. He was so tired. His thoughts wandered back to his house in North Carolina, his animals, and Dana sitting cross-legged on his dock in the pre-dawn light. She got up and sat on his lap, bottom damp and cool, warm hands on his face. She whispered something in his ear, but he couldn’t make it out. The voice filtered through a haze from far away, calling his name. Reece opened his eyes to Jeraldine hovering over him.


    “Reece,” she said. “I’m here.”


    He blinked from the light. “I see that, Jeri.” His voice rumbled rough with sleep. He couldn’t remember closing his eyes. Larkins and Tobey stood like two sentries, looking impatient. How long had he been out? “You guys still here?”


    “Yup,” Larkins said. “You conked out for a few minutes, but we’re still here, waiting to hear your side of the story. Now, do you want to tell us what happened?”


    “Where’s Dana?” Reece asked Jeraldine, ignoring Larkins.


    “She’s fine, honey. Still waiting outside.” She glared at Larkins. “Agent Larkins barely threatened her.”


    “Doing my job, Ms. De Bolt. This is a complicated situation.”


    “And why is that?” Jeraldine asked.


    Larkins and Tobey exchanged glances. “We really need to talk to Mr. Daughtry.”


    Reece closed his eyes again. “And I’d love to talk to you, but not until I see Mrs. Minette. After, you can put me on the witness stand. I don’t care. But right now, I’m really tired. The meds are wearing off. I’m in pain, and I’m cuffed to this bed. That makes me cranky.” He winced. “Jeri, could you get the nurse to give me something? I feel like there’s a knife in my chest.”


    She started toward the door, but Tobey beat her to it and came back with the nurse. She leaned over Reece to check the IV. She smelled of mouthwash and talcum powder and reminded Reece of the woman who used to clean his parents’ house. She took his blood pressure and temperature, put something in his IV, and the room started spinning. Oblivious to the sounds around him, he slipped back in time amid the comforting aromas. He heard her say, “The doctor will be here shortly, Mr. Daughtry.” And then, “You men need to come back later. The patient is recovering from surgery. He’s in no condition to talk this long.”


    Reece wanted to hug her, but the sounds faded as she shooed everyone out. The doctor came in and checked Reece’s chart and said some things Reece couldn’t make out in his semi-conscious state. He wanted to see Dana, but he was so tired he couldn’t keep his eyes from closing. He felt like he was floating. Floating. Floating.


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Three


    What’s Going On?


    


    Clarence held Jeraldine’s arm as they joined Dana in the waiting room. He was pissed off that the fed tried to evict him from the room and was glad Jeri stood up to him. Little did it matter when the nurse kicked them all out. He watched as Larkins and Tobey took chairs on the other side of the room.


    “How is he?” Dana asked.


    “Your name was the first word out of his mouth,” Clarence said, “so I guess he’s okay. He’s sleeping now.”


    “Christ, the man came out of surgery less than a day ago,” Jeraldine said, “after they took a friggin’ bullet from his chest.”


    Dana sighed. “Thank God he’s okay. I was so worried I almost forgot the FBI and the Portland Police were grilling me.”


    “You did fine,” Jeraldine said.


    Clarence asked, “What did you tell them?”


    “The truth. They asked why I assisted a fugitive, and I said because I knew Reece was innocent. I told them if he’s bulldozed again I wouldn’t care what happened to me. Jeraldine tried to shut me up, but I meant every word.”


    Jeraldine shook her head in disgust. “No shutting up those two when they have something to say. They’re a match made in heaven.”


    “Do you know what they’re going to do?” Dana asked.


    “No,” Jeraldine said, “and I don’t like being kept in the dark.”


    Clarence watched Tobey and Larkins huddled in deep conversation. “Something’s going on. I need to talk to them.”


    “Make nice, honey. We don’t want them all over Reece’s case because they don’t like us.”


    Clarence thought it might be too late, considering the antagonism that sparked between Larkins and him earlier. “I’ll put on my nice hat.” Clarence commandeered the chair next to Tobey, definitely the friendlier of the two. “You guys got a minute.”


    “Yeah,” Larkins said. “We’d like to speak to you too. And the ladies.”


    “It’s about damn time.”


    * * * * *


    Reece woke to Dana’s beautiful face and immediately felt better. “Hey, Bonnie” he said. “You okay?”


    She leaned over the bed and kissed him. “I am now, Clyde. What about you?”


    “I’d feel better if it weren’t for this.” He jiggled the cuff securing him to the bed. “They let you in here all by yourself, huh? Weren’t they afraid I’d get loose and chop off your head?”


    “Stop it.”


    Reece grimaced. “Sorry. A momentary slip of sarcasm.”


    “Jeraldine said you’d never talk to them until you saw I was okay.”


    “Right.” He tried to raise his hand to touch her face, but he couldn’t. “Unfasten my hand, will you? Take the tape off holding my arm to the board. I need to touch you.”


    “I won’t take out the needle.”


    “Fine. Just release me.”


    She walked around the other side of the bed and unfastened the tape, then pulled down the railing so she could sit next to him. Reece gingerly lifted his arm.


    “Ah, Doctor Frankenstein, I can move again.”


    Dana smiled and lay down beside him. He buried his face in her hair. “I want to go home. I’m tired, hurting, and scared. Seems like you’ve attached yourself to a loser.”


    “I haven’t. That’s one thing I know for sure.”


    Reece breathed her in. An essence so sweet he wished he could bottle it and take it out whenever she wasn’t near. “Carl can’t get away with this.”


    She lifted her head and said, “He won’t.”


    “There’s nothing to stop him. The police will believe him, and I’m going to be carted off to prison again.”


    “Not if I have this.”


    Reece stared at the key she held in her hand. “Is that what I think it is?”


    Dana’s wicked smile teased. “Yup. Key for the handcuffs.”


    Reece looked at the key, then back at Dana. “Where did you get it?”


    “Detective Tobey.”


    “What the hell’s going on, Dana? Why would he give you that?”


    “So we can escape.”


    “I’m through running for something I didn’t do. And I wouldn’t take you with me if I did. So give it back.”


    The door opened. Larkins came into the room, followed by Jeraldine, Clarence, and Detective Tobey. Dana hid the key with a quick motion.


    “Mind if we come in, Mr. Daughtry?” Larkins said.


    Reece still focused on Dana. “Yes, I do, but I don’t imagine it’ll make any difference.”


    “’Fraid not.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Four


    One-sided Deal


    


    Atlanta, Georgia


    


    Jim Payton met Barry Kanter at his office Monday morning. A man in a suit who looked like a cross between Mike Tyson and Isaac Hayes perched on the corner of the desk. Barry introduced him as Detective J.C. Stone, Atlanta PD.


    “Call me J.C.” He stood and offered his hand, towering over Payton, who at six-two had always considered himself a big guy, but he seemed dwarfed next to Stone.


    “J. C. Stone,” Payton said. “Didn’t you play for the Falcons some years back? Wrecked your knee, right?”


    “That’s me.” He tapped his knee. “Sidelined permanently, but life goes on. Now instead of bullying big brutes, I bully two-bit sleazeballs.”


    “Like Harry Klugh?” Payton asked.


    Stone laughed. “Man, you pulled a doozey out of thin air. A lot of people would like to get their hands on that guy.”


    “I’m hoping to work that in my favor.”


    “J.C. will go with you to talk to Vic Castell, aka, Harry Klugh. That’ll solve the jurisdiction problem,” Barry said. “Interesting how he stepped into another man’s life twenty-five years ago.”


