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Dear Reader,

 

Welcome to my new series! I generally like to write about small towns (if you’ve read my Stillwater trilogy you’ve probably guessed this), but I’m setting this story in my hometown. Sacramento is a bit of a paradox. The metropolitan area contains more than two million people (the fourth largest urban area in California), yet it feels like a small farming community. Located in the Central Valley, we’re surrounded by dairy farms, rice fields, almond orchards and places like Sutter’s Fort and Coloma—relics of the Gold Rush. The heroine of this particular novel lives in the San Joaquin River delta. Sacramento’s delta is a place with its own peculiarities—including towns that consist of no more than four corners, myriad waterways, bridges and wetlands.

 

It seemed appropriate to begin this series in Sacramento because the genesis of The Last Stand is my online auction for diabetes research—another charitable organization that started in this city. I simply translated the passion, drive and determination I feel about fighting the illness my youngest son has into the passion, drive and determination Skye Kellerman feels about protecting the victims of violent crime. The cases she handles are varied and certainly challenging, but you’ll soon see that the most frightening case she faces is her own.

 

In Stop Me and Watch Me, you’ll learn more about Skye’s two friends, Jasmine and Sheridan, both of whom are partners in The Last Stand. They have their own reasons for getting involved—and those reasons are every bit as compelling as Skye’s.

 


Please visit www.brendanovak.com, where you can take a virtual tour of The Last Stand office, read a prologue to this story that doesn’t appear anywhere else, download a free screen saver just for signing up on my mailing list, enter my monthly drawings for prizes—and more. You can also check out the items in the annual Online Auction for Diabetes Research. I love to hear from my readers, so feel free to drop me a note. (If you don’t have e-mail access, please write to P.O. Box 3781, Citrus Heights, CA 95611.)

 

Here’s wishing you many hours of reading pleasure!

 

Brenda Novak









Hell is empty and all the devils are here.

The Tempest
 —William Shakespeare
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“You already heard, right?”

David Willis glanced up at the man leaning into the cubicle surrounding his cluttered desk. Detective “Tiny” Wyman, his best friend on the force and a damn good cop, was even larger than he was, with skin like burnished copper and a ready smile that always seemed at odds with the depth of sadness in his brown eyes. He took his crime-fighting seriously; he also wasted few words. When he talked, most people listened. Including David.

“Heard what? That I’m behind on my paperwork again?” he joked.

Tiny shoved giant hands into the pockets of his khaki pants, but the casual pose didn’t make him look any more comfortable in his clothes. Tiny just wasn’t the kind of man who was meant to wear slacks and a sports jacket, let alone a tie. “You’re always behind on your paperwork,” he grumbled with a crooked grin. “You think I’d waste my valuable time pointin’ that out?”

When his smile didn’t linger, David knew he hadn’t stopped by to spar with him. “No,” he said. “What’s up?”

Tiny yanked at his tie as if it were choking him. “’Member that guy we put away for attackin’ that little blond woman in the middle of the night?”

David had handled enough cases over his thirteen years with the Sacramento PD that, with such a sketchy description, he might not have instantly recalled this particular assault. But Tiny’s mention of “that little blond woman” brought the details immediately to mind. Probably because those details hadn’t been that deeply buried to begin with. He hadn’t talked to Skye in a few months, but she was never far from his thoughts. “Yeah, I remember. Burke got eight to ten.”

“Turns out it’ll be closer to three.”

Rocking back in his chair, David tossed his pen on the stack of paperwork he’d been forcing himself to complete. “I knew he was coming up for his first parole hearing. But last I heard, there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell he was going to get it.”

“He shouldn’t have gotten it,” Tiny responded. “Burke is dangerous. But…” He gave up fiddling with his tie, his attitude one of surrender to another day at the office. “I guess he ratted out a fellow inmate, which meant San Francisco PD could close two previously unsolved homicides. They recommended him to the parole board.”

David shot to his feet. “Didn’t anyone read my damn letter? Why didn’t they call us first? Check this guy out?”

“Apparently they contacted Chief Jordan several weeks ago.”

“Did he tell them the body count along the river stopped once our friendly dentist went to prison?”


“Of course. And they said it could just as easily be a coincidence.” Tiny finally cracked his usual broad smile. “I say they can bank on our intuition. But they want more.”

More. That was why the chief had questioned him about the unsolved cases, wanting to know if he was any closer to developing a solid connection to Oliver Burke. Jordan had been looking for something tangible to contest San Francisco’s opinions. And David hadn’t been able to give it to him. But their meeting hadn’t concerned him too much. He hadn’t realized what was on the line. He’d figured he’d have at least two more years to uncover the missing link.

“This is bullshit.” David nudged his friend aside as he squeezed through the opening of his cubicle, intent on finding Jordan. But Tiny grabbed his arm.

“Save your breath, man. There’s nothing he can do. The decision’s been made. Dr. Burke walks next week.”

“Next week? Doesn’t anyone care what he might do?” Two other detectives in the violent crime unit stuck their heads out into the hall. David used a pointed stare to encourage them to mind their own business and shifted his attention back to Tiny.

“Seems that San Francisco cares more about closing old cases,” Tiny said. “By rewarding Burke, they give others an incentive to step forward. There’re some gang-bangers in there who know a lot of shit. I think the SFPD would’ve fought this all the way to the governor, trying to get a pardon if they had to.”

Obviously, it hadn’t been necessary to go that far. Burke’s early release had been far easier to accomplish than David would’ve believed possible. “But if he attacks again, he’ll know better than to leave his victim alive to testify against him. He made that mistake once and it landed him in prison.”

“Which was Chief Jordan’s argument.”

“And?”

“He was told we can’t take every ‘might’ into account or we’d never be able to do our jobs.”

“Skye Kellerman is a ‘might’ that should matter!”

Tiny ran a hand over his bald head. “She matters to you, right?”

As usual, Tiny’s voice was a low rumble, but David couldn’t help noticing the subtle inflection. He ignored it, as well as the memory of Tiny warning him that he was getting too emotionally involved with Skye. Then, as now, he’d been trying to reconcile with his ex-wife.

“I wouldn’t put it past Burke to seek her out—to take what he couldn’t get from her, along with an extra measure of revenge.” The image created by his own words made him sick.

Tiny’s gaze remained steady. “Neither would I.”

“We have to do something.”

“What? Unless we find the proof we’re missing on those old murders, or he commits another crime, there’s nothin’ we can do.” He released a long, laborious sigh. “You want me to call her?”

David wished he could let Tiny deliver the news. Or someone else. This was the last thing he wanted to tell Skye. But he refused to take the easy way out. It had to be him. “No, I’ll do it.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure.” With a curse, he smacked the divider as Tiny left. Tiny didn’t bother to look back. He knew David too well, shared his frustration. But several heads popped into the hall again.

“What are you staring at?” David growled.

Everyone disappeared, but intimidating his coworkers didn’t make him feel any better. How was he going to tell Skye that the fear she faced daily—after surviving Burke’s attack—was about to get a lot worse?

 

Skye Kellerman’s shoulder blades tensed as she heard tires in her gravel drive. It was a cold morning in early January, not dark, but a thick blanket of fog made her feel completely isolated. Cut off from the rest of the world.

Vulnerable…

Hurrying to the antique secretary she’d inherited, along with the house, when her mother passed away a year earlier, she selected her Kel-Tec P-3AT semiautomatic handgun over her Sig P232—because it was lighter, thinner and easier to conceal. Carrying it with her, she ran to get a T-shirt from her bedroom. She wanted to cover the cleavage and stomach revealed by the jogging bra and Lycra shorts she wore while working out. She was self-conscious about her breast size, which drew more attention than she felt comfortable with.

