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        Prologue 

      

      Washington, D.C., 1998 

      The fashionable Washington neighborhood slept. Not a single light shone up or down the block of high-priced town homes, the only illumination the glow from the streetlamps and the three-quarter moon. The November night chilled; the air was damp, heavy with the scent of decay. 

      Winter had come. 

      John Powers climbed the steps to his ex-lover’s front door. He proceeded purposefully but without fanfare, his movements those of a man who depended on not being noticed. Dressed completely in black, he knew he appeared more shadow than man, a kind of ghost in the darkness. 

      Reaching the top landing, he squatted to retrieve the house key from its hiding place under the stone planter box to the right of the door. During the spring and summer months the planter had been filled with vibrant, sweet-smelling blossoms. But now those same flowers were dead, their stems and leaves curling and black from the cold. As was the eventuality of all living things, their time had come and gone. 

      John slipped the key into the lock and turned it. The dead bolt slid back; he eased open the door and stepped inside. Easy. Too easy. Considering the parade of men who had come and gone through this door over the years, using this same key, retrieved from this same hiding place, Sylvia should have been more careful. 

      But then, forethought had never been Sylvia Starr’s strong suit. 

      John closed the door quietly behind him, pausing a moment to listen, taking those valuable seconds to ascertain the number of people in the house, whether they were sleeping and where they were sleeping. From the living room to his right came the steady ticking of the antique mantel clock. From the bedrooms beyond, the thick snore of a man deeply asleep, a man who had probably drunk too much, one no doubt too old and out of shape to have spent the evening with the ever-enthusiastic and sometimes gymnastic Sylvia. 

      Too bad for him. He should have gone home to his fat, dependable wife and their ungrateful, cow-faced children. He was about to become a victim of being in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

      John started for the bedroom. He took his weapon from its snug resting place—the waistband of his black jeans, at the small of his back. The pistol, a .22 caliber semiautomatic, was neither powerful nor sexy, but it was small, lightweight and at close range, utterly effective. John had purchased it, as he did all his weapons, secondhand. Tonight he would give it a watery grave in the Potomac. 

      He entered Sylvia’s bedroom. The couple slept side by side; the bed rumpled, the sheet and blankets twisted around their hips and legs, only half covering them. In the sliver of moonlight that fell across the bed, Sylvia’s left breast stood out in relief, full, round and milky white. 

      John crossed to where the man slept. He pressed the barrel of the gun to the man’s chest, over his heart. The direct contact served two purposes: it would muffle the sound of the shot and assure John a swift, clean kill. A professional took no chances. 

      John squeezed the trigger. The man’s eyes popped open, his body convulsed at the bullet’s impact. He gasped for air, the gurgling sound wet as fluid and oxygen met. 

      Sylvia came immediately awake. She scrambled into a sitting position, the sheet falling away from her. 

      The man already forgotten, John greeted her. “Hello, Sylvia.” 

      Making small, squeaky sounds of terror, she inched backward until her spine pressed flat against the bed’s headboard. She moved her gaze wildly back and forth, from John to her twitching, bloody companion, her chest heaving. 

      “You know why I’ve come,” John murmured. “Where is she, Syl?” 

      Sylvia moved her mouth, but no sound escaped. She looked only a breath away from dissolving into complete, incoherent hysteria. John sighed and circled the bed, stopping beside her. “Come now, love, pull yourself together. Look at me, not him.” He caught her chin, forcing her gaze to meet his. “Come on, sweetheart, you know I couldn’t hurt you. Where’s Julianna?” 

      At the mention of her nineteen-year-old daughter, Sylvia shrank back even more. She glanced at her bed partner, still and silent now, then back at John, working, he saw, to pull herself together. “I…I know…everything.” 

      “That’s good.” He sat beside her on the bed. “So you understand how important it is that I find her.” 

      Sylvia began to shudder, so violently the bed shook. She brought a hand to her mouth. “H-how…young, John? How young was she when you began leaving my bed to go to hers?” 

      He arched his eyebrows, amazed at her outrage, amused by it. “Are we feeling maternal suddenly? Have you forgotten how only too happy you were for us to spend time together? To let your lover play daddy? How eager to let me care for her so you could be free?” 

      “You bastard!” She clutched at the sheet. “I didn’t mean for you to defile her. To…to take my trust and—” 

      “You’re a whore,” he said simply, cutting her off. “All you’ve ever cared about was your parties and men and the pretty baubles they could give you. Julianna was nothing but a pet to you. Another of your baubles, a means for the tired, old whore to buy a bit of respectability.” 

      Sylvia lunged at him, claws out. He knocked her backward, easily, the heel of his hand connecting with the bridge of her nose. Her head snapped against the headboard, stunning her. He brought the barrel of his gun to the underside of her chin, pressing it against the pulse that beat wildly there, angling it up toward her brain. 

      “What Julianna and I share isn’t about fucking, Sylvia. It’s not so base as that, though I doubt you could understand. I taught her about life.” He leaned closer. He smelled her fear, it mixed with the scent of blood and other body fluids, earthy but very much alive; he heard it in the small feral pants that slipped past her lips, the squeaks of a terrified mouse facing a python. “I taught her about love and loyalty and obedience. About commitment. I’m her everything…father figure, friend and mentor, lover. She belongs to me, she always has.” 

      He tightened his grip on the gun. “I want her back, Sylvia. Now, where is she? What have you done with her?” 

      “Nothing,” she whispered. “She…went on her…her own. Sh-she…” Her gaze drifted to the dead man beside her, to the ever growing pool of red, creeping across the white satin coverlet. Her voice shuddered to a halt. 

      With his free hand, John grabbed a handful of her hair and jerked her face back to his. “Look at me, Sylvia. Only at me. Where did she go?” 

      “I…I don’t know. I…” 

      He tightened his grip on her hair and shook her. “Where, Syl?” 

      She began to giggle, the sound unnaturally high, otherworldly. She brought a hand to her mouth as if to hold the giggles back; they bubbled from her lips anyway. “She came to me…you wanted her to have an abortion. I told her…you’re a…monster. A cold-blooded killer. She didn’t believe me, so I called Clark.” Her giggles became triumphant, bizarrely so, given her situation. “He showed her pictures of your handiwork. Proof, John. Proof.” 

      John froze, his fury awesome, glacial. Clark Russell, CIA grunt man, former comrade-in-arms, one of Sylvia’s lovers. One who knew too much about John Powers. 

      Clark Russell was a dead man. 

      John leaned toward Sylvia, the gun forcing her head back, her chin up. “Clark sharing classified information? I guess you’re a better lay than I thought.” He narrowed his eyes, disliking the way his heart had begun to hammer, his palms to sweat. “You shouldn’t have done that, Syl. It was a mistake.” 

      “To hell with you!” she cried, her voice rising. “You won’t find her! I told her to run, as fast and as far as she could…to save herself and the baby! You’ll never find her. Never!” 

      For a split second he considered the horror of that possibility, then he laughed. “Of course I will, Sylvia. It’s what I do. And when I find her, the problem will be eliminated. Then Julianna and I will be together again, the way we’re supposed to be.” 

      “You won’t! Never! You—” 

      He pulled the trigger. Brains and blood splattered across the antique white headboard and onto the pretty rose-patterned wallpaper beyond. John gazed at the mess a moment, then stood. “Goodbye, Sylvia,” he murmured, then turned and went in search of Julianna. 
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      Mandeville, Louisiana, 
New Year’s Eve, 1998 

      Light blazed from every window of Kate and Richard Ryan’s grand old home on Mandeville’s Lakeshore Drive. The house had been built nearly a century before, at a time when gracious southern living meant something, a time before MTV and the breakdown of the American family, before it was okay for politicians to cheat on their wives and before the evening news calmly recounted grisly murders as if the daily occurrence of such events wasn’t a horror in and of itself. 

