

 
 
 




    
				
				“You don’t understand.” 

				“My sister Ariel and I haven’t spoken in six 
				months,” Melanie went on. “I never wanted 
				to see her again after what she did. When 
				Stephanie called and begged me to come to 
				dinner to celebrate the birth of Ariel’s little 
				girl, I…I hung up on her! Oh, God, she was 
				my best friend. That was the last time we 
				talked…” 

				Kent had to resist the urge to take Melanie 
				into his arms when she buried her face in her 
				hands and painful sobs shook her. Instead, 
				he racked his rattled brain for something 
				soothing to say while he was processing what 
				she’d told him. Melanie wasn’t making any 
				sense, but she was obviously distraught. 

				“I’m sure she realises why you were upset,” 
				he said. “That’s what best friends are for. 
				Whatever happened between the two of you, 
				it’s never too late to make amends.” 

				“You don’t understand,” Melanie repeated. 
				“I’ve known Stephanie for years. She was 
				my best friend, yet I lost my temper with her 
				because she befriended my sister. I can’t ever 
				make amends for that, because she’s lying on 
				the floor of that bedroom dead. My best friend 
				is dead.” 

				 

				

				
				Dear Reader, 

				Who among us has not longed for the 
				opportunity to turn back the clock for a second 
				chance at something? Whether it has to do 
				with a relationship, career choice or some other 
				life-altering decision, there have certainly been 
				times I have longed to go back and get it right  
				this time. 

				That’s the dilemma facing Melanie Harris and 
				Kent Mattson, the characters you are about 
				to meet. Like the rest of us, they learn that 
				while it is impossible to redo the past, it is very 
				possible to meet the present head-on when 
				life offers unexpected opportunities. It’s been 
				my experience that getting that second shot 
				at happiness is only the first step. In the end, 
				as Melanie and Kent find out, it’s what we do 
				with that second chance that can make all the 
				difference. 

				Enjoy the ride these two people are about to 
				take you on. You’re going to find they keep you 
				guessing until the very end. 

				Happy reading! 

				Julia Penney 
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					To all who go above and beyond the call of duty.
 We owe you our thanks. 

				

			
			




    
				 

				
					CHAPTER ONE 

				

				WHEN MELANIE HARRIS had envisioned celebrating 
				her six-month wedding anniversary, she never 
				imagined she would spend it sitting in an impersonal 
				office, waiting for an appointment with the 
				renowned Dr. Kent Mattson. Then again, she hadn’t 
				anticipated how quickly things could have turned 
				bad. She glanced at the unmoving hands of the wall 
				clock, then tried to read the magazine in her lap, but 
				the words on the page were a meaningless blur. 

				She sighed, bit her lip and, for the hundredth 
				time, wondered what was keeping her in the chair. 
				All she had to do was get up, walk out into the 
				bright California sunshine and put the whole sorry 
				chapter behind her. 

				There was the door. 

				She stared at it for a moment, then set the 
				magazine down and stood with sudden resolve. 
				She’d just taken her first step toward freedom when 
				the receptionist entered the waiting room. 

				“Dr. Mattson will see you now, Ms. Harris,” she said with a pleasant smile. The receptionist was a 
				middle-aged woman with a calm, patient expression, 
				obviously accustomed to dealing with the 
				steady stream of emotional wreckage that flowed 
				through Dr. Mattson’s office. “I apologize for the 
				wait.” 

				
				Melanie, a mere two feet away from the door, 
				froze with indecision. She could hear her heart 
				beating in the stillness of the room. Her mouth was 
				dry, her palms damp. She didn’t belong here, but, 
				after all, she’d promised Stephanie that she’d endure 
				at least one visit. She owed her best friend that 
				much. It was Stephanie’s enviable strength that had 
				propped Melanie up for the past six months. Six 
				months of wishing she were dead rather than face 
				another sunrise. 

				“Promise me you’ll see Dr. Mattson. He’s the 
				best there is and he can help you,” Stephanie had 
				pleaded. “You have to put this behind you. None of 
				what happened was your fault.” 

				Wasn’t it, though? Wasn’t she standing here in 
				this office, hand reaching for the doorknob, 
				because she’d blindly and willingly believed everything 
				Mitch had told her, in spite of the 
				warnings from those who’d known him so much 
				better than she had? 

				“Ms. Harris?” the receptionist said, a concerned 
				frown furrowing her brow. “Are you all right?” 

				
				Melanie felt herself beginning to crumble. In 
				spite of her resolve not to show any weakness, her 
				eyes stung and her voice trembled when she spoke. 
				“If I were all right, would I be here?” 

				The receptionist never missed a beat. “Ms. 
				Harris, there isn’t one among us who doesn’t need 
				someone like Dr. Mattson at some point in our 
				lives,” she soothed, stepping forward to touch Melanie’s 
				arm. “Please, come with me.” She guided 
				Melanie across the waiting room to another door 
				and gave her a reassuring nod before opening it. 
				Melanie drew a deep breath, shored up the last of 
				her resolve, and entered Dr. Mattson’s inner 
				sanctum. 

				Expecting an older, overweight man with gray 
				hair, horn-rimmed glasses and a placid, patronizing 
				expression, Melanie was surprised by the sight of an 
				athletically built man dressed in blue jeans and a 
				chambray shirt, sleeves rolled back to reveal 
				powerful forearms. A man whose dark, tousled hair 
				showed not a hint of gray, whose keen blue eyes 
				were offset by the weathered tan of his face and 
				whose strong masculine jaw looked as if it hadn’t 
				felt a razor since erasing the five o’clock shadow of 
				the night before. In fact, he looked much more like 
				a cowboy who had just come in from a hard morning’s 
				work in the saddle than a clinical psychologist. 
				She wondered for a moment if she were in the right place, but before she could retreat, the receptionist 
				closed the door behind her with a firm click. 

				
				She was trapped. 

				KENT MATTSON KNEW he was running behind, but 
				he was distracted. He couldn’t stop thinking about 
				the murder scene he’d been called to that morning. 
				But, unfortunately, his work with the LAPD paid 
				peanuts compared to his private practice. Two days 
				a week he listened to clients who were victims of 
				Hollywood; it was a shallow world by most counts, 
				juicy by others, yet immensely profitable to those 
				in a position to help them. Without that extra 
				income he’d have lost Chimeya long ago. 

				Too, he derived an ironic satisfaction from an increasingly 
				healthy bank account bolstered by these 
				movie industry casualties. It was these very same 
				stars and starlets moving into the valley who had 
				sent property taxes soaring and jeopardized the 
				long-term survival of the historic ranch that had 
				been in his family for three generations. 

				He glanced down at the latest file his receptionist 
				had placed on his desk. Melanie Harris. The 
				name was vaguely familiar, though he couldn’t 
				place it. He scanned through the file but his mind 
				kept returning to the morning’s murder. 

				A soft rustle of movement interrupted his thoughts 
				and he glanced up to see a woman standing in the doorway. She seemed uneasy, which wasn’t unusual 
				for a client’s first visit. He rose to greet her. 

				
				“Ms. Harris. Please, come in. I’m Kent Mattson,” 
				he said, crossing the room. 

