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Chapter 1
^ »

Shoulders back, head high, braced for the worst, Hugh McLean waited for the dreaded assignment.
Damn Riley, he thought bitterly. His partner was on leave with back pain doctors told him might keep him flat in bed for months. Had he hurt himself tackling a bad guy? In a crash during a car chase? Hell, no. He'd tripped over his kid's plastic blocks and tumbled down the stairs in his own house.
A bulldog in his fifties with a gray crewcut, Police Captain Fisher looked up from Hugh's open personnel file. "You know Granstrom? She's been partnered with Wensson. He's moving to Scottsdale, Arizona—can you believe it?—because of his wife's allergies." His dry tone suggested wifey should have kept blowing her nose. "I'm putting you with Granstrom for now."
Hugh groaned and his shoulders slumped. "Not Granstrom! Anybody but Granstrom."
Behind the desk, his captain gazed at him coldly, without favor. "What's wrong with her?"
She was a damn woman, that was what. Hugh liked women; they were even okay on the police force. He'd worked with ones who didn't think like a woman, and he got along just fine with them. Nell Granstrom was not one of those.
"Our styles clash," he said from between clenched teeth.
Captain Fisher grunted. "Funny, she doesn't like you any better."
That jolted. "What?"
"She's not enthusiastic. I can't help either of you." He slapped Hugh's file closed. "You're the only two at loose ends right now. I'm not going to break up established partnerships to accommodate your personality clash."
Desperate, Hugh lied, "It's not that. I swear. We just work differently."
"Yeah, yeah. Your styles." The captain's gaze was unsympathetic. "Here's my advice—mesh 'em." He looked over Hugh's shoulder. "Ah. Here's your new partner now."
Hugh didn't turn when the door with the glass inset opened. He knew well enough what Nell Granstrom looked like, all five foot ten of her. She had a model's build: leggy, skinny, fine-boned despite her height, and a face memorable principally for warm brown eyes and a rosebud mouth. Her hair … hell, he didn't know what color it was. He almost turned around to remind himself.
"Captain," said Granstrom, voice expressionless.
"I won't ask for 'I do' from either of you." Captain Fisher's grin was sharklike. "Let's consider this a shotgun wedding. You've got each other to have and to hold from this day forward, until Riley gets his ass out of bed. You got problems with each other," he finished briskly, "I don't want to hear them."
A rap vibrated the glass hard enough to bring even Hugh's head around. "Captain!" Framed in the doorway, the normally imperturbable Lieutenant Nyland looked shaken. "We've got reports of shooting at the Joplin Building. The woman on the phone says a gunman is mowing everybody down."
The captain was on his feet. "Confirmation?"
"Multiple 911 calls from offices on the floors below."
"Units on the way?"
The lieutenant nodded. "Sir."
"Call out the SWAT team." The captain brushed by Hugh and opened his locker. "Gentlemen—and ladies—let's get suited up and moving."
Hugh was able to avoid looking at Nell Granstrom as he raced toward the locker rooms. "I'll drive," he snapped over his shoulder. Start as you mean to go on.
Both wore black jackets over bulletproof vests when they met at his squad car, she on the passenger side, he on the driver's. She'd apparently chosen not to argue. Over the car roof, their eyes met for a fleeting second of mutual antipathy and disbelief before both leaped into the car.
Her hair was not quite blond, not quite brown.
Behind the wheel, Hugh joined a caravan of emergency vehicles tearing out of the parking garage, all flashing lights and sounding sirens.
Under his breath, he muttered an obscenity. "We'll probably find out some jackass let off firecrackers."
Nonetheless, his hands were tight enough on the wheel for his knuckles to show white. If this was a legitimate call, it would give his mother nightmares.
Beside him, Nell Granstrom said in an odd voice, "I hear the dispatcher claims the woman was … 'mewling in fear.' Her words. She was under her desk, whispering. Dispatch could hear bang, bang and yells."
He shot her a disquieted glance. "Where'd you get this?"
Her shoulders moved. "Another dispatcher in the women's locker room."
Hugh swore again and forced his attention back to the road. Adrenaline surged, taking him to that hyper state any cop knew well. "Do we know how many shooters?" he asked.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her shake her head. She was looking tense, craning her neck to see ahead where a cordon was already being set up. Hugh wondered if she was scared. He hadn't heard rumors about her cracking under pressure, but any time a guy had to hook up with a new partner, he wondered. Especially when that new partner was a woman who liked to understand the psychology of the scumbags she arrested, who had sympathy because of their tough beginnings.
She and Connor would get along fine, he thought. His brother had abandoned police work for graduate school at the University of Washington in psychology. Having finished his master's degree a year ago, Connor McLean now counseled kids, specializing in those who'd been sexually abused.
Hugh figured people more interested in the complex inner life of victims or perps than in justice probably belonged out of uniform. Connor had been a good cop, but he'd always had worrisome leanings. The way he'd met his wife had toppled him right over. It was just as well he was off the force.
The convoy had slowed to a crawl, using the middle lane to bypass the blocked civilian traffic that clogged the streets. Downtown had turned into a circus of honking horns, yelling commuters, blaring sirens and flashing lights.
One of the officers on the scene waved Hugh to a place inside the cordon. He and Granstrom got out and crouched behind the back bumper, weapons drawn. They weren't alone. Forty cops or more, all heavily armed, were ready to go in.
If some idiot had set off firecrackers, he was going to be damn sorry.
The Joplin Building housed The Greater Northwest Insurance Company, Windermere Real Estate and a title company. Greater Northwest took up the top four floors of the stylish six-story building erected in the twenties and remodeled for new tenants just a few years back. Hugh couldn't hear any gunfire over the sirens and shouted voices out here. Sunlight glinted off windows. The July morning was already hot, and he was sweating in the vest.
Becoming impatient, tension building to an unbearable pitch, he rose to a bent-over position. "I'll go find out the word," he said, relieved to have an excuse to leave his new partner.
She nodded, her frowning gaze trained on the Joplin Building. Irrationally, he was annoyed that she didn't seem to like to look at him any more than he did at her.
He hadn't gone two steps before orders came down the line that SWAT team members were moving in, and other officers were to play backup. Dispatch said the woman on the phone thought the gunman had left or killed himself. She hadn't heard shots for the past four or five minutes. She'd been advised to stay under the desk and keep quiet.
Going back to crouch again behind his car, Hugh said tersely, "We get the side door to the north. Let's move."
Two teams of ten cleared the first two floors, checking empty offices, evacuating the silent, dark, locked rooms where terrified secretaries and computer entry clerks huddled. They were sent scuttling down the halls and out the exit doors to run sobbing for the police cordon.
The two teams formed again at the north and south staircases that led up to the third floor, where The Greater Northwest Insurance Office's reception area was. Hugh led one group, which moved silently up the north staircase, pausing at the steel door painted with a large numeral three.
At his nod, Granstrom yanked it open and he went in, weapon at the ready. The long hallway was eerily silent. Four doors down, a body lay sprawled halfway out. It was a woman in a white blouse soaked with blood, her eyes wide and staring.
Nobody said a word, but Hugh felt the wave of shock. His father had died like this, some crazy opening fire and taking out a bunch of people at the bank. Hugh remembered his mother's grief and impotent anger at a failed police investigation better than he did his father. Yellowed newspaper articles collected in a scrapbook had been his childhood bible.
Thou shalt be a cop, and do it better than it has been done.
He gave his head an irritated shake. He was on the job, no place for emotion.
Granstrom covered him when he went into the first office. Empty.
The second one, she went into first. He heard a whispered imprecation as he followed. He couldn't even blame her. The man behind the desk had taken multiple shots to the face. The result was hideous.
In the next office he heard a sound. "Police. Come out," he said in a taut voice.
A sob was muffled. Silence built, thick enough to make air hard to breathe. Terror did that.
Hugh and his new partner exchanged a glance.
"We're police officers," Granstrom said, her voice soft. "You're safe now."
Still silence. Then the door to a metal cabinet quivered, inched open. A woman, face soaked with tears, stared wild-eyed from a fetal position inside.
Nell Granstrom gently drew her out and ushered her from the office. A backup team led her away.
The next hour had a nightmarish quality. They found body after body, all shot. Weapons had been discarded as the ammunition was spent. An AK-47 lay in the hall, an M-2 carbine converted into a full automatic weapon was just outside the elevator on the fourth floor. The smell of death was sickening, the wounded, keening in agony, more upsetting than the dead. Each grisly new sight overlaid the last. His mind took snapshots he knew he'd never be able to discard: the way the blood beaded and pooled on the oatmeal-colored berber carpet, the look of a man shot in the face, the whimpering primal terror of a young woman being helped outside, the blank, shell-shocked expressions on the faces of his fellow cops. And the sounds… God, the sounds. The screams, the bubbly breaths torturously dragged into a ruined chest, the tiny rustles or whimpers that gave away survivors.
Hugh had seen terrible deaths on Highway 101. The worst was a whole family—mother, father and two kids—killed by a drunk driver who hit their little foreign car head-on. But the drunk hadn't killed them one at a time, looking into their eyes, soaking in their fear. He hadn't meant to hurt anyone.
Someone here had meant to hurt as many people as possible. He hadn't cared about the widows he made, the kids who would grow up without a mother or father.
Hugh and Nell did their job grimly, silently, not stopping long enough to react or think, because they might not have been able to go on. He kept expecting to see a dead face he knew. What if some of the cops had family or friends who worked here?
On the fifth floor, they found no injured and only two bodies, the first just outside the elevators with a single small caliber hole in his temple. A Beretta lay near the middle-aged man in a business suit. In one of the first offices another worker was dead, sprawled over his desk as if he'd been standing behind it. This one had been killed by a handgun as well. Had the shooter been running out of ammunition? Hugh wondered. He'd expended a firestorm to get this far. Where was he?
A rustling sound brought Hugh whirling to face a partition. Damn it, he was getting careless. He jerked his head, and Granstrom silently circled the room to where the movable partition met the wall.
Standing behind a metal filing cabinet, Hugh said, "Police! Come out."
"Is—is he gone?" The man's voice cracked.
"Please come out where I can see you."
After a long pause, a disheveled man in the ubiquitous white shirt and tie edged around the partition. Sweat dripped down his face and his gaze darted around the room. He flinched at the sight of his colleague.
"God!" he whispered. "I heard the shot…"
"Did you see the shooter?" Granstrom asked.
He shook his head. A sob wracked his body. "I hid. God help me, I hid. I should have tried to do something. "
"Unless you were armed, there wasn't anything you could do," Granstrom said quietly. "Hiding was smart. Now, sir, I'm going to ask you to exit the building. Officers in the hall will take you down."
After one last shocked look at the corpse, he stumbled out docilely.
Granstrom rejoined Hugh, her face set. "Sixth floor, here we come."
He grunted. "I can hardly wait."
Thou shalt do it better, but he hadn't. None of them had, or history wouldn't have replayed itself.

Nell swayed, almost falling out of the booth onto the tavern floor. Her new partner saved her, his grip drawing her back to his side.
He was a good guy, she thought woozily. A really good guy. Today they'd gone through hell together. Or was it yesterday? She couldn't remember. Just like she couldn't remember why she'd hated him yesterday. Or was it the day before?
Didn't matter. She laid her cheek against his arm. She'd been wrong. Hugh McLean was the best man ever. She nodded solemnly and tipped slowly forward toward the tabletop.
"Whoa," he said, setting her upright again.
Best man ever. She could tell he felt the same. Why else would he keep putting his arm around her? Maybe they'd stay partners forever. A vague image of them chasing a bad guy, both of them toddling along with walkers, struck her as hilariously funny. She told him, and pretty soon he was laughing, too. Both of them howled until they were crying and lying in the corner of the booth, with her half atop him.
Their drinking mates, Officers Redding and Gardner, gazed at them in bleary approval.
"Don't know wha' was so funny," one of them remarked. "But it musht have been real good."
The other nodded solemnly.
Nell and Hugh laughed harder.
"I think I want to go home," she tried to say, but it came out all slurred.
Up close, his blue eyes were brilliant. Maybe a little bloodshot, she thought critically, but then they'd both been awake for … almost a whole twenty-four hours. She thought. She was trying very hard not to remember why.
Some part of her knew she was going to be very sorry tomorrow that she'd had so many beers. But right now she didn't care. So what if she got sick, Nell thought defiantly. It was better than … Well, than something. She didn't let herself think what.