    Stone released a long sigh. “Pros like Castell find ways to get around those minor inconveniences—payoffs, someone else’s fingerprints, like that.” He rubbed his clean-shaven chin, which matched his gleaming head. “Klugh does most of his work for attorneys, specializing in digging up dirt on witnesses so lawyers can discredit their testimony. Probably has a budget to get what an ethical PI. wouldn’t stoop to go after.”


    “Why don’t you tell J.C. what you have in mind, Jim,” Barry said. “See what he thinks.”


    * * * * *


    Payton and J.C. found Harry Klugh’s office on the second floor of an unobtrusive two-story brick building on Broad Street in downtown Atlanta, a couple of blocks from the court house. Part of the area appeared newly renovated. Payton figured Klugh had been there awhile and benefited from the inner city rejuvenation. Although the outside of his building had been refurbished, the inside looked its age, with cracked plaster walls and missing one-inch floor tiles. A stale, musty smell permeated the air.


    “If he’s trying to keep a low profile,” J. C. said, “this’ll do it.”


    The first floor housed a finance company and bail bondsman. With no elevator in sight, they climbed the wide flight of creaking stairs. Payton stopped in front of the door painted with chipped gold lettering on the frosted glass panel: Harry J. Klugh, Private Investigator.


    Payton waggled his brows at Stone, turned the knob, and entered the small space, furnished with the basic office necessities, including a laptop and fax machine. Klugh sat behind a metal desk, feet stretched on top, reading the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. He looked up.


    If he had a nose for cops, he didn’t act like he smelled anything unusual. He rolled his chair back and lowered his legs, looking eager to make a good impression.


    Klugh must have been doing an okay business. He looked fit and tanned, wore an expensive suit. Golf, Payton figured. He didn’t know why, but that pissed him off.


    “What can I do for you gentlemen?” Klugh asked.


    Stone flipped open his badge. “J. C. Stone, Atlanta Police. This is Sheriff Payton, Harold County, North Carolina. We’d like to talk to you about Robert Minette.” Stone pulled out one of the visitor’s chairs. “Mind if we sit down?”


    “Naw, go ahead. Make yourselves at home.”


    “Where was I?”


    “Robert Minette,” Klugh said.


    His cocky grin pissed off Payton even more.


    Stone nodded. “Right. You know him?”


    “Sure, I know Minette,” Klugh said. “I’ve done work for him. But you knew that.” He leaned forward on the desk, folded his hands. “Since this isn’t Twenty Questions, why don’t you get to the point, which I assume is Robert.”


    Stone glanced at Payton. “Not exactly. There’s another reason. The murder of a woman in Harold County. Lurena Howe?”


    Klugh raised his hands in defensive mode. “Whoa. I don’t know anything about a murder in North Carolina, other than what I heard. Didn’t I read in the paper that you arrested the guy who killed her? Wait a minute.” He opened the paper, exposing the sports page he was reading, and flipped to the front page.


    Payton had heard on the news that Reece Daughtry lay in a Portland hospital, fighting for his life after his brother allegedly shot him in self-defense. The story sounded fishy. Payton planned to call Clarence Wright as soon as he finished his business in Atlanta.


    “Here it is,” Klugh said. “Bottom of the front page. Says here your murderer’s in Maine, Sheriff.” Klugh turned his newspaper to show Payton. “What’s his name? Yeah, here it is. Daughtry. That’s the guy who got off for killing some girl up north years ago. It says here that he’s a person of interest for the murder of the two women in North Carolina.” Klugh slapped the paper on his desk and focused on Payton. “So what’s the story?”


    Payton listened to Klugh with twisted admiration. The man was one cool customer. He didn’t miss a beat, acting like an innocent man should. Payton had a momentary flash of doubt. No, this is the guy, he convinced himself. Klugh had been role-playing long enough to believe his own hype. “Well, I’ll get right to the point.”


    “Yeah, why don’t you, because, you see, I’m getting a bad feeling here, wondering why the sheriff of Harold County is in my office, first asking about a client, now mentioning a murder in my client’s jurisdiction. I’m curious as hell.”


    Payton leaned back in his chair, hoping he looked more relaxed than he felt. “I think you murdered Lurena Howe, and I’m going to make you an offer you can’t refuse.”


    Klugh belted out a raucous laugh. “Man, you have balls, I’ll give you that.” He laughed some more. “And I assume you have proof, right?”


    “Nope,” Payton said. “Nothing other than I can place you in Harold County the day of the murder.”


    “And that would be the day I visited Robert Minette about a job he wanted me to do.”


    “Yup.”


    “Okay, you got me. I was in Harold County. Actually, I was there twice. I don’t know if either day was the one of this murder you’re talking about, but I can clear up the date.” He flipped back his calendar and stopped at one of the pages. “Let’s see. June twenty-fifth and June twenty-seventh. Both times at a diner outside Regal Falls. Either one of them the day?”


    “Yup. The twenty-fifth,” Payton said.


    “Last time I looked, meeting a client didn’t make me a murderer. You’d better have more than that.”


    “I do,” Payton said.


    Klugh squinted, exchanging glances between Payton and Stone. “What?”


    “I’m collecting criminal evidence against Minette. I have a woman who’ll claim he raped her, and another person who owns a tape of someone threatening a witness on Minette’s behalf. The case never went to jury, but it’s still a crime, with no statute of limitations. The voice on the tape is disguised, but Detective Stone assured me new technology can identify a voice match. We believe the voice is yours.”


    Payton knew the voice recognition bit was iffy at best, but he hoped Klugh might fall for it. “Knowing Minette, and we both do, I think he’ll roll on whoever he can to make a deal for himself, especially with murder involved. I’m offering you a deal to roll first.”


    Klugh listened. Payton wanted more than anything to wipe the crooked smile off his face, but Harris Stroud said Minette would never order Lurena Howe’s murder. He’d imply what he wanted done, and Klugh would do it. Then, Minette would claim he had nothing to do with any murder.


    “What have you got against Minette, Sheriff?”


    “I don’t like him,” Payton said.


    “You can’t pin ordering a murder on someone because you don’t like him. So you can offer all the incentives you want―I didn’t kill anyone. And Robert can say whatever he damn well pleases to further his own agenda, but he can’t prove I’m guilty of committing any crime, murder or anything else.” Klugh’s smile twisted, his steely glare aimed at Payton. “And neither can you.”


    Payton forced a grin in return, but it hurt like hell. He glanced at Stone, who hadn’t said a word. Then he turned back to Klugh. “Well, you leave me no choice, Mr. Castell.”


    For the first time, Payton saw Klugh’s façade crack, much like the plaster on the walls of his office. “I believe some people in Chicago would be chomping at the bit to know your whereabouts. If I don’t get what I want, I’ll make sure they do.”


    “Castell? I don’t know any Castell,” Klugh said, but his false bravado didn’t fool Payton.


    “We have your fingerprints,” Stone said. “We ran them through AFIS, and guess what? They belong to Victor Castell. You can deny it all you want, but fingerprints don’t lie.”


    Payton could see the wheels churning in Klugh’s head, weighing his options. His smile faded. “That’s…that’s blackmail.”


    “Call it whatever you want,” Payton said. “I don’t care. I get what I want and Detective Stone will keep you in protective custody. Maybe the feds can insure your safety, take you out of the main prison population. Better yet, give them something they want and they could offer you witness protection.”