				Melanie Harris was a tall, attractive young 
				woman in her late twenties or early thirties. Her 
				clothing was predictably fashionable, her hair a 
				deep, lustrous shade of mahogany and swept back. 
				She wore no makeup, which was highly unusual in 
				this part of town, but the best makeup artist couldn’t 
				have hidden the dark smudges beneath those tragic 
				green eyes, nor mask the fact that she was at least 
				ten pounds underweight. 

				Kent gestured to the chair across from his desk. 
				“I was just reviewing your file,” he said, waiting for 
				her to sit, but she remained standing just inside the 
				door. “I see you were referred by your regular physician, 
				Patricia Phillips. Won’t you have a seat?” 

				She hesitated, and he sensed that she was very 
				near to bolting. Her eyes held his for a moment, like 
				a startled doe caught in the headlights of a car, and 
				he was struck by her expression. He turned away 
				and moved toward the side table, and poured 
				himself a cup of coffee. “I have several bad habits,” 
				he said, glancing over his shoulder. “One of which 
				is drinking too much coffee. Could I fix you a cup, 
				or would you prefer tea? I have black, green or 
				herbal.” He noted that some of the initial anxiety had left her eyes, but the wariness remained, and he 
				doubted very much that the sadness would ever 
				leave. 

				
				“I’m fine, thank you,” she said in a quiet voice. 

				Good. At least she could talk. Be a tough job for 
				him if she couldn’t. He carried his mug to the 
				window and stared out at a skyline smudged with 
				brown haze. “I see from your file that Dr. Phillips 
				was concerned about your weight loss and chronic 
				insomnia.” He took a sip of coffee, wondering why 
				her physician hadn’t just prescribed Prozac or 
				Valium. The movie industry was hooked on those 
				pills. Still no response from Ms. Harris, who 
				remained standing just inside the door, poised to 
				flee. “So,” he said, turning to face her, “we know why 
				Dr. Phillips thinks you should be here. I guess what 
				I need to know is why you think you should be here.” 

				He felt another jolt as his eyes locked with hers. 
				If she wasn’t a big-name movie star yet, she would 
				be. Those eyes alone would guarantee that, even if 
				she couldn’t act worth a damn. 

				“I’m here because I’ve been told I need your 
				help,” she replied. 

				He ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. 
				“That’s something you’re not going to get from me 
				until you’re ready for it. When you’re here because 
				you want to be here, you’ll be ready. Until then, 
				you’re just wasting your time and mine.” 

				
				Her face betrayed no emotion whatsoever, but he 
				noticed a quick flash of pain in her eyes. “In that 
				case, Dr. Mattson, I’ll be going,” she said, and 
				turned toward the door. 

				Kent might have let her walk out except for that 
				flicker of anguish. She was in trouble, real or 
				imagined, and needed help. That was, after all, why 
				he was there, despite his current preoccupation, 
				which he did his best to shake off. “Once you start 
				running from your past, Ms. Harris, it becomes very 
				hard to stop,” he said. “How much longer do you 
				want to live like this?” 

				His words made her pause, her hand closed 
				around the doorknob. He saw the determined set of 
				her shoulders as she stood motionless, and then she 
				leaned forward until her forehead touched the door, 
				her body rigid. After several long moments she 
				straightened, turned and looked at him. 

				“I’m tired of running.” 

				“Good,” Kent said, relieved that he hadn’t driven 
				her away. “You’ve just taken the first step. If you 
				choose to stay, we can begin.” 

				FOR MELANIE, remaining in Dr. Mattson’s office 
				meant returning to a place in time that she never 
				wanted to revisit again, yet she knew instinctively 
				that to silence the demons, she had to confront 
				them. She also realized that alone, she was incapable of fighting that battle. As much as she wanted 
				to walk out, she knew it would be a mistake. For six 
				months she’d suffered. 

				
				Ever since her wedding day. 

				She remembered every detail as if it were yesterday. 
				The original DiSanto gown, a slim, strapless 
				shiver of satin and pearls. Stephanie helping her 
				with the tiny buttons up the back. The sweet-spicy 
				scent of the old-fashioned pink roses that made up 
				her bridal bouquet. The deep, rhythmic rumble of 
				the Pacific Ocean and the golden afternoon 
				sunshine spilling through the tall Palladian windows 
				while Ariel wove pearls into her hair…. 

				It was perfect, until the tap came on the door and 
				Janet, the wedding director, peered into the room. 
				“It’s almost time. Two minutes until they start the 
				wedding march. Victor’s waiting to walk you to the 
				rose arbor. You look just beautiful, Melanie.” 

				Would she ever forget that moment? Stephanie 
				had finished fastening the last button and had gone 
				to gather up the bridesmaids, leaving her alone with 
				Ariel, who had been uncharacteristically quiet 
				throughout the endless preparations. Ariel, her 
				hands full of pearl hairpins, her face as pale as Melanie’s 
				gown, her fingers trembling so badly that 
				Melanie, noticing all of this for the first time, 
				reached her own hand to close on her sister’s. 

				“Ari, for heaven’s sake, what is it? What’s wrong?” 

				
				Ariel pulled away from her, shaking her head, 
				denying that anything was amiss, but something 
				very definitely was. Melanie rose to her feet, concerned. 
				“Are you ill? Please, Ari, tell me. What is 
				it?” 

				Her sister’s blue eyes had filled with tears. “It’s 
				nothing,” she said with such dramatic pathos that 
				Melanie knew her sister thought her world was 
				coming to an end. 

				“Ari, this isn’t the time for theatrics.” Melanie put 
				her hands on her sister’s shoulders. “Tell me what’s 
				wrong.” 

				The tears spilled over. “Oh, Mel, I’m pregnant,” 
				Ariel blurted out around a choked sob. “I wasn’t 
				going to tell you. I didn’t want to tell you!” 

				This was hardly the moment for Ariel to be 
				breaking this news. In five minutes Melanie was 
				supposed to be walking down the petal-strewn path 
				to her wedding ceremony. 

				“I’m happy for you, Ari,” Melanie managed, 
				hugging her sister. “Now stop crying. This isn’t the 
				end of the world. You’re not the first unmarried 
				woman on the planet to get pregnant.” Ariel began to 
				weep in earnest and Melanie’s patience grew thin. 
				The minutes were ticking down, and Mitch was 
				waiting. “Ari, who’s the father? Does he know about 
				this?” 

				Ariel buried her face in her hands and cried out in despair. “Oh, God, Mel, it’s so awful. I didn’t 
				want to tell you.” 

				
				“I would have guessed sooner or later. It’s pretty 
				hard to hide a pregnancy after a while, kiddo. Look, 
				we’ll talk more about it at the reception, okay? It’s 
				going to be all right, Ari,” Melanie said, stroking her 
				sister’s hair back from her flushed face with 
				genuine affection, because as much as Ariel could 
				drive her crazy, Melanie wanted the best for her. 
				“I’ll help you through this. Trust me. You’ll be a 
				great mom.” 

				Ariel was not reassured. “I wasn’t going say 
				anything, except for being pregnant. You’re my sister 
				and I love you. I would never hurt you, Mel. Never.” 

				Melanie felt a twinge of unease. “Of course you 
				wouldn’t. You’re not making any sense at all.” 

				Another tap at the door, and Janet looked in. 
				“We’re waiting on you, Melanie.” She frowned. “Is 
				everything all right?” 

				“Just give us a few more minutes,” Melanie said, 
				and when the door closed she gripped Ariel’s shoulders 
				and leveled her gaze. “Talk to me, Ari.” 