      The house, with its double, wraparound galleries and floor-to-ceiling windows, spoke of wealth, of status, of solidity. Of family. The family Kate and Richard would never have. 

      Kate stepped out onto the house’s upper gallery, shutting the French doors behind her, muffling the sounds of the New Year’s Eve party in full swing inside. The January night, bitter cold and blustery for southern Louisiana, slapped her in the face. Crossing to the gallery’s edge, she gazed out at the black, turbulent lake. She curled her fingers around the rail and leaned into the wind, unconcerned at the way it tore at her hair and cut through her thin, shirred velvet gown. 

      Across Lake Pontchartrain, connected by a twenty-six-mile causeway, lay New Orleans, a decaying jewel of a city, home to Mardi Gras and jazz and some of the best food in the world. Home, also, to the privilege of St. Charles Avenue, the poverty of the projects and the soaring crime rate that went with such explosive extremes. 

      Kate imagined the party happening on that shore, one celebrating not only the new year, but the last year in the century as well. A turning point, the end to an era, a door closing. 

      For her, too, she thought. And Richard. 

      Before the holidays, she and her husband had been forced to face the fact that they would never have children. The results of their last tests had been conclusive: Richard was sterile. Up to that point they had assumed their inability to conceive had been the result of her many, varied but correctable, problems. But when none of those corrections had done the trick, the doctor had insisted on testing Richard. 

      The results had devastated them both. Kate had been angry—at the world, at God, at all the people who had babies so effortlessly and with such little care. She had felt betrayed. Useless. Cast adrift. 

      And then she had felt better. For even though they hadn’t gotten the answer they’d wanted, at least they had one. She could give up the exhausting and emotionally draining quest for pregnancy and get on with her life; they could get on with their lives. 

      Infertility treatments had taken their toll. On her personally. On her and Richard’s marriage, on their professional lives. A part of her felt nothing but sweet relief at getting off that roller coaster, at being able to finally let it go. 

      If only she could let go of her longing for a child, her longing to be a mother. Some nights she lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, the ache inside her so great she couldn’t sleep. 

      Strong arms circled her from behind. Richard’s arms. “What are you doing out here?” he whispered, bending his head close to her ear. “And without a coat? You’ll catch your death.” 

      She shook off her melancholy and smiled over her shoulder at her husband of ten years. “With you to keep me warm? I don’t think so.” 

      He grinned, and his eyes crinkled at the corners. At that moment he looked as boyishly handsome at thirty-five as he had at twenty when she met him. He wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. “We could get naked and do the wild thing. Right here. Right now.” 

      “Sounds kinky.” She turned in his arms and looped hers around his neck. “I’m game.” 

      He laughed and leaned his forehead against hers. “And what would our guests think?” 

      “Hopefully they’re all too well-mannered to wander up here uninvited.” 

      “And if they’re not?” 

      “They’ll see a side of us they never have before.” 

      “What would I do without you?” He dropped a kiss on her mouth and drew slightly away from her. “It’s about time for me to make my announcement.” 

      “Nervous?” 

      “Who me?” He laughed and shook his head. “Never.” 

      He meant it, Kate knew. Her husband’s self-confidence never ceased to amaze her. Tonight, he was announcing his intention to run for St. Tammany Parish District Attorney, yet he wasn’t nervous. He wasn’t anxious or plagued by self-doubt and second thoughts. 

      Why should he be? He expected his announcement to be applauded by their family and friends, by his business associates and the leaders of the community. And he expected not only to win the race, but that the run would be nearly effortless. 

      Of course he did. Richard had always lived a kind of starred existence. Had always been the chosen one, the one voted most likely to succeed, the winner. He wore success as comfortably as others wore ten-year-old athletic shoes. 

      “You’re certain Larry, Mike and Chas are one hundred percent behind this?” she asked, referring to his law partners at Nicholson, Bedico, Chaney & Ryan. 

      “Absolutely. What about you, Kate?” He searched her gaze. “Are you one hundred percent behind me? If I win, our lives will change. We’ll be scrutinized, constantly under the magnifying glass.” 

      “Trying to frighten me off?” she teased, leaning against him. “Well, it won’t work. I’m one hundred percent behind you and your decision. And you might as well forget about ‘If you’re going to win,’ because you are. I’m certain of it.” 

      “With you at my side, how can I not?” 

      When she tried to laugh off his words, he cupped her face in his palms and gazed into her eyes. “I mean it. You have magic, Katherine Mary McDowell Ryan. You always have. Thank you for sharing it with me.” 

      Tears stung her eyes. She chided herself for her earlier melancholy and silently counted her blessings. The girl who’d worn shoes with holes in the soles and hand-me-down school uniforms to St. Catherine’s, the girl who had never known the security of a comfortable home, the one who had attended Tulane University on a scholarship, squeaking by borrowing books and waiting tables at night, had come a long way. In no small part because Richard Ryan, favorite son of one of New Orleans’ first families had unbelievably, miraculously, fallen in love with her. 

      “I love you, Richard.” 

      “Thank God.” He leaned his forehead against hers. “Now, can we please go inside?” 

      She agreed and within minutes they were swept back into the party, surrounded, then separated by their jubilant guests. Richard made his announcement and, as expected, his news was greeted by those not already in the know with cheers of approval. 

      From that moment on, the party became almost manic. As if all in attendance had been struck by a strange sort of energy, a sense that life as it had been was about to change. The year 1999. The fin de siècle. The stuff of the future, of science fiction, of uncertainty and the unknown—not of the now. Not of everyday lives. 

      Midnight came. Confetti and streamers flew and horns sounded. Hugs and kisses were exchanged, more champagne drunk. The caterer served a buffet brunch. It was eaten and enjoyed then finally, one by one, Kate and Richard’s guests began to leave. 

      As Richard walked the last out, Kate began picking up even though they’d contracted a cleaning service to take care of the mess first thing in the morning. 

      “God, you’re beautiful.” 

      She looked up. Richard stood in the doorway between the dining room and front parlor, watching her. She smiled. “And you’re flushed with success. Or alcohol.” 

      “Both. But it’s still true. You’re gorgeous.” 

      She wasn’t, she knew. She was attractive, with an ageless, angular kind of face. Not gorgeous or sexy. Not a knockout. Classy, maybe. Solid, definitely. “I’m glad you think so.” 

      “You never could take a compliment. Because of your old man.” 

      “You have good bones, Katherine Mary McDowell,” she said, imitating her father’s slight brogue. “Never underestimate the importance of good bones and teeth.” She laughed. “Like a work horse, for heaven’s sake.” 

      Richard grinned and as Kate had been earlier that evening, she was reminded of the fraternity boy who had swept her—and every other coed on the Tulane campus—off her feet. “Your father did have a way with words.” 

      “That he did.” She shook her head. “Come give me a hand.” 

      Instead, he cocked his head studying her, a boyish, pleased expression on his face. “Kate McDowell,” he said softly, “the one many wanted, including my good buddy Luke. But who I won.” 

      As always happened at the mention of their mutual friend, Luke Dallas, the twin emotions of guilt and longing assailed her. Once upon a time, the three of them had been inseparable. They had been best friends at Tulane; Luke had been her confidant, the person she had turned to for comfort, advice, support. In many ways, she had been closer to him during those years than to Richard. 

      Then she’d destroyed their friendship with one thoughtless, reckless act of passion and grief. 

      Uncomfortable with the memory, she shifted her attention to collecting the soiled cups and plates. “You’re drunk,” she said lightly. 

      “So what? I’m not driving.” He folded his arms across his chest. “Do you deny that Luke was in love with you?” 

      “We were friends, Richard.” 

      “And nothing else, right?” 

      She met his gaze. “We were all friends. I wish that hadn’t changed.” 

      For a moment, her husband said nothing, just watched her. When he spoke, his mood had mellowed once more. “You’re going to make the perfect politician’s wife.” 

