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“Love You More is one of those novels with the perfect blend of plot and character. It has the chills and thrills to excite, and the heart to draw you in.”

—SANDRA BROWN




“This book had me at the author’s name. Lisa Gardner … no one owns this corner of the genre the way she does—and Love You More might be her best ever.”

—LEE CHILD




“Tessa Leoni is a dedicated single mom when she is swept away by a man who turns out to be the wrong guy. Emotionally true, harrowing, and unputdownable. Brava, Lisa Gardner!”

—LISA SCOTTOLINE




“A heart-pounding tale of family drama by the Mozart of thriller writers. I could not tear myself away.”

—TESS GERRITSEN




“I dare you to try and put this book down. Gardner does her homework and loads this thriller chock-full of authentic details, giving readers a front-seat ride that will leave you gasping.”

—ALEX KAVA




“Crisp prose, crackling plots, layered characters. A stickler for detail. Lisa Gardner is the best female thriller writer working today.”

—STEVE BERRY




“Lisa Gardner is an amazing writer. Her characters are multidimensional and believable, and they tell the kinds of stories that grip you right from the first page.”

—KARIN SLAUGHTER




“One of the very few writers on my must-read list … She’s truly outdone herself with this one. It grabs you on the first page and keeps you guessing until the final chapter … stands out in the crowded field of thrillers not only because it’s a terrific book, but because it features two compelling and believable female protagonists…. Lisa Gardner has the suspense chops to compete with Harlan Coben, Lee Child, and Michael Connelly.”

—JOSEPH FINDER




“A powerful, pitch-perfect thriller about what a mother will do to protect her child. Love You More is Lisa Gardner at the top of her game.”

—ALLISON BRENNAN




“I loved that this book had not just one but two amazing, compelling, complex, and incredibly strong kick-ass female characters.”

—SUZANNE BROCKMANN




“Lisa Gardner’s books come with a built-in set of hands. They reach up out of the pages, grab you by the lapels, and hold you until you’ve read to the final, suspense-filled sentence. And Love You More is no exception.”

—LINWOOD BARCLAY




“Gardner’s characters are fully drawn (this reviewer was not even aware that Warren is a series character), and her taut storytelling and dizzying plot will appeal to fans of Harlan Coben.”

—Library Journal (starred)




“Gripping … jaw-dropping.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Gardner hits an impressive new high with her latest taut thriller…. Unbelievably gripping and clever, you won’t want to put it down until the final page!”

—Romantic Times Book Review




“One of the best thriller writers in the business has written her best book to date…. Gardner continues to be at the top of the genre with this gut-wrenching look at what lies beneath the seemingly happy life of a typical couple in suburbia.”

—Indianapolis Star




“A tour-de-force of psychological suspense that solidifies her claim as the finest female thriller writer working today.”

—Providence Journal–Bulletin



LIVE TO TELL


“Taut as a piano wire and just as well-played. Lisa Gardner’s Live to Tell is a suspenseful roller-coaster ride.”

—KARIN SLAUGHTER




“[A] gripping thriller … Gardner never sensationalizes her story, and the book ends with a resolution that is creatively and emotionally appropriate. An excellent novel.”

—Booklist (starred review)




“Adventurous … just the right pace and lots of action. Gardner has another hit on her hands.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“The lives of three women collide in Gardner’s amazingly chilling new thriller… . Electrifying.”

—Romantic Times



THE NEIGHBOR


“Suspenseful and stylish mystery … This is certainly Gardner’s most complex novel, and it will be a definite treat for her fans.”

—Booklist




“Master storyteller Gardner really outdoes herself with her latest puzzler…. An instantly thought-provoking and somewhat creepy novel. Pure Gardner genius!”

—Romantic Times Book Reviews




“Full of inventive twists, this highly entertaining novel delivers a shocking solution as well as a perfectly realized sense of justice.”

—Publishers Weekly



SAY GOODBYE


“A twisted, spellbinding thriller. Lisa Gardner always delivers heart-stopping suspense.”

—HARLAN COBEN




“Just when you thought Lisa Gardner couldn’t get any better … she does. Say Goodbye is a stunning, chilling, up-all-night thriller that will leave you shaken.”

—LEE CHILD




“In her last few novels, especially the excellent Hide and Gone, Gardner has really hit her stride, and this one, if not her best, will surely be a surefire hit for her fans—and in fact, for all readers who like their thrillers suspenseful, fast-paced, and just a little creepy (OK, a lot creepy).”