"Me, too," he agreed. "But whosh gonna drive ush home?"
Her forehead furrowed in thought. "We could go get in the car," she suggested.
"Okay." He didn't move, and she continued to lie comfortably on him. "You feel good."
She thought about that, too, and nodded. "I feel good. You're right. But howz … how do you know?"
"You feel good here—" he squeezed her butt "—and here—" his other hand cupped her breast. "Thash how."
"Oh." She listened to his heartbeat. "You feel good, too. Right here." She laid a hand on his chest. She used to not like him, but he'd always had a good chest, broad and well-muscled and, she knew now, hot to the touch.
"Lesh go to the car." He heaved them both upright. "Good night, good morning, good day," he told Redding and Gardner. Enunciating clearly, he added, "We're going home."
"Don't drive drunk," Redding said, which set them to laughing so hard Gardner was banging his forehead on the table.
They wove their way among tables of cops, some coming on shift and drinking coffee, staring incredulously at the others. The parking lot was dark, but paler light tinted the skyline. Dawn. Last dawn, she'd been heading into the station to find out who her new partner would be. By 8:30 a.m., he and she had been in the squad car, lights on, heading to…
A barrage of images flickered behind her eyelids. Pools and splatters of blood. Body bags. Faces contorted in agony. A faceless…
No! She stopped dead and said carefully, "Maybe I need another beer."
"We're going to the car," Hugh reminded her.
"Oh." They were, weren't they? That's why they were standing in the middle of the parking lot. "Where's the car?" she asked.
He frowned and turned in a slow circle. "Don't know."
"I have a car," Nell said. She did remember that much. They'd returned to the station and left separately, in their own vehicles, they and a dozen others agreeing to meet at the Green Lantern after their debriefing to drown their hideous day.
"Where?" Hugh asked.
She thought. "Don't know. Let's jush … just look."
They found his in the alley, next to the Dumpster. He produced keys from his pocket and unlocked the Explorer, boosting her into the passenger side. His hands lingered on her bottom, a pleasant sensation.
Inside, he pushed the automatic lock. "Can't drive," he said, after gazing in apparent perplexity at the ignition and dashboard.
"No," she agreed.
"Got a blanket in back." He looked delighted at the recollection. "We could sleep."
She was getting sleepy. Very sleepy. Only, every time her eyelids closed, she saw… She widened her eyes. "Maybe," Nell said doubtfully.
"Or cuddle."
Cuddling sounded nice. "You feel good," she told him.
He hoisted her between the seats. Her hips got stuck, and while he was pushing his thumbs exerted delicious pressure between her legs. She almost pretended to stay stuck.
He fell on her when he followed. Crushed on the seat, his weight on her, Nell contentedly wrapped her arms around him. After a while, his mouth moved on her cheek. "Feel good," he murmured.
"Mm-hm," she agreed.
Somehow his lips found hers. Normally she didn't like the taste of beer on a man, but now she tasted of beer, too, so it was all right. This was a good kiss, slow, sweet, exploratory. She was able to close her eyes and think about the sensations his lips and tongue created in her instead of seeing those images she prayed she could forget.
The tinted windows of his Explorer created a dark, private world, a bubble enclosing just the two of them.
The kiss heated, and she tugged his shirt free from his pants and reveled in the sleek contours of his back. Muscles danced under her hands. She liked provoking a reaction. When she moved her hands around to his chest it was even better.
He had unbuttoned her shirt, she discovered with approval. He was making pleased sounds at the sight of her bra, a tiny scrap of lace that helped her feel feminine even in the unbecoming uniform styled and cut for men. She worked at unbuttoning his shirt while he suckled her breasts.
Nell was beginning to feel somewhat less fuzzy. A new urgency replaced the lazy abdication of responsibility. But when her hips pressed up against his, there was a clanking sound and she cried, "Ouch!" when something sharp-edged dug into her thigh.
"Damn," he muttered, and pulled back. He looked down at her, his face taut in the faint streetlight coming through the windshield. "We have to take off our belts."
Both wore the thick regulation leather belt that held an array of equipment: holster and handgun, pepper spray, flashlight, handcuff case, baton, radio and extra magazines.
He unbuckled, then said hopefully, "We could just take off our pants."
In answer, she reached for his zipper. He groaned as her fingers grazed him as she slowly worked it down.
A cautious voice in her head tried to say, Wait! Nell refused to listen. Hugh was a good guy. They felt so close right now. She wanted to be closer yet. Her body was intensely alive, and she needed that to form a shield against the grisly images of death she couldn't will away.
This was the right thing to do.
His mouth sought hers again even as he eased her trousers off. Through half-closed eyelids she saw the two of them tangled, her legs long and pale, Hugh with his pants half-down, his dark hair tousled, his every breath a rasp.
It seemed the most natural thing in the world when he parted her legs and entered her. She banged a knee against the door; he made another rough sound and readjusted their positions so that she half sat and he knelt between her legs. She looked down at where they met and realized that he was deep inside her, part of her. The past twenty-four hours were erased in the glorious flood of sensations as Hugh moved slowly, leaving her bereft, then filling her. She gripped his shoulders and rode him as he thrust harder, more desperately. Tension built and spiraled until Nell pleaded with him in a high, needy voice.
"Let go, sweetheart." He gripped her hips and drove into her. "Let go."
She went still in wonder as pure pleasure poured from her belly through every vein in her body. "Oh-h," she breathed.
"Yes!" With guttural triumph in his voice, he thrust hard and fast one last time, jerked and groaned, then collapsed on top of her.
Nell wiped inexplicable tears on his bare shoulder. "Thank you," she whispered, and didn't know if he heard her.

Hugh awakened to an aching body and head. His mouth was dirt dry and it took him a moment to work it closed. He opened his eyes, squinted against the brilliance, and, stabbed by pain, squeezed them shut again.
Damn, his neck hurt. It was bent at a weird angle, his head wedged into a corner. Where the hell had he fallen asleep? Or had he been unconscious?
An explosion. Maybe there'd been an explosion and a ceiling had fallen on him. That would explain the weight holding him down and the headache he felt waiting to erupt the second he moved the tiniest bit. He wasn't on the bomb squad, not being suicidal by nature, but if some crazy had set one…
In a sickening wave, he remembered what the crazy had done. He lurched, his head fractured into a million atoms of pain, and somebody else gasped and shoved an elbow into his gut.
He swore and opened his eyes. A wild woman was staring up at him. Her eyes were big and brown and bloodshot, her face was puffy, her lips as dry as his mouth, and her dishwater blond hair was a snarled mess.
"Oh, my God!" she said in stricken tones.
His head clunked back against the car door and he shut his eyes.
Nell Granstrom. Naked. Lying on top of him. They hadn't… Had they? God help him, images wormed their way through the shattering pain behind his eyes. He saw her uniformed ass sticking up between the seats, his hands on it. Him falling on her. Slow hungry kisses. Him on his knees like a horny teenager at a drive-in movie, squeezing her buttocks, slamming into her. And the single best orgasm of his entire life. He did remember that.
She was apparently frozen in the same frantic effort to remember. Or maybe horror held her paralyzed. He didn't know. Just that all of a sudden she was scrambling to get off him, and to hell with which body parts she damaged on her way.
"I've got to get dressed," she said in a high frenzied voice. "Where's my bra? Oh, God. Where's my bra?"
A faint memory of tossing it tickled at him. "Try behind the seat." His voice sounded thick. Tongues needed to be lubricated to do their job.
She rose above him, and something stirred in him as he took in her long slender body and high, pale breasts. Unfortunately, she saw him looking, and she recoiled as if he were a monster.
"What are you… Oh!" Hands shaking, she put on the bra, tugged on a shirt, realized it was his and threw it in his face.
By the time he wrestled free, she was buttoning up her own, hiding the nest of dark blond curls at the juncture of her thighs.
"Get dressed!" she hissed. "You look … you look like hell!"
He reached out and fingered a mat in her hair. "Isn't that the pot calling the kettle black?"
She swatted away his hand. He caught one more forbidden glimpse as she arched to pull on her trousers and panties in one go. "Oh," she groaned. "I'm going to be sick."
That galvanized him. "Not in here, you're not."
She got open the door of the Explorer and half fell out into the alley. As he slowly, painfully pulled on his own clothes, he heard her retching. His stomach lurched in sympathy, and he gritted his teeth against a wave of nausea.
Wiping her mouth, she reappeared in the open door. The captain wouldn't have recognized his cool, disciplined officer in this unkempt woman with a half-buttoned, wrinkled shirt, tangled hair and red-rimmed eyes. "I'm going to find my car." She swallowed. "If—if I left anything…"
"Get in," he said. He climbed between the seats to get behind the wheel.
She was still standing there staring.
"Get in," he repeated, wincing at the sight of himself in the rearview mirror. "You don't want anybody to see you. I'll pull up right next to your car."
Pride made her neck long, but after a reluctant moment, she did climb in and close the door.
Hugh found the keys wedged in the crack between the center console and the seat. His head was going to fall off. He knew it was. But he'd rescue her from possible humiliation first, like the gentleman he preferred to think he was.
Turning to look over his shoulder was undiluted agony, but he managed to back up, get turned around and cruise slowly into the tavern parking lot proper. "What do you drive?"
"It's right there." She indicated a cherry-red Subaru wagon.
He got up close, his Explorer blocking any sight of her from the tavern or the sidewalk. Not that there was any traffic at…
"Oh, hell," he growled.
"What?"
"It's noon."
She half rose to look over the seat at his dashboard clock. "Aren't we supposed to be back on duty at three?"
"That's my memory."
The word that came out of her mouth was fitting, if not a nice one for a lady to say.
"Go home and shower," he said. "You'll feel better."
She cast him a look of disbelief. "Or not," he conceded.
Nell Granstrom opened the door again, climbed out, then stopped. "This never happened."
He had to turn his head to look at her. "What?"
"It never happened. Last night." Her eyes met his square, but red washed her cheeks. "This morning. You and me. I—I don't usually drink."
He wasn't much of a drinker, either, or his head wouldn't be detonating this morning.
"Do I have your word?" she asked fiercely. "You'll never tell a soul? You'll never refer to it again? You'll forget it ever happened?"
The forgetting part Hugh wasn't so sure about. The rest…
"I will never say a word." He sketched a cross in the air. "On my honor."
She sagged, bit her lip. "Thank you."
"After what we saw … maybe we needed it. Since neither of us is married…"
Her eyes sizzled. "You said not a word. We won't talk about why. It never happened."
"Fine," he said tightly. "Now, if you don't mind, I'm kinda looking forward to getting home."
She gave a nod, flinched as if she regretted it, and slammed the door of his Explorer. He waited until she was in her Subaru and had started it. Running his hand over his unshaven jaw, he watched in his mirror as she exited via the alley. Smart.
Too bad that after a couple pitchers of beer neither of them had been smart this morning. No, what was really too bad was that his own personal history had escalated his reaction to an already horrific tragedy. Otherwise he wouldn't have had those damn beers in the first place.
Working with a woman he didn't like would have been bad enough, Hugh thought. Working with a woman he didn't like but had had drunken sex with was going to be next door to hell.
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Chapter 2
« ^ »

How could she have done something so stupid, so humiliating, so … undignified?
Nell stood under the shower with her face upturned, letting the hot water beat over her head as though it could cleanse her inside as well as out.
How could she face him again? How could she work with a man she'd let…
Nell moaned aloud at the fresh realization of exactly what she'd let him do. Never mind what she'd done.
Her head throbbed and she tilted it sideways to let the shower spray hit first one temple and then the other. The pressure didn't help.
Nell reached for the soap and sudsed herself for at least the third time. Then she shampooed again as well. The rinse water was turning lukewarm. She'd been standing in there for an eternity.
But not long enough.
All the while she dried, got dressed and forced herself to eat a sandwich and drink a glass of milk, Nell's thoughts raced in vicious circles.
She could only pray he was embarrassed, too, but what were the odds of that? Hugh McLean had a reputation with women. Word had it he had a different cute, petite blonde on his arm—or in his bed—every few weeks.
"A redhead once in a while," Joe Redding had said admiringly. "But, damn, he picks lookers."
Nell knew painfully well that she wasn't even close to being a looker. But she was a woman, one more notch in his belt. Hey, he was drunk and in the mood, and she'd been handy. Handy? Who was she kidding? Randy, was probably more the truth.