      She arched an eyebrow. “Are you so sure of that, District Attorney Ryan? I don’t have a pedigree, you know.” 

      “Classy, beautiful, smart Kate. You don’t need one, you’re married to me.” 

      She set the empties on a tray and began collecting more. He was right, she supposed. Marrying him had validated her in New Orleans society. She didn’t need a good family, or to have come from money, she had been given his. 

      For the second time that evening, she thought of her blessings. She had many things to be grateful for, she knew. For her loving husband, their beautiful home. Her own business, a coffeehouse called The Uncommon Bean, which she loved; her stained glass work, plenty of money. All the things she had always told herself that she wanted. That she needed to be completely happy. 

      “I’m sorry if I upset you with that comment about Luke. I don’t know what gets into me sometimes.” 

      “It’s been a long night, that’s all.” 

      Richard crossed to her and took the empty cups from her hands and set them back on the end table. “Leave the mess. That’s what we’re paying the service for.” 

      “I know, but—” 

      “No.” He took her hands. “Come with me. I have something for you.” 

      She laughed. “I’m sure you do.” 

      “That, too.” He led her to the living room. There, before the still glowing fire, he’d placed two floor pillows. Beside them waited a chilling bottle of champagne and two crystal wine flutes. 

      They made themselves comfortable. Richard popped the cork on the champagne and poured. He handed her a glass, then held his out. “I thought we should celebrate privately.” 

      She pinged her glass against his. “To your campaign.” 

      “No,” he corrected, “to us.” 

      “I like that. To us.” She smiled, then sipped. 

      For several minutes, they chatted about the events of the evening, sharing tidbits from conversations they’d had and chuckling over the antics of a couple of their less inhibited guests. 

      “You make me better than I am, Kate,” Richard murmured, serious suddenly. “You always have.” 

      “And you’re drunker than I first thought.” 

      “I’m not.” He took the glass from her hand and set it aside. He laced their fingers. “I know how hard this last year was for you. Because of the…the infertility.” 

      Her eyes flooded with tears. “It’s okay, Richard. I have so much. It’s wrong for me to want—” 

      “No, it’s not. And if not for me, you could have it. You could have a baby.” 

      “That’s not true, Richard. I’m infertile, too, I have—” 

      “You have fertility problems, Kate. Hormones can be adjusted, endometriosis treated, ovulation stimulated. I’m sterile. Shooting blanks, as they say down at the firm.” Bitterness crept into his tone. “How do you think that makes me feel? To not be able to give you what you want more than anything? To be less than a man.” 

      It hurt to hear him express his true feelings, ones he hadn’t before. She tightened her fingers on his. “That’s bullshit, Richard,” she said softly, fiercely. “The ability to sire children is not what makes a man. It’s not what makes you a man.” 

      “No? That’s the way it feels.” 

      “I know how it feels, because this is my problem, too. Bearing children is something all women are supposed to be able to do. It’s a given, part of being a female. To not be able to without medical technology feels like a betrayal.” 

      “I’ve let you down,” he said quietly. 

      “No, Richard…that’s not what I meant.” 

      “I know. But that’s the way I feel.” 

      She turned fully to him, clasping his hands in hers. “Who’s to say we’re entitled to everything, anyway? Who’s to say we’re supposed to have all that our hearts desire? Look at us, at all we have. A beautiful home. Successful careers that we enjoy. Each other, Richard. Our love. An embarrassment of riches. Sometimes I have to pinch myself. I can’t believe it’s Kate McDowell who’s living this life. Sometimes I’m afraid I’m having a really good dream and that any minute it’s going to turn into a terrifying nightmare.” 

      “I won’t let it, sweetheart. I promise.” 

      She brought his hands to her mouth, a sense of urgency tugging at her. “People have lied, cheated and killed to get what we take for granted, we have to guard what we have by appreciating it. We can’t ever forget how lucky we are. The minute we do, the minute we get greedy, we could lose it all. We can’t forget that, Richard. We can’t. It’s important.” 

      He laughed. “And you still believe in leprechauns and fairies and the power of a four-leaf clover, don’t you?” 

      “It could all be gone tomorrow.” She tightened her fingers on his. “I’m serious, Richard.” 

      “So am I. We can have it all, Kate. I want that for you.” When she opened her mouth to protest, he shushed her with a finger to her lips. “I have something for you. A late Christmas present.” He slipped a business-size envelope from its hiding place under one of the pillows and handed it to her. “Happy New Year, Kate.” 

      “What is it?” 

      “Open it and find out.” 

      She did. It was a letter from Citywide Charities, informing them that they had been accepted into the Agency’s Gifts of Love adoption program. 

      Kate’s heart began to hammer, her hands to shake. Citywide’s program was the best in the area. They accepted only a handful of couples every year; at the end of that year, or shortly thereafter, those couples would have a baby. 

      She had studied up on adoption and on the programs and options available in the area. She had looked wistfully at Citywide. But every time she had mentioned adoption to Richard, he had flatly refused to even discuss it. 

      She lifted her gaze to her husband’s, overcome with emotion, eyes swimming with tears. “What happened? You didn’t think adoption—” 

      “But you did.” 

      Tears choked her, and she cleared her throat. “But we…if you don’t really want to adopt, we can’t. It wouldn’t be right.” 

      “I want to make you happy, Kate. This will be a good thing for us, I know it will. And it’s the right time for us to start a family.” 

      She couldn’t find her voice, but even if she had she wouldn’t have been able to find the words to express her joy. So she kissed him instead. Deeply and with the love and gratitude that filled her to near bursting. 

      They had kissed this way many times before, but this time was different, special. This time her heart felt fuller than it ever had before. 

      By this time next year they would have a child. They would be parents. A real family. 

      “Thank you,” she whispered again and again as she kissed him. She removed his clothes, he hers. The remnants of the fire warmed them, as did their exploring hands, their exploding passion. 

      “This is going to be our most perfect year ever,” Richard whispered as he positioned himself above her. “Nothing will ever come between us, Kate. Nothing or no one.” 
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      New Orleans, Louisiana, January 1999 

      The corner sandwich shop was located on one of the central business district’s busiest corners. The shop, Buster’s Big Po’boys, specialized in shrimp-and-oyster po’boys—huge sandwiches made on slabs of French bread and stuffed with fried shrimp, oysters or both. Most New Orleanians ordered them dressed—with lettuce, tomato and mayonnaise, the latter slathered on, good and thick. Of course, if fried seafood didn’t appeal, Buster’s offered all manner of other fillings and even a few nonsandwich specials, like traditional New Orleans red beans and rice on Mondays. 

      As corner sandwich shops went, Buster’s was pretty run-of-the-mill for the Crescent City—housed in a century-old building, its plaster walls were cracked and peeling, the high ceilings dingy with God only knew how many years of God only knew what; and from June to September, the air conditioner ran full tilt and still couldn’t keep up. 

      Anywhere else in the country, Buster’s would have been closed down by the health department; New Orleanians considered Buster’s a perfectly acceptable place to grab lunch while downtown. 

      Julianna Starr pushed open Buster’s glass front door and stepped inside, leaving the cold January day behind. The smell of frying seafood hit her in a nauseating wave, turning her stomach. The smell, she had learned over the past few weeks working as a waitress at Buster’s, permeated everything—her hair and clothes, even her skin. The minute she got home from work, she ripped off her uniform and jumped into the shower to scrub the odor away, no matter how tired or hungry she was. 

      The only thing worse than the smell of the place, Julianna had decided, was its customers. New Orleanians were so…excessive. They laughed too loudly, ate and drank too much. And they did both with a kind of frenetic abandon. Several times, just watching someone tear into and consume one of the huge, sloppy po’boys had sent her scurrying for the john to throw up. But then, she was one of the lucky ones to whom morning sickness was confined to neither mornings nor the first three months of pregnancy. 