—Booklist




“Engaging if highly disturbing … Gardner delivers a satisfying resolution in line with what her fans have come to expect: a suspense-filled freak show wrapped up with a neatly tied bow.”

—Publishers Weekly



HIDE


“An intense, suspenseful story … Hide delivers what Gardner’s fans are looking for and is the author’s best book yet.”

—Chicago Tribune




“First-rate … Through expert use of red herrings, Gardner takes the reader on a nail-biting ride to the thrilling climax.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




“Gardner fans, look out: this one will take your breath away. This is a rich, complex tale that juggles a handful of mysteries at once … [and] represents the author at the height of her powers.”

—Booklist



GONE


“Gone’s major strength is the chilly, damp setting in coastal Oregon: The book practically emits the feeling of wet forests and cold basements.”

—Entertainment Weekly




“Highly satisfying … A page-turner that seldom pauses for rest.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“A terrifying woman-in-jeopardy plot propels Gardner’s latest thriller in which child advocate and PI Lorraine ‘Rainie’ Conner’s fate hangs in the balance. Sympathetic characters, a strong sense of place and terrific plotting distinguish Gardner’s new thriller.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Gardner keeps the suspense cranked high. Recommend this to fans of Lee Child.”

—Booklist



ALONE


“Three-dimensional characters fill out a riveting story that is like a juicy steak: slow broiled to perfection…. Highly recommended.”

—Library Journal (starred review)




“One of the bloodier thrillers … enjoy this novel’s thrill-packed, roller-coaster ride.”

—The Boston Globe




“Intricate and suspenseful, keeps you on the edge of your seat without a moment’s respite.”

—Los Angeles Times Book Review




“As always, the strength of her characters keeps the pages turning.”

—Kirkus Reviews



THE KILLING HOUR


“[A] high-octane page-turner … With tight plotting, an ear for forensic detail and a dash of romance, this is a truly satisfying sizzler in the tradition of Tess Gerritsen and Tami Hoag.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




“Lisa Gardner’s murder-mongering grows more cringe-inducing with every volume, and The Killing Hour is her most horripilating yet.”

—Los Angeles Times




“This intense book features a riveting plot, dynamic characters, and plenty of action…. Outstanding … Definitely an edge-of-your-seat page-turner. Don’t miss this one!”

—Mystery News



THE SURVIVORS CLUB


“Showing a flair for lip-biting suspense, bestselling novelist Gardner combs out a tangled plot to an engrossing effect…. Riveting action … This club is worth the dues.”

—People (Beach Book of the Week)




“One cannot read this excellent new novel by bestselling author Gardner without wondering what actors might play these characters…. Rocks and rolls right up to a nail-biter ending.”

—Publishers Weekly




“Her best effort yet in this dynamite tale … Readers are forewarned that they may be up all night finishing this masterfully crafted thriller.”

—Booklist



THE NEXT ACCIDENT


“A cool and accomplished psycho-killer tale.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“A suspense-laden, twist-filled tale that easily equals the best of Sue Grafton and Kathy Reichs.”

—Providence Journal-Bulletin




“Harrowing. A fiendishly well-choreographed dance of death.”

—Booklist



THE THIRD VICTIM


“Riveting, hold-your-breath suspense!”

—IRIS JOHANSEN




“Gardner deftly probes the psychology of school shootings while developing a cast of complex, compelling characters…. A suspenseful, curl-up winter read, this thriller teems with crisp, realistic dialogue and engaging characters.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)




“[A] heart-stopping novel, a story to get under your skin and haunt you. The action and the tension never let up from first page to last. As timely as today’s headlines, this is a one-of-a-kind book.”

—Romantic Times



THE OTHER DAUGHTER


“Once again, Gardner serves up suspense at a furious pace.”

—Publishers Weekly




“[A] suspenseful, engrossing page-turner … Totally absorbing, it’s one of those books that keeps you up late, enslaved by the ‘just one more chapter’ syndrome.”

—Mystery News



THE PERFECT HUSBAND


“A page-turner.”

—Rocky Mountain News




“A streamlined, bang-up addition to the oeuvre of Tami Hoag, Karen Robards, Elizabeth Powell and, these days, even Nora Roberts.”

—Publishers Weekly




“An unforgettably evil villain and a throat-gripping climax make The Perfect Husband a real page-turner!”