    Slipping a stick of gum from the pack he carried in his shirt pocket, Payton curled it into his mouth. “Robert Minette committed federal crimes. The FBI will find your information about Minette and the people in Chicago valuable to them. And I’d get Minette. If you choose to stay silent, I may not get him for ordering a murder, but I’ll get him for something. He’ll offer you up like dessert to save his ass, and I’ll have to weigh my options. He may not go to jail for as long as I’d like, but he’ll be alive. Which, if you don’t play ball, is more than I can hope for you. I’ve heard those Chicago guys don’t play pretty, especially if their prey isn’t protected.”


    Payton got to his feet. So did Stone, who cuffed Klugh’s hands behind his back. “Victor Castell, I’m placing you under arrest for the Chicago murder of Jimmy DiSanto and for questioning in the 1984 disappearance of Harry Klugh of Philadelphia and for the murder of Lurena Howe.”


    Klugh turned and spoke over his shoulder in a calm, clear voice. “I want to speak to my lawyer. I may have information you need, as long as I get what I want.”


    “No, you listen,” Payton said. “This is about me getting what I want. I can’t promise anything. You’re going down. How far down depends on what you have to offer. Detective Stone will keep you secluded until we come to some arrangement. However, if you choose not to cooperate, we’ll make sure the people in Chicago know your whereabouts. Understand?”


    Klugh went into thinking mode. He nodded reluctantly. “Understood.”


    Payton heaved a sigh of relief as he followed J. C. Stone out the door of Harry Klugh’s office and down the stairs. Klugh knew how the game worked, and he knew how to cut his losses. Minette was going down.


    J.C. Stone’s voice echoed in the stairwell. “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will…”


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Five


    More Than Murder


    


    New England


    


    Closure. Reece hadn’t understood the word earlier. He understood it better now. That’s what he wanted. Closure.


    He stood in front of Daughtry Custom Homes exactly as he had a week before. He’d taken his dose of meds an hour earlier, but his chest ached, and he was shaking as if he were in the middle of an earthquake. He pulled the heavy wooden door open with his right hand and entered.


    Today, the receptionist sat at her desk in the lobby. From her panicked expression, she recognized Reece. Didn’t everyone? Rolling back her chair, she positioned herself to escape from the man who chopped off heads. He conjured up a lethal smile. “I’m going into my brother’s office. Don’t. Call. Him.”


    Her head bobbled, and she mumbled words Reece couldn’t understand but took to mean she wouldn’t. As he walked toward Carl’s office, he heard her make a dash for freedom. Ironic that given his situation, he was probably more frightened. He stood in front of the office door for a moment, inhaled a shallow breath to prevent expanding his diaphragm. He remembered the last time he stood in this spot. A different pain filled his chest then. The pain of betrayal.


    He counted to three, psyching his courage, then turned the knob. The door swung open as if it were in slow motion. He’d always thought those dragged-out scenes in movies were contrived, but now he knew they weren’t. They mimicked real life. He stepped inside, closed the door behind him, and turned the latch. A sense of déjà vu came over him when he saw his brother sitting behind the desk.


    Carl raised his head. For a split second, he didn’t seem to recognize Reece. Then his face drained of color. Wasting no time, he sprang to his feet and wrenched at the upper right desk drawer.


    “The gun’s not there, Carl. It’s evidence, remember? You shot me with it.” In an anxious moment, Reece feared Carl may have replaced the gun with another, but he knew he hadn’t. It was Carl who’d forgotten. He rifled through the drawer, finally yanking it out and throwing it onto the floor. He gave up with a panicked grunt. “You’re supposed to be in custody. That’s what I heard.”


    “As you can see, I’m not.” Carl’s suit jacket hung on the back of his chair, and perspiration bled through the underarms of his shirt in large dark spots. Reece watched the fear in Carl’s eyes. “I never realized you sweat so much. You’re out of shape. Too much booze, not enough exercise.”


    “It…it was an accident, Reece. The gun went off accidentally. I didn’t mean to shoot you.”


    “Sure you did.” Reece stepped closer. “Exactly like you meant to set me up for two murders. Or was that accidental too?”


    Carl slid further away along the wall and cast a suspicious bead on Reece. “I suppose you’re recording this again. Are you?”


    Reece shook his head. “No, you can check.” He spread his arms, then unbuttoned his shirt, revealing his bandaged chest. “See, no wire. What would be the point?” He opened his shirt wider, exposing part of the scar cutting a deep path down his side. Carl gasped. “The scar from your bullet is right next to this one. See? A prisoner almost ripped me apart with a shiv. That should be your scar, Carl. You should have been the one fucked in the ass, not me.”


    “I’m sorry for what you went through. Really. I am. But I couldn’t help it. I went crazy. Karen made a fool of me. She needed to die. I couldn’t let her ruin my life with Marcy. Surely you can understand that.”


    Reece laughed. “You’re kidding, right? You think I should understand that I spent fifteen years in prison so you wouldn’t mess up your life with Marcy while you taught Karen a lesson at the same time?” Carl didn’t answer. “Do you?” Reece couldn’t believe the hate-filled power of his voice.


    Carl jumped back against the wall. “No, no. Of course not.” He brushed his sleeve across his top lip. “No.”


    Reece reached into his pants pocket and held up the mangled recorder, turning it around in his hand. “I had it all down. Everything you said before you shot me. How you murdered Karen and the woman in North Carolina. How you made it look like I committed both murders. Unfortunately for me, no one’s going to hear it, but this little piece of twisted metal saved my life.”


    Carl lunged for the desk, jerked open the middle drawer, and rummaged through it. Desperation contorted his now florid face.


    “Looking for a weapon?” Reece asked. “A letter opener would do. You have one of those, don’t you? Or are you hoping to find something like this?”


    When Carl turned and saw the small gun in Reece’s hand, he froze. He started to say something, but the words wouldn’t come. He finally managed, “Don’t, Reece. Don’t do it.”


    Reece faced his demon, and an eerie calm settled over him. His hands stopped shaking. “Why not?” He walked around the desk and pushed Carl into his seat, wincing as the action tugged at his wound. His free hand pressed against it, and he felt the sticky residue on his fingers. Carl saw it too. “The way I figure, if I’m going back to prison, I might as well go back for a reason. No sense wasting the rest of my life without getting some satisfaction. You took my life; why shouldn’t I take yours?”


    Reece thought back to his conversation with Dana about what he’d do if he came face to face with the man who framed him, and his thoughts were darker than he ever imagined. “Seems fair, don’t you think?”


    Carl’s gaze riveted on Reece’s hand. “How—where did you get a gun?”


    “Prison teaches a man things he wouldn’t ordinarily know. Like how to buy a gun in almost any city. Portland wasn’t hard.”


    Tears filled Carl’s eyes. “You…you mean you’re going to kill me?”


    “In a word, yes.”


    “You could never do that.” Carl wheezed a phony laugh. “You’re not a killer. I know that.”


    Reece snorted. “Ironic. A lot of people seem to think otherwise. You’ve seen to that.”


    “Name it,” Carl said. “Money? You want money? I don’t have it now, but I can get it. You want to go to Canada? I’ll arrange it. I’ll take you there myself. You and your girlfriend. You don’t have to go back to prison.”


    Reece had grown up with Carl. They’d been best friends, or so he thought, but he’d never seen this sniveling side. Had he been so wrapped up in his studies, in trying to be the perfect son, that he never really knew his own brother? “You’re sweating again, Carl. I’d suggest you see an endocrinologist, but what would be the point? You’re not leaving this room alive.”


    “How did you get out of the hospital? You’re wanted for murder. They had a cop posted on your door.”