There in her own kitchen, she flushed hot and cold. Her behavior had been so alien for the woman she'd become. It was as if too many beers had thrown her back to the wild teenager she'd been sixteen years ago, before she learned her lesson the hard way. Forget consequences, enjoy the now.
You feel good.
She whimpered and set down the half finished glass of milk. Her stomach was not enthusiastic about even something as innocuous as milk.
Would he keep his word, and not tell anyone? Nell didn't know him well enough to be sure either way. The few times she'd had to work with him, they'd butted heads. She thought he was a sexist, macho jerk. Please, she prayed, let him also believe in old-fashioned chivalry.
She went back to the bathroom, brushed her hair into its usual severe, workday chignon, and carefully applied enough makeup to disguise some of the puffiness and blotches. Two more painkillers, teeth brushed and she'd done everything she could short of donning a mask.
Back in the kitchen she belatedly discovered a note from Kim carelessly tossed on the counter. It read, "Mom, Colin's taking me to the spit. Call his cell phone if you won't be home for dinner. I can eat with him. Bye."
Nell crumpled the note. Great. Wonderful. Her just-turned-sixteen-year-old daughter was spending the day in the wilds with her entirely too ardent boyfriend. And what in hell could she, the single mother, do about it? Forbid a sixteen-year-old from dating? Hardly. Sign her up for summer camp? Uh-huh.
"What I wouldn't give for year-round school," Nell told the kitchen, and went out the door.
She was one of the last in the crowded briefing room at the station, for which she was grateful. She was able to stand in the back, unnoticed.
This wasn't the usual beginning of her shift. She and McLean had been assigned, along with ten of the others present yesterday, to work this case. Four detectives from Major Crimes stood behind the captain. One, she was interested to note, was John McLean, Hugh's older brother. He must have spent the night at the Joplin Building, because tiredness wore lines in his face that she knew weren't always there, and his expression was bleak.
Nobody would mistake the relationship between the two men, although subtle differences in facial structure made Hugh handsome and his brother plain in a blunt, masculine way. Hugh's bone structure was more defined, his nose thinner, his cheekbones more pronounced. Both shared imposing height and powerful shoulders and arms.
"The dead guy right outside the elevator on the fifth floor is our shooter," the captain was saying.
While she was deciding which brother was sexier. Feeling a flush creeping up her face, Nell made a determined effort to block out awareness of Hugh McLean, sitting in the front row.
"A dozen witnesses have positively identified him." Tiredness showed in the deepened lines on Captain Fisher's face, but hadn't succeeded in relaxing his military carriage or the iron in his voice. "He died of a self-inflicted shot to the head. As you all know, he'd been shedding his arsenal as he went. It appears right now that he used up his automatic rounds on the lower floors. He started down the hall, shot one more victim, then headed back to the elevator. He might have heard sirens and realized he couldn't walk out. Hell, maybe he intended all along to end it that way.
"His name is Jack Gann. He was not a former or current employee of Greater Northwest. We don't know yet what the association was. We're guessing he was pissed about a denied claim, but, hell, it could be something else. One of the victims may be an ex-wife, the boyfriend of his ex… It'll be your job to find out.
"At this point, we believe he was acting alone. We can't yet be certain of that, either. His car is in the lot, but so are ones belonging to a lot of other people who won't be driving them home, either.
"The coroner has wrapped things up at the Joplin Building. You know the drill. We need accurate floor plans, drawings, notes." Captain Fisher paused, his penetrating gaze traveling from one of his officers to the next. "You will be acting under the direction of the detectives. When you're done, I want to know every step the son of a bitch took. How did he get to the third floor that heavily armed without being noticed? Who did he shoot first? Second? Third? Why those victims? Were they the ones who didn't hide fast enough, or were they chosen?" His voice became softer, colder. "I don't just want to know what he did, I want to know what he was thinking."
Nods all around. "Sir."
"These are your assignments." Like a schoolteacher, he stepped from behind the podium and passed out papers. When he'd reached the back of the room and Nell, he added his usual roll-call closer. "Do your jobs and do them carefully."
Nell was praying she and McLean had been assigned to hunt background on the shooter. Her stomach roiled at the idea of going back into the Joplin Building, of seeing again where the bodies had fallen.
No such luck. She and her new partner—her temporary partner—would be part of the team securing, searching and recording the crime scene.
She waited in the hall for him. He was one of the last out the door of the briefing room, presumably having stopped to talk to his brother. He'd hidden this morning's excesses better than she had, Nell thought in disgruntlement, watching him approach. With his dark hair, vivid blue eyes and well-defined cheekbones, he was as rakishly handsome as ever. Right now his mouth was set in a hard line, but his jaw was clean-shaven, his eyes clear and his hair slicked back from his face. His crisp uniform fit his tall, muscular body the way it was designed to, a fact that she resented.
She tried very hard not to let pictures of the body beneath the uniform flash in her mind.
His expression was unrevealing when he reached her. "Ready?"
"Naturally," she snapped. Did she look that bad?
"Do you want to drive today?"
Big of him, she thought uncharitably. They had to go—what?—ten blocks to the Joplin Building. No chance she'd screw up a chase or even a trivial traffic stop.
"You did fine yesterday," she said waspishly, then was annoyed at herself for being weak enough to display sulkiness. Why give him a weapon?
He lifted a brow. "Fine."
As they followed the rest of the officers down the hall, she wondered miserably what he was trying not to remember when he looked at her. Or, worse yet, what he was letting himself remember with secret pleasure.
Her cheeks heated in humiliation. Was he instead wondering how many beers he'd had to make him pull down his zipper for her? Flagpole tall women with no figure and hair of undetermined color had never heated his blood before.
She gave a stiff nod when he held open a door for her. Walking into the shadowy parking garage, she hated her awareness of his gaze on her back as he followed.
Damn it, she didn't want to excite Hugh McLean, Nell thought fiercely. She didn't like him. Last night—this morning… It was nothing. The stupid behavior induced by inebriation. The true embarrassment was discovering her behavioral control—her common sense!—could be so easily subverted.
Not until they were in their unit and pulling out of the garage did either speak again.
"Feel okay?" Hugh asked.
She felt like hell. "I'm all right." After a too discernible pause, she added, "You?"
He shrugged. She looked away. "Oh, hell," he said suddenly.
"What?"
He hit the flashers and took a sharp left. "Idiot ran the red light."
The driver of the low-slung Buick ahead had apparently not yet noticed the flashing lights. Nell radioed in the location and license tag number to dispatch.
"Violation?" dispatch asked.
She continued to give information while Hugh hugged the rear of the Buick and finally, briefly, gave a blast of the siren. For a moment the driver seemed to be giving thought to not stopping, but at last grudgingly pulled to the shoulder—without signaling. Hugh had a few choice things to say under his breath as he got out to go to the driver's side window.
He came back shaking his head. "That woman is ninety if she's a day. She called me 'sonny.'"
His chagrin improved her mood. "You probably look like a kid to her."
He held the license as though it were poison ivy. "Can you believe she still has one?" he said, passing it to her. "Doesn't she have kids or grandkids to ride herd on her?"
"Would you let yours tell you what to do?" Nell asked, picking up the microphone.
Grandma—or Great-Grandma—turned out to have a dozen unpaid traffic tickets and outstanding warrants. Out of curiosity, Nell strolled back with Hugh to get a look at the feisty eighty-eight-year-old. So tiny she could barely see over the dashboard, she had delicate skin crumpled like tissue paper and vague blue eyes that sharpened when given the news that she wouldn't be driving away from this stop.
"I drive just fine!" she snapped. "That light was yellow when I started across the intersection. You're the one who needs your eyes examined, sonny."
Hugh beat an undignified retreat, Nell hiding a grin as she followed. In the car, they waited for a patrol unit to arrive and finally handed her over with intense gratitude.
"I can't throw a woman her age in jail," the patrol officer was whining as they waved and pulled away.
Hugh's hands relaxed on the steering wheel. "I need more sleep to cope with senile old ladies."
"I feel sorry for her," Nell admitted. "She'll lose her license this time for sure."
He gave her an incredulous stare. "She's a menace with that damn boat of a car."
"But that car is her freedom." Nell caught his gaze and interpreted it correctly. "Of course we have to take her license. I'm not arguing! I'm just saying I sympathize with her. Who wants to wake up one day and say, 'Gosh, I'd better not get myself to the store or the doctor anymore. I'll just depend on other people's kindness from now on.'"
Hugh squeezed the bridge of his nose. "Can't we just make a traffic stop without delving into the life problems of everyone we ticket?"
She opened her mouth, closed it. Opened it again. "I'm just saying…"
"I know what you're saying," he snapped. "I heard you."
They drove the five blocks to the Joplin Building in thick silence.
"Oh, hell," said Hugh again, as it came in sight. The sidewalk was thick was reporters who surged toward the police car before it came to a stop.
"Were you on the SWAT team that first went in yesterday?" reporters yelled. A forest of microphones surrounded Hugh and Nell as they moved grimly toward the front steps. "Can you describe the scene?" "Was there one killer? Can you confirm rumors that he's dead?"
"We're working a crime scene," Hugh said. "I'm sorry, we can't comment."
They broke out of the crowd and gratefully ducked under yellow tape, Nell a little shaken by the shoving bodies, the heavy TV cameras and the urgency of the demands. Port Dare had catapulted into the national news.
The instant they walked into the lobby, Captain Fisher stalked toward them. "Where the hell have you been?"
"Old lady ran a red light right in front of us," Hugh said expressionlessly. "Sir."
"Goddamn it, you're not on patrol!"
Hugh said nothing; of course they couldn't have let a serious violation like that slide.
He scowled, looking more than ever like a bulldog. "Get the hell upstairs for your assignment!"
They were able to ride one of the elevators; the second was still disabled until the evidence techs were done with it. Alone with him, Nell stared straight ahead as if she were enclosed with a stranger and meeting his gaze was bad manners if not dangerous. But when the doors began to open, she hesitated, not in any hurry to offer her memory banks a second glimpse of the horrors she'd gotten drunk to forget.
It seemed to her that Hugh hesitated as well. His back looked rigid when he went ahead of her. Nell took a deep breath and made herself buck up—she was a police officer. Which didn't prevent a wash of relief when she saw that the receptionist's body no longer slumped over her broad desk.
A bagged body on a gurney was waiting to be wheeled onto the elevator.
"What's the count?" Hugh asked a lieutenant, nodding at the gurney.
"Twelve." His mouth twisted. "Another one died this morning at Mercy."
Nell let out a breath. To have miraculously survived the carnage and then die on an operating table or in a hospital bed seemed unbearably cruel.
"Three others are in critical condition."
"All for what?" Hugh asked. He made a sound in his throat. "Let's get busy."
They spent the next hours running tape measures, sketching rooms and hallways and the angles at which bodies had fallen or weaponry had been abandoned. No mysteries in the blood spatter patterns—all were consistent with the victims having been shot with automatic fire at close range.
Nell remembered to call Kim—via the boyfriend's cell phone—to inform her that she wouldn't be home for dinner.
"Is Colin taking you out?" she asked.
"Mrs. Cooper said I could have dinner with them," Kim told her. "We'll be chaperoned, Mom."
Nell ignored the sarcasm. "Be sure and thank her."
"Mo-ther."
She sighed. "Sorry."
Her daughter's voice became tentative. "Are you at the Joplin Building?"
Hugh, waiting a few feet away, watched her, which made Nell edgy.
"Unfortunately."
"Is it…is it really gross?"
Nell's gaze was inexorably pulled to the dark stain down the hall. She stripped her voice of emotion. "That's one way to put it." She rubbed the back of her neck. "I've got to go, Kim. I won't be in until late tonight. I assume we'll be back on regular shifts tomorrow."
"Okay," Kim said, sounding subdued. "I love you, Mom."
Tears stung her eyes. "I love you, too."
Hugh's astonishingly blue eyes met Nell's as she stowed her cell phone. "Your kid?"
"Daughter. Kim's sixteen."
"Do you have others?"
Was he really interested? She couldn't imagine. Nell shook her head.
"You're divorced?"
"Never married." Let him make of that what he would.
She felt him studying her, but he didn't pursue the subject. "I'm glad you can draw better than I can," was all he said. "I seem to have two thumbs."
She couldn't keep a sardonic note from her voice. "Lucky thing women have some useful skills besides empathy."
"I didn't say—"
She cut him off. "I know you didn't."