—TESS GERRITSEN




“I loved this book! I was up till 2 a.m. finishing it!”

—KAREN ROBARDS




“Nail-biting suspense … a taut roller coaster of a story that kept me up very, very late.”

—KAY HOOPER



 
[image: image]



The Next Accident is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

2012 Bantam Books Mass Market Edition

Copyright © 2001 by Lisa Baumgartner
Excerpt from Love You More
copyright © 2011 by Lisa Baumgartner

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Bantam Books, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.

BANTAM BOOKS and the rooster colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Originally published in hardcover in the United States by Bantam Books, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., in 2001.

eISBN: 978-0-553-90089-7

Cover art: © Alan Ayers
Cover design: Yook Louie

v3.1

 Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Prologue



Plan A

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Plan B

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36



Epilogue

Acknowledgments

Other books by Lisa Gardner

Excerpt from Love You More



 
Prologue





Virginia

His mouth grazed
the side of her neck. She liked the feel of his kiss, whisper-light, teasing. Her head fell back. She heard herself giggle. He drew her earlobe between his lips, and the giggle turned to a moan.

God, she loved it when he touched her.

His fingers lifted her heavy hair. They danced across the nape of her neck, then slid down her bare shoulders.

“Beautiful, Mandy,” he whispered. “Sexy, sexy, Mandy.”

She giggled again. She laughed, then she tasted salt on her lips and knew that she cried. He turned her belly-down on the bed. She didn’t protest.

His hands traced the line of her spine before settling in at her waist.

“I like this curve right here,” he murmured, dipping one finger into the concave curve at the small of her back. “Perfect for sipping champagne. Other men can have breasts and thighs. I just want this spot here. Can I have it, Mandy? Will you give that to me?”

Maybe she said yes. Maybe she just moaned. She didn’t know anymore. One bottle of champagne empty on the bed. Another half gone. Her mouth tingled with the forbidden flavor, and she kept telling herself it would be okay. It was just champagne, and they were celebrating, weren’t they? He had a new job, the BIG job, and oops, it was far away. But there would be weekend visits, maybe some letters, long-distance phone calls. . . . 

They were celebrating, they were mourning. It was a farewell fuck, and either way champagne sex shouldn’t count with the nice folks at AA.

He tilted the open bottle of bubbly over her shoulders. Cool, sparkling fluid cascaded down her neck, pooling on the white satin sheet. She lapped it up helplessly.

“That’s my girl,” he whispered. “My sweet, sexy, girl. . . . Open for me, baby. Let me in.”

Her legs parted. She arched her back, the whole of her focusing down, down, down, to the spot between her legs where the ache had built and now only he could ease the pain. Only he could save her.

Fill me up. Make me whole.

“Beautiful, Mandy. Sexy, sexy, Mandy.”

“Pl-pl-please. . . .”

He pushed inside her. Her hips went back. Her spine seemed to melt and she gave herself over to him.

Fill me up. Make me whole.

Salt on her cheeks. Champagne on her tongue. Why couldn’t she stop crying? She tilted her head down to the sheets and sipped champagne as the room spun sickeningly.

Suddenly the bed was gone. They were outside. In the driveway. Clothes on, cheeks dry. Champagne gone, but not the thirst. Six months she’d been dry. Now she craved another drink horribly. One bottle of champagne still unopened. Maybe she could get him to give it to her for the drive home. One for the road.

Don’t go. . . . 

“You okay, baby?”

“I’m okay,” she mumbled.

“Maybe you shouldn’t be driving. Maybe you should stay the night. . . .”

“I’m okay,” she murmured again. She couldn’t stay, and they both knew it. Beautiful things came, beautiful things went. If she tried to hold on now, it would just make it worse.

He was hesitating, though. Looking at her with those deep, concerned eyes. They crinkled at the corners. She had loved that when she first met him. The way his eyes creased as if he was studying her intently, really, truly seeing her. Then he’d smiled a split second later, as if merely finding her had made him so very happy.

She’d never had a man smile at her like that before. As if she were someone special.

Oh God, don’t go. . . . 

And then: Third bottle of champagne. All full. One more for old times’ sake. One more for the road.

Her lover took her face between his hands. He stroked her cheeks with his thumbs. “
Mandy . . .” he whispered tenderly. “The small of your back . . .”

She couldn’t answer anymore. She was choking on her tears.

“Wait, baby,” he said suddenly. “I have an idea.”