      Julianna quickly scanned the restaurant, heart sinking. Choosing today to oversleep had been a mistake; the lunch rush appeared to have started early. Only minutes after eleven and every table was filled; the take-out counter already stacked two deep. As Julianna made her way to the back of the restaurant, one of the other waitresses shot her a dirty look. 

      “You’re late, princess,” her boss called from behind the counter. “Grab an apron and get your tail in gear, you hear?” 

      Julianna glared at the man. As far as she was concerned, Buster Boudreaux was a grease-sucking pig with an IQ about the size of one of his stupid sandwiches. But he was her boss, and she needed this job, low as it was. 

      Without a word of explanation, she stalked past him and snatched an apron from the tree just inside the kitchen and slipped it on. The pink-ruffled atrocity rode up over her burgeoning belly, making her look like a pink whale. She muttered her displeasure under her breath, turned to the time clock and punched in. 

      Buster came up behind her, his expression thunderous. “If you’ve got a problem, why don’t you say it to my face instead of under your breath.” 

      “I don’t have a problem.” She stuffed her employee card back into its slot. “Where’s my station?” 

      “Section one. Start servicing the tables as they open back up. In the meantime, give Jane a hand at the take-out counter.” 

      Julianna didn’t acknowledge him with so much as a nod, and he grabbed her elbow. “I’ve about had it with your attitude, you know that, princess? If I didn’t need the help so bad, I’d kick your uppity butt out of here right now.” 

      He wanted her to beg for her job, she knew. To plead, grovel before him like some sort of peasant. She would rather starve. 

      She looked pointedly at his hand on her arm, then met his gaze. “Is there anything else?” 

      “Yeah,” he said, flushing and dropping his hand. “You’re late like this one more time, and you’re out. I’ll get my grandmother to take your place, she’d do a better job anyway. Got that?” 

      Sure he would. Creep. “Got it.” 

      She flounced past him and out onto the floor. As she did, she brushed past Lorena, a fellow waitress, who glared at her and muttered something that Julianna couldn’t quite make out. 

      Julianna ignored her. It wasn’t the first time she had been the recipient of one of the other waitresses’ barbs. They didn’t like her, particularly Lorena. No doubt because Julianna didn’t make a secret of the fact she hated working here, that she was too good to be serving these big sloppy sandwiches to people who barely looked at her. That she was too good for them. 

      They didn’t understand, these rough-hewn, classless girls, that she wasn’t meant to have to work this way, to have to be on her feet for hours, to be tired all the time, to be serving people. She had been raised for better things. To be taken care of, to be pampered and adored. Her entire life it had been so; all she’d had to do was smile, cajole or even pout prettily and whatever she had wanted had been given to her. Indeed, if she hadn’t been running so low on the money her mother had given her when she left D.C., she wouldn’t have lowered herself to their level. 

      She had been on the run for just over three months and in that time, had lived briefly in Louisville, Memphis and Atlanta. Until New Orleans, she had stayed in moderate hotels, eating her meals out, spending her time going to movies and wandering through shopping malls. Until New Orleans, she hadn’t noticed the frightening rate at which her money was disappearing. She hadn’t thought ahead to what being without money would mean or what she would have to do to get more of it. When she had finally realized it wouldn’t last forever, she had been down to her last fifteen hundred dollars. 

      Wretched and demeaning as it was, Buster’s was a necessity, at least for now. 

      Julianna sighed and glanced longingly toward the pay phone at the back corner of the restaurant, near the rest rooms, thinking of her mother. Her mother had always said that the power of a woman, one who knew how to use both her beauty and her brains, packed more punch than an atomic bomb. A beautiful woman could move mountains or level cities with nothing more than a carefully chosen glance or smile. 

      If only she could call her, Julianna thought, suddenly, achingly homesick. If only she could go home. 

      John, standing above her while she retched, his face pinched, white and terrible with fury. John warning her not to defy him again, telling her he would punish her if she did. Julianna drew in a deep breath. The man and woman from Clark Russell’s photographs, their throats slit from ear to ear. 

      John was capable of anything. Her mother had said so. So had Clark. 

      She couldn’t go home, maybe never again. 

      “Miss? Excuse me, Miss?” 

      Startled, Julianna blinked. A customer at the table to her right was signaling her. 

      “We need ketchup.” 

      Julianna nodded and brought that table their condiment, another their bill, still another their sandwiches. That done, she ducked into the bathroom, something she had to do often these days. 

      She relieved herself, flushed the toilet, let herself out of the stall and stopped dead. A woman stood at the mirror, applying lipstick. She had hair the color of cinnamon; it fell in soft waves almost to her shoulders. 

      Julianna closed her eyes, her mind hurtling back fourteen years….

      Her mother sat at her vanity, dressed only in her bra, panties and garter belt. Julianna stood in the doorway, watching as she leaned closer to the mirror and applied her lipstick. She drew the color evenly over her mouth, then pressed her lips together to smooth it. 

      Admiration and awe filled Julianna. “You’re so pretty, Mama,” she whispered, forgetting herself. 

      Her mother turned. And smiled. “Thank you, honey. Remember, though, when it comes to your mama, we say ‘beautiful.’ You’re pretty. Mama’s beautiful.” 

      Julianna bowed her head. “I’m sorry.” 

      “That’s okay, sweetie, just remember next time.” 

      Julianna nodded and inched into the bedroom, unsure if she was welcome or not. When her mother didn’t protest, she sat gingerly on the edge of the big, satin-covered bed, careful not to crumple her dress. 

      She straightened her white pinafore and inspected her black patent shoes, looking for scuffs and finding none. Her mother had many rules she expected Julianna to follow, so many it was sometimes hard for five-year-old Julianna to remember them. 

      But Julianna never forgot that wrinkled, mussed clothing would be met with great displeasure and swift punishment. Especially when company was coming. 

      “Who’s visiting tonight, Mama?” she asked, resisting the urge to rub her toes together, though she liked the squeaky sound the shiny leather made when she did. “Uncle Paxton?” 

      “No.” Her mother took a stocking from the box on the vanity top. “Someone special.” She eased the shimmery, silky fabric up her leg, then clipped a garter to it. “Someone very special.” 

      “What’s his name?” 

      “John Powers,” her mother murmured, her expression growing faraway and soft looking. “I met him at that party at the Capital last week. The one I told you about.” 

      “Where they had sandwiches shaped like swans.” 

      “Canapés. That’s right.” 

      Julianna tilted her head, studying her mother. He must be special, she decided. She had never seen her mama look quite this way when talking about one of her visitors. 

      “I expect you to be on your best behavior.” 

      “Yes, Mama.” 

      “If you’re a really good girl, I might buy you that doll you’ve been wanting. The one with the long brown curls, just like yours.” 

      Julianna knew what her mother meant by being really good. It meant she was to be quiet. And cooperative. And what her mother called charming. Being really good would be rewarded. Not only by her mother, but by her gentleman friends, too. They brought her candy and small toys, they fussed over her, called her adorable, cute, pretty. 

      And then her mother sent her to her room. 

      Julianna figured that one of these days, if she was good enough, charming enough, she wouldn’t be sent to her room. One of these days, when she was older, she would have very special visitors of her own. 

      “I will, Mama. I promise.” 

      “Run along now and let me finish dressing, John will be here any moment.” 

      “Miss? You okay?” 

      Julianna blinked, startled out of her reverie. “What?” 

      “You okay?” The woman at the mirror dropped her lipstick back into her purse. “You were starin’ funny at me, like you seen a ghost or somethin’.” 

      Julianna blinked again, really seeing the woman before her for the first time. She had rough, pebbly skin and her cinnamon hair was obviously hers courtesy of a bottle. And a cheap one at that. 

      How had she ever thought this woman looked anything like her mother? 

      “I’m fine,” Julianna whispered, crossing to the sink to wash her hands. “I just…I don’t know what happened.” 

      The woman smiled and patted her arm. “Had six kids of my own. Nothin’ plays havoc with the mind like them hormones. It’ll get better. Then it’ll be them kids playin’ havoc with your mind.” 