A car door slammed and footsteps approached the house. Heavy footsteps. The footsteps of a man.

Pulling on a baggy T-shirt that said The Last Stand: Where Victims Fight Back, she went to peek through the wooden shutters of her front windows, then the peephole she’d drilled in the door. But the fog was too thick, the morning shadows too murky to make out more than a large, dark shape coming toward her.

Shit.


The metallic taste of fear rose in her throat and soured her stomach. This was probably just someone who was lost and needed directions. Sherman Island, which only had 175 residents, sat in the heart of the Sacramento River Delta. Few outsiders were familiar with the sloughs, natural waterways, drawbridges and levees that made the wetlands so unique. But she would no longer assume that strangers were safe. Not since she’d been startled awake in the middle of the night by a man wearing a hood and wielding a knife.

Burke was now in prison—thank God—but because of The Last Stand, the victim’s support organization she’d started with her friends Sheridan Kohl and Jasmine Stratford two years ago, she’d made a lot of enemies. This could easily be Tamara Lind’s husband, a wife-beater who blamed Skye for Tamara’s recent desertion. Last week, he’d threatened to bomb The Last Stand. Or it could be Kevin Sheppard. Kevin had appeared at their offices after a flurry of newspaper articles praising TLS for financially backing an investigator who’d uncovered new evidence on a high-profile murder. Kevin had wanted to help out as a volunteer, but Skye turned him away when a background check revealed accusations of stalking, at which point he’d grown unreasonably angry and stormed out. No one had seen him since.

The doorbell sounded, followed almost immediately by a sharp rap.

She imagined turning off the alarm and opening the door as far as the chain allowed, only to have it kicked wide—and felt her palm begin to sweat on the butt of her gun. Calm down.

She had damn good aim. But nerves could wreak havoc on the best marksman in the world. So she wouldn’t open the door. She’d pretend to be gone and hope he’d go on his way.

Holding her breath, she pressed her spine more firmly to the wall, wondering what the students from her various shooting classes would think if they could see her now—sweating and shaking over some fog and an unexpected visitor. Most viewed her as indestructible when she had a gun in her hand. They acted like their own guns made them invincible, too. But they didn’t understand what it was really like in a desperate standoff, didn’t fully grasp that a woman could own a million firearms and still be vulnerable. Unless she was prepared to pull the trigger.

Was she willing to kill Kevin Sheppard? Or Tamara’s estranged husband?

If she had to…

She hadn’t made a move or a sound, but her visitor didn’t seem to be buying that she wasn’t at home. He rang the doorbell again. Knocked. Then his body blocked the window as he tried to see in.

“Skye? Skye, are you there? It’s me, Detective Willis.”

Exhaling slowly, she consciously released the pressure of her fingers on the gun. David… She wasn’t in mortal danger. But knowing he was standing on her front step certainly didn’t slow her heart rate.

“Your car’s in the drive,” he yelled. “You gonna answer?”

Taking another steadying breath, she flipped the safety on her gun, dropped it in the pocket of her coat, which hung on the hall tree by the door, and dashed a hand across her moist upper lip.

“Skye?”


“Coming.” After shutting off the alarm system, she slid the chain aside, turned the dead bolt and opened the door.

He was wearing a green shirt and tie and looked good—too good. His tie was a little dressy for his shirt, but his style was as unique as it was appealing. Sort of James Dean “cool” mixed with Johnny Depp “different.” Briefly, she remembered the time, nearly a year ago, when he’d brushed his lips against hers, then kissed her more deeply, pushing her up against the wall. In that moment, their volatile attraction had overcome reason and common sense.

“Hi.” She smiled, hoping to appear unaffected, but their relationship was so complex, she couldn’t take any encounter with him in stride. Especially an unexpected encounter. “What brings you out to the delta?”

His manner suggested this wasn’t a social call. She almost wondered if he’d forgotten the night he’d come by to help her move and they’d nearly made love. “I need to talk to you. Can I come in for a minute?”

He was being so formal, so aloof. And he hadn’t called. He’d shown up at her door. What was going on?

Stepping aside, she beckoned him past her, telling herself there was no reason for the knot in her stomach. The worst was behind her. No matter what happened from here on, she’d never have to go through the same hell again. And that was all that mattered. “Can I get you a cup of green tea?”

“Green tea?” he echoed, arching a dark eyebrow.

“Sorry. I don’t have any coffee. I don’t drink it anymore.”

“I’ll pass on the tea. I’m afraid my body wouldn’t know what to do with something that healthy.” His light green eyes seemed to take in every detail of her face and figure—which, in turn, made her far too aware of him. But he didn’t indicate whether or not he liked what he saw. He kept whatever he was thinking locked behind an implacable expression. And a second later, he shifted his attention to his surroundings.

For the first time in a long while, Skye saw the inside of her house from someone else’s perspective. In the living room, she’d removed her mother’s dated “for company” couch, the walnut veneer side tables, the curio cabinets and vases filled with silk flowers—given them all to Jennifer and Brenna, her two stepsisters, who lived in southern California near their father. She’d replaced the furniture with free weights, an exercise bike, a treadmill, an aerobics step and a mat for yoga. Only a slice of kitchen could be seen from their vantage point, but it showed the small indoor garden where she grew herbs and wheat grass.

“Wow, I like what you’ve done to the place,” he said.

His sardonic smile let her know he didn’t consider it an improvement. She knew that in his view it served as further proof that her past was taking control of her life, which was something they’d argued about the last time they’d talked.

“Thanks. Seemed a pity to waste so much space.”

“Forever practical.”

She hadn’t been practical at all. Until the early-morning hours of July 11th nearly four years ago, breaking a freshly manicured nail had been classified as a catastrophe. “Having to stab a rapist tends to change a person.”

The muscle that twitched in his jaw revealed his displeasure. Evidently, she’d just reminded him of the purpose of his visit—if the scar on her cheek had ever let him forget it in the first place.

“Maybe you should sit down,” he said.

“Why would I need to do that?”

He cleared his throat, clearly uncomfortable. “I have bad news.”

You and your ex-wife have reconciled for good? She cringed at her thoughts, knowing that if it was true, she should be happy. David’s eight-year-old son deserved the kind of family David was so determined to give him.

“I’m fine where I am.” When she stubbornly raised her chin, the hard line of his mouth softened. “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Can’t you find any evidence that it was Burke who killed those other women?”

“No. Not yet.”

The grudging sound of those words told her that the failure ate at him. David didn’t like losing. Somehow it had become personal with Burke, more than just a job to David. But she couldn’t help being disappointed. She’d been praying he’d finally prove that Burke was every bit as evil as she claimed. She didn’t care what Burke’s lawyers had argued at his trial—that it had been his first offense; that he had no history of violence; that his wife, the person who knew him best, swore he’d never even raised his voice to her; that he was a high-functioning, churchgoing, productive member of the community. Skye had been there that night. She’d felt his deadly intent.

“Have you changed your mind?” she asked. “Do you think it was someone else?”

He thrust his hands in his pockets. “No. It’s him. Same pattern of behavior, similar victims. The shoe imprint we found at one of the scenes fits his size feet, which are unusually small for a man.”

“That’s not enough?”

“There were no discernible characteristics, other than size, that we could point to in order to bring charges.”

“I take it there’ve been no more bodies.”

“Nothing similar to the other three.”