The afternoon and evening passed in a blur. Flashes burst on the edges of her vision as the photographers worked. Grey fingerprint powder added its dour presence to the rust-brown stains on the carpet and papered walls. Nell's head pounded and she worked in dogged silence. One office looked like the next, one hall turned into another. They were going to be here for weeks, she could see already. This was a crime scene of a size so far beyond anything they'd ever managed, it would be a miracle if they were done that soon. And if they didn't screw up the preservation of evidence.
Not that there'd be a trial, Nell reminded herself wearily. This was all an academic exercise. The killer was dead, already executed by his own hand. So why go through all this?
She knew the answer, of course. At its deepest level, they were after the truth. Without all the puzzle pieces identified and locked into place, they would never have it.
More practically, the possibility still existed that there had been accomplices, or even that Gann had been misidentified and the real killer had walked out with the survivors. Terrified people weren't the best witnesses. Nell remembered the body outside the elevator upstairs. The man had been middle-aged, middle height, brown haired, ordinary. Bizarrely, considering his mission, he'd worn a business suit indistinguishable from those worn by his male victims. Could a frightened claim rep diving for cover behind her desk be positive that Gann was the one spraying the office with automatic fire?
The captain let them go just before midnight and sealed the building. A smaller cluster of press still camped out on the sidewalk, but he waved his officers toward the lot and faced the oncoming horde. "It's been a tough two days," he said. "Sleep in an hour tomorrow. See you in the briefing room at eight sharp."
"Big of him," someone muttered behind Nell, on the way to the squad cars.
"I, for one, am going to be damn glad of that extra hour," Hugh said, close beside her.
"Me, too," she admitted, stifling a yawn, too tired to care that she could feel him breathing down her neck.
He opened his door, but paused to look back at the dark bulk of the Joplin Building. A crescent moon floated above it. Camera flashes went off as the captain apparently made a brief statement in front.
"I feel like a condemned man," Hugh said, in an odd voice. "We're going to spend half our working lives in there."
She nodded, although he wasn't looking at her. "The atmosphere is so … oppressive. No, creepy." She shivered. "They say tragedies can soak into the walls and leave a trace presence. Do you believe that?"
He turned and stared at her over the roof of the car. "No. Damn it, don't you know better than to let yourself think like that?"
She scowled back. "You can't tell me this one didn't hit you hard, too. Why else did you—" She almost strangled herself as she swallowed the rest of that sentence. Why else did you get drunk? Screw me? Forbidden topic.
"Of course it was upsetting." His brows met in a forbidding line. "Contrary to your opinion of me, I do feel some normal human emotions. But I've seen too many crime scenes to start imagining shock and terror soaking into walls, for God's sake."
"There are places," she defended herself.
They were damn near alone in the dark parking lot now.
"This isn't on the scale of Auschwitz. Let's not kid ourselves."
She gritted her teeth. "Then what were you talking about? Feeling like a condemned man?"
"We're grunts in there. You and I aren't even cogs in the machine. We're oil that makes the cogs turn a little smoother. We aren't doing anything. Not anything useful. I want back on the street. I like action. If I'd chosen to spend my life with a tape measure in my hand, I'd be a carpenter."
Why had she, for even a second, thought him capable of sensitivity to suffering or nobility of purpose? He was a five-year-old boy, who wanted to be outside bashing his toy trucks into each other.
As tired as she was, she wanted to throw up her hands and get in the car. Stubbornness made her argue. "But this is important. It's the biggest crime that's ever been committed in Port Dare. That ever, God willing, will be. Don't you want in on that?"
"The slug is dead. There's nothing to solve." He shrugged and got in behind the wheel.
She climbed in and buckled her seat belt. "Is it? Are we so sure this Jack Gann was the shooter?"
"We've got so damn many witnesses, we don't know what to do with them."
"They were scared."
Rocketing out of the parking space too fast, he said, "Captain says half a dozen pointed their fingers."
"When showed a dead man who looked like the assailant." Why was she arguing? There wasn't any good reason to think this Gann wasn't the shooter. She just believed in being sure. "Did you notice how little there was to distinguish him from half the men pouring out of an office building like this at five o'clock? I saw his face yesterday. I can hardly remember it now."
"We were all shell-shocked by then."
"So were those witnesses," she reminded him. "Worse."
He was quiet for several blocks. When she stole glances at his profile, it was to see his deep frown relaxing. "Yeah, I've thought about all that," Hugh admitted. "Fingerprints will settle it for us."
"I guess they will. Once Ballistics figures out which guns killed which victims."
He grunted agreement. "I don't envy them, but at least they're doing something meaningful. I still say you and I are grunts. We'd do more good preventing the next crime."
They pulled into the dark concrete garage beneath the station. Tires squealed somewhere on the floor above them.
"Where's your car?" Hugh asked. "I'll drop you off."
She was reminded uncomfortably of the last time he had done this, but chose not to make an issue of it. "Back corner."
He braked behind the Subaru wagon. "See you in the morning."
Another yawn cracked her jaw. "Night."
"You didn't want to work with me, did you?"
The unexpected question startled her. Halfway out, she twisted around to see his face in the light from the overhead lamp. Nell considered and discarded several answers, but was too tired to prevaricate. "No," she said. "We haven't exactly hit it off." Except in the back seat of his Explorer. "I can't have been your first choice, either."
"No. I don't like to analyze everything."
"Whereas I don't want to be the kind of cop who blindly follows orders and doesn't understand that he or she sometimes has moral decisions to make."
He grunted. "Like letting an old lady drive away even if she is going to kill somebody sooner or later?"
"No." Her patience was ebbing. "But how can we serve if we don't try to understand the people we're serving? How do you negotiate a way out of a domestic call gone bad if you don't have a good idea what's going through the guy's head, or the wife's? What's she going to do? Why'd he go off the deep end right now? What's riding him? You won't make detective if you're unwilling to explore human nature."
"Detectives sit behind their desks," he said carelessly. "I've turned down promotions."
Disgusted, she said, "Yeah, I forget. You have connections."
His eyes narrowed and his voice went silky quiet. "My brothers have nothing to do with my career. They know better than to interfere."
"Then what? You want to ride patrol for the next forty years? Walk into holdups at convenience stores for your big excitement?"
Something she hadn't expected to hear from him, of all people, was real passion. But there it was, a vibrant thread in his voice, despite the lateness of the hour and his hoarse tiredness. "What we do is real police work. We're the ones first on the scene, the ones who come when people call. I care about what I do. I don't see it as an unpleasant duty on the way to better things."
Stung by the scathing tone of the last, she said quietly, "I don't either."
"No?"
"I'm curious," she admitted. "I haven't been involved in a murder investigation before. So I'm a grunt. I can see how the detectives work."
Suddenly he shook his head. "I don't know why I started this. Go home." He looked ten years older than he had nine hours ago.
Nell hesitated, then got out of the squad car. "Good night," she said stiffly, and slammed the door.
The car didn't move, and she realized he was waiting chivalrously until she was safely in her Subaru and had started it. Pulling out her keys, she thought maybe he was gentleman enough to keep his mouth shut.
Her drive home wasn't half a mile. Five years ago, she'd managed to save enough to put a down payment on a 1920s era two-story house in Old Town. The lot had consisted of weeds and a rotted picket fence; the house hadn't been updated since the fifties. She'd paid for new wiring and plumbing and converted the top floor into a separate apartment, rented out to cover the mortgage. Friends had helped, but most of the labor of stripping woodwork, sanding and painting had been hers. She was proud of her little house. Single mothers didn't have it easy.
Especially ones who gave birth at sixteen and had no support from the baby's father. The day they released her from the hospital and handed a swaddled Kim to her, she'd gone home to her mother's, but she'd known she couldn't stay. She had never in her life, before or since, been so scared. Sometimes life wasn't a bed of roses, but every single time she pulled into her driveway she felt a surge of pride that she'd come this far.
Owning a house was a symbol to her of the life she'd built from nothing.
The front porch light was on, as was the light over the stove in the kitchen. On the stovetop lay another note written in her daughter's still childish hand: "If you're hungry, Mrs. Cooper sent home a bowl of spaghetti. I told her you don't take meal breaks when you're into work. Also, I got bored tonight and made some banana bread. See, I even cleaned up! Love you, Kim."
More tears threatened. Nell grabbed a paper towel and blew her nose firmly. She was an emotional mess today. Not that it hurt to appreciate what a good kid Kim was. Despite all of Nell's worries, she knew her daughter was unselfish, kindhearted and mostly sensible.
After throwing away the paper towel, Nell took the plastic bowl of leftover spaghetti out of the fridge and stuck it in the microwave. She was starved. She just hadn't realized it. Hugh hadn't suggested a meal break and it hadn't occurred to her that she needed one. At some point her stomach had settled its differences with the beer, thank goodness.
She sliced banana bread, buttered it and poured a glass of milk while she waited for the microwave to beep.
What a day, she thought, carrying the heated spaghetti to the table a moment later.
She tried not to think about the night before. It had been stupid, but she was human. Lesson: no more than one drink. Ever.
Better yet, don't drink at all.
While she ate, her mind flitted from the crime scene and the shooter with the hole in his temple to the half a dozen minor arguments with McLean that had filled any empty nook in their shift. Why him? she asked herself in disbelief. Why not somebody, anybody, else? She hadn't liked him by reputation, and she'd liked him even less after they'd worked together a couple of times.
Nell wanted to conclude that she didn't like him any better now, but believed in strict honesty. He'd been … decent today. No leers, no innuendoes, no murmurs and grins with his buddies. He'd let her see a few moments of vulnerability, he'd been considerate in driving her to her car that morning, and he'd been efficient and fair-minded on the job even though he had apparently been chafing at their roles.
Maybe she'd survive their partnership. Maybe she could even forget what had happened in the back seat of his Explorer. Thank God there was no reason Kim would ever even guess that her mother had done something so impulsive, so rash, so wanton!
A little flicker of anxiety sparked in her chest. Kim wouldn't ever have to know unless…
Nell froze with the fork halfway to her mouth. As if the spark had found gas fumes, it exploded into a painful ball of terror that immobilized her.
He hadn't used a condom, had he? He was drunk, too.
Why had it taken her this long to worry?
Nell tried to breathe slowly, in through her nose, out through her mouth. Her period was due any day. Certainly by next week. Wasn't it? She didn't keep track, but she knew it must be. It was surely too late in the month for her to get pregnant. And what were the odds after one time anyway?
She didn't have to worry. All those years ago, she and her teenage boyfriend had had sex for several months, sometimes using birth control, sometimes not, before she got pregnant. They had challenged the fates, instead of just flirting briefly with them.
She could not possibly be so unlucky.
Nell made herself take the next bite, but the worry had taken root and would not be pulled out until she had proof of her escape from calamity.
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Ivy McLean had aged shockingly in the past two days. When she arrived at Connor and Mariah's house for dinner, the sight of her stooped carriage and the deepened lines in her face had all three brothers shooting to their feet. Hugh knocked over his chair and had to mutter an apology to his sister-in-law, Mariah. His big brothers beat him to their mom.
"Let me take your coat," Connor said smoothly, the furrows in his brow betraying his perturbation. He cuddled his four-month-old daughter against his shoulder.
"What is it, Mom?" John asked more bluntly.
"What is what?" she retorted, tone cranky but rustier than usual. The voice of an old woman, which at barely sixty she wasn't.
With a warning flash from her eyes at John, Mariah took over. "In their tactful way, they're trying to say that you look as if you haven't been sleeping well. Here, have a seat. Dinner will be on the table any minute," Mariah said before heading back to the kitchen.
"How can I sleep, after such a terrible thing?" Ivy demanded querulously. "I expected John and Hugh to be too busy to come tonight, even if Connor can't do anything useful."
Her addendum didn't need to be spoken aloud: And why aren't you? The dig at Connor didn't go unnoticed, either. Mariah touched his arm, but didn't say anything.
"We've been working straight for two days." The tiredness on John's face was visible. "We have to eat, say hello to our families." His gaze rested briefly on his wife, Natalie, who was feeding their one-year-old daughter a green glop Hugh presumed was pureed vegetables.
His mother sat heavily, as if she hurt. "Think of the women who won't see their husbands again."
John's jaw clenched. He and Mom had always butted heads.