				Ariel shook her head again. “I’m three months 
				pregnant. I was going to get an abortion. I went to 
				the clinic and I…” Fresh tears brimmed over and 
				Melanie released her to grab a nearby box of tissues. 
				“I just couldn’t go through with it,” Ariel said, sniffling 
				and dabbing at her eyes. 

				
				“That’s all right. Does the father know?” Melanie 
				repeated. 

				Ariel gulped and nodded. “He said I was trying 
				to trap him, that the baby wasn’t his, and then he 
				dumped me.” 

				“Sounds to me like you didn’t lose much when 
				you lost him,” Melanie said, hugging her sister 
				again. “Paternity tests would prove he’s the father 
				if you really want to go that route, but you certainly 
				don’t need financial help raising a child, and you’re 
				a whole lot better off without that kind of man in 
				your life. Blow your nose and try to forget the jerk 
				for a while. We have a wedding to attend, and you’re 
				my maid of honor.” 

				“God forgive me, Melanie, I don’t deserve any 
				honor at all, least of all that one.” Ariel fell to her 
				knees, taking two handfuls of Melanie’s gown and 
				pressing them to her tear-streaked face for a moment 
				before looking up at her sister. Her words tumbled 
				out in a rush. “I can’t forget the baby’s father because…
				because it’s Mitch. I wanted to tell you, but 
				you seemed so happy, happier than I’ve ever seen 
				you. 

				“I didn’t want to hurt you, I wasn’t going to say 
				anything, but then…last night at the rehearsal 
				dinner, I overheard him talking to one of his friends. 
				He was saying…he was saying that he thought you 
				were worth marrying because you’d be the one who could break him out of being a stunt man, and get 
				him the acting roles he wanted. You were so close 
				to Victor, he was sure you could make it happen. 
				Before I got pregnant he was always after me to talk 
				to Victor about getting him an acting role, but I 
				never did because Mitch couldn’t act. He was awful. 
				Oh, Mel, don’t you see? He used both of us the 
				same way. You can’t marry him. He’s a no-good bastard!” 

				
				As her sister spoke, a chill swept through Melanie. 
				Three months ago she and Mitch had fallen in love. 
				Three months ago Mitch had been sleeping with Ariel…
				until he found out she was pregnant. “No,” she 
				whispered. 

				“Oh, Mel. I’m so sorry.” Ariel rose to her feet and 
				reached for her, but Melanie jerked away. 

				“No,” she repeated. “That can’t be true. Mitch 
				loves me….” 

				Ariel shook her head, tears still streaming. “Mitch 
				doesn’t love anyone but himself. I know you’ve 
				heard the rumors. Believe them, Mel. He’s a womanizer, 
				a user. He’s handsome and he’s daring, but he’s 
				no good. Don’t marry him. Don’t let him hurt you 
				the way he hurt me!” 

				Melanie turned away from her sister and found 
				herself staring at her reflection, at her beautiful Ines 
				DiSanto wedding dress. 

				She reached her hands to smooth the satin gown and lifted her chin, defiantly eyeing the woman in 
				the mirror. She would not cry. She would never, ever 
				cry. Let them stare and let them talk. Melanie Harris 
				would hold on to her pride, if nothing else. “Let’s 
				go,” she said to Ariel. 

				
				“Mel, please, let me tell Janet the wedding’s off,” 
				Ariel begged, holding back. “She can talk to the 
				wedding party, she can tell Mitch…” 

				“This wedding’s not off, baby sister,” Melanie 
				said, reaching for Ariel’s hand. “We can’t disappoint 
				all those guests, can we? Come on.” 

				With a cry of protest, Ariel was tugged along as 
				Melanie exited the bedroom. Holding her gown up 
				in one hand, she strode determinedly past an open¬ 
				mouthed Janet, wide-eyed bridesmaids and a 
				shocked Stephanie and Victor, and down the wide 
				granite steps of Blackstone toward the rose arbor in 
				the formal garden overlooking the Pacific. 

				The guests were standing as the quartet played the 
				wedding march, waiting for her entrance. Their faces 
				mirrored the pleasant anticipation of such moments—
				expressions that faltered when Melanie came 
				into view, dragging a wildly sobbing Ariel behind her. 
				The quartet stopped playing and lowered their instruments, 
				as startled as the wedding guests, but Melanie 
				only had eyes for the man waiting for her at the arbor. 

				Mitch Carson. 

				He watched their approach with amazing calm for a man who had to have sensed impending 
				disaster. Ariel was wrong about him. He was a 
				damn good actor. 

				
				“Here’s the woman you should be marrying, 
				Mitch,” Melanie said with icy calm, thrusting her 
				weeping sister forward. “For the life of me, I can’t 
				quite imagine you as a doting father, but I understand 
				you have six more months to prepare. I wish 
				the two of you a very interesting relationship.” 

				She barely remembered leaving Victor’s estate and 
				climbing into her car wearing the gown that had cost 
				her nearly half a year’s salary as a location scout. She 
				drove along the coastal highway, clutched in the 
				depths of a nightmare she couldn’t escape. A nightmare 
				that hadn’t passed in six long months. Six 
				months of her sister’s hysterical phone messages imploring 
				her forgiveness. Six months of Stephanie 
				begging her to reconcile with Ariel. Begging her to get 
				professional help. Six months of deteriorating job performance, 
				sleepless nights and deepening depression. 

				And then the latest message from her sister on her 
				answering machine, just one week ago. Ariel’s 
				voice had been shrill, barely intelligible. Mitch was 
				dead, killed on location during the filming of the 
				latest Kellerman thriller. A routine stunt had 
				somehow gone wrong and there was an explosion, 
				a terrible fire. The police would be investigating, the 
				whole thing was so suspicious. 

				
				Ariel was devastated, because she and Mitch had 
				been trying to work things out. Apparently she had 
				discovered something below the man’s shallow 
				layer of womanizing self-indulgence. Something 
				that had made Ariel believe he was ready to settle 
				down with her and the baby. 

				The shock of Mitch’s death had no doubt triggered 
				the birth. Melanie learned of the frantic rush 
				to the hospital from Stephanie, who had driven Ariel 
				and stayed with her for the birth. Stephanie, who 
				only two days ago had begged her to attend the 
				special dinner Vic and Tanyia were hosting to celebrate 
				Ariel’s newborn baby girl. 

				“Please come, Mel,” Stephanie had pleaded. “It 
				would mean so much to Ariel. She needs you right 
				now. And the baby…your niece…is so beautiful. 
				You have to see her.” Melanie hadn’t gone to the 
				dinner, of course. No way in hell could she bring 
				herself to do that…yet. 

				Suddenly, Melanie dropped her head into her 
				hands. She was so terribly tired. This wasn’t like a 
				movie set, where the director could call out, “Cut! 
				Let’s try that again.” This was real life, and there 
				were no second takes. Her life was a mess. She 
				would never be able to forgive Ariel for her betrayal. 
				She no longer liked her job, because as long as she 
				worked for Victor, she was constantly reminded of 
				her wedding day. She didn’t want to be in this place, this office. She disliked Dr. Mattson for making her 
				relive this nightmare, disliked the muted beige tones 
				of his office, designed, no doubt, to comfort, and she 
				even resented Stephanie for getting her into this situation 
				in the first place. 