Driving. Thinking really hard because the narrow road curved like a snake and it was dark and it was so strange how early she could have a thought, and how late her body would be in responding. He sat beside her in the passenger’s seat. He wanted to make sure she got home safe; then he’d take a cab. Maybe she should take a cab. Maybe she was in no shape to drive. As long as he was coming with her, why was she the one at the wheel?

She couldn’t hold on to that thought long enough to make it work.

“Slow down,” he cautioned. “The road is tricky here.”

She nodded, furrowing her brow and struggling to concentrate. Wheel felt funny in her hand. Round. Huh. Pressed on the brakes. Hit the gas instead. The SUV lurched forward.

“Sorry,” she muttered. World was beginning to spin again. She didn’t feel well. Like she was going to throw up, or pass out. Maybe both. If she could just close her eyes . . . 

Road moved on her again. Vehicle jerked.

Seat belt. Needed a seat belt. She groped for the strap, got the clasp. Pulled. Seat belt spun out toothlessly. That’s right. Broken. Must get that fixed. Someday. Today. May day. Stars spinning away, sky starting to lighten. Sun going to come up. Now she just needed a little girl singing, “Tomorrow, tomorrow, there’s always tomorrow—”

“Slow down,” he repeated from the passenger’s seat. “There’s a sharp turn ahead.”

She looked at him numbly. He had a strange gleam in his eyes. Excitement. She didn’t understand.

“I love you,” she heard herself say.

“I know,” he replied. He reached for her kindly. His hand settled on the wheel. “Sweet, sexy, Mandy. You’re never going to get over me.”

She nodded. The dam broke, and tears poured down her cheeks. She sobbed hopelessly as the Ford Explorer swerved across the road, and the gleam built in his eyes.

“I’m as good as it gets,” he continued relentlessly. “Without me, Mandy, you’ll be lost.”

“I know, I know.”

“Your own father left you. Now, I’m doing the same. The weekend visits will stop, then the phone calls. And then it will just be you, Mandy, all alone night after night after night.”

She sobbed harder. Salt on her cheeks, champagne on her lips. So alone. The black abyss. Alone, alone, alone.

“Face it, Mandy,” he said gently. “You’re not good enough to keep a man. You’re nothing but a drunk. Christ, I’m breaking up with you, and all you can think about is that third bottle of champagne. That’s the truth, isn’t it? Isn’t it?”

She tried to shake her head. She ended up nodding.

“Mandy,” he whispered. “Speed up.”

“Why didn’t Daddy come home for my birthday? But I want Daddy!”

“Sweet, sexy Mandy.”

Fill me up. Make me whole.

So alone . . . 

“You hurt, Mandy. I know you hurt. But I’ll help you, baby. Speed up.”

Salt on her cheeks. Champagne on her lips. Her foot settling on the gas . . . 

“One little push of the accelerator, and you’ll never be lonely again. You’ll never have to miss me.”

Her foot . . . The approaching curve in the road. So alone. God, I’m tired.

“Come on, Mandy. Speed up.”

Her foot pressing down . . . 

At the last minute, she saw him. A man on the narrow shoulder of the country road. Walking his dog, looking startled to see a vehicle at this time of the morning, then even more surprised to have it bearing down on him.

Turn! Turn! Must turn! Amanda Jane Quincy jerked frantically at the wheel. . . . 

And it remained pointed straight ahead. Her lover still gripped it, and he held it tight.

Time suspended. Mandy looked up without comprehension at the face she had grown to love. She saw the rushing dark through the window behind him. She saw the seat belt strapped tight across his strong, broad chest. And she heard him say, “Bye-bye, sweet Mandy. When you get to hell, be sure to give your father my regards.”

The Explorer hit the man. Thump bump. A short-circuited cry. The vehicle plowed ahead. And just as she was thinking it would be okay, she was still in one piece, they were still in one piece, the telephone pole reared out of the darkness.

Mandy never had time to scream. The Explorer hit the thick wooden pole at thirty-five miles per hour. The front bumper drove down, the back end came up. And her unsecured body vaulted from the driver’s seat into the windshield, where the hard metal frame crushed the top of her skull.

The passenger had no such problems. The seat belt caught his chest, pushing him back into his seat even as the front end of the Explorer crumpled. His neck snapped forward. His internal organs rushed up in his chest, momentarily cutting off his air. He gasped, blinked his eyes, and seconds later, the pressure was gone. The SUV settled in. He settled in. He was fine.