So why was he here? Worried that Willis’s determination was waning, she grabbed his arm—and felt him tense the moment she touched him. She couldn’t tell if that was because he resented the contact or welcomed it, but she couldn’t lose her only police support. Almost everyone else on the force resented The Last Stand because of the publicity it brought to unsolved or mishandled cases. “It’s not too late,” she told him. “We’ve got time. We have to figure out a way to keep Burke behind bars.”

Visibly wincing, he pulled out of her grasp, and that was when the real terror set in. “What?” she said. “He’s not free, is he? He’s still in prison. They gave him eight to ten. You said that would most likely mean eight.”

“I’m sorry, Skye,” he muttered from between clenched teeth.

She couldn’t catch her breath, couldn’t slow her pulse. “What are you saying?”

“They’re letting him go next week.”
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“What’s wrong?”

Sheridan’s voice sounded tinny as it came through the phone. Backing up to her kitchen counter, Skye pressed the handset more tightly to her ear, hoping it’d help her stop shaking. At least she’d managed to hold herself together until David left. She wouldn’t have wanted him to see her fall apart. He felt as if he’d let her down, even though he’d done everything he could. “He…he’s getting out,” she whispered.

“Who’s getting out?”

Her friend’s words came in a rush, confusion as evident as concern. They’d dealt with so many victims of violent crime since they’d started The Last Stand that Skye could’ve been referring to a dozen different men. “Burke.”

The shocked silence indicated that Sheridan recognized the name. “How?”

“The police have never been able to connect him to any other crime. Apparently he’s done the prison system a great service by providing free dental work for the past three years. And he didn’t actually get away with what he wanted to do to me before I stabbed him with the scissors I’d been using for my cross-stitch.”

“But he got eight to ten. Most inmates in California serve at least half their time.”

“Doesn’t matter. He’s getting out after only three. They’re putting him on parole.”

“No!”

“Yes,” Skye said, but she still couldn’t fully believe it. The guy had held a knife to her throat while stripping off her T-shirt and pajama bottoms. He’d touched her in cruel and intrusive ways, the memory of which made her nauseous.

“But…what about those murders?” Sheridan went on. “The three young women in the university area?”

Skye slid down the side of the cabinet to the floor. The fog was beginning to lift, as it usually did around noon, but the light trickling through the window above her kitchen sink only made her feel exposed. “Burke was good at covering his tracks. You know that. Our own investigators couldn’t come up with any more than David already had.” If David couldn’t do it, no one could….

Normally, Sheridan would’ve jumped on Skye’s inadvertent use of David’s first name. But she was obviously too engrossed in the conversation to notice. “He’s well-educated, smart,” she said about Burke.

“And without a conscience,” Skye added. “He’s far from what he appears to be. I had a roommate. He must’ve spent time stalking me to know my habits, where my bedroom was, when I’d be alone. He targeted me, planned the attack. If it wasn’t for the cross-stitch stuff I’d left on my nightstand, I would’ve been no different than those other girls who are now corpses, their cases unsolved.”

“My God,” Sheridan muttered.

A flashback of stabbing Burke caused Skye’s muscles to cramp and ache. It had required much more strength than she would’ve guessed. She’d had to strike once, twice, three times before she could do enough damage to stop him, and he’d still gotten away. But not before his blood had burned like fire on her cold hands and spilled onto her sheets….

“What do I do?” she whispered. “I testified against him. The way he glared at me when they read the sentence…I don’t think he’ll forget that I’m the reason.”

“Maybe you should go into hiding,” Sheridan said.

Skye jerked up her head. “What happened to not letting fear rule our lives?”

“Just for a little while, until we see where he’s going to settle, what he’s going to do.”

“He’ll probably move back in with his family.”

“Does he still have a family?”

It was Burke’s wife who’d taken him to the emergency room the morning after Skye had stabbed him. The doctors had found his wounds so odd they’d contacted the police, which was how Burke had been caught and arrested. But Jane had supported her husband all through the trial. Skye could still hear her weeping uncontrollably when the verdict came in. “Probably. His wife insisted that he was innocent.”

“I don’t want to risk losing you, Skye. And you know what Jasmine would say. We’re her only family now. After what happened to her sister, I’m sure she’d rather you played it safe.”


Sighing, Skye rubbed her eyes. She had no business dragging Sheridan—or Jasmine for that matter—through this with her. They faced enough of their own demons. The three of them had first met at a victims’ support group, where they’d become fast friends over innumerable cups of coffee—time spent trying to come to terms with the violent incidents that had transformed their lives.

“When we started TLS, we decided to be fearless, remember? We decided to take power away from the people who’d hurt us.” Maybe she hadn’t completely accomplished that. But she was trying. She couldn’t just give up.

“But the man who frightens me most probably still lives across the country. I can’t even imagine how difficult it would be to function when you could easily stumble upon the person who tried to kill you, walking in the street or shopping in the mall.”

What was her alternative?

Skye imagined running, hiding, maybe relocating closer to her stepfather. But if Burke was truly bent on finding her, he’d be able to do so sooner or later because she refused to cut all ties with the people and places she loved, refused to let him cost her any more than he already had. Besides, she didn’t feel that close to her stepfather. He’d moved in with her mother when Skye was nine and moved out again when she was thirteen. Although her own father had died in a skiing accident when she was two, and Joe was all she’d ever really had as a replacement, they’d lived together for barely four years.

In any case, she couldn’t leave Sheridan and Jasmine to run The Last Stand alone. They were a small army fighting for the victims of senseless violence. That was the only way they could make sense of what had happened to them.

“It’ll be okay.” She straightened her spine. “It just…threw me for a minute.” What had she been thinking? She didn’t have the luxury of crumpling beneath this news. Maybe they’d failed to uncover a connection between Burke and those three murders. But they had to keep trying, especially now. Before he attacked someone else. One of the lives she saved could be her own.

“At least sell the house and buy a gated condo here in town,” Sheridan was saying. She’d been urging Skye to do that for ages, but Skye couldn’t let go of the delta house. She’d moved back home after the stabbing and spent those last years with her mother. This was all she had left of her only parent, all she had left of her childhood—that period of time when she’d been so innocent, so unaware of evil in the world. It wasn’t as if a condo was safe, anyway. When she was attacked, she’d been sharing an apartment off American River Drive and Howe Avenue with a woman who’d since moved to a small town in Utah.

“Even that’s too much of a concession. I’m going to live life on my own terms, not his.” Or come as close as she could, one day at a time.

“I understand and yet…”

“And yet you’re worried. Don’t be. If Burke comes after me again, he’ll get more than a pair of scissors in his chest.”

She heard Sheridan’s sigh. “Are you coming in today? A journalist from River City Magazine would like to speak to one of us. He’s interested in doing an article. I thought we could use it to push ticket sales for our summer barbecue, since the issue comes out in May.”

“Can’t Jasmine do it?” Skye was scheduled to teach a new shooting class at the range, something she did on the side, after which she’d planned to take some flyers to Sacramento State University in hopes of recruiting more volunteers to work on future fund-raisers for TLS. But, after David’s visit, she wasn’t sure she could concentrate on either.

“Jasmine won’t be available for a few days.”

“Why not?”

“She got a call from Ft. Bragg. A little girl’s gone missing up there. They’re hoping for some help in locating her.”

“Who’s looking for help—the parents?” Skye asked, perplexed that Jasmine’s notoriety had spread to a coastal town six hours away.

“No, the FBI.”