      The woman cackled, patted her arm again and left the bathroom. 

      Julianna stared after her, unsettled by what had just happened. The memory had been so vivid; it had come upon her with such force and left her feeling so vulnerable. So alone. 

      She missed her mother, she thought, tears pricking her eyes. She missed Washington and her comfortable apartment. She missed feeling pretty and special. And safe. 

      The bathroom door swung open and Lorena stuck her head in, her expression annoyed. “You going to stay in here all day, or what? Your tables are lookin’ for you.” 

      Though the other woman was already gone, Julianna nodded in response and hurried back out to the dining room. 

      The remainder of Julianna’s day passed minute by agonizing minute, hour by excruciating hour. As the lunch crowd thinned, then became nonexistent, Julianna became aware of how much her feet and back hurt, of how tired she was. 

      She worked alongside the other waitresses, refilling the condiments, wiping down the tables and putting up the chairs, preparing for the next day. Buster’s stopped serving at three. Opening for dinner would be a waste of time and money—this part of the central business district became a graveyard at 5:00 p.m. when the law offices and other businesses let out for the day. 

      Julianna didn’t listen to or participate in the other women’s chatter. Every so often, she would become aware of one of them looking speculatively at her or making an ugly face in her direction. She ignored them and kept her attention fixed on her tasks so she could finish up and go home. 

      Finally, all the preparations for the next morning had been made, and she’d punched out. As Julianna reached for the door, Lorena stepped in front of it, blocking Julianna’s way. The other three waitresses came up beside Lorena, flanking her, their expressions tight and angry. “Not so fast, Miss Priss. We’ve got a bone to pick with you.” 

      Julianna stopped, glancing nervously from one to the other of the women. “Is something wrong?” 

      Lorena, obviously having been voted the leader of the pack, took a step toward her. “You could say that. We’re sick and tired of your attitude. Of you thinking you’re better than the rest of us. And we’re sick and tired of having to cover for your lazy butt.” 

      At the animosity in the older woman’s tone and expression, Julianna inched backward, glancing over her shoulder, looking for Buster. He was nowhere to be seen. 

      “Where do you get off, thinkin’ you’re so much better than us?” Lorena took another step; the others followed. “Just ’cause you went and got yourself knocked up, you think you don’t have to work? You think a bun in the oven makes you special or somethin’?” 

      Another one of the girls, Suzi, pointed a long, bloodred fingernail at her. “When you show up late, we’ve gotta cover your tables. That means we’re working our tails off and getting crappy tips all around.” 

      “And we’re sick of it,” Jane said. 

      “I overslept,” Julianna said stiffly. “I didn’t do it on purpose, for Pete’s sake.” 

      That, obviously, wasn’t the response they wanted, because angry color flooded Lorena’s round face. She looked like a bleached blond balloon about to pop. “I’ve got a question for you, princess. One we’ve all wondered about. If you’re so frickin’ high and mighty, why’re you working in a dive like this? And if yours is so special it don’t stink, where’s your old man? Why’d he go and dump you the moment you got knocked up?” 

      “Yeah,” Suzi added. “Or do you even know who the baby’s father is?” 

      “Bet she doesn’t,” Jane taunted, before Julianna could jump to her own defense. “She’s just a little slut who likes to put on airs.” 

      Lorena laughed. “You’re pathetic, you know that? I feel sorry for you. We all do.” She leaned closer, smelling of Juicy Fruit gum and drugstore perfume. “You’re not going to make it, you know that? You or your little bastard. Come on, girls.” 

      With that, the three turned and flounced out of the restaurant. 

      Julianna watched them go, tears welling in her eyes, threatening to spill over. Is that what they thought of her? What everyone thought of her? She brought her hands to her belly, self-conscious, humiliated. That she was pathetic? A woman rejected and without options? Lower, worse off than they were? 

      It had never occurred to her that others would look at her that way. That they would feel sorry for her. 

      Nobody had ever felt sorry for her before. She caught her breath and dropped her hands from her belly. She had never felt sorry for herself before. Not this way, not to the very core of her being. 

      She closed her eyes and thought of Washington, of the fine restaurants where she had dined on a daily basis, of the day spa where she’d had massages and facials and manicures, of her pretty apartment and closet overflowing with expensive dresses. 

      But mostly, she thought of John. She brought a trembling hand to her mouth. 

      Could he really be the monster her mother said he was? 

      From the kitchen, she heard Buster and the cook finishing up, preparing to lock up for the day. Not wanting them to catch her near tears, she hurried out of the restaurant and into the chill, late afternoon. 

      Julianna pulled her coat tighter around her. The sidewalks were crowded with workers heading home after the long work day. The St. Charles Avenue streetcar rumbled to a stop at the curb before her. Sun glinted off the glass, momentarily blinding her. A cloud drifted over the sun; the streetcar passed. 

      And she saw John. 

      He had found her. 

      She caught her breath, and took an involuntary step backward, panicked. He stood directly across the street from her, his head turned slightly away, as if gazing up St. Charles Avenue, looking for someone or something. 

      For her. Or for a place to take her and kill her. 

      Julianna froze, uncertain what to do—able to do little but stare, her heart pounding so heavily in her chest, she could hardly breathe. 

      The way it had fourteen years ago, when she had met him for the very first time. He’d been the most handsome man she had ever seen, tall and strong-looking and young, not shriveled and prunelike the way Senator Paxton was or fat and bald like Justice Lambert. 

      John hadn’t been like any of her mother’s other men friends. 

      Her mother had introduced her to him, calling her softly forward, letting her Alabama roots show in her gentle drawl. 

      “This is my baby,” she said. “My Julianna.” 

      Julianna curtsied, keeping her eyes downcast, the way her mama had taught her. 

      “Julianna, honey, say hello to Mr. Powers.” 

      “How do you do,” she said, her cheeks growing hot, wanting more than anything to really look at him. 

      “Hello, Julianna,” he said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

      She dared a bold peek up at him, then another. She made a small sound of surprise. “Your hair’s white,” she said. “Like snow.” 

      “Yes, it is.” 

      “But how come?” She drew her eyebrows together, confused. “You’re not old and wrinkly like Dr. Walters and he has white hair.” She tilted her head. “You’ve got lots more than him, too.” 

      Her mother gasped, and Julianna knew she had made a mistake. But John Powers wasn’t angry. He laughed, the sound deep and rich and really…nice. She decided she liked him better than all her mother’s other friends. 

      He squatted down before her and gazed into her eyes—in a way none of her mother’s other friends ever had. In a way no one ever had. 

      As if she were as important as a grown-up. As if she were special. 

      “It turned white overnight,” he said. “I was on a mission. I almost died.” 

      She widened her eyes. “You almost died?” 

      “That’s right.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I survived by eating bugs.” 

      She sucked in a sharp breath. “Bugs?” 

      “Mmm. Big, ugly ones.” 

      “Tell me about them.” 

      “Someday. Someday I’ll tell you all about it.” 

      “Okay,” Julianna said, hanging her head, disappointed. 

      He gathered her hands in his and for long moments simply gazed at her, his expression serious. Then he smiled. “I have a feeling about us, Julianna. Do you want to know what it is?” She nodded eagerly, and he continued. “I have the feeling that you and I are going to be the very best of friends. Would you like that?” 

      She glanced up at her mother, saw that she looked pleased, then back at John Powers. “Yes, Mr. Powers. I’d like that very much.” 

      The best of friends. The father she’d never had. Her protector. Her lover. 

      John Powers had become her everything. 

      And now he wanted her dead. 

      A horn ripped through air, followed by a shouted epithet. Julianna blinked, startled out of her reverie. She looked around her, disoriented. People, anxious to get home after a long day of work, streamed around her, a few sending her curious glances. John, if that had really been him, was gone. 