    “A cop helped me get away.” Reece shook his head. “Man, he doesn’t like you. I think he wants me to kill you. Name’s Tobey. Dennis Tobey. You know him, don’t you? You built his dream house, but it turned into his nightmare.”


    Carl’s jowly face flushed at the name. Yeah, Reece thought, he knew Dennis Tobey.


    “I admit, we made a few mistakes.”


    “A few mistakes? You built him a money pit.”


    “I’m not as good a businessman as Dad. I tried, but I fell in over my head and had to cut corners.”


    “According to Tobey, you cut more than corners. Shoddy workmanship throughout, he said. The place started falling apart.”


    “I needed money,” Carl said.


    “You mean you needed my inheritance.”


    The two men stared at each other, Carl frozen in the moment. “I got mortgage loans on phantom houses by submitting bogus appraisals, hoping to cover them with future sales.”


    “So when the bottom fell out of the market, the bank had no collateral, and the loans were total losses. Don’t you know Ponzi schemes don’t work? Sooner or later the money runs out.”


    A look of resignation crossed Carl’s face. “I always thought I’d be able to come up with the money.”


    “So with me in prison or dead, you’d inherit all of Dad’s money. And he’s dead now, isn’t he?” Reece stood over his brother, the gun firm in his hand. “Too bad you won’t collect.”


    “I didn’t want to do this, Reece, but on top of needing the money, your fucking investigator started checking into everyone’s alibi for the night of Karen’s murder. Marcy hates me now. If Wright started putting things in her head she might remember how tired she was that night and how she threw up the next morning. Then she might remember that I told her the time when she didn’t know. All enough to create doubt. I had to steer him off track.”


    “So you killed another innocent woman to put the blame back on me. I either get shot or go to jail. Either way, you get the money.”


    “I had a noose around my neck, don’t you understand? I couldn’t go to prison. I’m not strong like you. I never was.”


    “Strong?” Reece’s heart pumped so hard he thought the seeping hole in his chest would explode. The anger percolating inside turned him physically weak, and he almost dropped the gun.


    Instead, he lifted his right arm, cocked the pistol, and fired.


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Six


    A Bittersweet Time


    


    The click from the empty chamber sounded like a firecracker. Carl, wilting in his chair, stared wide-eyed. Strands of his damp comb-over clung to his forehead. Reece walked calmly to the door and turned the latch. He handed the unloaded gun to Larkins, who stood outside next to Tobey.


    “We got it all,” Larkins said.


    Reece walked past them both, unwilling to watch the look on Carl’s face when Larkins cuffed him and took him away. Cameras flashed and newsmen peppered Reece with questions as he walked into the daylight. How did these people know what was going on? They were like vultures picking at carrion. One pointed to the flowering stain on his shirt. He ignored them all. Tobey caught up with him and steered him toward a waiting car, pushing away the reporters blocking their way. He opened the rear door. Dana sat inside. She threw her arms around him when he got in, and he put his arm around her, flinching when he did. She pulled back and noticed his shirt.


    “You need a doctor,” she said. “You’re pale as a ghost.”


    He nodded.


    Larkins and Tobey had told her their plan before they told Reece, but she had teased him with the key and the idea of escaping. He was glad he nixed the idea.


    “It’s over,” she said.


    Reece fought a mood, despite Dana’s warm body next to him. How could he tell her that it would never really be over. Not when he thought of his brother. Not when he thought of the last twenty-one years.


    “Your attorney and her investigator are waiting at the station,” Tobey said, getting behind the wheel. “We need to settle a few things, then you’re free to go. But first, we’ll stop at Mercy. Get that wound looked at.”


    “Free to go.” Reece put his head back and closed his eyes. He had waited a long time to hear those words and know they were forever.


    “You must feel a sense of justice, Reece,” Tobey said, dodging the photographers and reporters clustered around the car as he pulled into traffic.


    Reece traded glances with the Portland detective in the rear view mirror. “Justice? Carl’s my brother. I get no satisfaction knowing what he’ll go through in the coming years. All I feel is an overwhelming sadness.”


    “I’m sorry,” Tobey said. “I assumed everyone thinks like me. ‘Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord.’”


    “The words were, ‘Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.’ Vengeance is for God to repay, not man.” Reece felt Dana’s eyes on him and turned to her. “And vengeance isn’t as sweet as I thought.”


    “That’s because you’re who you are,” Dana said, stroking his face.


    Reece thought back to when Larkins and Tobey came into his hospital room. Larkins had come to Portland to investigate the mortgage fraud. He had no idea Reece would figure into his plan. The Portland Police were on the lookout for him, but when Jim Payton called after arresting Klugh and told them his suspicions, it became a collaboration. Federal agents had tried to find Reece in Massachusetts, but until Carl took his shot, Reece managed to stay off the radar. Even Dana couldn’t reach him, because he’d shut off his phone. Reece shook his head at the turn of events. He remembered when Larkin presented his plan. The agent had the warrant to get inside Carl’s office and he had the recording equipment. All he needed was Reece to go along.


    “Sorry we had to use you,” Tobey said. “But the FBI needed the information to prosecute Carl, and if we could help your sheriff close out a couple of murders, well, all the better. You were our best bet.”


    Best bet, Reece thought. He’d been the best bet of a vengeful public twenty-one years ago. The best bet for the murder of two women in North Carolina. Today he’d been the best bet to trick his brother into confessing he perpetrated a colossal mortgage fraud and that he framed Reece for murder, not once, but twice.


    “Looks like Carl will be prosecuted for murder before he will for fraud,” Dana said.


    Tobey craned his neck toward the back seat. “Double murder. Depends in which jurisdiction, North Carolina or Massachusetts. They can fight over him. Either way, he’ll be going away for a long, long time.”


    Reece mulled over those words. Going away for a long time. Knowing what they meant burned a hole in his gut.


    “Your investigator called it from the beginning,” Tobey said. “He felt sure forensics wouldn’t match Carl’s story. No powder burns on your shirt, for one thing, but hearing it in Carl’s words clinched it. Glad it worked out to your advantage.”


    Reece looked out the window, passing places from another life he didn’t recognize anymore. “Did it? Yeah, I guess it did. Somehow it’s bittersweet.”


    “At least before your father died he found out the truth,” Dana said.


    Reece turned to her. “Hardly comforting for him to realize that one son wasn’t the butcher he thought, but the other son was.”


    Inside the car they went silent for a few minutes until Tobey broke it. “I guess you’ll go back to your life in North Carolina, huh?”


    Reece took Dana’s hand without looking at her. “Yes.”


    Never since Jeraldine wangled his release from prison, had he felt truly free. People still thought he’d committed a heinous crime, no matter what the law said. He felt Dana next to him. Adjusting to freedom would be a lot easier now.


    * * * * *


    Dana didn’t think she’d ever seen a grin as wide as Jeraldine’s when they entered the police station. The attorney rushed to Reece and checked the blood stain on his shirt.


    “You okay, honey? We heard you went to the hospital.”


    “I’ll be fine, Jeri.”


    She drew Reece into her arms like a protective mother. Tears filled her eyes. “I wondered if this day would ever happen. What did Dr. King say? Something about free at last?”


    “That’s what everyone says,” Reece said. “It hasn’t sunk in yet.”


    Clarence waited his turn and pulled off a man hug. “You didn’t need me after all.”


    “Not true,” Reece said. “We wouldn’t be at this place without you.”


    “It’s all over, honey,” Jeraldine said. She pulled back, met Reece’s gaze with her own. “Nothing you could do about Carl. He made his bed.”


    “I know. Doesn’t mean I feel good about that part.”