“No kidding? I have yet to meet a detective who’s friendly to the idea of using a psychic.” Even David seemed resistant to the possibility that Jasmine possessed certain gifts.

“I’m guessing they’re desperate, willing to try anything, but they didn’t mention her psychic abilities when they called. They asked her to profile the kidnapper.”

“The FBI has its own profilers. That’s what they’ve always told her in the past. How many times has she been turned away?”

“A lot of things are changing now that she helped solve the Ubaldi case. I think the FBI is beginning to realize she’s as good as any of theirs, maybe better.”


“We could’ve told them that,” Skye said. “So what’s happening with the missing child?”

“I haven’t heard. Jasmine couldn’t have reached Ft. Bragg more than an hour ago.” There was a brief pause. “Can you handle the journalist, Skye?”

Skye glanced at the clock. She was still rattled, afraid to step foot out of the house but, at the same time, determined to make sure Burke didn’t hurt anyone else. She couldn’t miss an opportunity to gain public support for those who felt lost or violated. “Of course. I’ll reschedule my class for next Monday or Tuesday and be there as soon as possible.”

 

Although it seemed to David as if the inverted delta where Skye lived, with its myriad natural and man-made channels, belonged in a world all its own, it was only an hour southwest of Sacramento, where she’d lived when she was attacked. Sherman Island was almost as close to the city of San Quentin, where one of the most famous prisons in the world existed in shocking contrast to the picturesque shores of San Francisco Bay and the affluent area surrounding it.

Burke was locked away in San Quentin, along with more than 5,000 other men, behind stone walls that were over a century and a half old. Notorious for its menacing appearance, as well as its green gas chamber, this prison provided a home for the worst of the worst. And David knew its bloody reputation was well-earned. Even death row was crowded. San Quentin housed around 600 condemned inmates. The rest of its population consisted of lifers and a lower percentage of men who, like Burke, were in for less time and a lesser crime.


As the police-issue sedan bumped against yet another drawbridge, David frowned at the prospect of seeing Burke again. He’d worked tough cases in the past, but he’d somehow managed to crack most of the big ones. Sometimes he got lucky and the right piece of evidence fell into his lap; other times it was sheer determination and hard work, his refusal to leave any stone unturned, that made the difference. Occasionally it was intuition. But nothing had brought him the answers he needed on the three young women who’d been murdered in homes along the American River, and the frustration was beginning to wear on him. Particularly now that Burke was getting out.

Calling ahead to make sure he could arrange a visitation, he turned off River Road onto 4 West. He wasn’t sure why he felt compelled to speak to Burke face-to-face. He hadn’t seen him since court, but he suspected Skye’s attacker would be unlikely to share anything new. In the intervening years, David had tried to communicate with him more than once. Burke had refused to meet with him but accepted a handful of telephone calls. In each conversation, he’d played innocent, as if he could fool David as easily as he did everyone else.

But futile though it seemed, David couldn’t let Burke disappear into society without one last attempt to engage him, to see if he could gain some scrap of information that might finally crack the difficult cases, now long cold, in Sacramento.

For Skye. For the others.

David hit the brakes and barely kept his coffee from tipping over as he ran into the bumper-to-bumper traffic clogging the San Rafael Bridge. The Bay Area was almost always congested. He preferred the slower pace of life in Sacramento. Although his parents and older sister—who’d recently divorced again and moved home—still lived in San Jose, he’d left two years after graduating from San Jose State with a B.S. in Forensic Science. He’d planned on becoming a scientist, but eighteen months of working on fiber analysis as an intern had turned out to be too tedious for him. That was why he’d changed his aspirations and become a police officer instead. He needed a job that allowed him to move around, change his days, talk to people—and he enjoyed the constant challenge.

Just as he reached the other side of the bridge, the fog cleared enough to show the prison, sitting off to one side, seemingly as benign as a college campus.

But the electrified perimeter fence, topped with barbed and razor wire, and the forbidding machinegun towers, gave the reality of the place away as he drew closer. The somber air that pervaded the grounds hung over him far more densely than any fog as he drove into visitor parking, located a space and got out of his car.

There was something singularly hopeless about San Quentin. It had the state’s only gas chamber and nearly twice as many inmates as the prison was originally designed to accommodate. Then there was the presence of so many notorious cold-blooded killers—Kevin Cooper, convicted and sentenced to death for the hatchet-and-knife massacre of the Ryen Family; Richard Allen Davis, who’d kidnapped and murdered Polly Klaas; Charles Ng, who’d tortured and murdered eleven people; Richard Ramirez, “The Night Stalker.” Cary Stayner, Brandon Wilson, Scott Peterson. The list went on and on, setting this place apart from any other on Earth. Sprawling over 435 acres, San Quentin was a contained city of the dammed, complete with its own zip code. According to anyone who’d been there, that was Hell, California 94964.

While he passed through the outer gate, the inner gate and the security checkpoints, David considered how living in such a place might affect a man like Burke. No doubt it’d fill him with indignation and rage. He’d thought he was too good to get caught. And once he’d been hauled in to stand trial, he’d expected to outmaneuver the system so he wouldn’t have to pay for his crimes.

After David had firmly established his identity and the purpose for his visit, a female corrections officer showed him into a small visitor’s booth. “Just a minute,” she said and disappeared, probably to follow up with whoever had been ordered to bring Burke out of his cell.

As David waited on a hard metal chair in the cold, windowless room, he wondered if Burke would refuse to see him—but doubted it. Oliver would be too eager to let David know that he’d slipped beneath the net.

Sure enough, a door opened on the other side of the thick glass that divided the room, and Burke strode in. About five foot nine, with a medium build and sandy-blond hair, he looked thinner but more muscular than when David had seen him in the courtroom. He wasn’t wearing handcuffs or shackles. With only six days until his release, he’d be a fool to break any of the rules and everyone recognized the unlikelihood of that happening.

It wasn’t here that Burke would misbehave—it was out there, after he’d set up the veneer of normalcy that shrouded his sick intentions.


With a polite nod, he sat down and picked up the phone that would enable them to communicate. “Guess you heard the good news, eh?”

He was gloating, just as David had predicted. “I did,” he said, holding a handset to his own ear.

“That’s what playing by the rules will get you.”

“Or snitching on a fellow inmate,” David said mildly.

A dark cloud passed over Burke’s even features. With his ice-blue eyes and delicate, almost feminine features, he seemed younger than his thirty-six years, more like a harmless yuppie than a convict. His nonthreatening appearance definitely worked in his favor; at least it had with the jurors at his trial, who’d deliberated for hours before reaching a verdict. Even with a solid DNA profile proving it was Burke’s blood on Skye’s sheets, his family—the whole community—couldn’t accept that a successful dentist with a loving wife and daughter and hundreds of devoted patients was capable of such a heinous crime.

“Johnny and I weren’t friends,” Burke said of the inmate he’d used. “I didn’t even like him.”

“Did he know that?” David asked.

Burke ignored the question. “The San Francisco police needed my help. They were grateful for it.”

“Help that coincided nicely with your parole hearing, I might add. Congratulations on timing it so perfectly.”

David expected a small smile or some other sign of acknowledgment. But Burke simply persisted in creating the image he was hoping to sell. “They know I’m not like the others in here.”

Irritated, David couldn’t resist pressing him a little harder. “Do you think the families of the women you murdered believe you’re any different?”

Silence. Then Burke chuckled in what David interpreted as mock sadness. “I’ll never be able to convince you, will I?”

“You expect me to believe that bullshit you told the jury?”

“It’s true.”