      Gone. She blinked again, despair rising up in her, stealing her breath. The past, her former life. John. All gone. 

      Pulling her coat tighter around her, she turned and walked away. 
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      Julianna awakened with a start. She opened her eyes, instantly alert, though she couldn’t say why. She darted her gaze around the dark room, looking for the shape that didn’t belong, the one that moved slightly, listening for a breath, a stirring. 

      For the monster. 

      John. That had been him on the street. He had found her. He was with her now. Fear took her breath; it became a living thing inside her. 

      Inside her. She brought her hands to her swollen belly, half expecting to find it split wide, intestines and fetus and gore spilling out of her and onto the white sheets. Instead, she found herself intact, her belly round and hard and full. 

      Thank God…thank God… She closed her eyes and struggled to slow her ragged breathing. If John had been here, he would have killed her. He would have cut her open, punishment for her disobedience. Her defiance. 

      The way he had cut those other people open, the ones from Clark Russell’s photographs. 

      “Don’t cross me again, Julianna,” John had warned. “You won’t like the consequences.” 

      She brought her fists to her eyes. He hadn’t found her; how could he have? She had done almost everything Clark had advised her to do—she had run far from D.C., never stopping too long in one place; she hadn’t used her credit cards for fear of leaving a paper trail, hadn’t called or written home. She’d even had her car repainted in Louisville. 

      But not everything. He had advised her to change her name, take on a new identity. But that had been impossible. She’d tried, but hotels wanted identification; she needed a driver’s license in case she was pulled over; Buster had demanded a social security number as a prerequisite for employment. 

      Julianna shook her head. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t changed her name—John was not going to find her, not all the way down here. That man on the street had been a trick of her imagination, just like the woman in the bathroom at Buster’s. 

      Shuddering, Julianna fought to free herself from the sheets, tangled around her legs, encumbered by her ungainly size. She rested her head against the headboard. A part of her still couldn’t believe John was a killer. Not John, who had showered her with affection, with gifts and attention and love. John who had held and stroked her, who had told her she was different, special, not silly, weak and stupid like so many other people. 

      A part of her couldn’t believe it even after the nightmare of their last meeting. 

      She closed her eyes and remembered how it had been with them, not that last night, when John’s face had been pinched and white with rage, his touch rough, his cruelty incomprehensible to her. No, she remembered how it had always been with them before, how gentle he had been as he held and petted her, how patient with her, how he had promised her the world. 

      For nothing more than being his good little girl. 

      His good little girl. Docile and sweet. The child who looked up to him as one would a parent, trusting, never questioning. The child who accepted his bidding as law. 

      Tears flooded her eyes. John had been her everything for as long as she could remember. Her tears spilled over and slipped down her cheeks. She needed him. To love her. To take care of her. The way he always had. 

      This was all a mistake; the events of the last months just a terrible nightmare. She could get rid of the baby, she thought, breath catching on a sob. As he had demanded she do. Go home and beg his forgiveness. For disobeying him. For taking his things. For going to her mother and believing her and Clark over him. She could promise to be his good girl again. He would forgive her, he would. He—

      No, she thought. He wouldn’t. He was angry with her. Furious. Julianna rubbed at her wet cheeks, shuddering, remembering that last night, the night he had discovered her pregnancy. He had been away on business for several weeks. She had meant to tell him that night, had planned every moment of the evening, wanting their reunion to be special, wanting to set the perfect stage for her announcement. 

      She had been so excited, so certain John would be thrilled with her news. Instead, he had become a man she hadn’t recognized, coldly furious and cruel. 

      As was their custom, she had arrived at his apartment early so she could be waiting in bed for him, curled up under the covers like a sleepy child. Julianna leaned her head back, resting it against the cool plaster wall, remembering. She hadn’t chosen a sexy, sheer nightie or provocative underwear to please her lover, but a long, pink floral gown with a high neck and white ruffle at the throat, wrists and hem. 

      The kind of gown a little girl would wear. 

      John’s little girl….

      She wiggled down under the covers more, and her soft flannel gown rubbed against her legs, fuzzy and reassuring. She acknowledged excitement. Anticipation. Nerves. 

      She worked to quell the latter, though without much luck. Her heart beat almost out of control, her mind raced with what she would say to John and how he would respond, with thoughts about the future, their future. 

      Pregnant. Twelve weeks and one day. Though she had deliberately stopped taking her birth control pills in the hopes this would happen, she could hardly believe it was true. 

      She was a woman now, finally. 

      Julianna squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath, willing her runaway heart to slow. That’s why she had stopped taking her pills without telling him. She was tired of being his little girl. She wanted to be a woman, was ready and anxious to have what other women had. She was certain she had done the right thing. 

      John would give her what she wanted. He always had. 

      She pressed a hand to her nearly flat stomach, imagining the future. She wanted her and John to be a real couple, like the ones she saw on TV. Real lovers, the way men and women were lovers in books and in movies. Passionate and committed. And…and adult. 

      Julianna didn’t know how to put her finger on what she wanted, what was missing from her relationship with John. It wasn’t simply that she and John lived apart. It wasn’t the difference in their ages or that he was the only man she had ever been with. It wasn’t that she didn’t love him—she did, with all her heart. 

      She rolled onto her left side and again the soft fabric of her gown tickled her legs. Sudden tears stung her eyes. She had prowled through the lingerie sections of the department stores, longing to wear the sexy, sheer clothes most women wore for their lovers; she had gazed with hunger at other men and women, other lovers, and the way they looked at and touched each other. 

      John treated her differently than that. Gently. With love, respect and tenderness. Which was good. But still… She wanted more. She wanted passion. Lust. Even the occasional argument. 

      She heard John at the front door. Quickly, she closed her eyes and breathed deeply, rhythmically, feigning sleep. 

      This was part of their game. One they had been acting out ever since the first time, so many years ago. 

      Only then, it hadn’t been a game. It hadn’t been an act. 

      Her bedroom door opened; light fell across the bed. A moment later the mattress dipped as he sat on its edge. 

      For long seconds he said nothing, and she knew he simply gazed at her. As always, she fought the urge to open her eyes and look at him, fought the urge to attempt to read what he was thinking in his eyes. 

      “Julianna,” he said softly, “it’s me, my sweet. It’s John.” 

      “John?” she whispered, letting her lashes flutter up, feigning sleepy confusion. “You’re back?” 

      “Yes, love. I’m back.” 

      “I missed you,” she murmured and smiled at him. “Did you come to tuck me in?” 

      “Yes.” He cupped her face and looked deeply into her eyes. “I love you, Julianna. I always have. Since the first time I met you. Did you know that?” 

      Even now, after all these years of playacting, she experienced a moment of alarm. A tiny explosion of panic in the pit of her stomach. 

      He bent closer and pressed his lips to her temple. “I brought you something.” 

      “You did?” 

      “Mmm-hmm.” 

      Feigning childish excitement, she scooted up in the bed. “What is it?” 

      He laid his hands on her shoulders. “Were you a good girl while I was gone?” 

      She nodded, the past and the present blending, creating a weird sensation of fear and excitement, discomfort and pleasure deep in her gut. 

      “Are you my good little girl now?” 

      She nodded again, beginning to tremble. 

      “I can’t stay away, Julianna.” He stroked her hair. “I’ve tried but I can’t, not anymore. You’re mine. You always have been. Always will be. Do you understand?” 

      “What…do you mean?” 

      “You’ll understand. Soon.” A smile played at the corners of his mouth. “You will, I promise.” 

      He carefully drew the covers away, murmuring his satisfaction. “Pretty,” he whispered, rubbing the fuzzy fabric between his fingers. “So pretty and sweet.” 

      “John?” she said, working to sound young and frightened. 

      “It’s all right, love. Show John how much you love him.” He applied gentle pressure, forcing her back to the mattress. “Show him what a good girl you can be.” 