				
				Melanie drew a shuddering breath, straightened 
				in her chair and gazed about her with dismay. She 
				glanced at her watch. Exactly ten minutes had 
				passed since she’d taken a seat in Dr. Mattson’s 
				office, and she hadn’t uttered a single word. He was 
				sitting there patiently, waiting for her to spill her 
				guts and cure herself, but she just couldn’t bring 
				herself to tell the story to a stranger. No way she 
				could ever confess to a three-month whirlwind 
				romance with a renowned womanizer that her 
				friends had all quietly warned her against. No way 
				could she ever talk about her sister’s treachery, the 
				same sister she’d worked so hard to protect and 
				support after their parents had died. 

				She’d fulfilled her promise to Stephanie by 
				coming here today, but she was done with it. She 
				would pull herself together and keep her secrets 
				buried in the past. If the past haunted her for the rest 
				of her life, running from it was a price she deserved 
				to pay. Fools deserved to suffer. 

				Dr. Mattson said nothing when Melanie rose and 
				started for the door. She paused for a moment, as out 
				of breath as if she’d just run a mile in soft beach sand. 

				
				“I’m sorry,” she apologized before leaving his 
				office, fighting for control. “I guess I’m not ready 
				for this, after all.” 

				Kent knew he should say something to stop his 
				client from going out that door. Instead, he sat 
				rooted in his chair, unable to move or speak as she 
				swept out of his office, closing the door firmly 
				behind her. He’d been glad that Melanie Harris had 
				remained silent, allowing him to think about this 
				morning’s murder…but by doing so he had failed 
				his client miserably. 

				Kent leaned forward on his elbows and ran a hand 
				through his hair with a weary sigh. This conflict of 
				jobs was impossible. He’d just let a client leave 
				without receiving any help from him whatsoever. He 
				had to decide between his job with the police department 
				and his growing affinity for a healthy bank 
				account. A knock roused him, and his receptionist 
				stood in the doorway. “I’m sorry to disturb you, 
				Doctor, but Ms. Harris insists on paying before she 
				leaves.” 

				“Tell her that’s not our policy. Get the insurance 
				information from her and…” 

				Melanie herself appeared, edging around the receptionist. 
				She had her checkbook in hand and a determined 
				look in her eye. “I prefer to pay as I go, 
				Dr. Mattson. What do I owe you for that session?” 

				“I’m afraid your money’s no good here, Ms. Harris. If you couldn’t share this office for thirty 
				minutes with me, then I obviously don’t deserve 
				payment. Should you at any time change your mind, 
				give me a call.” Kent pulled a business card out of 
				the brass holder on his desk, rose to his feet and 
				extended it toward her. 

				
				“You should probably know that I’ve never 
				believed in…therapists. Half the people I work with 
				see one regularly,” she said with a flash of rebellion, 
				but she took the card. 

				“And you think they’re being weak for seeing 
				a…shrink?” 

				“Yes, as a matter of fact, as well as extremely self-
				centered,” she replied with a faint flush of embarrassment. 
				“If I stayed for the allotted time, would 
				you accept my payment?” 

				“Not for your first visit. The rules are the rules. 
				However, you’re more than welcome to stay. I’ll 
				even fix you a cup of coffee or tea, and you don’t 
				have to say a word. At least that way, if you do come 
				back, you’ll be officially into your second visit and 
				I can charge you an arm and a leg.” 

				“I won’t come a second time, Dr. Mattson. I can 
				guarantee you that.” 

				Kent walked over to the side table. “Coffee, or tea?” 

				She hesitated, and he knew he’d won when her 
				chin dropped fractionally. “I’ll take green tea, 
				please,” she said, and resumed her seat. While Kent fixed her tea and replenished his coffee, she sat 
				gazing at the office walls. “Thank you,” she 
				murmured as he handed her the mug. She rose from 
				her seat and walked to the bookshelf, perusing the 
				leather-bound volumes. She studied the framed photographs 
				on the wall. His diplomas from grad school 
				and the criminal justice academy. She stepped 
				closer to read the assorted plaques, lifting her cup 
				to sip her tea. Her eyebrows raised and she glanced 
				at him. 

				
				“You won a national police pistol-shooting contest?” 

				“Three years in a row,” he said. “The fourth year 
				my boss sent me to a symposium on forensic psychology 
				in New York City, so I couldn’t enter.” 

				“And did he win, with you out of the picture?” 

				Kent grinned and nodded. “She won. My boss at 
				the police department happens to be a woman, and 
				a damned fine shot.” 

				“Then, you’re a police officer?” 

				“Only part-time, for now,” Kent said. “I divide 
				my time between my office here and the LAPD.” 

				“ Interesting,” Melanie said. “This is quite a 
				trophy wall you have here, Doctor. I wouldn’t expect 
				such hobbies from a…psychologist. But then again, 
				this is Beverly Hills.” 

				“You betcha. We shrinks gotta get our thrills in 
				while we can.” Kent took a swallow of coffee, kicked back in his chair and glanced at his watch. 
				Five more minutes until she bolted. Five more 
				minutes to make her realize she needed him so he 
				could pad his bank account a little more. 

				
				“Your parents?” 

				She’d returned to the photographs. “Yes. That 
				picture was taken ten years ago. They’ve both 
				passed away since.” 

				“I’m sorry. I know how hard it is to lose your 
				parents. I lost both of mine when I was eighteen. Car 
				accident.” She glanced back at the photograph. “That 
				looks like an old Mexican ranch in the background.” 

				“Chimeya. One of the oldest in California. Authentic, 
				right down to the two-foot-thick adobe 
				walls. I was raised there.” 

				“That must have been nice,” she said, studying the 
				photograph closely. “Horses, dogs, cattle and lots of 
				wide open space. A good place for children to grow 
				up… I suppose it’s been sold off and developed, like 
				everything else worth preserving in this day and age.” 

				Kent was surprised by the bitterness in her voice. 
				“Actually, the ranch is still very much in the 
				Mattson family. I live there.” 

				Her eyebrows raised again. “Then the ranch must 
				not be around here, that’s for sure. There’s no smog 
				in that picture.” 

				“Nope. Chimeya’s far enough away to escape the 
				smog, in the foothills of the Sierra Nevadas.” 

				
				“And you commute?” 

				“The ranch has a decent landing strip.” 

				She gave him an appraising stare, then turned 
				her attention back to the pictures. “Your horse?” 

				“His name’s Seven. He likes Budweiser beer, 
				doggin’ steers and long rides into the hills.” 

				“Ah, so you’re a cowboy at heart.” The faintest 
				of smiles warmed her pale features as she spoke. 

				“I guess you could say that. I started out giving psychotherapy 
				to the horses, but it didn’t pay, and on 
				several occasions my efforts got me kicked. So I went 
				to school to learn how to psych out human beings.” 

				She laughed, a beautiful sound. He caught a faint 
				whiff of her subtle perfume and wondered if something 
				had happened to the air-conditioning in his 
				suddenly very warm office. Just as he was pushing 
				out of his chair to check the thermostat, Melanie set 
				her teacup down and faced him. 

				“Thank you, Dr. Mattson. I’m sorry if I was short 
				with you earlier. It wasn’t easy for me to come 
				here.” 

				“You survived the experience with flying 
				colors,” Kent said. 

				The faint smile warmed her face once again. “I 
				fulfilled a promise to a friend and a recommendation 
				from my doctor,” she amended. “My allotted 
				time is up. Thank you again. Please, let me pay 
				you.” 