“No, it’s not.” But Burke was such a skilled liar that some members of the jury had viewed rock-solid evidence with skepticism. As far as David was concerned, even the San Francisco police had been conned by this crafty man or they wouldn’t have recommended him for parole no matter how many inmates he ratted out.

“Believe what you want.” Burke waved his free hand. “It’s over. It doesn’t matter anymore.”

“It matters to me.” Withdrawing the pictures he’d brought, pictures of Meredith Connelly, Amber Farello and Patty Poindexter—the three girls murdered near the American River—David used his shoulder to support the phone and held them to the glass. “This is why.”

As Burke’s eyes moved from one photograph to the next, they flickered with recognition but not remorse. “I’ve told you already. I’ve never seen those girls before in my life. It’s not as if they were my patients or anything.”

Because he was too intelligent for that. He’d chosen random victims, victims in an area other than the one in which he lived, victims with no apparent tie to him. He thought he was smarter than the police, and it galled David no end that so far that seemed to be true.

“I won’t give up, you know,” David said. “Ever.”


Burke held the phone casually, toying with the hem of his prison-issue jeans. “Then you’ll be wasting your time.”

David put the pictures back in his shirt pocket. “What will you do for a living when you get out?” The dental board had revoked Burke’s license when he was convicted, so he couldn’t establish a new practice in California. And if he tried to go elsewhere, a background check would reveal his criminal record.

For a moment, the congenial facade slipped and David glimpsed what he saw as the real Oliver Burke. Sullen. Full of self-pity. “Thanks to you, I’ve lost a vocation that required six years of schooling and several more years to develop into the success it was. My wife had to sell my practice for pennies on the dollar just to survive.”

“Thanks to me?” David echoed. “I’m not the one who attacked a woman with a knife.”

Their eyes locked. “She attacked me.”

“You cut her.”

“In self-defense.”

David had the fleeting desire to feel his hands around Burke’s neck, to choke the truth out of him if there was no other way. But he knew it was the anger and frustration that goaded him. He had to watch those negative emotions, remain in control. “The evidence doesn’t support your story.”

“It doesn’t support hers, either. If I put a knife to her throat, where is it?”

At the challenge in Burke’s voice, David tightened his grip on the phone. He’d get this little son of a bitch if it was the last thing he did. “That’s what I’d like to know.”

“There was never any knife.” Burke stared at the fingers of his left hand as he drummed them on the table. “We were making out, feeling each other up, when she suddenly freaked out and stabbed me with her sewing scissors. Then we started fighting over them.”

More lies. Skye’s injuries weren’t consistent with the kind of puncture wounds she would’ve obtained had he used her scissors against her. There’d been a knife.

“All I did wrong was go home with her,” he said. “And I’ve been through more than enough to pay for that. What man has never been tempted to stray?”

“Why’d you pick her?” David asked.

“She wanted me to pick her.”

“You’re dreaming again.”

Burke shrugged. “You weren’t there that night. You didn’t see the way she smiled at me, the way she went for my zipper.”

David arranged his features in a calm mask. Burke was on a fishing trip, trying to provoke him and, as much as David’s heart pounded at the images Burke created, he refused to give him the upper hand. “You’re quite a ladies’ man, Oliver.”

“A guy knows when a woman’s coming on to him, especially when she wants him that bad.”

“Didn’t you ever think about your wife, your daughter, when you were planning your attacks on innocent women?”

“I didn’t attack anyone. But if I was the type, I can’t imagine I’d be thinking of my wife. What do you imagine when you look at a nude woman in Playboy?” He’d asked as if he sincerely wanted to know, but it was a rhetorical question he answered himself. “You dream of getting it on with someone like that, don’t you? And let’s be honest, Skye’s as hot as any centerfold.”

When David didn’t respond, Oliver finally seemed to grow self-conscious. “Don’t you agree?”

“Quit trying to play me.”

Burke leaned forward, eyes gleaming. “I saw how you looked at her in that courtroom.”

David twisted his mouth into a cocky smirk. He could act as well as this asshole. “That’s the best you can do?”

With a sniff, Burke lost the smile and moved the phone to his other ear. “I know you want her. Any man would want to ride her.”

“Like you wanted to?”

“Sure,” he said flippantly. “Why else would I have gone home with her?”

“She doesn’t remember ever seeing you before you broke in.”

“She remembers.”

“No, she doesn’t. If anything, she tossed you a polite, vacant smile and continued on her way.” That type of interaction happened between total strangers all the time. It had no meaning. Except to Oliver.

“That’s what she says now.”

“Where was it?” David persisted. “The grocery store? The movies? Driving along on the highway? Or did you see her while you were out biking? Is that how you picked your victims?”

Burke slowly rocked back. “I’ve tried to be nice to you, but it doesn’t make any difference. You still badger me regardless.”

“You and I are not friends,” David pointed out. “We will never be friends. Just answer the question.”


“I already did. In court.” He’d claimed he found her pulled over on the side of the road, lost and in need of directions. He’d said she invited him to her house.

Which was total bullshit, of course.

“Why not repeat the lies now?” David said. “Afraid you’ll get tangled up in them?”

“Maybe if you didn’t get a hard-on every time you think of Skye, you’d be able to see that I got the worst of the encounter. I lost a lot of blood that night. I lost my dental practice, my house and most of my belongings. My family was publicly humiliated. And I’ve spent the last three years living in a four-by-ten cage, sleeping on a steel bed with a two-inch mattress. When I get to go outside, I spend my time ambling around a crowded cement yard between a cinder-block wall and a scaffold filled with guards holding rifles. And you know what I do? I count the holes made by the bullets that’ve been fired into the yard while trying to avoid any altercation that’ll start the bullets raining down again.” He folded his arms. “It’s not safe in here.”

David laughed. “That’s a bit dramatic even for you. They use rubber bullets.”

“They didn’t used to. Anyway, have you ever been shot with a rubber bullet?”

“You look healthy enough to me.”

“It’s not safe,” he repeated. “Why else would I ask my wife not to visit?”

The sudden mention of Jane took David by surprise. Oliver had never wanted to talk about his wife before. Why was she on his mind today? “Hasn’t she been coming?”

“I haven’t seen her since the first three months.” He studied his nails, which were neatly clipped, as always. “I don’t want her here if they’re going to hassle her.”


David decided to play along, let him talk. “Why would they hassle her?”

He pursed his lips. “You know the rules. She can’t wear any denim-colored clothing so she won’t get mistaken for an inmate. No shorts that show more than two inches of her thigh, no shirts that reveal her figure—no underwire bra, for Pete’s sake. What woman doesn’t wear an underwire bra these days? Jane’s busty—like Skye.”

Like Skye? The allusion bothered David, but he fought the impulse to clench his teeth.

“She needs the extra lift it gives her,” Oliver continued. “But she doesn’t want to explain that to a dirty old prison guard.”

“Your wife can’t make a few minor clothing adjustments?” David asked.

Staring morosely at his feet, Burke didn’t answer.

David rested his elbows on the narrow ledge in front of him. “Or is there more to the story?”

“Being together but not being able to be together is more painful than not seeing her,” he said after a long pause. “You want to touch but you can’t. Not really.” His chest rose as he took a deep breath. “Anyway, they subjected her to a degrading search every time she came. And they purposely frightened her by warning her that if she was taken hostage while she was here they wouldn’t bargain for her release.” He propped the phone against one shoulder and threaded his thin, milk-white fingers around one knee. “Of course, after that, a woman wouldn’t want to come back. How do you think that would make the mother of a young child feel, to hear she could be taken hostage by one of the animals in this place and no one would care?”