Figuring it might be well to intervene, Hugh bent and kissed her cheek. "We're doing everything we can. Do you have any idea how many witnesses there are to interview? Besides, the son of a bitch is dead. All we can do is hope hell is a lot uglier than the pen."
Her eyes beseeched him. "You're sure he's dead? The TV news is still hedging."
"We're sure." Hugh's voice was rock hard.
She sagged. "How can this happen again? Why would anybody do such a terrible thing?"
Connor, having put Jenny in the playpen, set a glass of wine in front of her. "We know better than anybody that there aren't any answers."
"Grandma!" Evan said from behind his uncle. "What's wrong?"
"Is that all anybody can ask?" Her back stiffened. "I'm sure I haven't changed at all."
"You look sad," the ten-year-old said. "Are you missing Grandpa more because of the shooting?"
Hugh laid his arm over his nephew's shoulders, prepared to deflect the acid rejoinder he expected. Instead, her eyes filled with tears.
"Yes." Her voice broke. She cleared her throat. "Yes, I suppose I am."
"I'm sorry." Evan left the shelter of his uncle's casual embrace and went to his grandmother. He gave her a quick, awkward hug. "I wish I'd known him."
She actually made the effort to smile, although her lips trembled. Unnoticed, tears overflowed. "I wish you had, too. You and all his grandchildren."
Hugh's gaze met Connor's and then John's. All three brothers backed unobtrusively away. As though sensing the need, Mariah appeared from the kitchen with a huge bowl of salad. She set it down, saw her mother-in-law, and exclaimed, "Mom! Let me get you a tissue."
Within minutes, their mother had firmly blown her nose, mopped up the tears, and tried to insist on helping bring food to the table. Her two daughters-in-law squelched her, but did allow her to settle Jenny in her high chair.
Once everyone but Maddie, who was away at a soccer tournament, sat and began dishing up, Mom pinioned first John and then Hugh with a stern look more familiar to them than were her tears.
"Haven't you learned anything?"
Evan and nine-year-old Zofie, Mariah's daughter, listened with wide eyes.
"You know we can't talk about it," John said.
She sniffed. "Surely, with the press haunting your every move and talking to those same witnesses, nothing you discover will remain a secret for long."
"True enough." John grimaced. "Okay, here's the bare facts. We know the shooter made a fraudulent claim. An insurance investigator found him out and the claim was denied. That's the only motive we've determined."
The pathetic part was, the claim had only been for a few thousand dollars. The fraud was petty, the claimant's loss nothing that would ruin his life. He'd been incapacitated for a back injury, supposedly; the investigator had snapped photos of him playing an early morning round of golf at the county club. Why getting caught had enraged him to such a violent degree, nobody knew.
Yet.
"That's all?" their mother asked in disbelief. "He was angry?"
John only nodded.
"And you're certain he was by himself? He wasn't used by a terrorist, or…" She groped for another villain, another explanation, and failed to come up with one.
"Most murder isn't that sinister or purposeful," Hugh said quietly. "It's committed by troubled people who crack. Not by psychopaths or assassins or terrorists with causes. You know that, too, Mom. You've heard us talk over the years."
"But … so many people," she faltered.
"Another one died in the hospital an hour ago." John's jaw knotted. "A twenty-one-year-old filing clerk whose only sin was working in the claims department."
Hugh had heard. The others reacted with pity and anger.
He withdrew from the conversation, brooding over his bad mood, a product of lack of sleep, frustration with how useless he felt on the job, and stunned disbelief at his own idiocy in screwing his new partner.
What irritated him was that he now had to watch every word, every glance, every nuance. He'd fouled up big time; he couldn't compound his sins by being caught enjoying the sway of her hips in snug uniform trousers, by being crude or foul-mouthed, by criticizing her softheartedness.
And what a time to have to be on his best behavior! Hugh hadn't lied to her: he had turned down promotions to detective several times. For the first time, he regretted it. If he were in Major Crimes, he'd have been doing something today, not laying out tape measures and making poor sketches.
His mother had every reason to be disappointed in him.
After dinner, John drew him aside. "You and Granstrom are on this again tomorrow?"
Hugh nodded.
"We're going to pull a team off to interview witnesses. You interested?"
Remembering his outrage at Nell's suggestion that he had been offered promotions only because of his brothers' pull, Hugh looked back at John with a conspicuous lack of expression. "Doing a favor for your kid brother?"
"What in hell are you talking about?" John exploded.
"Why me?"
"Because you're the best cop I know. Because I trust you. Why the sensitivity?"
Impatient with himself, Hugh shook his head. "No reason," he muttered. "Sorry."
"Granstrom okay? I don't know her."
Hugh opened his mouth to complain, but after an obvious pause closed it. "She's fine," he said shortly.
"Can she do the job?"
"She can do it." He hoped.
"Then you're with me in the morning." John cuffed his shoulder roughly, nodded and rejoined his wife.
Hugh watched him hoist his daughter out of the high chair and into the air. She laughed joyously, and he laughed back with pleasure as uncomplicated.
A man could almost be jealous.
If he weren't also feeling claustrophobic surrounded by Family, with a capital F. Men casually wrapping their arms around their wives, who fussed over Mom, kids everywhere, McLeans by birth or marriage. Hugh loved every one of them. The only loner, he also felt as if he didn't quite belong.
As if he maybe never would.
He made his excuses, kissed his mother and escaped with intense relief.

Kim appeared, sleepy-eyed, as Nell was setting her coffee mug and cereal bowl in the dishwasher. Even with bed hair, puffy eyes and creases on her cheek, she was beautiful, with the innocent sexuality and bloom worshipped by the youth-crazy culture. Her hair was the color of honey shot with sunlight, her eyes were a sparkling blue, her pouty mouth sensual, her forehead a high smooth arch, her walk a leggy saunter.
Nell longed to see a hideous red pimple. Something, anything, that would repulse the boyfriend.
"What are you doing up?" she asked, with quick suspicion she tried to disguise.
Kim yawned prettily. "Colin and I are going to Lake Crescent today. Remember?" She saw that, no, Mom did not. "His uncle's going to take us water-skiing?"
"Oh." That did sound familiar. Wonderful. A long drive, just the two of them, and then Kim would strip to her tiny bikini. Colin would be panting to rip it off her by the time lake water beaded her warm skin. "Sorry," Nell mumbled. "I forgot. It's been a bad…" She clamped her mouth shut. "When will you be home?"
Kim ran her hands through her hair and yawned again. The hem of her T-shirt nightie rose alarmingly. "I don't know," she said with a shrug. "I suppose we might grab a burger oh the way home."
Nell glanced at the clock. She had to go or she'd be the last to roll call again. Maternal anxiety held her in place.
"What's happened to all your other friends?" She tried to sound casual. "You haven't seen Polly in ages, have you?"
Kim opened the cupboard and studied the row of cereal boxes. "We talked yesterday."
"You're spending an awful lot of time with Colin."
Her daughter chose a sugary, marshmallow studded cereal. "So? We're having fun. It's summer."
"You're together all day. Every day."
"Mom, don't worry."
"How can I help it?" She gave another desperate glance toward the clock.
Kim saw. "You're late. Go. I won't get pregnant today. I promise."
It had to do. Nell kissed her cheek and said, "Have fun. Just…"
"Not too much," her sixteen-year-old finished for her. "Jeez, Mom."
Kim was patient with her, Nell had to give her that. They had a good relationship; Kim listened to her.
So why did that not feel like enough?
Because Kim was a teenager, with all that entailed. Nell remembered far too well what that had been like. How her scope had narrowed until now mattered more than tomorrow. Her boyfriend hadn't called, so her life must be over. Amid the great tragedies looming in this fantasy landscape, she had never considered the one that had befallen her mother and would bring her down in turn: teenage pregnancy. Nothing that had happened to her mother could happen to her, she'd thought dismissively. Nobody got pregnant just because they did it once. Or twice, or a dozen times. After all, they used a condom sometimes. Most of the time.
She could see the same recklessness, the same disregard, in Kim's eyes when she soothed her mother's fears. Kim must feel as if she'd heard it a thousand times. She would be tired of hearing it. Grandma had gotten pregnant when she was sixteen. Mom was stupid enough to do the same. What did that have to do with her?
Besides, she and Colin were in love. Like Romeo and Juliet. The forever kind. His calls, his laugh, his smile, his frown, were what mattered. Making love was as inevitable as the creeks swelling in the spring with snowmelt. She and Colin could do it once, or a few times. They'd be careful.
Oh, yes. Nell knew exactly how her daughter was thinking.
What scared Nell most was that Kim might look at her and decide that an early pregnancy wasn't so bad. After all, Mom had a cool house and a good job. Kim didn't remember the hard times, when Mom was skin and bones because she bought baby food with her coupons and paid the rent with her puny earnings and didn't have enough left for food for herself. Or the nights they'd once spent in the car, shivering inside blankets, Nell terrified by every footfall on the sidewalk, because she had fallen behind on the rent and had too much pride to go home to Mom again.
Sometimes she wished Kim did remember.
In the station parking garage, Nell leaped out of her Subaru and raced across the concrete floor toward the elevator.
Disheveled and breathing hard, she slipped into the room just as the captain began to speak. He saw her, gave her a hard look. A flush of embarrassment joined the heat rushing had already brought to Nell's cheeks.
Captain Fisher sent the patrol officers out first, then brought the Joplin Building crew up to date, ending with, "Granstrom and McLean, you'll be with the detectives today. Everyone … do your jobs and do them carefully."
Had Hugh pulled strings after all? Nell wondered, waiting for him out in the hall.
"What's up?" she asked quietly, when he joined her.
His jaw flexed. "John chose us," he said curtly.
"You don't sound happy."
His icy eyes met hers. "I'll do my job, either way."
She had to scuttle to catch up with his long stride. "Hey!" He didn't slow down. "Why do you have a burr up your—"
Hugh stopped so suddenly she slammed into the hard wall of his back. He swung around, teeth set, and gripped her upper arms. Eyes glittering, he said, "I knew exactly what you'd think. No, I didn't ooze up to my brother and beg to be given a choice detail. He came to me. End of story."
"I didn't say—"
"You thought." He released her so suddenly she staggered.
"We have a briefing," he said unemotionally, and stalked off.
Profane and even obscene descriptions of her new partner presented themselves for her tongue's pleasure, but she had the self-control not to speak a one. Instead, she marched behind him into a smaller conference room, where John McLean and his partner had charts spread over the large table. Others were crowding in, too.
"Welcome Officers Granstrom and McLean," Hugh's brother said, with a brisk nod. "Okay, here's where we're at, folks. Four hundred and forty-two people work in the Joplin Building. We've managed so far to talk to fifty-four. We need detailed recollections, before they've all watched so damn much TV they start telling us what they heard and not what they experienced themselves."
More nods; everyone knew the tricks memory played.
"We've broken them down by where they worked in the building, so that by luck you can track the son of a bitch's progress down the hall, spot any anomalies. Did he backtrack? Why? It would be good to know whether he targeted individuals, or just shot whoever showed up in his path. Did he track anyone down? If you get someone who wasn't at her desk, get the story, then pass it on to whichever officer is handling the part of the building where she was during the shooting. Meet here at the end of the day and report anything interesting. Questions?" He looked around. "Then let's hit the road, folks."
Nell was getting tired of playing the little woman trailing her man down the halls, but saw no alternative short of making a scene. Why, of all the officers on the Port Dare force, had Fisher assigned her to work with Hugh McLean?
Okay, he was more complex than she'd guessed when she first developed a dislike for him. That didn't mean she liked him one iota better.
In the car, her riding shotgun again as though it were a given—me man, me belong behind the wheel—he reached for the ignition, then let his hand drop.
"I'm sorry," he said abruptly. "I was a jackass up there."
Okay, he'd surprised her again. "Yes, you were," Nell agreed.
He gripped the steering wheel, fingers flexing. "I didn't sleep well."
With a woman friend, she would have asked why. With him, she wasn't sure she wanted to know. Nell only nodded.
"I guess you hit a raw nerve, suggesting I've gotten where I am because of my brothers' influence."
Nell bowed her head and stared fixedly at her hands on her lap. "I shouldn't have said that," she admitted. "I was just being … bitchy."
His glance was tinged with humor. "I bring that out in you?"
Among other things. Heat touched her cheeks again. "Apparently."
He cleared his throat. "I'll try not to."
"I'll do better, too."