    Reece’s smile seemed oddly strained, but genuine. His character didn’t allow him to forget Carl while he reveled in his freedom. Even though his brother had framed him for two murders and tried to kill him, Reece still empathized with what lay ahead for him. Because he knew.


    At that moment, Dana’s heart almost burst with a mixture of joy and sadness for the generous spirit of the man. She loved Reece more than she could imagine loving anyone, except her children. But a mother’s love differed from the love between a man and woman.


    Jeraldine completed the necessary paperwork, and a judge cleared Reece of all charges. Reece called Frank to tell him how things had worked out, and Frank invited everyone to his apartment for a celebration.


    “I’ll bring out the good stuff,” Frank said.


    * * * * *


    Frank looked better now than when Dana and Reece had first arrived in Lynn. The old man’s smile extended across his sunken face from ear to ear, and he found the energy to rise from his chair without help. Reece embraced him. Dana choked up and looked away before anyone saw.


    “Good scotch, the best Russian vodka, and Lana’s cooking,” Frank announced. “What could be better?”


    Laughter rang through the apartment. The people upstairs banged on their floor, a warning to keep down the noise. Frank yelled, “Shut up, we’re celebrating. Call the police if you don’t like it.”


    Reece laughed like Dana had never seen. Later, Reece called Mark Cabrini, Steve Yarrow, and Jordan Kraus, filled them in, and thanked them for standing behind him. They were sad calls, considering Carl turned out to be the culprit.


    Jeraldine and Clarence parted with more hugs, more words of getting together in North Carolina, more thanks. After they left, Dana phoned her sons. It was a long conversation of explanations and confessions and words of love. Tears came again, but this time she didn’t care if the whole world saw. Reece slipped his arm around her shoulders.


    When the two of them were in bed, Reece said, “I can say it now because I’m finally free. I love you.”


    “And I love you,” she said, “from the minute you called me a smart-ass.” Dana hadn’t mentioned what her sons told her about their father. This was Reece’s day, and she would do nothing to spoil it.


    “Settled, then,” Reece said, pulling her close. “Let’s go home.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Seven


    The Bitter Truth


    


    Harold County, North Carolina


    


    Dana marveled at the sheer beauty of the rocks and stones and slate.


    “What do you think?” Reece asked, stepping back from the fireplace wall.


    “It’s more magnificent than I could have imagined.”


    Reece wiped his hands on a rag and nailed her with those smiling eyes. “I don’t think I’ll have as many moods as I used to. Somehow, I can’t get into one when I’m around you. But if I do, kick me in the ass.”


    He moved toward her. She loved the way he walked. Long strides, like a panther. He wore shorts and a T-shirt, his legs and arms muscled and tan. She loved everything about him, including the smile that curled his lips. He took her hand and pulled her to her feet.


    “I never thought you could be more beautiful than that early morning on the dock when the sight of you made everything bad disappear. But today, the happiness inside you shines through.”


    “Is this your way of softening me up to get me into bed?”


    “No, I mean it.” Reece rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve been waiting to tell you something.”


    Dana’s heart sped up. Reece was in too good a mood for anything to be bad. Still, she couldn’t keep the tentative sound from her voice. “What?”


    “Nothing bad. Something good, really. There’s this guy in Tennessee. He was the first one to hire me to build a fireplace. Before all this mess, he asked me to send him pictures of my house. He liked what he saw and asked if I’d design something similar on the property he bought in the mountains, not far from here. Then all this happened and, well, building a house wasn’t on my mind. I talked to him this morning, and it’s a go.”


    “Oh, Reece. That’s fantastic.” Dana threw her arms around him and planted a kiss on his lips. “It couldn’t have come at a better time.”


    “Of course, there are a few problems. My license has long expired.” He laughed. “Over twenty years expired. I’ll have to check on the state requirements, take the boards, I don’t know. But I’m excited.”


    “And I’m excited for you. I—”


    The chimes interrupted, but this time Dana recognized the sound of her own doorbell. “Who could that be?”


    “I don’t know, but he’s not my best friend.”


    Dana went to the door and peeked through the glass panels. “He’s mine. It’s Harris.” She turned to Reece. “And Sheriff Payton.”


    Dana noticed the change in Reece’s demeanor. Some things would be hard to put behind him. A cop at the door was one of them.


    “Mind if we come in, Dana?”


    “No, no.” She nodded toward the sheriff and kissed Harris. “Come in to my new great room.”


    “Good to see you, Daughtry,” Payton said. “Glad that mess is settled.”


    “Me too,” Harris said.


    The men shook hands. Reece said, “Thanks. Not as glad as I am. I heard you had something to do with it, Sheriff. I appreciate it.”


    “Doing my job,” Payton said.


    The men looked at the wall. “Beautiful,” they chimed in together.


    Dana faced the work of art. “Isn’t it?”


    “Might want you to look at my fireplace,” Payton said. “I doubt I could afford you, though.”


    “We could reach an agreement,” Reece said, “as long as you didn’t think it was a bribe.”


    Payton pursed his lips, hiding a smirk. “Hmm, depends. Gotta think about that.”


    “Get to the point,” Dana said. “What about Robert?”


    “We thought you should hear it before it’s announced, so you can tell the boys,” Harris said.


    Payton took out a stick of gum, then shook his head and stuffed the pack back into his pocket. “The FBI arrested Robert this afternoon. They’re charging him with interfering with the judicial system, jury tampering, bribery, and inciting the murder of Lurena Howe. Probably some other charges too, when everything’s finished.”


    Dana sank into a chair. She couldn’t catch her breath. Reece sat on the arm and rubbed her neck. From what her boys had told her, she expected something like that, but it still hit hard.


    “Inciting the murder—so he could pin the murder on me?” Reece said.


    “Yup. You were his ticket to the big game—the World Series and Super Bowl all wrapped up in your conviction for the murder of two women. He figured it’d buy him some high office, senator or the governor’s mansion. Unfortunately, he partnered with a man even more unscrupulous than himself, a guy named Harry Klugh. Minette didn’t know Klugh was really Chicago hood Victor Castell. And Castell would cop to anything as long as he didn’t have to face the mob he screwed over twenty years ago.”


    “And you threatened Castell to get the truth?”


    “I’m ashamed to admit that is a fact,” Payton said, showing nothing that resembled remorse. “Chicago still had a contract out on him. Castell had proof that Robert intimidated a juror in a trial because Castell did the intimidating. He also had a tape of Robert suggesting he make a witness recant his story, a witness who disappeared, though Castel wouldn’t cop to that murder. Don’t know why, exactly. We’ve got him for Lurena Howe. He claimed Robert prodded him to prove Mr. Daughtry and Rayanne Johnson knew one another in the biblical sense, and he didn’t care how Castell got the proof. Castell had a tape of that too. The man hedged his bets.”


    “Suggesting, prodding. Sounds like Robert,” Dana said. “Then he could say someone misconstrued what he said.”


    “That’s exactly what he did,” Payton said. “But he couldn’t talk himself out of tape recordings ordering Castell, a.k.a. Harry Klugh, to intimidate a witness or to conjure one up.”


    “What’s your involvement, Harris?” Dana asked. “What did Robert have on you?”


    “Something I thought I did a long time ago, but it turns out I didn’t.”


    “Hit someone while you were driving drunk?” Dana asked.


    Harris went rigid. “How did you know?”


    “It didn’t take a genius. Robert obviously had something on you. I wanted to ask you a hundred times, but I figured if you wanted to tell me, you would. You never did. Then, of course, you stopped driving. Like I said, it didn’t take a genius.”