He consistently separated himself from regular criminals, which confirmed what David had known all along—he saw a skewed version of reality, one so tainted by his own perspective he couldn’t recognize the truth. “Any other policy would put visitors in even more danger.”

Growing restless, Burke shifted in his seat. “But if something were to happen to her, who’d take care of our daughter?”

“Jane’s waiting for you, then? You’re still together?”

A small furrow formed in his wide forehead, and it occurred to David that he looked every bit as unlikely a killer as Scott Peterson. “Of course. I told you, she doesn’t come because it’s too hard. And too embarrassing. She’s never even known a convict before. And now her husband’s in prison?”

“There’s only one person to blame for that.”

A muscle twitched in Burke’s cheek. “It’s not who you think.”

“You brought this on yourself.”

“I don’t want to talk about the past.” Burke cleared his throat. “My wife knows Skye’s a liar. Jane believes in me.”

It was all David could do not to shake his head at the tremendous denial that kind of faith would require. Didn’t Jane Burke realize how dangerous living with someone like Oliver could be? Didn’t she want to do all she could to protect their daughter from future heartache if not physical harm?

“You’d be crazy to abuse that trust,” he muttered.

“I’m not going to abuse it.” He sounded so resolute that David almost believed him. It was that harmless-looking face, that “I’m no different from you” attitude. It convinced practically everyone he was harmless. But David was finished with The Oliver Burke Show. This interview wasn’t getting him anywhere.

Bringing an abrupt end to the meeting, he told Oliver he’d be watching him and hung up. But Oliver got him to grab the phone again by tapping on the glass.

“How is Skye, by the way?” he asked, as if truly concerned. “Has she recovered?”

“She’s fine. Completely over it,” David replied, but he knew it was a lie. If she was over it, she’d quit chasing ghosts, quit running herself ragged trying to help every victim in Sacramento.

“Good. And how does she like her new home?”

David’s nerves tingled with heightened alert. Skye had only relocated a year ago. “What gives you the idea she moved?”

“I can’t imagine she’d stay where she was.”

That was no answer. Some people did stay, for whatever reason. “Skye has nothing to do with you. If you’re as smart as you think you are, you’ll leave her entirely alone.”

“It’s not as if she’s been keeping a low profile,” he said, raising an indignant hand to his unimpressive chest. “I’ve seen her on talk shows, advocating tougher sentences for ‘monsters’ like me. She’s been in the papers, too. As a matter of fact, there was an article just a few weeks ago about that organization of hers. What’s the name of it? The Last Stand?” He chuckled. “Give me a break. She doesn’t know what a real monster can do. But that’s like her, isn’t it? To go charging after a cause?”

David’s muscles bunched at the affectionate way he spoke of the woman he’d terrorized. “You don’t even know her.”


“What do you mean? I know her better than anyone else. Including you,” he said. Then he hung up and knocked on the door to be taken away.

David didn’t respond when the corrections officer opened a door on his own side of the room. He was too busy trying to process Oliver Burke’s final words, the way he’d said Skye’s name.

“Detective Willis?” the corrections officer prompted.

Blinking, David set the handset in its base and walked on leaden feet toward the exit.
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The Last Stand was located on Watt Avenue in a flat-roofed white building constructed in the early seventies, when architecture—at least in Skye’s opinion—had hit an all-time low. Made of cinder block and painted white, with red lava rocks on the roof, it wasn’t pretentious, but it was conveniently located, only ten minutes from downtown toward the eastern suburbs, with excellent freeway access to both Interstate 80 and Highway 50. It was also on the ground floor. And the rent was affordable. They leased three thousand square feet for only $2,000 a month. They each had a private office. There was a small kitchen in back, two meeting rooms and a large classroom, in which they offered self-defense courses or gathered with the professionals they sometimes hired to assist their clients—bodyguards, private investigators, attorneys, psychologists.

As Skye found the right key to let herself in—the door was always locked because they accepted only prearranged appointments—she noticed a new flyer taped to the inside of the glass door. Missing: Sean Brady Regan, D.O.B. March 2, 1964; Last seen: New Year’s Day. Below the words was a picture of a pleasant-looking man Skye had met at the office three weeks earlier. And underneath that was a single typed sentence. Last known whereabouts: Del Paso Heights, Sacramento, California.

Sheridan must’ve spotted her standing there, stunned, because she came from inside to open the door. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to tell you when you called this morning. I knew it’d upset you and…and you’d already suffered a shock.”

Skye didn’t answer. She pointed to the flyer. “When did you get this?”

“The police dropped it off this morning.”

“She did it,” Skye said simply. “His wife killed him.”

“Why? For the insurance money?”

“No, Sean didn’t have any life insurance. It was one of the first things I asked him. But he told me he was afraid of her. He thought she was seeing another man and wanted a divorce but didn’t want the custody battle that would go with it.”

Sheridan tucked her long dark hair behind one ear. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, but with her bone structure, wide periwinkle-blue eyes fringed by thick black lashes, and flawless skin, she turned heads everywhere she went, especially male heads. “We can’t do it all, Skye. It’s nearly the weekend. Let the police handle this one.”

Skye gaped at her. “How can you say that? According to the flyer, it’s been seven days. We need to get Jonathan Stivers on this right away. He’s good. He can find practically anyone.”

“He’s also expensive, and we’re running low on funds.” Sheridan reached out to touch her arm. “We’ve got to be careful, Skye, reserve our assets so we can keep our doors open.”


The fact Sheridan would say such a thing meant they were already in trouble. But Skye couldn’t deal with that yet. She was too busy thinking about Sean. Thanks to his wife, the mechanic-turned–jewelry salesman who’d come to her for help could be rotting in a gully somewhere.

“I told him to leave her, to get away.” Skye drew a deep breath, attempting to regroup. Again.

“He wouldn’t?”

“He refused to abandon his kids. And he doubted his own fears. He said his family laughed at him when he told them he thought Tasha was dangerous.”

Sheridan gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “The police are doing what they can, Skye.”

But it never seemed to be enough. David was the most dedicated cop she knew and even he hadn’t been able to put Burke away forever. There were other problems—people falling through the cracks, the system breaking down. That was why she, Sheridan and Jasmine spent almost every minute of every day helping one victim after another. For some, they provided a private investigator to assist prosecutors. For others, it was a better attorney, a place to stay, medical help, even physical therapy and counseling. They tried to fill in wherever necessary. But that required a lot of resources, and although they took home just enough to cover their own basic needs, there was never enough money to do it all.

Fortunately, now that they’d proven they were completely committed to what they’d started three years ago, they were beginning to gain the attention of local and state officials. A state senator had promised to attend a fund-raising event at the Hyatt next weekend, bolstering Skye’s hopes for more generous contributions.


“I feel an obligation to do something, Sher. When we met, he asked if we help men. He seemed…embarrassed, as if it was emasculating in some way. I told him we try to help as many people as we can, regardless of gender, age or ethnicity.”

“So what did you promise him?”

“An appointment with Jonathan. I thought we should find out if his suspicions about his wife had any foundation in fact, but then he never came back. I called him several times, trying to touch base, but it was right before Christmas and, when I didn’t hear from him, I assumed he was out of town with his family. Then…this.” She bit her lip, terrified that another life had been lost—a life she might have been able to save. “I should’ve been more diligent, should’ve driven over to his place—”

“Skye, what you assumed was perfectly reasonable. We still don’t know what happened. Maybe he left because he found some sort of proof that he wasn’t safe.”