				
				Kent shook his head. “Against policy. If you want 
				to come back, by all means, do so, but you don’t pay 
				a cent until your second visit.” 

				“Then I’m afraid this is goodbye,” Melanie said, 
				extending her hand. 

				Kent took it in his own, surprised at the firmness of 
				her grip. The tremble he’d detected earlier was completely 
				gone. “Goodbye, Ms. Harris,” he said. “You 
				have my card if you should have a change of heart.” 

				She pulled her hand out of his and left him 
				standing there, still marveling at the idea of a 
				woman sitting in silence for ten whole minutes. He 
				wouldn’t have thought such self-restraint was 
				possible. Too bad to have lost that potential gold 
				mine, but there’d be others. Not nearly as pretty, 
				though. Not by half. The woman’s legs would stop 
				the most jaded drivers on Santa Monica Boulevard. 
				Kent’s phone rang as he was tucking his very brief 
				notes into the Melanie Harris folder. 

				“Murphy here. We have a situation.” 

				“Damn, Murph, gimme a break. This is my day 
				of raking in the big bucks so I can afford to keep 
				working for you,” Kent said, pushing the file aside 
				and rocking forward in his chair. “What’s up?” 

				“We’re at the Beverly Hills Regency. A young 
				woman was found dead in her room an hour ago by 
				maid service.” There was a brief, ominous pause. 
				“There are no signs of foul play, but I’d like you to have a look at the scene if you can. T. Ray’s still 
				with the body. This looks very similar to that young 
				woman who was found earlier this morning.” 

				
				“Say no more. I’m on my way.” 

				“Kent?” There was a hiss of static as Captain 
				Carolyn Murphy paced with her cell phone the way 
				Kent had seen her do on many occasions. He could 
				picture the rigid set of her shoulders and that dark 
				gaze gathering like a storm. “The thing is, according 
				to the desk clerk, this victim checked into the 
				hotel last night with a newborn infant. There are 
				baby things scattered around the room, but the 
				baby’s missing.” 

				His heart rate accelerated and his adrenaline level 
				soared. “Don’t let them disturb anything at the 
				scene, Murph. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” Kent 
				hung up the phone, buzzed his receptionist and 
				informed her he was leaving early. 

				“You have three more appointments, Dr. Matt¬ 
				son,” she reminded him with disapproval. “Mrs. 
				Forsythe, Sienna Bernstein and…Wanda Wendell.” 
				The latter name was spoken with understandable 
				trepidation. Wanda Wendell’s sole reason for living 
				was to make other people’s lives miserable. 

				“Call them and reschedule. I have a police 
				emergency.” 

				Kent reached for his jacket and grabbed his car 
				keys and briefcase on the way out the door. His mind was racing even as he descended the stairs two 
				at a time, the five flights faster by far on foot than 
				by elevator. He burst out the ground floor stairwell 
				and took the basement shortcut to the parking 
				garage, running to his reserved parking area. He 
				was out of breath by the time he reached the place 
				where his new Audi should have been, and stared at 
				the dark, vacant slot in disbelief. What the hell? 
				Grand theft auto wasn’t supposed to happen in this 
				garage, which was precisely why he’d paid an outlandish 
				fee for a reserved space in a place that had 
				an armed security guard controlling access. Kent 
				began a fresh sprint toward the gate, heart hammering. 

				
				The security guard was young and ignorant, professing 
				no knowledge of Kent’s Audi leaving the 
				garage without him. Kent didn’t have time to argue. 
				“Call me a cab, and make it quick,” he snapped. He 
				heard a car approaching the gate from behind and 
				stepped out of the way, glancing at the driver as the 
				window lowered and a slender, graceful hand 
				extended with the ticket. Melanie Harris. Her timing 
				was a minor miracle, considering the infamously 
				slow office elevator. Kent threw his arms up to stop 
				her. “Ms. Harris! Could you give me a ride to the 
				Beverly Hills Regency? My car’s been stolen and 
				there’s a police emergency.” 

				Those turbulent green eyes met his, and she didn’t hesitate. “Get in,” she said, and as Kent 
				climbed into the passenger seat of her silver 
				Mercedes sports coupe, breathing the mingled 
				scents of leather upholstery and perfume, hearing 
				the muted strains of Handel’s Water Music from the 
				stereo, she waved off his thank-you. “Think nothing 
				of it,” she said, pulling out into the midday traffic 
				and accelerating smoothly ahead. “Consider my 
				thirty-minute debt to you repaid.” 

				
			
			




    
				 

				
					CHAPTER TWO 

				

				MELANIE HARRIS drove with the practiced skill of 
				someone accustomed to navigating busy city 
				streets. They had spoken barely five words since he 
				had hopped in the car and given his destination. As 
				she deftly shifted the Mercedes into gear and pulled 
				into the light prelunch traffic, Kent flipped open 
				the file he had been reading when Melanie first 
				stepped into his office. He wanted to glean as much 
				from the notes as possible before he had to process 
				the second scene. 

				Try as he might, he found it difficult to concentrate. 
				He found himself distracted by the woman 
				sitting just inches away. There was the perfume, for 
				one thing. Subtle and pleasant, it kept wafting over 
				from the driver’s side of the car. It was one with 
				which he was unfamiliar, but he had a suspicion it 
				would be forever linked with Melanie. He gritted 
				his teeth and began reading the notes, but his eyes 
				kept skipping from the words in front of him to 
				Melanie’s legs. Tanned, shapely and in perfect range of his peripheral vision. After several minutes 
				he gave up and stared out the window, trying to put 
				his thoughts in order. He might have succeeded but 
				for the fact that Melanie seemed to feel it was her 
				duty, as driver, to initiate polite conversation. 

				
				“I hope you don’t mind classical music, Dr. Matt¬ 
				son,” she said, in reference to the CD playing in the 
				car’s state-of-the-art sound system. 

				He turned from watching the passing scenery to 
				look at her. “Water Music’s definitely one of 
				Handel’s all-time classics, but I guess I’m more of 
				a rock and roll kind of guy.” 

				He went back to glancing at his notes, silently 
				damning himself for sounding so Neanderthal. Still, 
				his response had obviously discouraged Melanie, 
				because she gave up on the small talk and concentrated 
				on her driving instead. Too bad Kent couldn’t 
				do the same with his notes. It was those legs of hers. 
				What red-blooded man could possibly concentrate 
				on the details of an unsolved murder when such a 
				pair of legs was sitting a mere thirty inches away? 

				MELANIE WAS no stranger to the Beverly Hills 
				Regency, and this was by no means her first visit to 
				the city landmark, a place she had often seen at its 
				busiest times. The luxury hotel was a longtime 
				meeting place of the famous. It was where the rich 
				came to play, to see and to be seen. As such, it was a popular spot for tourists and paparazzi ever on the 
				prowl for celebrity sightings. Melanie had often 
				dined at the formal Green Palms Restaurant or 
				lunched at the trendy Brick Oven Cafe. Part hotel, 
				part spa, part culinary destination, the “Beverly,” as 
				the locals called it, was always crowded, so a 
				packed driveway was to be expected. But as she 
				turned off Wilshire Boulevard, Melanie wasn’t 
				prepared for the sight of dozens of police cars, 
				emergency vehicles, satellite trucks and television 
				vans parked haphazardly on the driveway and even 
				on the hotel’s prized gardens. When she slowed to 
				a stop at the entrance, a squad car was blocking the 
				way. She turned to her passenger, who was already 
				holding out an official ID card for the uniformed 
				officer, who waved them through. Melanie drove 
				slowly between the police cars while Dr. Mattson 
				scanned the scene. 