    “I did hit someone,” Harris said. “But I didn’t kill him like I thought. Robert knew all along. He tracked down the guy and paid him not to pursue the accident. From then till now he had me in his pocket. ’Course, I had him too. I had a signed affidavit that Robert raped a woman. I think there were others. She didn’t want to put herself through what he’d do if she told.”


    The hypocrisy that Robert had screwed around while claiming to be the saintly, cuckolded husband would have hurt if she cared. “Why doesn’t that part surprise me?”


    “Well, that’s it,” Payton said.


    “Not entirely, Sheriff.” Reece ran his hand around his neck, a gesture Dana now knew and loved. “I know you bucked the system. Going after your boss couldn’t have been easy.”


    “No, it wasn’t. I jumped Robert’s head and went to the attorney general. I could hardly go to the district attorney to nail the district attorney now, could I? Besides, I didn’t think you were guilty. Neither did Harris. Sometimes your gut tells you more than what appears to be the facts. I’m only sorry you found out it was your brother who screwed you over. That had to be tough to swallow.”


    Reece nodded.


    “Gotta go,” Payton said. “I wish you two the best. I mean that sincerely.”


    “Thank you, Sheriff,” Dana said.


    “Mind if I talk to Dana alone?” Harris asked.


    Reece took Payton’s arm. “Come on, Sheriff. I’ll walk you out.”


    “Nice old pickup in the garage. You wouldn’t be interested in selling it, would you?”


    “Never, Sheriff,” Dana said before taking Harris’s arm.


    “Mind if I look it over?”


    “I’ll show it to you,” Reece said.


    Dana had an idea what Harris wanted to say. “Come on out back. We can sit on the deck.”


    When they settled, Harris said, “I’m leaving Regal Falls.”


    “I figured. There’s no reason for you to waste your talents here.”


    “The Atlanta Journal-Constitution offered me a job. They like my work, and I think it’s about time I find out how good I am.”


    “That’s fantastic, Harris. Just don’t—”


    “I won’t screw up. I don’t start for six weeks. I’ve arranged to enter a program in Asheville. I can kick it.”


    Dana leaned over and kissed her friend’s cheek. “I know you can. You can call me any time you need to talk. I’ll always be here for you, you know.”


    Harris nodded. “I do. I’m happy for you, Dana, and it’s about time you’re happy.”


    “I am. I never thought happiness looked like this.”


    “You’ve always been my best friend. Robert never understood that. I know now you have someone who any fool can see loves you more than his own life, but I hope I can be your second best friend.”


    “Always, Harris.”


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    Blowing in the Wind


    


    Reece took the call on the Saturday morning before Labor Day. He made plane reservations for two, then he and Dana packed a bag and drove to the Asheville airport where they boarded a flight to Boston. At Logan, they rented a car and drove to Lynn.


    Lana answered the intercom and buzzed them in. “He asked for you. The home healthcare nurse said it’s not the end, but Frank didn’t want to wait until he couldn’t—” She swallowed her words, and her eyes filled with tears.


    Reece took her in his arms, and Dana hugged them both.


    “Goddamn it,” Frank called from the other room in a weak voice. “Stop that. Wait until I’m fucking gone before you sob over me, will you?”


    Reece squelched his emotions, drew a breath, and moved to the bedroom. “That’s the Frank Vance I know and love.” He almost lost it when he saw his old friend lying in bed, pale skin covering his skeletal frame, looking like Death had already knocked on his door.


    “Get me out of this fucking bed. I won’t spend my last days in bed with you mooning over me like I’m some cadaver. Put me in the chair. Lana’s going to break her back lifting me. I need a strong body.”


    A wheelchair sat by the bedside. Reece lifted Frank into it. He couldn’t have weighed more than ninety pounds, but he was still as feisty as the big brute who’d saved Reece from an ignominious end. Still, to hold his emotions in check, Reece bit his lip so hard a metallic taste filled his mouth.


    “Don’t fall apart on me, son,” Frank whispered in his ear. “I need you.” He pulled Reece’s face to look at him. “Understand?”


    Reece nodded. Willing away the tears that threatened didn’t work, and they spilled like raindrops onto his cheeks.


    “Shit,” Frank said. “You are one hell of a pussy, you know that?”


    “Only when it concerns the people I love. There aren’t many of those left.”


    “Well, there’s going to be one less, and I don’t want you to feel sorry about it.” He caught his breath. “I’m a happy man. Now Lana’s made a good dinner. You two stay the night, then tomorrow I have plans.”


    “Whatever you say.”


    “Jesus, for once I get no arguments. So it’s settled.” They moved into the living room. “I want a glass of wine. Fuck the drugs. Why shouldn’t I have a buzz if I want one? What’s going to happen to me? I’m gonna die?”


    Reece laughed in spite of the sadness that consumed him. “Christ, Frank. What I love about you—you never change.”


    “Not yet. Did I ever tell you, Dana, how Reece taught me to read?”


    “No.”


    Reece shook his head. “Come on, Frank. No one wants to hear this.”


    “I do,” Dana said.


    Reece caught her subtle warning. Frank needed to take everyone’s mind off him and put it elsewhere. “Oh, go ahead. Tell them.”


    “After someone pours me another glass of wine.” Lana did, and Frank went on, measuring his sentences between rests. “Dr. Fucking Seuss. A Cat in the Hat. Can you believe it?” He sipped some wine and waited. “I knew some of it. After all, I went through the sixth grade, but I’d forgotten more than I ever learned.”


    “You weren’t that bad,” Reece said, giving Frank time to recover his voice.


    “Some of the other guys gathered ’round and made a big deal of it, but soon, there they were, reading right along with me.…Then, the Sendak books—In the Night Kitchen, and…Where the Wild Things Are. We liked those. Great scary drawings. Then crime books, with characters like us—Elmore, what’s his name?”


    “Leonard,” Reece said.


    “Yeah, right, and Westlake. I got hooked on those two. The bad guys sometimes came out ahead.”


    “Yeah, they do. You like that, don’t you, Frank?”


    “Damn right. After you spend time in stir…you realize that doesn’t happen too often in real life.”


    “I had good students,” Reece said, “especially when we started on the adult books. One of the guards ordered them for me.”


    “One of the good guards,” Frank said.


    “Come, everyone,” Lana said. “Dinner is ready.”


    Reece wheeled Frank into the kitchen where Lana had set the table with china and silver and candles. Frank ate little, mostly whipped potatoes and pudding, but he insisted on a glass of wine. Before long, his head started to droop. “Time for bed.”


    Reece nodded to Lana that he’d take care of Frank first and wheeled him to his room. He lifted him again and laid him down, then put the cannula in his nose and turned on the oxygen.


    Frank yanked at his arm. “Tomorrow, Reece. Okay?”


    Reece nodded, leaned down, and kissed his friend on the forehead. “Tomorrow, Frank.”


    * * * * *


    In bed, Reece lay quietly with Dana wrapped in his arms. He wasn’t in a mood, exactly, but the weight of what was going to happen tomorrow weighed heavily. Dana knew and didn’t try to talk him out of it. After a fitful night’s sleep, he woke early, dreading the day. He’d made a promise he would keep. Dana must have sensed what he was going through, and they went about getting dressed without speaking. They exchanged a long look, then Reece went into Frank’s room.


    “Get me up, will you.”


    Reece lifted Frank from his bed into his chair. The old man seemed weaker, probably due to the combination of drugs and wine. It didn’t matter.