He unfastened his seat belt with his bare hands. He had done his homework and he wasn’t worried about prints. Nor was he concerned about time. A rural road in the early hours of dawn. It would be ten, twenty, thirty minutes before someone happened by.

He inspected beautiful, sexy Mandy. She still had a faint pulse, but she was now missing most of the top of her head. Even if her body was putting up a last-ditch fight, her brain would never recover.

A year and a half of planning later, he was satisfied. Amanda Jane Quincy had died scared, died confused, died heartbroken.

He and Pierce Quincy were still not even, the man thought, but it was a start.
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Fourteen months later

Portland, Oregon

Monday afternoon,
private investigator Lorraine Conner sat hunched over her paper-swamped desk, punched a few more numbers into her old, cagey laptop, then scowled at the results shown on the screen. She tried the numbers again, got the same dismal results, and gave them the same dark look. The Quicken-generated budget, however, refused to be intimidated.

Damn file, she thought. Damn budget, damn heat. And damn circular fan that she’d purchased just last week and was already refusing to work unless she whacked it twice in the head. She stopped now to give it the requisite double-smack and was finally rewarded with a feeble breeze. Christ, this weather was killing her.

It was three in the afternoon on Monday. Outside the sun was shining, the heat about to crest for another record-breaking July day in downtown Portland, Oregon. Technically speaking, Portland didn’t get as ridiculously hot as the East Coast. Nor, in theory, did it get as humid as the South. These days, unfortunately, the climate didn’t seem to realize that. Rainie had long since traded in her T-shirt for a white cotton tank top. It was now plastered to her skin, while her elbows left rings of condensation on the one clear spot on her desk. If it got any hotter, she was taking her laptop into the shower.

Rainie’s loft offered central air, but as part of her “belt-tightening” program, she was cooling her vast, one-room condo the old-fashioned way—she’d opened the windows and turned on a small desk fan. Unfortunately, that little matter of heat rising was conspiring against her. The eighth-floor condo wasn’t magically getting any cooler, while the smog content had increased tenfold.

Bad day for belt-tightening programs. Especially in Portland’s trendy Pearl District, where iced coffee was served on practically every street corner, and all the little cafés prided themselves on their gourmet ice cream. God knows the majority of her upwardly mobile neighbors were probably sitting in Starbucks right now, basking in air-conditioned glory while trying to choose between an iced Chai or nonfat mocha latte.

Not Rainie. No, the new and improved Lorraine Conner was sitting in her trendy loft in this trendy little neighborhood, trying to decide which was more important—money for the Laundromat, or a new carburetor for her fifteen-year-old clunker. On the one hand, clean clothes always made a good impression when meeting a new client. On the other hand, it didn’t do her any good to land new cases if she had no means of carrying them out. Details, details.

She tried a fresh round of numbers in her Quicken file. Showing a gross lack of imagination, the file spit back the same red results. She sighed. Rainie had just passed the Oregon Board of Investigators’ test to receive her license. In the good news department, this meant she could start working for defense lawyers as a defense investigator, à la Paul Drake to their Perry Mason. In the bad news department, the two-year license cost her seven hundred bucks. Then came the hundred dollars for the standard five-thousand-dollar bond to protect her against complaints. Finally, she got to fork over eight hundred dollars for a million dollars in errors-and-omissions insurance, more CYA infrastructure. All in all, Conner Investigations was moving up—except she was now out sixteen hundred dollars and feeling the crunch.

“But I like eating,” she tried to tell her computerized business records. They didn’t seem to care.

A buzzer sounded. Rainie sat up, dragging a hand discouragingly through her hair, while she blinked twice in surprise. She wasn’t expecting any clients today. She peered into the family room, where her TV was tuned in to the building’s security cameras and now broadcasted the view from the main entrance. A well-dressed man with salt-and-pepper hair stood patiently outside the locked front doors. As she watched, he buzzed her loft again. Then he glanced up at the camera.

Rainie couldn’t help herself. Her breath caught. Maybe her heart even stopped. She looked at him, the last person she expected to see these days, and everything inside her went topsy-turvy.

She ran a hand through her newly shorn hair again. She was still getting used to the look, and the heat made it flip out like a dark, chestnut dish mop. Then there was her tank top—old and sweat-soaked. Her denim shorts, ripped up, frayed, and hardly professional. She was just doing paperwork today, no need to dress up, and oh God had she put on deodorant this morning, because it was really hot in here and she could no longer tell.