      So, she did. She lay absolutely still, the way he liked it, as he ran his hands over her, gently at first, then with more urgency. 

      He didn’t undress himself; he wouldn’t penetrate her, she knew. He rarely did. Instead, he concentrated on gentling and pleasuring her, first with his hands, then his mouth. 

      Only when she had climaxed, arching up, crying out as with stunned uncertainty, then falling back to the bed and whimpering meekly like a kitten, did he press himself against her. He was sweating and short of breath, as if he had just finished a ten-mile run. He quivered with the force of his own unfulfilled needs, with excitement. 

      “My sweet, sweet Julianna. What would I do without you?” 

      She turned her face to his and kissed him, thinking of their baby, allowing herself a moment’s fantasy about how John would take her news. “I love you, John.” She smiled and kissed him again. “I love you.” 

      “Show me how much, love.” He caught her hand and brought it to his erection. “Show me.” 

      Julianna did. She rubbed and stroked and massaged him, curling her hand around his penis, pumping him to orgasm. 

      Julianna jumped as a burst of raucous laughter came from the apartment next door. She blinked, momentarily disoriented, then realized she had to go to the bathroom. Had to go so badly she wondered if she was going to be able to make it. 

      She dragged herself out of bed and padded to the john, the wooden floor cold and gritty beneath her bare feet. The mirror above the vanity was cloudy with age, a crack ran diagonally through its center, warping her reflection by causing the two sides of her face to not quite fit together. 

      She stared at her misshapen image, breath catching, hardly recognizing herself. She turned to the side, bringing her hands to her swollen belly. Pathetic, she thought, recalling what the other waitresses had said earlier that day. Rejected. Without options. 

      “You’re not going to make it. You or your little bastard.” 

      It hurt to look at herself, and Julianna turned away from her reflection. Why was she doing this? Why was she here, alone and pregnant? She didn’t want to be a mother, did she? She didn’t want to be one of those hollow-eyed women who came into Buster’s, the ones who were always chasing after their children and wiping their running noses, the ones who always looked so tired. That’s not why she had gotten pregnant. 

      Yet that’s what lay before her. 

      She brought a hand to her mouth, realizing the truth. She should have done as John demanded, gotten rid of the baby. Even her mother had wondered if Julianna was certain she was making the right decision. Being on her own, keeping a step ahead of John, would be difficult enough without an infant to care for. She had offered to accompany her daughter to a clinic where the problem would be taken care of. 

      But Julianna had still been starry-eyed about the pregnancy. About being a grown-up. About her future. 

      With a moan, Julianna sank to the floor. She rested her cheek against the vanity’s doors, the faux wood cracked and peeling. She didn’t have any starry-eyed notions anymore. She saw the future—and it frightened her. Almost as much as the past. 

      She squeezed her eyes shut, tumbling back once more, back to that last night she and John had spent together….

      They had lain facing each other on the bed, talking quietly. John had asked her about how she had spent the weeks he had been away. She had filled him in, barely able to catch her breath, going into great detail about the watercolor class she was taking and about her jazzercize group—when all she could think of, all she wanted to discuss, was her pregnancy. 

      John listened attentively, so attentively it was almost as if he knew she was keeping something from him. And while she spoke, he studied her with an intensity that was unsettling. He knew her so well. As no one else did or ever would. 

      Just tell him. Blurt it out—about how she had stopped taking her pills and about her missed period, her visit to the doctor, the urine test. Her excitement. 

      Not yet, she thought, a thread of panic snaking through her. Not yet. 

      “How was your trip?” she asked instead. 

      “Successful.” 

      “Where did you go?” 

      He simply looked at her. He had a rule: she wasn’t to ask him about his business, not ever. Julianna knew he worked for the state department, CIA, or somebody like that, and that what he did was classified. But that was all. 

      And for a long time, that had been enough. She hadn’t cared what he did. But lately, she had been curious. Frustrated and annoyed by his secrecy. By feeling shut out of his life. Bored with her own. 

      So, even though she knew he would be displeased if he discovered what she was up to, she had started to snoop. The first time, he had just returned home from a trip and was in the shower. Heart thundering, she had rifled through his travel bag and jacket pockets. 

      She hadn’t found anything suspicious that time, but in the many since she had unearthed several items that hadn’t added up. In a coat pocket she had found a letter, its open envelope addressed to someone other than John, at an address other than his. The letter itself had consisted of a single line of gibberish. In the front pocket of his travel bag, she’d found an airplane ticket stub to Colombia, a place he professed never to have been, the passenger name on the stub a Mr. Wendell White. 

      Success had made her bolder. 

      When John was out of town and her nights seemed to stretch endlessly before her, she had gone to his place and searched it. Each drawer and every closet, every piece of furniture for a secret hiding place, baseboards and floorboards, behind framed photographs and the few pieces of art he had hanging on the walls. She had even checked the contents of his freezer. There she’d finally hit pay dirt. Wrapped in white butcher paper, between two packages of frozen meat, she had found a small, spiral-bound, black leather book. Inside had been columns of dates followed by notations in some sort of code. 

      It was then that she’d figured out why John never spoke of his work; why he never mentioned an associate; why he flew all over the world, yet never left a number where he could be reached. 

      A spy. John was a spy. 

      Frightened, she had quickly returned the notebook to its hiding place. 

      “I have to leave again in the morning.” 

      She propped herself on an elbow. “But you just got back!” 

      “Some unfinished business. Sorry.” 

      “How long this time?” 

      “I don’t know. A week or two. Maybe a month. Depends on how the assignment unfolds.” 

      “At least tell me where you’re going.” 

      “I can’t. You know that.” 

      She did. But it didn’t make it any easier. Pouting, she turned her back to him. 

      “Don’t be like that,” he chided. “You’re too good for that kind of behavior.” 

      She glared over her shoulder at him. “But I’m so bored when you’re gone! There’s nothing to do! And I’m lonely.” 

      “Maybe this will help.” 

      He had dropped his jacket beside the bed, and now he reached over the side for it. From one of the pockets he drew out a small, navy blue velvet box. He handed it to her. 

      “For me?” she asked, pleased. 

      “Who else?” He smiled. “Go ahead, open it.” 

      She sat up and took the box eagerly from his hands, lifted the lid and gasped. Inside, sparkling against the blue velvet, was a pair of diamond stud earrings. She stared at them, stunned. They were huge—at least a carat each. She lifted her gaze to his. “John, they’re beautiful.” 

      “Not as beautiful as my special girl,” he murmured, taking the box from her. “Here, let me put them on you.” 

      She tucked her hair behind her ears, and he slipped the posts through her holes, then fastened on the backs. As soon as he dropped his hands, she bounded out of bed and to the bathroom. She flipped on the light and raced to the mirror. They were beautiful. Stunning. They sparkled like icy fire against her earlobes. 

      John followed her to the bathroom, coming to stand directly behind her. “They don’t do you justice,” he said. “They’re not special enough. They don’t have your warmth, your fire.” 

      “Oh, John!” She whirled around and hugged him. “They’re gorgeous! I love them!” She hugged him again. “Thank you. Thank you!” 

      “Silly.” He laughed and smoothed her hair away from her face. “Don’t you know you deserve them?” 

      “You spoil me.” 

      “You were born to be spoiled.” A smile tugged at his mouth. “To be mine to spoil.” He kissed her. “I think I’ll draw us a bath. Would you like that?” 

      She rubbed herself against him. “Sounds delicious.” 

      He turned and began filling the big, old claw-footed tub. John loved to bathe her, the way he had when she was a child. He loved to wash her hair and body, to wrap her in a big fluffy towel, then pat and powder her and blow her hair dry. 

      The bath started off like the hundreds that had come before. He soaped a washcloth and began moving it over her body, murmuring softly to her. Suddenly he stopped, a frown creasing his brow. “You’re gaining weight,” he said after a moment, his tone one of reproach as he ran his soapy hands over her waist and belly. 