He gave a brief nod, started the car and backed out. She stole a look at his face while he was preoccupied with checking over his shoulder. The earlier tension was missing; his mouth was relaxed, his eyes a more vivid blue than the wintry hue chilled by anger.
How like a man, Nell thought. Situation dealt with, he was satisfied and had moved on. All forgiven and forgotten.
Including, she wondered, the drunken, bawdy interlude in the back seat of his SUV? Had it occurred to him that he hadn't used a condom? Or did he assume such worries were hers?
Worry did indeed stir like a coiled asp, necessitating a few slow, deep breaths to calm herself. Fate couldn't be that cruel. She wouldn't be pregnant. Focus on the job, quit agonizing over nothing.
Thank God on bended knee that Kim never would know how foolish her mother had been. If she ever found out… Nell shuddered. All of those talks about maturity, impulse control, looking to the future, might as well have been given to herself in the shower, to swirl down the drain with the water that had been sluicing her body.
Of course, those very same—no, not lectures, she tried hard not to be autocratic—those very same mother-daughter talks, might be useless anyway. Teenage love, lust and sense of invincibility were powerful opponents to a mother's word and common sense. What if, right this minute, Kim was letting Colin slip his hand inside that skimpy bikini top, his mouth hot and hungry on hers, his urgently whispered, "Come on, we love each other," filling her heart with a glorious need to show him how much she loved him?
Nell must have moved, because Hugh asked, "Something wrong?"
She surfaced to see that they were turning into a neighborhood she knew well from patrolling.
"No … yes. I don't know." She closed her eyes for a moment. "You were a teenage boy. If you had a girlfriend, did you respect her desire to wait for sex until—oh, not marriage, but until she was older?"
"Respect her for wanting to wait? Maybe." The car paused at a stop sign, and his eyes met hers. "But I still tried to get down her pants. That's what teenage boys do."
She whimpered.
"Your daughter?"
"She's sixteen. I told you that, didn't I? She seems to be spending every day with her boyfriend this summer. What can I do?" Nell begged.
"Cuff her and lock the door."
"Thanks," she said dryly. "I thought about sending her away to summer camp, but she's a little old for that."
"Isn't she working?"
"Part-time at the library. She's a page during the school year, too. She didn't want to quit that to work full-time at some fast-food joint, and I figured, hey, she's still a kid, let her enjoy one last summer."
"There was your mistake." He frowned. "Damn it, I thought Vista Drive was right here."
She shook her head. "Another couple of blocks. I patrolled this neighborhood for a year."
"All rentals?" he asked.
"Yup. I got on-the-job training in domestic disturbances. Couple a night, sometimes."
Not that the neighborhood was a slum. The houses were decent but low-end in price, which meant they were starters for young couples or owned by landlords. Clearly thrown up by one builder, the ranch and split-level houses varied little except by color and orientation—garage doors might be on one side or the other so that bedroom windows didn't line up. Lawns were already turning brown in a neighborhood where homeowners didn't bother sprinkling. Most were too busy trying to scratch out a living.
A kid in baggy cargo pants burst from between parked cars on his skateboard. Hugh braked and muttered a curse as the boy gave one push with his foot and rocketed away without any realization of how close he had come to getting hit. Nell saw up the next cul-de-sac that a group of older kids was playing basketball with a backboard on wheels, while younger girls threw pebbles and took turns with a chalk hopscotch grid drawn on the sidewalk. Now that she was paying attention, there weren't many adults around, but there were plenty of children: skateboarders in the next cul-de-sac soaring over a jump erected in a driveway, more girls jump-roping, a war with squirt pistols on a front lawn.
Mostly latch-key kids, Nell guessed. Rather like Kim had been for too many years. As she herself had been. Family patterns that played themselves out, generation after generation.
Please not the next one, she prayed.
"Here we go," Hugh said with satisfaction, pulling to the curb in front of a ranch house with a row of rosebushes blooming beside the driveway.
"I didn't look at who we're interviewing," Nell said. "What floor did we get assigned?"
Hugh showed her the map of the wing of offices on the fourth floor. "Gann's last stops. We're to interview everyone working along this hallway, and then the people upstairs where the last victim was, too, if we finish these in time."
Nell nodded.
On the walk up to the front door, she paused to inhale the heavy fragrance of a huge, fiery red bloom.
The interior of the house was shadowy, but a tinny woman's voice cried, "How could you? I trusted you!"
Over the ring of the doorbell, the man's deeper murmur was indistinguishable. Music cued dramatically, followed by the familiar jingle of a television commercial.
A young woman came to the door immediately. She was pretty, no more than twenty-one or -two. A blonde who wore her hair in a ponytail, she wore shorts and a skimpy tank top that outlined high, full breasts.
"Officers. Please, come in." Her smile wavered. "They said you'd be coming."
"Thank you." Narrow-eyed, Nell stole a glance at her partner. He'd damn well better not be checking out their interviewee, who reminded Nell uncomfortably of Kim.
But he only nodded courteously and gestured for Nell to go ahead. Ladies first. She had mixed feelings about his gentlemanly instincts. She was counting on him being chivalrous enough to keep his mouth shut. On the other hand, cops with old-fashioned attitudes generally didn't like the idea of the little woman under gunfire. Frowning, Nell reminded herself that they'd functioned like a well-practiced team in the Joplin Building.
Watching the young woman turn off the television set, Nell rubbed her temple. A headache, and well deserved. Why in hell was she obsessing about Hugh McLean, she wondered irritably. They were stuck together temporarily. That was all. They could stand each other for a few months. Who cared what made him tick, or what he thought about her?
Stick to your real worries, she advised herself. The unprotected sex she'd had, and a teenage daughter with overactive hormones.
Like her mother's, apparently.
Nell winced before realizing that Hugh was looking at her.
He raised his eyebrows.
She gave her head a small shake before smiling at the young woman. "You're Carla Shaw?"
"Yes. I don't know that I can tell you very much." She swallowed and then squeezed her hands together. "Um, would you like to sit down?"
"Thank you."
They chose opposite ends of the couch, facing the TV, while Ms. Shaw sat in an old upholstered rocker.
She rushed into speech, her voice tight with anxiety. "I didn't actually see very much, you know."
"That's fine," Hugh said, more gently than Nell would have guessed him capable. "We just want to know when you figured out someone was shooting, what you did, whether you saw him at all."
"I…" She shivered, her face pinched. "I got a phone call from a friend downstairs. Becca is in Accounting. You know, down on the third floor? We're roommates. Her bedroom is at the end of the hall."
She gestured vaguely. "Only she's in the hospital. Doctors say she'll live, but…" A shudder rolled through her body. "Excuse me, I think I'll get a sweater. I thought it was going to be a hot day, but…" She jumped up and ran from the room.
"Should I follow her?" Nell whispered.
"I think she'll be back." Hugh shifted. "It's already stifling in here."
Nell nodded. Mid-July, she almost wished the police department had summer-weight uniforms, like the post office did. Except that an officer of the law wouldn't garner much respect if a pair of shorts showed knobby knees.
Carla came back, looking small inside a baggy sweatshirt. "I'm sorry."
Hugh's smile warmed and softened his saturnine face. "Don't be. You're still in shock."
"Maybe." She bit her lip.
"So, your friend called," he prompted.
Nell held her pencil poised to take notes.
Carla Shaw's friend Becca had called and said she heard gunshots and screams and she didn't know what was happening. She'd let Carla know more when she did. Carla had hurried to the nearest office to tell other people, but she stayed in earshot of her phone. Only Becca didn't call back. Everybody discussed whether they should phone 911 or what, and finally one of the claims adjusters, a man, of course, had stood.
"Hell, I think I'll go down there and check it out."
"I tried to stop him," Carla said, staring at them with big, haunted eyes. "But he wouldn't listen. He had to be macho. He went down the stairs. And … um—" her mouth worked "—now he's dead."
Nell dropped her notebook and went to the young woman, not so much older than her daughter. Kneeling, she covered her hands with her own. "I'm sorry."
Tears filled Carla's eyes. "He was kind of a jerk. But mostly just a guy. You know?"
Nell nodded wordless agreement.
"Why would somebody shoot him?"
"I don't know," she said softly.
Carla freed one hand from Nell's and wiped her wet cheeks. "We couldn't really hear anything. Only then the elevator doors opened, and everybody stuck their heads out of the offices, because we thought it must be Kyle." She was shivering uncontrollably now. "Only it wasn't. It was that man. He was shooting as he walked out. I had just the one glimpse, and then I ran back in my office and locked the door and squeezed behind some filing cabinets. I don't know how I was strong enough to move them."
"Did he come into your office?"
"The glass insert in the door exploded, and I think maybe a spray of bullets hit the filing cabinet, because it jerked—really, almost jumped, like somebody had slammed into it. But I couldn't see out, and later, when the police came, the door was still locked. So I guess he didn't bother coming in, even though he could have just reached in and opened the door."
Her eyes showed that she wondered why. Had she hidden so cleverly he thought no one was in there, or did he not want to bother hunting? Had her prayers to God been answered? Or had she just been lucky?
Nell remembered a story she'd heard once about a soldier in Vietnam who'd awakened one morning and discovered that his entire platoon lay dead around him. Every single man had had his throat slit during the night. Every one but him. He spent his life haunted by the question: why? Why him? Why not the friend who had slept beside him, or the guy he didn't like, or the captain? Why was he chosen to survive? Did his life have some yet unknown purpose? Or had he been chosen at all?
Carla and all the others would live with some of the same questions.
Hugh did the note-taking. They got the names of the others she had clustered with, two of whom had died under the barrage of submachine-gun fire within seconds. Nell comforted as best she could once they had wrung everything Carla knew from her.
In the end, they left her staring at a soap opera on television, still huddled inside her sweatshirt as though the temperature was sixty instead of eighty inside the small house. Walking silently down the driveway under the hot sun beside a tall, grim Hugh, Nell smelled again the heavy scent of the roses.
They would hear this story again, and again, Nell realized. Today, tomorrow, perhaps for weeks. She knew from experience that by the end of the day, they might be able to hear it and minutes later climb into the car and crack a joke, or talk about dinner plans, or a movie one of them had seen last weekend. They might even think themselves inured, but the horror would be lurking deep in their psyches, the reminder of the sprawled bodies, the acrid scent of blood, the remembered terror on every face.
How would she get through this summer, working this horrific case, worrying about her daughter, worrying about herself? she wondered in a kind of daze. Partnered with a macho jerk who could smile like that?
A man who, insane though the very idea was, would be the father of the unborn child she might be carrying, if the fates chose to teach her a lesson.
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"How do you know when you're in love?"
Nell turned her head sharply.
Kim lay sprawled on the couch, the remote control in her hand, the videotape she'd been playing on pause. She still gazed dreamily at the TV, as though an imagined movie continued in her mind's eye.
Carefully, Nell set down her book. "Nobody your age can really, truly be in love."
The dreamy look vanished, replaced by clear resentment. "Why won't you even talk to me?"
"I am talking."
The movie burst into life with a cacophony of street sounds. Kim froze it again with an impatient punch of her thumb. "You're not talking, you're putting me down."
Was she? Maybe, Nell admitted ruefully. She was lucky Kim was still willing to ask what she thought.
"I don't mean it as a put-down to say that you're too young to know real love." She shifted to tuck one foot under her. "Part of growing up is that you're always reaching for the next stage of development. You're getting physically mature now, but you don't have quite your full height or curves yet. You don't resent that."
"I resent being told I'm incapable of deep feelings," Kim declared, mouth sulky. In loose drawstring flannel pajama bottoms and a tiny tank top, she was the quintessential child-woman. "Does that mean I don't really love you, either?"
Had she been this touchy at that age, Nell wondered.
Duh.
"Love for your parents is part of your makeup from the moment you're born. Having that love—or need—reciprocated means survival for a baby. You're barely reaching the age when that same kind of attachment between you and a man is part of your biological drive."
Kim rolled her eyes. "You sound like a sex-ed film."
"Are they necessarily wrong?"
Her daughter shrugged, staring moodily at the television again. "People used to get married by my age. Romeo and Juliet weren't even sixteen."
"Maybe physical development was compressed. Remember, they were old by their thirties."
Interest sparked on Kim's face. "You mean, you'd be an old lady?"
"Hey!" Nell protested. "I'm only thirty-two."
"You said—"
"Okay." She made a face. "Yeah. I'd have passed my prime childbearing years, assuming I hadn't died in childbirth. For sure, you'd be giving me grand-kids." She couldn't suppress a shudder.