Supervisory Special Agent Pierce Quincy remained gazing up at the security camera, and even through the grainy image, she could see the intent look in his deep blue eyes.

Rainie’s scattered thoughts slowed. Her hand settled at the hollow of her throat. And she studied Quincy, nearly eight months since she’d last seen him and six months since even the phone calls had stopped.

His eyes still crinkled in the corners. His forehead still carried deep, furrowed lines. He had the hard, lean features of a man who spent too much time dealing with death, and damn if she hadn’t liked that about him. Same impeccably tailored suit. Same hard-to-read face. There was no one quite like SupSpAg Quincy.

He pressed the ringer for a third time. He wasn’t going away. Once he made up his mind about something, Quincy rarely let it go. Except her . . . 

Rainie shook her head in disgust. She didn’t want to think that way. They’d tried, they’d failed. Shit happened. Whatever Quincy wanted now, she doubted it was personal. She buzzed him in.

Eight floors later, he knocked at her front door. She’d had time for deodorant, but nothing in the world could save her hair. She swung open the door, balanced one hand on her denim-clad hip, and said, “Hey.”

“Hello, Rainie.”

She waited. The pause drew out, and to her satisfaction, Quincy broke first.

“I was beginning to worry that you were out on a case,” he said.

“Yeah well, even the good guys can’t be working all the time.”

Quincy raised a brow. His dry tone made her positively nostalgic as he said, “I wouldn’t know anything about that.”

She smiled in spite of herself. Then she swung the door open a bit wider, and truly let him in.

Quincy didn’t speak right away. He walked around her loft casually, but Rainie wasn’t fooled. She’d blown the majority of her savings on the loft just four months ago and she knew the kind of impression it made. The eleven-foot ceilings of a converted warehouse space. The open, sunny layout with nothing but a kitchen counter and eight giant support columns to carve out four simple spaces: kitchen, bedroom, family room, and study. The huge expanse of windows, filling the entire outer wall with original 1925 paned glass.

The woman who had owned the condo before Rainie had finished the entranceway with warm red brick and painted the living space with rustic shades of adobe and tan. The result was the shabby chic look Rainie had read about in magazines, but knew better than to try on her own. 

The loft had nearly bankrupted her, but the minute Rainie had seen it, she couldn’t have gone without it. It was fashionable, it was upscale, it was beautiful. And maybe if the new and improved Lorraine Conner lived in this kind of place, she could be that kind of person.

“It’s nice,” Quincy said finally.

Rainie scrutinized his face. He seemed sincere. She grunted a reply.

“I didn’t know you did sponge painting,” Quincy commented.

“Don’t. The previous owner.”

“Ahh, she did a nice job. New hairdo?”

“I cut off the length and sold it to buy the loft, of course.”

“You always were clever. Not organized, as I can tell by looking at the desk, but clever.”

“Why are you here?”

Quincy paused, then smiled grudgingly. “I see you still know how to cut to the chase.”

“And you still know how to dodge a question.”

“Touché.”

She arched a brow, signaling that, too, wasn’t an answer. Then she propped up her hip on the edge of her desk, and knowing Quincy as well as she did, she waited.

Supervisory Special Agent Pierce Quincy had started his career as an FBI profiler, back in the days when that division was called the Investigative Support Unit and he was known as one of the best of the best. Six years ago, after a particularly brutal case, he’d moved to the Behavioral Science Unit, where he focused on researching future homicidal practices and teaching classes at Quantico. Rainie had met him a year ago, in her hometown of Bakersville, Oregon, when a mass murder had ravaged her quaint community and garnered Quincy’s attention. As the primary officer, she had walked that crime scene with him, having met him just an hour before and already impressed by how impassive he could keep his face, even when looking at the chalk outlines of little girls.

She hadn’t had his composure in the beginning. She had earned hers the hard way, over the following days of the investigation, when things in her town had gone from bad to worse, and she’d realized just how much she had to fear. Quincy had started as her ally. He’d become her anchor. By the end of the case, there’d been the hint of more.

Then Rainie had lost her job with the sheriff’s department. Then the DA had charged her with man one for a fourteen-year-old homicide, and she’d spent four months waiting for her day in court. Eight months ago, without warning or explanation, the charges against her were dropped. It was over.

Rainie’s lawyer had the impression that someone might have intervened on her behalf. Someone with clout. Rainie had never brought it up, but she’d always suspected that person was Quincy. And far from drawing them together, it was one more thing cluttering the space between.