“No. He would’ve taken the kids if the situation had become that desperate.”

“Okay, we’ll see what Jonathan can do to track him down.” Sheridan tried to follow this statement with a smile, but Skye could sense the effort behind it, the worry. She hadn’t seen her friend so concerned about TLS since those rocky months after they’d first launched the charity. That they were overextended wasn’t a big surprise, given the number of cases they’d taken on after the last newspaper article had heightened public awareness of their existence. She should’ve been more sensitive to their limitations. But it was always difficult to choose whom to help. And she wasn’t especially in tune with their financial situation to begin with. Sheridan handled the accounting; Skye oversaw or taught the classes they offered in self-defense, self-esteem, trauma recovery, and, as an adjunct, gun safety and target shooting. Jasmine worked with investigators to find evidence, people, anything that had gone missing. Beyond that, they each spearheaded different cases, acting as a sort of director by determining what was needed, what was available and how to mesh the two.

“Our next fund-raiser is a week from tomorrow, right?”

“That’s right. Saturday evening.”

“I have a few bucks left over in my account this month.” Because she had bills that would now have to wait, but she wasn’t about to admit that to Sheridan. “I’ll pay Jonathan.”

Closing her eyes, Sheridan shook her head. “Skye—”

Skye nudged her. “The organization can pay me back if the fund-raiser is as good as we hope. Okay?”

Sheridan sighed but nodded. “Okay. Let’s get out of the cold. It’s starting to rain.”

She turned to go inside, but Skye caught her long enough to give her a quick hug. “Thanks for understanding.”

“Of course I understand. That’s what we do. That’s why we’re here.” She held the door. “By the way…”

Skye dropped her keys in her purse. “What is it?”

“Have you got a date for the fund-raiser?”

“Not yet. It doesn’t make sense to me. Why do we need an escort?” she asked as they moved down the hall.

“I told you. It’s all about public perception. The majority of our financial backers are businessmen, bankers, farmers, ranchers, dairymen. You know, conservatives who favor law and order.”


“So what?”

They reached the reception desk, which was unstaffed until the volunteers began to arrive later in the day, and Sheridan sat down to sort through the mail. “So the senator who’s agreed to come is also very conservative. When his aide called, he hinted that they have to be very careful about whom they appear to support.”

Skye rested her elbows on the counter and watched to see if anything had come in for her. “What’s wrong with supporting people who help the victims of violent crime? Who’ve been victims themselves? What could be unpopular about that?”

“We’re not exactly friends with local law enforcement, for one thing. That makes us seem like a bit of a gamble. And we’ve gotten so engrossed in our work that we’ve let our private lives go.”

They’d talked about this before. They discussed it more often as they wandered further and further from what others would term “a normal life.” But Skye wasn’t in the mood to address the subject again. Not when she was giving up her grocery money to hire an investigator. “He said that?”

“No. But…”

“What?” Skye said, growing impatient.

Sheridan set two letters aside for Jasmine, threw out some junk mail and handed what looked like a card to Skye. “He hinted that he wanted to avoid any speculation about our sexual orientation.”

That immediately diverted Skye’s attention from her mail. “No way!”

“I wouldn’t make that up.”

“I hope you told him to go to hell.”


“No, I assured him that associating with us wouldn’t threaten the support of the people who got the senator elected.”

“I would’ve told him to go to hell.”

“No, you wouldn’t. You would’ve realized that it’s a small sacrifice for the cause.”

Skye sighed and checked the return address on her envelope. It was from Joanna Lintz, a woman she’d helped when The Last Stand first opened. “Maybe,” she admitted. “But it really galls me to let someone else direct what I do with my personal life.” Opening the card, she glanced through it. Joanna wrote that she was happy and doing better than ever. But even that news wasn’t enough to counteract everything else that had happened today. “What does speculation about our sexual orientation have to do with fighting crime?” she asked Sheridan.

“We spend a lot of time together. We don’t go out very often. We have no men in our lives.” Sheridan grimaced. “Well, at least, no one who isn’t on our ‘needs help’ list. Even Jasmine hasn’t been with a man since God knows when. You don’t see anything wrong with that picture?”

Skye put the card in her bag and tossed the tail of her knitted scarf over one shoulder. “Nothing that should concern anyone else! Besides, Jasmine’s been married.”

“That doesn’t mean anything and you know it.”

“It’s just…annoying.”

“I agree, but this fund-raiser has to work.”

No kidding. Skye wouldn’t have running water and electricity if it didn’t. “Fine. I’ll find someone to drag along on Saturday,” she grumbled. “Anything else for me?”

“Not today.” Sheridan set the rest of the mail aside. “And make sure it’s someone who cleans up well,” she added. “It’s formal, and we want to make a good impression. This is our chance to network with people who have serious money and to make contacts in the political world.”

Skye started toward her own office but turned back at the door. “Getting a guy who makes a good impression isn’t as easy as it sounds. Remember Charlie Fox at the Christmas party?”

“I told you not to ask him.” Sheridan stood and slid the chair back under the desk. “He’s still crying in his beer over the divorce.”

“You didn’t say that, Sher. You said your neighbor was lonely. That it might be nice for him to get out and circulate.”

Sheridan wouldn’t look her in the eye. “I’m pretty sure I warned you,” she said as she made her way to the office directly across from the reception area.

“No, you didn’t. You said he was sweet, harmless.”

“Which is true.”

“True? That sweet, harmless man drank so much he reduced himself to a blithering idiot before the evening was half over. By the time I drove him home, he was snoring in the passenger seat and I could hardly get him to wake up.”

Sheridan pushed her door open. Skye suspected she was hiding a smile. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out. Maybe this time you should ask someone you might actually be interested in.”

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Skye called after her. “There is no one.”

Her friend pivoted to face her. “Yes, there is.”


Skye waved an irritated hand. “He’s married.”

“He’s divorced.”

“Doesn’t matter. He’ll get back with her. He always does. He stays with her as long as he can take the tension, then he leaves. But he sees divorce as an admission of failure, and he’s too stubborn to let himself fail.”

“There is that,” Sheridan agreed.

“And she’s got the one thing he really cares about,” Skye said.

Sheridan’s expression grew serious. “He cares about you, Skye.”

Skye stepped into her office. “Not as much as he cares about his son.”

 

“It’s Oliver!” Noah Burke snapped, his blue eyes revealing his dismay.

Knowing her husband was on the phone made Jane’s limbs go heavy and cold. She’d just spent an hour making love to his older brother and was lying naked in bed. Whenever her mother-in-law took Kate for the weekend, Noah dropped by. He always came under the guise of fixing a leaky faucet or mowing her lawn—so his wife wouldn’t suspect—but it still wasn’t good that Oliver had caught him at the house.

“Yes, I’ll accept the charges,” she heard him say, then he raked his fingers through his thick sandy hair.

“He never calls on Saturday mornings,” she whispered apologetically. The cloud of euphoria that had engulfed her moments before disappeared as she sat up. Noah hadn’t intended to answer the phone. He’d been hoping to find a pizza place that was open now that it was nearly noon—only to be surprised by an operator, who had Oliver on the line and promptly announced what Jane had heard hundreds of times herself: This recorded call is from an inmate at a California state correctional facility.

What lousy timing. According to Oliver, there was one telephone per tier at San Quentin, which meant fifty-four guys were constantly vying for a turn. But he always managed to contact her when she least wanted to speak with him….