Kim chortled. "You are so paranoid! You couldn't even say that without freaking!"
"You know," Nell said quietly, "I do have reason to be paranoid."
"You think no teenager should ever fall in love or have sex, just because you got pregnant. Lots of my friends have sex, and they don't get pregnant."
Lots of her friends. Nell almost whimpered.
"Do they use birth control?"
"I guess." Kim shrugged, as if it didn't matter. "You're just so old-fashioned! It's not like I'd be ruined if I turned seventeen and I wasn't a virgin anymore."
Nell had always tried to be honest with her daughter. Now she admitted, "No, of course you wouldn't be. But what if you did get pregnant? Remember, no method of birth control is one hundred percent effective. Would you be comfortable getting an abortion? Maybe some of your friends have."
Kim was silent, head bent, a curtain of hair hiding what she knew.
"Is Colin prepared to marry you?" Nell continued relentlessly. "To pay child support? Are you willing to drop out of school, or switch to the alternative school, so you can be a mother?"
"It's like, all you think about is pregnancy!" Kim burst out, lifting her head defiantly.
Familiar fear cramped Nell's belly. If only Kim knew. This morning, three weeks and two days had passed since Nell's drunken idiocy. Three weeks, and no period.
Don't think about it, she ordered herself. Not now. Right now, think about Kim.
Holding her daughter's gaze, Nell said, "I can't change who I am. Grandma wasn't ready to be a mother when I was born. I always knew that. And then I had you, which changed my life profoundly. You know I've never regretted having you, but I won't lie—I've wished I'd been ten years older. That I could have finished high school like my friends, gone to college, dated. I missed all that, because I had a baby. If I seem obsessed, well, there's a good reason." She silenced Kim with a shake of her head. "Yeah, okay, I'm worried. That's because you and Colin are spending so much time together, and because you ask me things like, 'How do you know when you're in love?' But, see, I know what happens when you get pregnant at sixteen. I know what you feel when Colin is kissing you, or when you're afraid he might find someone else if you keep saying no. And I love you. I want you to have what I didn't."
Kim flung herself off the couch and onto her mother's lap, her face wet. "I'm sorry, Mom! I hate knowing that I worry you!"
Her own eyes damp, Nell kissed Kim's forehead. "That's what being a mother is all about."
Sniff. "Am I crushing you?"
Nell gave a watery chuckle. "Yeah. But that's okay."
Kim burrowed deeper. "I just get confused. Sometimes I feel older than you were at sixteen!"
Wasn't every teenager positive that she was more mature at every age than her parents had ever been? But Nell said gently, "I remember feeling that way, too. It's part of believing the bad stuff won't happen to you. But it does. It can."
Kim was silent for a moment. Then she gave her mom a convulsive squeeze and wriggled off her lap. "Can I go on birth control, just in case?"
Nell's heart sank. She tried not to show the intensity of her dismay. "I'd rather you did that, if you've decided to have sex."
Chin defiantly high, Kim asked, "You'd give permission?"
"Yes. Which doesn't mean I think you're ready."
The teenager pressed her lips together and gave a jerky nod. "Okay."
"Just … let me know. If I need to sign something."
Kim nodded again, averted her face, and went back to the couch. A second later, the movie blared into life.
Nell waited for a few minutes, staring blindly down at her book, before she set it down casually and stood. Not until she had left the room did she hurry. At the back of the house, in her own bathroom, she crumpled onto the toilet seat and buried her face in her hands.
She couldn't be pregnant. Please, God, don't let me be.
Her period had always been irregular. Just because she'd vaguely thought it was due didn't mean anything. She didn't pay that much attention. It might start tonight, tomorrow, next week. She had no cause to panic yet.
But she was. Dread slept beside her at night. She made excuses during the day to go to the bathroom to peek hopefully at her underwear. Every twinge in her abdomen sent relief flooding through her—cramps, at last! But the relief was always short-lived.
She should buy a home pregnancy kit. But buying one would imply that she needed to, that there was reason for concern, and until this minute, she hadn't been willing to admit there was. Of course she'd feel better when her period came, but it would. Nobody got pregnant from a one-night stand. And late in the month, too.
But now she admitted she didn't know if it had been late in the month. She couldn't for the life of her remember any event connected with her last menstruation that would let her pin it down to a time of the month. She, who knew better, hadn't wanted to believe she could get pregnant. She'd been as foolish as any teenager. Why hadn't she gone to the doctor and asked for a morning-after pill? There was such a thing nowadays, wasn't there?
What difference did it make? She was too late.
She stood, went to the sink, washed her face in cold water, then reached for her toothbrush. She might as well get ready for bed. The neighborhood drugstore was closed, and she didn't relish the idea of lying to Kim about where she was going and why anyway.
Tomorrow was soon enough.

Nell whacked irritably at the alarm clock, missed it and swore when she banged her hand on the lamp base. Finally finding the button, she wondered who had ever thought waking to music was any more pleasant than to a buzz?
She closed her eyes and longed for sleep—sweet, sweet oblivion. Last night it had been elusive, but now drew her irresistibly into its embrace. Weighted eyelids refused to lift. She was losing the battle when her stomach gave an uneasy turn. Fresh panic did what the alarm clock hadn't, bringing her abruptly awake. Was she really sick to her stomach?
No, only mildly queasy. Which scared her worse.
Maybe the mayonnaise she'd used in last night's potato salad had been off. Or that guy she and McLean had interviewed two days ago—he'd said he wasn't feeling well. The flu. She was coming down with the flu.
Please.
Breakfast cured the queasiness, making her wonder if she'd imagined it in her fear. She hadn't suffered much from morning sickness in her first pregnancy, so why would she this time? Not that there was a this time. Heck, everyone had an upset stomach once in a while.
The drugstore wasn't open yet, and it wouldn't do her any good to carry the damn kit around all day anyway.
She might as well have been carrying it. The moment she saw Hugh in roll call, she became painfully self-conscious. Today he was leaning against a window frame on the far side of the room, talking to John. The moment she walked in, Hugh's vivid blue eyes met hers. He murmured something to his brother, who looked at her, too. Oh, good. She'd turned green.
It took an effort not to glance down to see whether her belly had swelled.
Mercifully, the captain cleared his throat just then and said, "Okay, people, stow the gossip and listen up."
He began the usual summary of the night's crime, outstanding warrants, APBs and the like. Nell only half listened, as she and Hugh weren't currently on patrol.
She waited out in the hall for Hugh, who nodded when he reached her. So why had he looked at her so oddly? They walked silently to the briefing room, where the team discussed yesterday's interviews and their plans for today. She and Hugh were starting today to interview the workers on the fifth floor, where only one victim and Jack Gann's body had been found. In the past ten days, they had learned little that was new, hearing variations on the same story over and over. The worst were the hospitalized wounded and those people who had seen a co-worker murdered. Horror was palpable as they talked, like a gas that seeped through the barriers the police officers had erected to protect themselves.
The briefing room was now papered with blueprints of each floor, showing Gann's progression, the location of wounded, corpses and discarded weapons. Notations from witnesses further tracked his every move. The sum of the story was simple: an angry man had walked into the Joplin Building with half a dozen weapons, bypassed the offices on the first two floors, then moved methodically up and down the halls of The Greater Northwest Insurance, shooting everyone he saw. He had made no apparent effort to distinguish individuals; among the dead were a client and a legal secretary from a law firm on the second floor. Nor had he wasted time hunting down the hidden. Gann must have known his time was limited.
"No surprises," Detective John McLean concluded somberly. He paced at the head of the table. "This week should wrap up the interviews."
On the way to the parking garage, Nell asked Hugh, "Relieved?"
"That we're almost done?" He seemed preoccupied. "Yeah. Sure. Aren't you?"
She let out a soundless sigh. "Yes. It's been … disturbing."
Male that he was, he only grunted. She took the sound as agreement.
"I want to drive today," she said.
He shot her a startled look, eyebrows raised. "Yeah?"
She asserted her right about once a week. Hugh was always surprised, and seemingly agreeable. Then he'd spend the day double-checking that lanes were empty, glancing at the speedometer, and stamping down on the floorboard if she didn't brake quickly enough to suit him.
It was easier to let him have the driver's seat, but not good for their working relationship, which was why she insisted often enough to keep him on his toes. Today she only wanted to have something to occupy herself. Otherwise, she'd brood.
"Who first?" she asked, buckling in.
He lifted the clipboard. "Donald St. Clair." He named an address in Old Town. "We've met him. He was in the first office on the left, the guy who was hiding while the last victim was gunned down."
She remembered: the rustling sound, the sudden start of fear at their carelessness. One more shell-shocked office worker had stumbled around the partition, scarred already by guilt because he hadn't done something heroic and suicidal to save his colleague.
Not all wounds, she reflected, were physical. Almost every local employee of Greater Northwestern would carry a remembered ache of some kind for the rest of their lives. She wondered if some were already planning a lawsuit against their employer, hoping riches would palliate the pain.
She drove quietly and efficiently, ignoring Hugh's jerks and exaggerated head turnings every time she changed lanes.
The street number belonged to an enormous Victorian mansion that had been skillfully remodeled into half a dozen condos. St. Clair's was on the top floor, boasting, it appeared from the ground, access to a wrought-iron enclosed widow's walk atop the roof.
Entering the marble-floored lobby, Hugh muttered, "This place must have cost a mint."
Nell looked down at the clipboard. "According to this, St. Clair sells insurance packages to employers. You know, convinces them to drop Blue Cross, that Greater Northwest will give them a better deal on employee medical coverage. Wonder if he's paid on commission."
Hugh called up, using a brass-plated intercom. A muffled voice told them to come ahead, and the elevator opened soundlessly.
A smaller lobby on the third floor had only two doors opening from it. A middle-aged man was waiting in one.
Nell couldn't have even said he looked familiar.
Shock and fear had distorted his face. She remembered the sweat beading his high forehead more than she did his eyes or the shape of his mouth.
He had a thin, ascetic face, a receding hairline and a tall, athletic build. In corduroy slacks and a sport shirt, he was an urbane, attractive man with a wry smile.
"Come in. We've met."
"If you can call it that," she agreed. "How are you, Mr. St. Clair?"
His smile faded. "A hell of a lot better than too many others." He gave an odd, abbreviated shrug. "I'm okay." He led the way into a living room that, while open to a dining alcove and the kitchen, still had the feel of the original house. Ceilings were a good ten feet up, windows were small-paned, and the creamy white walls were offset by gleaming wood floors and broad molding.
"Nice place," Hugh said, turning to take in antique rugs, leather furniture and art deco bronze statues.
"Just bought it last year." The owner glanced around. "They did a hell of a job, didn't they? I can give you the architect's name, if you're interested."
"Can't afford an architect on a cop's salary," Hugh said curtly.
"Ah." He seemed momentarily taken aback.
Nell gave Hugh a look. He obviously didn't like St. Clair, but he should know better than to show it.
Hoping to distract from her partner's rudeness—and, heck, succumbing to curiosity at the same time—she asked, "How do you get up to the widow's walk?" They shouldn't waste the time, but…
"Want to see?" St. Clair's expression was childishly delighted. "Come on."
The circular wrought-iron staircase climbed inside a rounded turret. Nell felt almost claustrophobic as she followed, but the spectacular view cured her the moment they stepped outside on the pocket-size terrace atop the roof.
"Ohh," she breathed, barely aware of Hugh so close behind her he could have laid a hand on her waist.
All of nineteenth-century Old Town sprawled below, the waterfront bustling as it must have when this house was built, and the first captain's wife stood here watching as her husband's ship embarked for China or a trip around the Horn to Boston. Morning mist receded over the strait. Out of it, a ferry emerged, horn sounding muffled.
Turning—carefully, so she didn't bump Hugh—Nell turned her back on the water to see modern Port Dare stretching like an ugly anachronism along Highway 101, and beyond the strip malls the dark-green wooded foothills and the snow-capped tips of the first peaks in the Olympic Mountains rising beyond.
"It's glorious," she concluded.
St. Clair smiled in satisfaction. "I have breakfast up here every morning when it isn't raining."
Hugh cleared his throat, his impassivity a damper. "Perhaps we should get started with our questions."
That same wryness appeared. "Certainly." He nodded toward the door behind Hugh. "After you."