He was Supervisory Special Agent Pierce Quincy, the man who’d brought down Jim Beckett, the man who’d discovered Henry Hawkins, the man who probably did know what had happened to Jimmy Hoffa.

She was simply Lorraine Conner, and she still had a lot to do to get her life on track.

Quincy said, “I have a job for you.”

Rainie nearly snorted. “What? The Bureau’s no longer good enough for you?”

He hesitated. “It’s . . . personal.”

“The Bureau’s your life, Quincy. It’s all personal for you.”

“But this more so than most. Could I have a glass of water?”

Rainie furrowed her brow. Quincy with a personal mission. She was hopelessly intrigued.

She went into the kitchen, fixed two glasses of water with plenty of ice, then joined him in the family room. Quincy had already taken a seat on her overstuffed blue-striped sofa. The couch was old and threadbare, one of the few remnants of her life in Bakersville. There, she’d lived in a tiny ranch-style house with a back deck surrounded by soaring pine trees and air filled with the mournful cries of hoot owls. No sounds of sirens or late-night partyers. Just endless evenings crammed full of memories—her mother drunk, her mother raising her fist. Her mother, missing most of her head.

Not all of the recent changes in Rainie’s life were bad.

Quincy took a long sip of water. Then he removed his jacket and carefully draped it over the arm of the sofa. His shoulder holster stood out darkly against his white dress shirt.

“My daughter—we buried Mandy last month.”

“Oh Quincy, I’m sorry,” Rainie responded instinctively, then fisted her hands before she did something awkward such as reaching out to him. She knew the story behind Mandy’s automobile accident. Last April, Quincy’s twenty-three-year-old daughter had collided head-on with a telephone pole in Virginia, causing permanent brain damage as well as shattering her face. At the hospital, she’d immediately been put on life support, though that had only been intended to sustain her organs long enough to gain permission for harvest. Unfortunately, Quincy’s ex-wife, Bethie, had confused life support with life, and refused to have the machines turned off. Quincy and Bethie had argued. Finally, Quincy had left the bedside vigil to return to work, a decision that had alienated his ex-wife even more.

“Bethie finally gave permission,” Rainie supplied.

Quincy nodded. “I didn’t think. . . . In my mind, Mandy has been dead for well over a year. I didn’t think it would be this hard.”

“She was your daughter. It would be strange if it were easy.”

“Rainie . . .” He appeared on the verge of saying something more, maybe caught up in this moment when they seemed like old friends again. Then the moment passed. He shook his head. He said, “I want to hire you.”

“Why?”

“I want you to look into my daughter’s accident. I want you to make sure that it was an accident.” Rainie was too flabbergasted to speak. Quincy read her doubt and rushed on firmly: “Some things have come up. I want you to investigate them.”

“I thought she was drunk,” Rainie said, still trying to get her bearings. “Drunk, hit a man, a dog, and a telephone pole. End of story.”

“She was drunk. The hospital confirmed that she had a blood alcohol level of twice the legal limit, but it’s how she came to be drunk that has me concerned. I met a few of her friends at the funeral, and one of them, Mary Olsen, claims that Amanda spent most of the evening at Mary’s house, playing cards and drinking Diet Coke. Now, I hadn’t spoken with Mandy in a bit. You . . . you know I haven’t had the closest relationship with her. But apparently, Amanda had joined AA six months before her accident and was doing very well. Her friends were very proud of her.”

In spite of herself, Rainie frowned. “Did something happen during the card game? Get her upset, make her drive straight to a bar?”

“Not according to Mary Olsen. And Amanda didn’t leave until nearly two-thirty in the morning, after the bars were closed.”

“Was she alone?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe she drove home and got drunk.”

“And then got back into her car to drive where?”

Rainie chewed her bottom lip. “Okay, maybe she had liquor stashed in her car and started drinking the minute she left the party.”

“No containers were found in her vehicle or in her apartment. Plus, the liquor stores would all be closed, so she couldn’t have purchased it that night.”

“Maybe she’d bought it before arriving at her friend’s, then she threw away the empty containers on her way home. You know, to cover her tracks.”

“Amanda crashed fifteen miles from her apartment, on some back road that bears no direct relationship to Mary Olsen’s house or hers.”

“As if she was just out driving . . .”

“Drunk, at five-thirty in the morning, with no obvious supply of alcohol,” Quincy finished for her. “Rainie, I’m concerned.”