				
				“Park there,” he said, pointing to a slot between 
				two police cruisers scarcely wider than her own car. 

				She barely managed to squeeze into the space and 
				wondered how she’d ever get her car out of this 
				chaotic maze. A tall black woman with close-
				cropped hair was coming out of the Beverly’s front 
				doors and scanning the crowds. She spotted Dr. 
				Mattson climbing out of the car and strode over. 

				“Hey, Murph,” Dr. Mattson said. He reached back 
				into the car to collect his battered leather briefcase. 

				
				The handsome, well-dressed woman was obviously 
				in no mood to exchange pleasantries. “Follow 
				me, Kent,” she said, turning and striding briskly 
				back toward the main doors. 

				Dr. Mattson left without so much as a goodbye, a 
				thank-you or a backward glance. Melanie watched 
				until they both disappeared into the building. In her 
				rearview mirror she spied another cruiser, lights 
				flashing, parking directly behind her and blocking her 
				exit. She sat for a few moments as the engine idled, 
				then switched off the ignition and blew out a breath. 

				“Now what?” she said. 

				KENT HAD WORKED with Carolyn Murphy for five 
				years, and the two had become almost instant 
				friends. Together, they had worked on numerous 
				cases, and while Murphy at times had displayed 
				disgust, frustration, anger and sadness at the varied 
				degrees of human degradation they had come 
				across, she always took it in stride, keeping her 
				“eyes on the prize—catching the bad guys.” 

				A good team, they’d caught a lot of bad guys. 
				Murphy had the hard, no-nonsense approach of a 
				career cop. She gave no quarter and asked for none. 
				A crack shot, she held a black belt in karate, was 
				fluent in several languages and was the product of 
				the meanest streets of South Central L.A. When 
				necessary she could schmooze with the lackeys at Police Central, but she much preferred working in 
				the trenches with her squad of detectives. For a 
				grandmother of two, Kent had discovered early on, 
				she was one hot-shit woman. 

				
				As they crossed the lobby toward the bank of elevators, 
				Murphy glanced at him. “Your car. Did I 
				hear over the radio that it had been stolen?” 

				Kent had been hoping to keep the information 
				from her, but the garage attendant must have called 
				it in. Too bad he hadn’t been that on the ball before 
				the Audi had been stolen. “Yeah, they took it right 
				out of the parking garage. Imagine that.” 

				He waited for her to chide him, but her grim expression 
				never altered as she hit the elevator button, 
				an indication to Kent that she was preoccupied. 
				Otherwise she would most definitely have rubbed 
				his nose in I-told-you-so’s. Murphy was the one 
				who had cheerfully read him chapter and verse of 
				the California crime stats on the Audi as soon as she 
				learned he’d purchased one. 

				“The Audi TT convertible?” she’d said, arching 
				her eyebrows with wicked intent. “Nice car. Do you 
				know how many stolen cars were reported to the 
				LAPD last year? One thousand, one hundred and 
				fifty-two. Know how many were sports cars? Eight 
				hundred twelve. I predict your fancy little set of 
				wheels will last two weeks, max.” 

				Kent had managed to keep it for three whole months. Small consolation, he thought as he stepped 
				into the elevator. If Murphy’s behavior was any indication, 
				Kent had a pretty good hunch his missing 
				car would be the least of his worries by the day’s end. 

				
				“So, do we have a name?” Kent asked as the 
				elevator climbed. 

				“As a matter of fact we have two,” Murphy said. 
				“Does the name Ariel Moore mean anything to 
				you?” 

				“Should it?” 

				“Just what rock were you hiding under this week, 
				cowboy?” Murphy asked. 

				Kent just looked at her, waiting. 

				“If you paid attention at the supermarket 
				checkout line, you’d know Ariel Moore is the 
				hottest rising star in town.” 

				“And you know this how?” 

				“I know this because my grandson has her poster 
				pinned up above his desk. That, and the hotel 
				manager filled me in. Apparently she stays here frequently 
				in this same two-bedroom suite. The reservation 
				was made under Ariel Harris, which is her 
				real name. But,” she added, “here’s the interesting 
				twist. The dead woman is Stephanie Hawke, and no 
				one has seen Ariel Harris, aka Moore, or knows 
				what happened to the baby that checked in with 
				Ms. Hawke. We assume the baby was Ariel’s, since 
				she gave birth only a week ago. Which you’d also know if you paid attention to the supermarket tabloids.” 

				
				Their arrival at the eleventh floor halted any 
				further conversation and they exited the elevator. 
				The hallway was silent. As Murphy strode briskly 
				down the carpeted corridor, she told him that all the 
				guests on that floor had been escorted into a large 
				conference room soon after the police had arrived. 
				When Murphy stopped to speak to a group of uniformed 
				officers, Kent continued to the suite. 

				He was glad to see a minimal number of people 
				in the room itself. His captain had done a good job 
				of keeping the scene clear of extraneous badges, not 
				always an easy task. This suspicious death had all 
				the indications of becoming a high-profile case and 
				Kent knew high-profile cases brought the promotion 
				and publicity seekers out of the woodwork. He 
				hesitated at the door of the suite and paused for a 
				moment to clear his mind and center his focus. 

				Kent had once had a university professor tell him 
				that crimes and crime scenes were all about patterns. 
				Find the pattern, and the answer would naturally 
				follow. From his own experience, Kent knew that 
				could take skill and patience. By their very nature, 
				crime scenes were chaotic. Trying to take one in all 
				at once would be overwhelming, so Kent liked to 
				break it up into manageable chunks. First, he eyeballed 
				the entire scene, committing everything to memory. These first impressions would later be 
				compared alongside the official crime-scene photos, 
				police logs, investigating officer notes, forensic notes, 
				medical examiner reports and his own written log. 

				
				Much of the official information and reports 
				would arrive via fax or computer to his office at 
				Chimeya. It was there, notes and photos spread 
				around his desk, a fire blazing, Loki curled up on his 
				favorite rug next to the hearth, that he would start the 
				detailed and painstaking review and let the patterns 
				emerge. When he hit an impasse, and it happened 
				from time to time, then he talked to Susan. He was 
				too much the scientist to believe in ghosts, spirits or 
				the hereafter, but that never stopped him from posing 
				questions to the one woman he had loved and who 
				had been taken from him seven years ago. Now, as 
				then, she could still guide him to the answers, but 
				before there could be any answers, he had to collect 
				the information necessary to pose the questions. 