    Lana made a big breakfast, blini and soft scrambled eggs for Frank, sausage and toast for the others. She fed Frank, but after a few bites he shook his head. “No more.” A pall settled over the kitchen, conversation almost non-existent, unlike the enthusiasm of the night before.


    “I want to go over to the ocean,” Frank said. Everyone exchanged glances. “Don’t look at each other like I’m crazy. I want to see the water. I love the water. I want us all to go to the ocean.” Lana ran from the room. “All of us,” he called after her, his voice barely a whisper.


    Reece could feel the heat of Dana’s stare, but he didn’t look at her. She started to say something, decided against it.


    “Go to her, will you, Dana?” Frank said, his gravelly voice at half strength. “Get her ready to go.” He looked at Reece. “Get me ready. I’ll need a jacket.”


    Reece marshaled all his forces to hold his emotions in check and wheeled Frank into the bedroom. Taking a throw off the bed, he covered Frank’s scrawny legs. Then he put his arms through the sleeves of the jacket. “Are you sure?”


    “I’m sure, son. While I can still function. Bad enough I’m pissing in a fucking diaper, I don’t want to be gaga too. Know what I mean?”


    Reece nodded.


    Lana’s eyes were red and swollen, but she seemed resigned. The two women alternated with opening the doors that led outside, while Reece lifted the wheelchair with Frank in it and carried him down the stairs. When Reece set him down, Lana pushed him across the street.


    “Don’t look at me,” Reece said, holding Dana’s arm. “And don’t say anything.”


    “Could I talk you out of it?”


    “No.”


    “Then I won’t say anything.”


    When they got to the bench, the three of them sat. The sun shone bright, with enough crispness in the air to justify a jacket.


    “This is beautiful, isn’t it?” Frank said. “No smell today, notice? Clear and bright and the ocean is blue and clean. What more could I ask?”


    “It is beautiful,” Dana said. “A perfect day.”


    They watched the ocean for an hour. Lana held Frank’s bony hand and the two exchanged quiet words no one could hear. Then Frank said to Lana, “Now, I want you and Dana to take a long walk. There’s a restaurant at the end of the promenade, right over the Swampscott line. Go have coffee. They have good pecan pie. And don’t come back for a while.”


    Frank looked straight ahead. Lana moved to him and kissed him on the lips. She whispered something in his ear. He whispered in hers. Then she turned and started walking. Dana hugged him and caught up with Lana, taking her arm. Reece watched them walk away.


    “I closed my business,” Frank said. “Lana didn’t want to take it over. She could have. It’s a good income, but she didn’t want to stay here with the memories. She has a daughter in Brooklyn. She’s going there. The daughter’s a good girl. Lana will be fine. I’ve left her enough money to live comfortably for the rest of her life. She’ll probably give it all to her grandchild, which is okay if that’s what she wants.”


    Reece didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. Frank had put his house in order, and he needed to tell Reece.


    “I’d appreciate it if you’d check on her once in a while,” Frank said.


    “I will. I’ll see to it she has everything she needs.”


    “Thank you.”


    Reece felt the tears fill his eyes and brushed them away.


    Frank looked at him and shook his head. “Jesus, you’re a wuss.”


    Reece couldn’t get out the words, so he nodded. He remembered standing over his father, feeling forgiveness for the wasted years, if nothing more. This man next to him had taken his father’s place when he needed a father. And now he would do what his father asked of him and what a good son agreed to.


    “Ready?”


    “Ready.” Reece wheeled Frank across the street. Cars stopped to let them pass. Reece waved his thanks. He lifted the chair up the stairs and through the first door, then used a key for the second. Inside the apartment, Reece asked, “How about one more glass of good Cabernet?”


    “No,” Frank said. “It’s time. Put me to bed.”


    Reece wheeled him into the bedroom, lifted him out of the chair, and laid him down.


    “The dose is on the dresser, full. I waited too long. Now I’m too fucking weak to press the goddamn plunger, but promise me you won’t wake up some night wracked with guilt.”


    “Would you have done it for me?”


    Frank looked like he was drifting back in time. “I thought a couple of times you were going to ask me.” Frank stared into Reece’s eyes. “I would have tried to talk you out of it, but if you were sure I would have.”


    Reece nodded.


    “With three of you here, no one will figure it out. An old man finally let himself slide out of life. I wish I believed something better waited on the other side, but I don’t. Even if there were, there’d be no place for me.”


    Frank’s words hit Reece hard. “That’s where you’re wrong, old friend. If there’s a heaven, you’ll sit on Kingdom’s throne.” Reece took the needle. “I love you, Frank.”


    “Me too, son. Now, let’s get it over with before I change my mind.”


    “Will you?”


    Frank raised his hollow eyes and met Reece’s gaze. A smile twitched his lips. He answered in a weak voice. “No.”


    Reece took the needle, squirted a drop. He raised Frank’s sleeve and, through eyes filling with tears, stuck it in his vein.


    * * * * *


    Reece, Dana, and Lana stood where the walkway along Lynn Shore Drive jutted out into the ocean. The tide was receding; the wind blew out to sea. Lana opened the painted box she’d brought from Russia and gingerly fingered the gray powder. She glanced at Reece and Dana, then tipped the contents into the breeze. The three of them watched the dust that was once Frank Vance float through the air toward the horizon.


    * * * * *


    After closing the apartment, Reece traded their rented car for a van. The three of them packed what Lana decided to keep, took the rest to a mission resale store, and Reece drove her and her belongings to her daughter’s apartment in Brooklyn.


    “You’re always welcome to visit,” Dana said after they unloaded everything with the help of Lana’s son-in-law. “We have two houses, so if you get sick of us, you can have a house all to yourself.”


    “Don’t be surprised if I come. I won’t stay long. How is it you say here, fish and visitors stink after three days?”


    Reece smiled and threw his arm around her shoulders. “You will never stink. We would welcome you as long as you care to stay. Forever, if you want.”


    Lana looked on the verge of tears, but her granddaughter came into the room, and she regained control. “You are both kind people. I knew right away why Frank loved you so much, Reece.”


    “The feelings were mutual, but you know that.”


    * * * * *


    They flew back to Asheville from New York. On the drive to Regal Falls, Dana asked, “Whose house?”


    Reece looked at her. His eyes smiled again. “Ours,” he said.
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    Chapter One


    Gotcha


    


    If Linc rated high-priced call girls on a scale of one to ten, Tawny Dell would score a twelve. Parked in the lot next to the public beach access, he trained his binoculars on the jaw-dropping beauty as two college-aged lifeguards carried her paraphernalia onto the beach. The third tugged a chaise behind him and set it down when she picked out the perfect spot. She peeled off her cover-up, and the three boys practically drooled.


    Even Linc sucked in a quick breath. The woman’s figure could incite a rampage of lusting men, him included. Though lean, she had curves in all the right places. Tight ass, tiny waist, topped off by magnificent breasts. He glanced at the photo the captain had given him, then retrained his focus on her. Yup. There couldn’t be two like her. Not on this planet.


    The young men huddled around her. One danced a jig to hide his boner, resembling a toddler too busy to pee. Tawny avoided looking at the boy’s embarrassing bulge and turned her attention to the others.


    Nice. At least she didn’t smirk.


    The four exchanged a few words, then the boys gestured to their lifeguard stations. She noted the sites, nodded, and flashed a smile that even from a distance added a few more rays to a sunny day.


    Yeah, all she has to do is crook her little finger in their direction, and they’ll come a’running to carry out the pretty lady’s wishes. Good luck, guys. It’ll be a cold day in hell before you hook up with a woman like that. The boys’ naïve optimism reminded him of his own youth, a lifetime ago.