Rainie didn’t answer right away. She was still turning the facts over in her mind, trying to make the pieces fit. “She could have gone to someone else’s house after leaving Mary’s.”

“It’s possible. Mary said Amanda had met a man a few months before. None of Amanda’s friends had met him yet, but he was supposedly a very nice man, very supportive. My daughter . . . Amanda told Mary that she thought she might be in love.”

“But you never met this guy?”

“No.”

She cocked her head to the side. “What about at the funeral? Surely he attended the funeral?”

“He didn’t attend the funeral. No one knew his name or how to contact him.”

Rainie gave Quincy a look. “If he’s that great, he would’ve found you by now. Surely Mandy mentioned her father, and given the amount of press you’ve received on various cases . . .”

“I’ve thought of that.”

“But no sign of Mr. Wonderful.”

“No.”

Rainie finally got it. “You don’t think this was an accident, do you? You think it is Mr. Wonderful’s fault. He got your little girl drunk, then let her drive home.”

“I don’t know what he did,” Quincy replied quietly, “but somehow, Amanda got access to alcohol between two-thirty and five-thirty in the morning, and it cost her her life. She was troubled. She had a history of drinking. . . . Yes, I would like to hear his side of things.”

“Quincy, this isn’t a case. This is one of the five stages of grief. You know—denial.”

Rainie tried to utter the words gently, but they came out bald, and almost immediately, Quincy was pissed off. His lips thinned. His eyes grew darker, his features harsher. For the most part, Quincy was an academic, prone to approaching the world as a puzzle to be analyzed and solved. But he was also a hunter; Rainie had seen that side of him, too. Once—their final evening together—she had fingered the scars on his chest.

“I want to know what happened the last night of my daughter’s life,” Quincy uttered firmly, precisely. “I’m asking you to look into it. I’m willing to pay your fees. Now, will you take the case or not?”

“Oh for God’s sake.” Rainie bolted out of her chair. She paced the room a few times so he wouldn’t see how mad he’d just made her, then said sourly, “You know I’ll help you, and you know I won’t take your damn money.”

“It’s a case, Rainie. A simple case, and you don’t owe me anything.”

“Bullshit! It’s another bread crumb you’re tossing my way and we both know it. You’re an FBI agent. You have access to your own crime lab; you have one hundred times the number of contacts I do.”

“All of whom will want to know why I’m asking questions. All of whom will pry into my family’s life and will sit in judgment of my concerns, even if they are too polite to accuse me of denial.”

“I’m only saying—”

“I know I’m in denial! I’m her father, for God’s sake. Of course I’m in denial. But I’m also a trained investigator, just like you, Rainie, and something about this stinks. Look me in the eye and tell me it doesn’t stink.”

Rainie stopped. She mutinously looked him in the eye. Then she wished she hadn’t, because his jaw was tight and his hands were clenched into fists, and dammit she liked him when he was like this. The rest of the world could have composed, professional Pierce Quincy. She wanted this man. At least she had.

“Did you ask the DA to drop the charges against me?” she demanded.

“What?”

“Did you ask the DA to drop the charges against me?”

“No.” He shook his head in bewilderment. “Rainie, I’m the one who told you to go through with the trial, that it was probably the best way to put the past behind you. Why would I then interfere?”

“Fine, I’ll take your case.”

“What?”

“I’ll take your case! Four hundred dollars a day, plus expenses. And I don’t know beans about Virginia or motor vehicle accident investigation, so no accusing me later of not having enough experience. I’m telling you now, I’m inexperienced, and it’s still going to cost you four hundred dollars a day.”

“There you go with that charm again.”

“I’m a fast learner. We both know I’m a fast learner.” She said that more savagely than she’d intended. Quincy’s face nearly softened, then he caught himself.

“Deal,” he said crisply. He picked up his jacket, drew out a manila envelope and dropped it on her glass coffee table. “There’s the accident report. It includes the name of the investigating officer. I’m sure you’ll want to start with him.”

“Jesus, Quincy, you shouldn’t be reading that.”

“She’s my daughter, Rainie; it’s the only thing I can do for her anymore. Now, come on, I’m buying.”

“Buying what?”

“Dinner. It’s too damn hot in here, Rainie, and you really need to put on some clothes.”

“Just for that, I’m wearing the tank top to dinner. And as long as you’re buying, we’re going to Oba’s.”
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