      Julianna stiffened. John loved her rail thin and girlish. What would he say when she told him she wouldn’t be thin like that again for six more months? 

      “It’s all right,” he murmured, taking her silence for distress. “I’ll work up a diet and exercise program for you to follow. Find you a personal trainer. You’ll have those extra pounds off in no time.” 

      He dipped the washcloth into the water and ran it over her back and shoulders. From there, he reached around her and ran the cloth over her breasts, softly rubbing. 

      Again, he stopped. She glanced over her shoulder at him. “John,” she whispered, “there’s something I have to tell you.” 

      He met her eyes, then lowered his gaze to her chest. He smoothed the bubbles away, then cupped her breasts, as if weighing them. 

      She felt herself flush. He knew. He could see and feel the changes in her body. 

      Her words tumbled out in a nervous rush. She told him how she had stopped taking her pills, how she had missed a period, then gone to see the doctor. “I’m pregnant!” she finished excitedly. “We’re going to have a baby. We’re going to be a family.” 

      He stared at her, his expression strangely blank, a muscle beginning to twitch in his jaw. 

      One moment became several. “John?” she whispered, a flicker of fear springing to life inside her. This was not going as she had planned it, as she had fantasized it. 

      He needed time to adjust, she told herself. Time to get used to the idea of being a daddy. That was all. 

      “And you want this?” he asked. “You planned it?” 

      “Yes.” She looked pleadingly up at him. “I hope you’re not angry, but I wanted us to be a…a real couple. I love you so much and I…I wanted to be like other women.” 

      “Like other women,” he repeated. “You don’t even know what that means.” 

      “I do. At least I think I do.” She lifted her gaze pleadingly to his. “Let me try, John. Please.” 

      “It’s not going to happen, Julianna. This baby’s not going to happen.” He dropped the washcloth. “So, forget about it.” 

      His words affected her like a blow. She reached up and caught his hand. “Why not? You say you love me…you don’t have to marry me, that’s not what I mean. I just want…I want—” 

      “What?” He shook off her hand. “To be fat and stretched out and tired all the time? To be a doormat instead of a princess?” 

      “No!” Tears flooded her eyes. “It doesn’t have to be that way. It wasn’t that way with my mother.” 

      “Your mother’s a whore. Is that what you want?” 

      Julianna stared at him in shock. How could he say that about her mother? They were friends. They had once been lovers. 

      “I won’t share you with anyone, Julianna. Not another man. Not a career or a best friend. Not even a child. Do you understand?” 

      “But that’s not fair!” Even as the exclamation passed her lips, she acknowledged that she sounded like a child, one who was petulant at not getting her way. 

      “No?” He laughed, the sound as cold and hard as ice. “Whoever said life was fair?” 

      “I want this, John.” 

      “I’m sorry to hear that, but you’ll get over it. Now, get out of the tub. Bath’s over. When you’re dressed, we’ll discuss what you’re going to do about this problem.” 

      “What I’m going to do!” she cried. “You mean what you’re going to tell me to do.” 

      “That’s right.” He started toward the bathroom door. “I’ll be in the kitchen.” 

      “Why are you being this way?” She stood and grabbed for the towel, shaking with anger and indignation. It was so unfair! She was nearly twenty years old. Not a child, not a baby. “You treat me like I’m an infant! A two-year-old. I’m sick of it! I don’t want to be a baby anymore. I don’t want to be your little girl.” 

      John swung to face her. He narrowed his eyes. “I recommend you stop this, Julianna. Now. Before it’s too late.” 

      She jerked her chin up, ignoring his warning though something in his tone and expression chilled her to her core. She held out her arms. “Look at me, John. Why can’t you see me as a woman? The way you see other women? For once, why can’t…you…why…” 

      Her words died on her lips as John’s face transformed from the loving one she recognized into a mask of cold fury. The face of a man without warmth or humanity. One she didn’t recognize. One that frightened her. He started toward her and she shrank back, feeling small and vulnerable suddenly, feeling every bit the little girl she no longer wanted to be. “John,” she whispered, “please…don’t be angry with me. I just…I—” 

      He shot his hand out, catching her by the throat, knocking her back against the wall behind the tub. Her head knocked against the tile, and she saw stars. 

      “So, you want to be like other women, is that it?” 

      His hand at her throat constricted her windpipe and she clawed at it, making gurgling sounds of terror as she struggled to breathe. 

      “I spoil and pamper you. I treat you like a princess. But that’s not what you want.” 

      She had never seen him like this, had never seen anyone like this. He didn’t raise his voice, and yet its very evenness terrified her. Where was the John she knew and loved? The lover who was gentle, patient and tender? 

      He leaned toward her, the expression in his light eyes glacial. “You want to be like other women? Like your mother, the whore?” 

      He hauled her out of the tub and forced her onto the floor. “Come on then, I’ll treat you like other women.” 

      “No, John, I’m sorry. Please—” She tried to scramble to her knees; he knocked her back to the tile, falling onto her, knocking the breath from her lungs. 

      “I’ll treat you like other women,” he said again, unzipping his fly. “I treated you like you were special, but you didn’t like that. It wasn’t good enough.” He forced her legs apart with his. “So be like everyone else, Julianna.” 

      He rammed himself into her. 

      Julianna screamed. 

      He thrust into her again, then again. Pain tore through her. It felt as if he were trying to punch a hole into her uterus with his penis and hammer to death the baby she carried. 

      He pulled out, but the nightmare wasn’t over. He flopped her onto her stomach and dragged her to her knees. Then he thrust into her from behind, holding onto her by her hips as she tried to crawl away, his fingers digging mercilessly into her flesh. 

      “You like this, Julianna? Doing it doggie style? My sweet girl? My princess?” He laughed, the sound colder, crueler than any she had ever heard. “Grunt like an animal for me. Be a rutting whore for me, it’s so much better than being my special one.” 

      He grabbed her tender breasts, squeezing and pinching them. “Do it, Julianna. Grunt for me. Squeal like a sow-whore you want to be.” 

      Sobbing, she did, forcing the sounds past her lips, demeaned and ashamed, horrified. She wanted to shrivel up into a tiny ball, one so small that no one could see her. She wanted to die. 

      He climaxed, arching against her, his hands on her breasts tightening, the noises slipping past his lips feral, those of a beast who had dominated its foe. 

      He released her, and she collapsed to the floor. Her abdomen cramped, a gut-knotting pain, like a jagged blade ripping her delicate innards to shreds. Gasping, she curled into a fetal position, clutching her middle, tears coursing down her cheeks. 

      “Now you’re like other women.” She heard the rasp of a zipper and the click of a belt being fastened. “Now you’re like your mother. Happy?” 

      Her stomach clenched, then rose to her throat. She tried to hold her vomit back, but couldn’t and turned her head to the side and puked. 

      He made a sound of disgust, then tossed her a towel. “You’ll get rid of the baby tomorrow. Do you understand?” 

      She nodded. 

      “Until now, I’ve trusted you completely. Has that been a mistake?” 

      She whimpered and shook her head. 

      “Good. You’ll never defy or disobey me again. Or you will be punished. Severely. Do you understand?” 

      She nodded. This time that wasn’t good enough, and he asked her again. “Do you understand?” 

      “Yes,” she whispered. 

      “Get rid of it tomorrow, or I’ll do it myself.” 

      And then he was gone. 

      Julianna’s breath caught on a sob of despair, her thoughts racing back to the present. She realized she was huddled into a ball of misery on her bathroom floor, that she was sobbing. Cold and hurting. 

      John was the man her mother told her he was. A CIA assassin. The monster Clark Russell had described. The one who had killed those people in the photographs, and many others, according to Clark. 

      And he would kill her, too. If he ever caught up with her. 

      He wouldn’t, she promised herself, using the edge of the counter for support and dragging herself unsteadily to her feet. She would stay a step ahead of him, even if she had to run for the rest of her life. 
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