    Tawny settled into the low-slung chair, stretching her long, shapely legs and burrowing her feet in the sand.


    Hmm, what I’d like to do with those legs. And those―stop it, Linc.


    Digging into her canvas tote, she pulled out a bottle of suntan lotion and drizzled it into her palm, rubbing—no, massaging—the glossy oil in long, languid strokes. Up and down her legs. Around her shoulders and arms. And on her glorious chest. Watching her slow, deliberate movements shot erotic impulses to Linc’s groin. When she finished, she dropped the bottle in the bag, opened a paperback, and settled in. Linc took a deep breath and mentally slapped himself back to reality. Talk about a boner. Down, boy.


    He scanned her audience. If she was aware of the admiring gawkers, she didn’t let on. Every male within a hundred-foot radius locked onto her like lasers. Women, too, albeit for different reasons. Where the women scowled disapprovingly, the men radiated unabashed appreciation. Beauty was definitely in the eye of the beholder.


    The reaction of both sexes centered on the skimpy bikini that left nothing to the imagination. The amount of shiny, copper-colored fabric wouldn’t conceal a postage stamp, and it sure didn’t cover a body worth a hell of a lot more than the going postal rate. Hundreds of thousands of dollars more, according to a snitch.


    The captain, cooperating with Treasury, decided Tawny Dell could be useful, and it was Linc’s job to enlist her. If she accepted, his division might just solve a murder and close down a string of sex clubs at the same time. If she refused, the IRS would nail her for tax evasion.


    Linc couldn’t wrench his eyes off her. The woman personified every cliché that defined beauty. No wonder men paid so much money to sleep with her. She was every man’s wet dream. Even though word surfaced that Tawny had hung up her G-string, she still could play in the major leagues—if she wanted to. But business was business. He needed to concentrate on his job. He tossed the binoculars on the car seat and bit back his lust.


    After locking his shoulder holster and gun in the glove compartment, he got out of the car. Wearing a suit on the beach looked suspicious enough, but a bulge under his jacket would garner unwanted attention. He wished he’d checked into a hotel to change, but he didn’t have time. He tossed his jacket over the binoculars, stripped off his tie, and unbuttoned his shirt collar. Rolling up his sleeves helped him look less like a cop but more like a dork, traipsing in the sand with shoes on.


    The day was South Carolina perfect: azure sky, beach breeze steady enough to keep the sun worshippers from dissolving. Snagging one of the hotel chairs, he started toward his target. Within a few seconds, one of Tawny’s worshiping trio, a cinnamon-toasted kid with hair like summer straw flopping over his eyes, barred his way.


    “Um, you can’t take a chair if you’re not registered here,” he said, clearly uncomfortable with confrontation. “What’s, um, your room number?”


    The kid backed off after Linc flipped open a small leather case and flashed his badge. He palmed the teen a fiver and received a toothy grin in return. Linc resumed his mission, dragging the chair through the sand until he set it down beside Tawny Dell.


    She regarded him with neither curiosity nor annoyance. This woman was accustomed to men hitting on her. In the real world of high-priced call girls, a man needed references to contract an hour’s time with this masterpiece. He had a better shot if he hired her to accompany him on exotic vacations for weekends or longer, far from his wife and kids. A trip like that could set back a salivating customer five or six figures, understood and paid at the end of their arrangement. Only a few women reached that lofty level. Tawny was one of them.


    Because she worked independently and strictly on referrals, she’d never popped up on the radar. Only after another working girl blew the whistle on her did the NYPD get the lowdown.


    He flashed the badge a second time. “Lincoln Walsh, special investigator, NYPD.”


    “My, my,” she said, with an air of feigned surprise. “What’s a New York City detective doing all the way down in South Carolina? And why would he be after me?”


    He lowered himself into the chaise. “I’m investigating what we believe to be a sex crime.”


    Her expression changed to one of amusement, her voice husky and suggestive. “Have I committed a sex crime? Something…kinky, perhaps?”


    He knew only one way to play a woman like this―by her rules. “I don’t know, have you?”


    “Hmm, let’s see. Nope, not today, unless masturbating is a crime. You see, I was horny this morning because, would you believe, I woke up all by my lonesome.” She glanced at his bare ring finger. “You know how it is.”


    Linc felt a tug in his boxers. Jesus, he was turning into those drooling losers watching from the safety of their beach chairs. He leaned closer, feeling her body heat slam into him, and brushed his lips close to her ear to speak. “Had the same problem myself this morning. Now if we were together we wouldn’t have had to resort to such artificial stimulation.”


    “Oh, I doubt your bosses would approve, Mister―what did you say your name was?”


    “Walsh. Lincoln Walsh.”


    “Ah, Bond. James Bond,” she said, mimicking the famous line.


    She was poking fun at him, but he forgot the mockery when she shifted toward him onto her hip, and those beauties shifted with her. No silicone either. They were the real thing. Damn bikini triangles barely covered her nipples. She took off her sunglasses and matched his stare.


    A few fine lines crinkled the corners of bright, turquoise eyes. Thick dark lashes. No mascara. No makeup at all. The report said she was thirty-two. He wasn’t good at judging age. Everyone appeared younger these days. Maybe it was diet, more exercise, nip and tuck. Forty was the new thirty. Wasn’t that what people said? After a couple of Mid-East tours, he looked and felt every minute of his thirty-eight years.


    Thirty-two wasn’t old for a call girl. Experience meant a lot to men who paid for women costing as much as Tawny. Did a few tiny creases mean the end of an illustrious career? Was that why she quit? He had to admit his division spent more time tracking perverts after prepubescent girls, not women aging like fine wine.


    “You guys are all so predictable,” she said, snapping him back to the present and her beautiful Caribbean eyes with the long, thick lashes. “For your information, I’m not a working girl anymore. I’ve retired. This is the first vacation I’ve taken by myself in years. I even got my neighbor to water my plants, and you’re intent on ruining it for me. What’s so important that you followed me down here?”


    He saw a couple watching as if they were in the middle of a triple-X-rated skin flick. The woman nudged her husband and he slammed his slack-jaw shut.


    “We need to talk, and this isn’t the place. Can we go to your room?”


    “I told you, I’m not in the life any more. You’ll have to find someone else to get your rocks off. And if you persist, I’ll report you to your—what division did you say you were with?”


    “Such sarcasm. Go ahead. I’m with sex crimes, but my boss will make you the same offer I’m going to. And he might not be as…accommodating.”


    She studied him a long minute, then stood up. So did he. She was almost his height and still flaunted that teasing half-smile. Moving in chest to chest, she said, “Give me a hint. What’s this all about?”


    He breathed in a flowery scent he couldn’t name. Jasmine, maybe. He wanted to move back, but he liked the feel of her against him. She was trying to fluster him and damn if she wasn’t succeeding. You’re a cop, Walsh. And she’s a pro. Be cool. “Four hundred thousand you earned from Fortune 500 acquaintances and a member of New York’s Five Families, all in an offshore account you forgot to pay taxes on.” He watched her. “Oh, and a dead hooker named Sarah. Ready?”


    All the points he ticked off got her attention, but the last item stopped her cold. Her breath hitched, and every muscle froze. She regained her composure in the same length of time it took to bat those baby blues. She draped her beach cover-up over her shoulders, and hidden from view beneath the voluminous fabric, lowered her right arm between their bodies into the warmth of his crotch and took hold of his balls. “I am. Are you?”
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