Of course, lately she hardly ever wanted to speak with him. He acted as if she should be excited about his parole, but what made him think he deserved a happy homecoming after everything he’d put her through? Maybe he wasn’t guilty of attempted rape, but he’d broken their marriage vows long before she had. And that had led to the biggest heartache Jane could imagine. She’d lost everything and her dignity, too. No one else in her circle of acquaintances had to live with the shame of having a spouse in prison. It would’ve been bad enough had he been accused of embezzling or some other white-collar crime. But attempted rape reflected on her as much as it did him. The experts claimed it was about power, not sex—God, how many times had she heard that?—but it still held a stigma, made her seem incapable of satisfying her man. If he’s getting what he needs at home, why does he have to look elsewhere? No one had actually asked her that, but she could tell by the way they watched her that they wondered.

She wished they could see her with Noah. Much taller than his brother, Noah had a construction business that kept him in great physical shape, and he couldn’t wait to get his hands on her.


Not that she felt good about what they were doing. Her zealously religious aunt, who’d finished raising her when her own parents were killed in an automobile accident, was probably rolling over in her grave. Besides, Jane loved her sister-in-law and Oliver’s parents, all of whom would be hurt if they knew.

Covering the mouthpiece, Noah motioned to her, as if to ask, What the hell am I going to tell him?

Desperate for an immediate response, she resorted to the excuse she’d given her mother-in-law when Betty Burke had visited unexpectedly last week and found Noah standing in the kitchen. “Tell him my toilet’s stopped up and you came over to take care of it,” she murmured. “He knows you help me occasionally. He’s grateful.”

He rolled his eyes at “grateful,” and hung his head, which tempted her to take the phone. Sometimes Noah’s guilt weighed on him even more heavily than Jane’s weighed on her. She feared it might drag the truth out of him someday. But Oliver had no doubt heard Noah’s voice. It’d seem odd if he didn’t say a few words before putting her on the line.

Sending her a helpless glance, Noah rubbed his left temple as he spoke into the receiver. “Yes…that’s right, it’s me. How are you?…Fine. What’s been happening down there since my last visit?…No kidding? I’m glad you’re getting out…Sorry I didn’t come more often this past year…I know. Business has been crazy…Still, I should’ve found the time….”

Jane got up and crossed the room to sit at Noah’s feet, oddly tempted to moan or make some other noise that would give them away. Oliver deserved the pain that knowing about their involvement would bring. If he hadn’t allowed Skye Kellerman to lure him to her house, they wouldn’t be where they were now.

But Jane knew she’d never tell him or anyone else about Noah. She couldn’t. Letting that secret out would destroy too many relationships, impact too many lives—including her daughter’s. Then there was Wendy. Jane didn’t want to repay her sister-in-law’s many kindnesses by revealing such a betrayal.

“So you’ll have a parole officer for a few years?” Noah was saying. “What’ll that be like?”

Jane imagined her and Noah in the room from a bird’s-eye perspective and was sickened by what she saw. She, who’d once been a model wife and mother, was having sex with her husband’s older brother. She was a terrible person….

“Mom and Dad are looking forward to seeing you, too.” Noah gave her a sad smile. Maybe that was why she was so addicted to him. He treated her as if she was important, a priority. As if her feelings mattered. Besides, the affair wasn’t all her fault. She wouldn’t have fallen in love with Noah if he hadn’t come over so often, trying to help her with the house and with Kate. Oliver had left her drowning in a sea of pain and loss, and she’d been grabbing for something, anything to cling to until she could right her world.

“Too bad about the dental practice. You’ll find something else, though,” he said as he played with a few strands of her hair. “You bet. We’ll get together as soon as you’re home. Okay, here’s Jane.”

Relinquishing the phone, he covered his face with his hands and dropped his head back.


Jane couldn’t find her voice. She had to say hello twice to get it to sound right.

“Hi, babe,” Oliver said. “How are you?”

Bringing her knees up, she hugged them to her chest and stared at her lacquered toenails while she talked. “Fine.”

“What’s Noah doing there?”

“Just—” she cleared her throat “—fixing a few things. You know, helping me get the house ready for when you come home.”

“That’s nice of him.”

She felt her heart break a little, because she’d no longer have Noah once Oliver returned. She wished their affair didn’t have to end, knew the coming months would be easier if he was there to support her. But they couldn’t risk continuing the relationship.

“He knows I want it to be nice for you. He and your parents have been so good to me.” Feeling Noah’s hand on her head, she let her forehead rest against his knee.

“They should be good to you. You’re my wife,” Oliver said.

That was something she wasn’t likely to forget. Her tie to him had humiliated her in the worst possible way. And yet he was the father of her daughter, the man she’d once loved, someone who could never have committed the crimes Skye Kellerman claimed.

“You still getting out on Friday?” she asked.

“Yeah. Just six more days. I can’t believe it, can you?”

“No.”

“Once I’m home, we’ll forget about the past and move on. We’ll buy a big house, like we had before. My folks will help us if we need them to.”


Betty and Maurice had told her the same thing. They knew, just as Jane did, that Oliver wasn’t a violent criminal. Sure, there’d been a desperate struggle between him and Skye Kellerman. Oliver had come home pretty carved up that fateful night, so badly injured Jane had been forced to take him to the emergency room. But it was Skye who’d freaked out and attacked him. She must’ve been on drugs, just like he said.

“Jane?” Noah whispered. He knew she was dying inside, but she couldn’t look at him. It was too hard.

Raising a hand to indicate that he should wait until she’d dealt with Oliver, she walked over to the window to gaze out at the postage-stamp yard behind her cheap rental. She hated living here. The neighbors went on drunken binges and fought half the night. Teens loitered in the empty lots, smoking pot, or they ran around vandalizing property. And the schools were nothing like the one Kate should’ve been attending. Jane had to get out of here. But she wasn’t going to do that cutting hair at a low-end beauty salon. She needed Oliver. They had to reestablish what they used to have, forget everything that had happened since—Skye, prison, Noah, the anger, the hurt, the resentment. Even the guilt.

Suddenly cold, she wrapped both arms around herself. “Skye was on television again last week,” she told Oliver.

“I know,” he responded. “Don’t worry about her. She’s a pathological liar.”

“She was raising money to help other victims.”

“Hopefully, they’re real victims, not like her.”

“She’s capitalizing on what she did to you, using it to launch a whole new career. I mean, look at all the publicity and sympathy she got because of her lies.” It made Jane want to write her another letter. She’d sent a few over the years, telling Skye what she thought of her. But they’d all gone unanswered. And any more she sent would probably go unanswered, too.

“I’ll bet she’s taking a hefty salary from that nonprofit, too,” he said.

While Jane was cutting hair eight hours a day just to pay the rent on a dump like this…

“But it doesn’t matter what she does. That’s all behind us,” he went on.

Could it be true? Jane ached with the mere hope of it.

Noah came up and kissed the back of her neck, and she let the enjoyable sensations he evoked force Skye from her mind. She wouldn’t think about the past. The past brought such rage. “We’ll start over, build a new life,” she said into the phone, repeating what Oliver had told her so often.

“Exactly.”

“Just like the one we had before.”

“Just like the one we had before,” he echoed.

She leaned into Noah, drawing strength from him while she could. “Sounds great. See you Friday morning.”

“Leave Kate with my mom and bring enough money for a hotel. We deserve a night alone in San Francisco, don’t you think?”

“I guess so.”

“Aren’t you excited?” Oliver asked.

She wasn’t sure. She’d loved him once. Would that feeling return after he came home? She hoped so—for her sake, for Kate’s sake, for everyone’s. “Of course.”
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