				Kent drew a deep breath and stepped into the 
				suite, crossing to the bedroom. There was the bed, 
				still neatly made. The curtains were drawn, a sliver 
				of sunshine coming in through the crack between 
				the two drapes. The television was on, but muted. 
				In the soft glow of the bedside lamp he could just 
				make out the figure on the floor. He moved in closer 
				to examine the body of a young woman with dark, 
				shoulder-length hair, fully dressed in gray slacks and a white linen shirt. She lay curled on her side 
				as if she’d lain down there to sleep, but her eyes 
				were half open, gazing into infinity the way the 
				eyes of the dead sometimes did. One hand was 
				reaching out as if to gather up the small beaded 
				purse that had fallen to the floor beside her. Kent 
				squatted on his heels, looking for jewelry on her 
				person and remembering with a stab of pain how 
				they’d tried to take Susan’s wedding band and engagement 
				ring. How they’d nearly torn her finger 
				off, trying to remove them… 

				
				The memory caused his stomach to twist. After 
				five years he still wasn’t used to this routine. He 
				hoped to God he never got used to it. This young 
				woman was still sporting three rings and a necklace, 
				and he mentally ruled out robbery as a motive. He 
				shook his head, rose to his feet and resumed scanning 
				the room. No sign of a struggle. Nothing appeared 
				to be out of place. He looked closer at the victim, 
				seeing no evidence she had been restrained or physically 
				abused. Kent jumped as a hulking figure 
				lurched up from the other side of the bed. “Shit, 
				T. Ray, are you trying to give me a heart attack?” T. Ray Boone laughed as he rose, and as Kent 
				willed his heart to slow its beating, he found himself 
				wondering how he had not seen T. Ray on the other 
				side of the bed. The medical examiner’s bulk was 
				not easy to miss. 
				 

				
				“Sorry ’bout that,” T. Ray said, his Southern 
				accent as deep and mellow as the tupelo honey 
				produced by his native Mississippi. 

				By this time, Murphy had rejoined Kent. “What 
				do you have, T.? Anything new?” she asked. 

				T. Ray consulted the clipboard in his latex-gloved 
				hands. “Tell you what, y’all just change the name 
				and location and it’s the same as that lady you 
				dragged into my carving room this morning.” 

				“Not quite,” Murphy said. “According to the desk 
				clerk, when this one checked into the hotel last 
				evening, she was carrying an infant. The night 
				auditor had a guest call down to complain about a 
				baby crying shortly after midnight. Obviously, the 
				baby is now missing.” T. Ray shook his head. “Well, I can’t speak for 
				that, but what we have here is a female, Caucasian, 
				age twenty-three to twenty-six, dark hair and eyes. 
				Dead at least twelve hours, which puts time of death 
				right around midnight. I’m going with dehydration 
				and possible acute organ failure as a cause of death, 
				which screams poison to me, same as that other one, 
				but that could change with the autopsy. Maybe I’ll 
				get lucky and find something in the blood chemistry, 
				but I gotta warn you guys…” T. Ray’s brown 
				eyes took on a somber look. “If this does turn out to 
				be some kind of viral thing, you might not want to 
				be gettin’ too close without a haz-mat suit.” 
				 

				
				“Thanks for the belated warning,” Kent commented. 
				“Did you find any evidence of viral or bacterial 
				infection in the other woman?” 

				T. Ray shook his head. “Nope, I didn’t, except for 
				the secondary pneumonia. No reason why that 
				young thing should’ve gotten so critically sick and 
				died all alone at night. No reason at all for her vital 
				organs to just shut down, that I could find. That’s 
				why I’m thinkin’ poison.” 

				“But no evidence of foul play?” 

				“None. Blood was clean, body was clean. If it was 
				poison, I don’t know what the hell it was, but give me 
				five minutes with this one in the morgue and I can tell 
				y’all whether it’s the same as the other,” T. Ray said. 

				Kent glanced around. A pacifier lay on the floor 
				near the body. A baby blanket was draped over the 
				desk chair. And a baby bottle half-full of milk was 
				on the side table. “What the hell happened to the 
				baby?” he muttered to himself. 

				“That,” Murphy responded, “is something we’re 
				trying to find out as soon as possible. We’re hoping 
				the infant is with its mother, but we can’t locate 
				Ariel Moore to confirm that.” Murphy’s cell phone 
				rang, and she turned away to answer it. 

				Kent didn’t bother to listen in. He was far more 
				interested in gathering as much information, 
				tangible and intangible, from the scene as possible. 
				The two deaths bore too many similarities not to be connected. If T. Ray suspected poisoning, that 
				meant someone had killed them. He knew the 
				sooner he could start building a behavioral profile 
				of the killer, the faster they could capture whoever 
				was doing this and, hopefully, prevent more 
				killings. 

				
				Members of the crime lab were entering the 
				room in a steady stream, dusting for prints, 
				shooting photos and hunting for any trace evidence 
				the killer may have left behind. Soon, Kent knew, 
				he would be perceived as in the way. Even in a 
				state where people routinely took their pets to 
				animal psychics, Kent’s particular contributions to 
				the efforts of law enforcement were not always appreciated. 
				Not everyone in the LAPD had reacted 
				with enthusiasm to the addition of a forensic psychologist. 
				Kent had been surprised and flattered 
				when Murphy had stepped forward and requested 
				he be assigned full-time to her department and, 
				after a grueling six-month stint at the FBI facility 
				at Quantico, given the official designation of a 
				homicide detective to quell the growing departmental 
				dissent. It was a move neither had ever had 
				reason to regret. 

				He saw Murphy was off her cell phone and walked 
				over to her. Knowing that her take on things was oftentimes 
				dramatically different from his own, he 
				wanted her initial reactions to the scene. Kent’s back was to the door and before he could ask the captain 
				his first question, he saw Murphy glance over his 
				shoulder and a look of irritation flash across her face. 

				
				“What’s she doing in here? This is a crime scene, 
				not a sideshow.” 

				Kent turned and saw Melanie Harris standing just 
				inside the suite’s bedroom door. It looked like he 
				had caught her in midwave; her hand was raised but 
				something had diverted her attention, leaving the 
				elegant fingers floating in midair. Even as he turned 
				toward her, he could see her eyes widening in shock. 
				She took a sudden step backward, stumbled on the 
				threshold and would have fallen if Kent hadn’t 
				moved as quickly as he did. 

				It had been seven years since Kent had held a 
				woman in his arms the way he was holding Melanie 
				now. He carried the protesting woman from the 
				room, vaguely aware of the wall of badges parting 
				to allow him passage and Murphy’s angry voice 
				demanding to know how a civilian had gotten 
				access to the crime scene. 

				“Please, put me down, Dr. Mattson. I’ll be all 
				right,” Melanie protested as he carried her into the 
				adjacent bedroom. Kent set her down near the bed, 
				aware that Murphy was right behind him. 

				“Are you sure you’re okay?” he said. 

				“Go scope out that room, Kent,” Murphy interrupted 
				before Melanie could respond. “T. Ray wants to bag the body and get started on the autopsy. I’ll 
				get the paramedics to check her out.” 

				
				Kent took advantage of Murphy’s orders and fled 
				the room, Melanie’s distress affecting him more 
				than he liked. 

				“The pretty lady okay, Doc?” T. Ray’s crooning 
				drawl greeted Kent as he reentered the crime scene. 

				T. Ray was standing beside the bed, alternately 
				staring down at the body and then scribbling in his 
				notebook. 
				“She’ll be fine,” Kent responded, pulling on the 
				latex gloves Murphy had handed him in the elevator, 
				and wondering if the same could be said of him. 

				“’Course she will, my man. You caught her 
				before she could hit the floor. Smooth moves for a 
				Beverly Hills shrink.” T. Ray lowered his pen and 
				projected a solemn, patronizing air. “Look, I’m real 
				glad you took my advice about getting back into the 
				social scene, but if this is your first date, y’all could 
				be in big trouble with that one. Pizza parlor 
				would’ve been a better bet.” A mock frown concluded 
				this brief lecture, then T. Ray said, “You let 
				me know when you’re done snoopin’ around, Doc, 
				’cause I’m itchin’ to get to work on this one.” 

				There was a room-service cart draped with a 
				white linen parked near the door. A single long-
				stemmed rose, apricot-colored, in a slender glass 
				vase with a spray of baby’s breath and a sprig of leather leaf, was on the cart, along with a covered 
				plate, a napkin, still folded and unused, several 
				pieces of silverware and a teapot with accompanying 
				cup and saucer. 

				
				“What did she order for room service, T. Ray?” 

				“Looks like a bowl of clear beef broth, some soup 
				crackers and a pot of ginger tea. Didn’t touch any 
				of it, though. I’m not surprised. She must’ve been 
				pretty sick for a while, judging from how dehydrated 
				she is.” 

				Kent checked out the bathroom, noting the neat 
				array of feminine toiletries beside the sink, and the 
				thick terry-cloth towel, damp and crumpled in a 
				careless heap on the floor after the victim had apparently 
				taken a shower. 

				“Has the bathroom been checked out?” he 
				called to T. Ray. 

				“Head to tail with a fine-tooth comb. You know 
				how Murphy is. They’ve vacuumed for hair samples 
				and sprayed for blood, videotaped, photographed, 
				measured and sketched. Paw around all you want, 
				Doc, just don’t touch the body. That’s my domain.” 

				Kent pulled his own notebook out, annoyed by 
				the tremble in his hand as he wrote. Melanie 
				reminded him of Susan. There was no use denying 
				the way she made him feel, and it wasn’t just the 
				beauty and grace of her. There was something else, 
				some intangible quality he couldn’t quite put his finger on…. He moved through the guest room methodically, 
				jotting notes and making sketches, his 
				years of police work inuring him to the buzz and 
				bustle of activity around him until he heard Murphy 
				speak his name. He glanced up as she strode into the 
				room. 

				
				“How’s it going, Kent?” she said, her words terse 
				and her dark eyes flashing with a restlessness he’d 
				grown used to over the years. 

				“I’m about done here.” 

				“Good. Your young woman’s asking to speak 
				with you,” she said. “The paramedics have checked 
				her over. She’s in a state of moderate shock, not surprising 
				considering that’s probably the first body 
				she’s ever seen. The next time you ask a woman out, 
				I suggest taking her to the movie theater instead.” 

				“She’s not my young woman,” Kent said with a 
				flash of irritation. “She’s just a client who gave me 
				a ride to the scene and for some reason followed 
				me up here.” 

				Murphy’s eyes narrowed skeptically. “Whatever 
				you say. I’ll have one of the officers drive her home 
				when she’s ready. She’s in no condition to sit behind 
				the wheel of a car. She’s pretty shaken up, though 
				she won’t admit it.” 

				“Thanks. And I’m sorry about her barging in 
				like that. I don’t know how she ever got through 
				the barricades.” 

				
				“The officer thought she was with you. You’re 
				forgiven, just barely. What do you make of the 
				victim?” 

				Kent crouched on his heels again to examine the 
				body. “Looks pretty much like the victim we found 
				this morning. I’m thinking we’re going to see the 
				same cause of death.” 

				“If that’s the case it will be the first real clue that 
				these two women have a common denominator.” 
				She straightened with a frustrated shake of her head, 
				then touched Kent’s arm. “Better go see your young 
				woman. She could use some professional soothing, 
				but make it quick. I’m going to ride along with 

				T. Ray to the preliminary postmortem.” 
				Kent rose to his feet, too distracted to correct 
				Murphy for a second time about his lack of involvement 
				with Melanie. At the present moment he didn’t 
				feel the least bit professional, or even remotely 
				capable of soothing another human being. The two 
				crime scenes today, plus Melanie’s involvement, 
				had brought back too many memories of Susan. 
				Nonetheless, he forced himself to return to the 
				adjacent room, where Melanie was sitting up on the 
				edge of the bed, refusing to take the hot drink that 
				one of Murphy’s officers was offering. As soon as 
				Melanie spotted Kent, she rose to her feet. Her face 
				was still very pale. Murphy was right. She was badly 
				shaken and appeared on the verge of tears. 

				
				“It’s all right,” Kent said to Melanie, giving the 
				officer a nod of dismissal after retrieving the mug 
				of hot cocoa from her. “I’m sorry you had to see 
				that, but you shouldn’t have followed me up here. 
				This is a crime scene, and civilians aren’t allowed.” 

				“I…I didn’t know if you wanted me to wait for 
				you or not….” She sat back down again. “You left 
				so suddenly, I didn’t know what to do. I was 
				parked in and couldn’t leave, so I thought I should 
				find you and ask….” 

				Kent felt a pang of guilt. He had left her abruptly, 
				with no explanation. “You should drink some of 
				this,” he said, extending the mug. “It might make 
				you feel better.” 

				Melanie shook her head. “Thank you, but nothing 
				will make me feel better right now.” 

				Kent sighed. He set the cup on the bedside table 
				and drew up a chair. “Look, if you think it’ll help, 
				I’ll write out a prescription, something that you can 
				take when you get home….” 

				She shook her head, then drew in a sharp, gasping 
				breath and covered her face. She remained rigid for 
				a few moments, then dropped her hands. Her eyes 
				burned into his, filled with the same nameless 
				torment he’d glimpsed in his office…only this time 
				it was far more intense. 

				“You don’t understand,” she said in a voice that 
				trembled with emotion. “My sister Ariel and I haven’t spoken in six months. I never wanted to see 
				her again after what she did. When Stephanie called 
				and begged me to come to the special dinner to celebrate 
				the birth of Ari’s little girl, I…I hung up on 
				her! Oh, God, she was my best friend. That was the 
				last time we talked….” 

				
				Kent had to resist the urge to take Melanie into 
				his arms when she buried her face in her hands and 
				painful sobs shook her slender, vulnerable form. 
				Instead, he racked his rattled brain for something 
				soothing to say while at the same time he was processing 
				everything she’d just said. Melanie wasn’t 
				making any sense, but she was obviously distraught. 
				Hadn’t Murphy said the victim’s name was Stephanie 
				Hawke? And the movie star with the young 
				baby was Ariel something-or-other? Was it possible 
				that Melanie was connected in some way with this 
				crime scene? Kent’s thoughts were jumbled. 

				“I’m sure she realizes why you were upset,” he 
				said, confused. “That’s what best friends are for. 
				Maybe you should consider calling her back and accepting 
				that invitation to dinner. Whatever 
				happened between your sister and yourself, it’s 
				never too late to make amends.” 

				Under the circumstances, this was the best Kent 
				could manage, but if Murphy had thought his professional 
				training would be of some comfort to 
				Melanie, she’d been dead wrong. Never in his entire career had Kent’s words generated such a negative 
				response. Melanie dropped her trembling hands, 
				raised her streaming face and stared at him for a few 
				moments in silent shock. 

				
				“You don’t understand,” she repeated. “I’ve 
				known Stephanie for years. She was my closest 
				friend, yet I lost my temper with her because she befriended 
				my sister. I can’t ever make amends for 
				that, because she’s lying on the floor of that 
				bedroom, dead. My best friend is dead.” 
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