In the living room, he offered coffee, which both officers declined. Do not break bread. Nell almost never accepted food or drink from civilians when she was on the job. Or off it—most of her friends were other cops, firefighters or dispatchers.
Hugh already had his notebook flipped open. "Please tell us when you were first aware that someone was shooting a gun in the building."
"I heard a babble of voices out in the hall. Jerome—" he swallowed "—Jerome and I went to see what was up. Figured the stock market was crashing, or—" He stopped. "Something normal. Something you would expect. You know?"
Nell nodded encouragement.
He rubbed his hands over his thighs. "Somebody—I think one of the secretaries—said she'd gotten a call from downstairs. Some crazy had a semiautomatic and was shooting the place up. We should get out."
"Did anybody?" Hugh asked.
"We argued about whether it was a hoax. And if it wasn't, how the hell we could get out. What if the elevator stopped at the wrong floor and the guy gunned us all down standing there? And the stairs… I mean, maybe he'd hear us and take us down in the stairwell." He made a sound. "It just sounded so … out there. Couldn't be happening."
"What did everybody do?"
His laugh was choppy. He didn't want to meet either of their gazes. "Argued some more. Could we disable the elevator? Lock the doors to the stairs? Somebody was sure they couldn't be locked, that they're designed to be fire escapes, and somebody else thought we should leave them unlocked if people flee from downstairs—although why the hell would they come up?" Now he did look at them, as if for answers. Neither had them.
"We talked too long. We suddenly saw that the elevator was rising. Everybody dove into their offices. I felt like an idiot, but I pulled binders out of that cabinet to make space. Jerome…" He rubbed his hands on his thighs again and rocked slightly. His face worked. "He'd already gone back to work. It was a goddamn joke, he said. He had work to do."
"And then?" Nell prompted gently.
"I heard the elevator door, then footsteps." St. Clair was sweating again. "I was scared sh—" He swallowed the obscenity with an apologetic glance at Nell. "I tried to squeeze in that damn cupboard without the metal clanging. I heard this one sound. Not even a word. Just the beginnings of a strangled yell, and then a gunshot." His body shuddered at the recollection. He was rocking again, sweating, staring inward. "I should have done something. Jumped the bastard. I just crouched there."
"Did the footsteps continue into your office?"
He shook his head. "I didn't even hear him leave. I know there was another gunshot. I guess that was when he killed himself. At the time, I thought he'd gotten someone else."
"You stayed there," Hugh said unemotionally. "You didn't leave the cupboard until we came."
"I was afraid." He blinked hard.
Nell stirred. "As we said at the time, sir, you did the smart thing. You weren't armed. What could you have done?"
"That stupid son of a bitch," he said softly. "A joke."
He knew nothing else. He hadn't looked at a clock or worn a wristwatch; Nell noted that he didn't have one on now.
He saw them out a different man than had greeted them, diminished by shame, she thought, as much as grief. Nell saw him pinch the bridge of his nose when he thought she wasn't looking, and she knew he would cry when they were gone.
She rode down the elevator with her partner in silence. Only when they were in the squad car did she turn her head.
"What was that about?"
His eyes narrowed. "What?"
"You were rude from the minute we walked in."
"You're imagining things. I was never anything but civil." He paused. "Unlike you."
"What?" She stared at him incredulously.
"Find him attractive? Or was it just his condo you liked?"
Temper simmering, Nell snapped, "I cannot believe you just said that."
Suddenly Hugh's teeth showed. "You were flirting, damn it!"
"I was not flirting!" she shouted. "And he's not a suspect!"
"Which is it?" he asked silkily.
She rarely had an impulse toward violence. Now she did. "I have no interest in St. Clair. I admired his view."
"Ah. Is that what it was?"
Rage gave her a headache. "I said or did nothing that you would have even noticed if I were a man. Just because I'm a woman, you assume—"
Anger glittered in his blue eyes. "Today is the first time I've assumed anything."
Clutching the steering wheel until her knuckles ached, she snapped, "I wouldn't say that. Just because I was drunk—" Appalled, she slammed to a stop. Too late.
Hugh's face changed, although she couldn't have guessed what he was thinking.
Until he said gutturally, "So it was my fault?"
"No," Nell whispered. "I didn't mean…" She wanted it to have been his fault. She wanted somebody to blame.
"Then don't say it." He bit off every word as though they tasted bad.
She made a ragged sound. "We aren't going to talk about this."
The movement taut and even violent, he shoved his legs out in front of him and turned his head to look out the window, as though the sight of her was unbearable. "Then don't."
This was her fault. She couldn't deny it. She had violated her own rule.
It was a minute before she could reach for the key to start the car with a nearly steady hand. She knew where they were going next, thank God, so she didn't have to speak to him.

She tried to cover the purchase of the pregnancy kit with a basket full of other items—shampoo and conditioner, makeup, a cute scrunchie for Kim's hair, a can of olives that had been on sale at the end of an aisle, magazines randomly chosen.
The clerk, flirting over her shoulder with another teenager, paid no attention to the pregnancy kit. She and lots of her friends probably had sex all the time, Nell thought tartly, and therefore had frequent cause to check for consequences.
When Nell unlocked the back door at home and let herself in, she heard a flurry of movement from the living room.
"Mom?" her daughter called.
"Who else?" Nell retorted, carrying the groceries she'd also bought on the way home into the kitchen.
"Hi!" Kim bounced into the kitchen, her smile glowing. "Did you have a good day?"
Nell eyed her with suspicion. "What—"
Colin Cooper slouched into the kitchen.
"Oh," Nell said without enthusiasm. "Colin's here." His presence explained the rustling from the living room and Kim's brilliant smile. They'd been making out and had to rearrange clothing and limbs before Mom appeared. Nell forced a pleasant tone. "How are you, Colin?"
The rangy, six-foot boy, currently sporting spiky orange hair, jerked a shrug, his gaze sliding to Kim. "I'm good," he said, something smug in his tone.
Nell just bet he was. She gritted her teeth and turned to put groceries away.
"Cool!" Kim said, pulling the scrunchie out of the drugstore bag. "Is this for me?"
Nell lunged the few feet across the kitchen and snatched up the bag. "This is all mine." She sounded … odd, breathless, eliciting a startled glance from Kim. Nell tried to smile. "The scrunchie is a consolation prize."
"Oh." Kim blinked. "Jeez, Mom. Did you think I was going to steal your makeup or something?"
No, my home pregnancy kit.
"Don't be silly." This time, Nell admired her own light tone. "Would you put those groceries away while I go change out of my uniform? Then I'll get dinner on. Colin, can you stay?"
"Um … well, I guess." He craned his neck to try to see into the grocery bags. "I mean, I don't know…"
She interpreted his hemming and hawing correctly. "We're having hamburgers and potato salad."
His face cleared. "Oh, cool. Yeah! Sure!"
Safely in her back bedroom with her bag, Nell locked herself in the bathroom. She opened the box and read the instructions. Simple enough. She could do it right now. It didn't take that long.
Except… She did have to go back to the kitchen, make dinner and pretend everything was fine. Probably everything would be fine. But, just in case, she'd need time alone to deal with the fix she was in. She wouldn't want to face Kim, let alone the boyfriend.
Later, she decided, and shoved the bag in a vanity drawer underneath a tray of makeup. Relief at having an excuse to procrastinate mingled with a new serving of anxiety.
The evening seemed excruciatingly long. Colin wolfed his food and gave monosyllabic answers to Nell's questions, leaving the burden of conversation to her and Kim, who looked anxious and defensive whenever Nell tried to elicit any response from him.
After he'd finally—thank heavens!—left, Kim whirled to face her mother. "You don't have to interrogate Colin every time you see him!"
Floored, Nell said, "I was making conversation."
"Oh, sure," her daughter sneered. "'So, you're not working this summer, Colin?'" she mimicked. "'Jobs can be such good experience. Are you looking at colleges yet? Are your parents hoping you'll go to college?'"
"It's bad to talk about what he hopes to do in the future? You and I talk about it all the time!"
"That's different! You're my mother! You're not his!"
"Amazingly, I am aware that I didn't give birth to him," Nell said dryly. "Even if he is around enough for me to start wondering."
Kim made a furious sound. "You don't get it, do you?"
"No," Nell said on a sigh. She should; she remembered well enough what it was like to be a teenager. But in this case… "No, I'm afraid I don't."
"You embarrassed me! Like, is he supposed to give some kind of correct answers before he's acceptable as a boyfriend?"
"I never said…"
"You didn't have to!" Kim snapped, big eyes accusing on her mother's face. "I am so humiliated."
Nell had had enough. Jaw tight, she said, "You know, I'm not crazy about him. It's true. But in this case, I was trying to be nice. I also asked about the paint job Colin's doing on his car, when football practice starts, and whether his parents have started the addition on their house. By the time I asked about college, I was getting desperate for topics. But you hear what you want to hear. So go ahead, be humiliated. But while you're wallowing in it, clean the kitchen, too. I," she concluded acerbically, "am going to bed."
"Mo-om!" Kim whined. "I already put away the—"
Nell walked out.
Ten minutes later, she stared at the tiny strip of paper, turning a rosy, optimistic hue. No. Please, no.
Her stomach lurched and she dropped the strip, falling to her knees in front of the toilet. She wanted to throw up but couldn't. Instead, she laid her head on her crossed forearms and cried.
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Hugh guessed he'd blown it the other day when he accused Nell of flirting with that chicken-livered St. Clair. Maybe she hadn't been, the way she said. Maybe she had, and it wasn't any of his business. Either way, he should have kept his mouth shut.
She'd essentially not spoken to him since. She showed up every morning and did her job. If he asked a question, she answered. Usually he had to ask it twice. She'd have her head turned and be staring out the side window of their unit, either in a snit or ten thousand miles away, he wasn't sure which. The second time, he'd raise his voice, and she'd turn a vague gaze his direction. He always had the feeling she didn't quite see him.
Didn't want to see him.
Truthfully, he was starting to get a little pissed about it. Why was it okay for her to give him hell when she didn't like something he did, but he was supposed to trot docilely into the doghouse because he did the same?
To hell with her! he thought irritably, when she ignored his latest attempt to start a working dialogue.
He growled words better unspoken under his breath.
Nell turned that blank stare on him. "Did you say something?"
They had just pulled out of the garage, Hugh behind the wheel. Granstrom hadn't expressed any interest in driving these past few days.
His fingers tightened on the steering wheel. "Yeah, I said something! Do you need to get your ears checked?"
"I'm sorry." Her gaze drifted away.
Before he lost her, he said loudly, "I don't buy Gann having shot that last victim."
She didn't react for a discernible moment. Then her head whipped around. "What?"
"You heard me. Everything fits except the last victim. Jerome What's-his-name."
"Ryman," she said automatically.
"Whatever." He stopped at a red light. "Think about it. Why would Gann start down the hallway, shoot one guy, then turn around and go back to the elevator, where he does himself? Why not take out a few more people, since he's in the mood? Why the half-assed conclusion to his spree, part three?"
Her face showed that he'd engaged her interest. "He wanted to scare everyone enough to keep them in their offices?"
"Why? He killed himself almost immediately. He didn't need privacy to meditate first. If he had wanted to be sure they didn't pop out to stare, a shot down the hall or into the ceiling would have done the trick."
Granstrom nodded, some color touching her pale cheeks. When had she gotten so pale? Hugh wondered, suddenly realizing she'd looked like a damn ghost all week.
"I've actually been thinking about this, too," she agreed. "Mainly because I'd like to know where the gun disappeared to."
The bullet embedded in Ryman's skull was a .38 caliber, like the one that had ended Gann's life. Unfortunately, ballistics was confident they had come from different guns.
"Haven't you heard the theories?" Hugh asked. "Starting with police incompetence? We did find it, just tagged it wrong. Or dropped it down the sewer drain by accident, or left it in a drawer in one of our desks, or… But, no, here's the good one. Somebody suggested that a ghoulish office worker snatched it up as we herded them out. A little souvenir."
"Yuck."
"Yeah, kind of a nasty thought," he agreed. "What's more, I don't know about you, but I resent the suggestion that we didn't watch people as we ushered them out. Not one of them would have had the chance to stoop and pick up something like that. Even had it been in plain sight, which it wasn't. You and I were there first. I didn't see a gun. Did you?"
She shook her head thoughtfully. "Unless someone grabbed it before we reached the fifth floor at all."
"Why would be the big question, wouldn't it?"
"Like you said, a souvenir."
He muttered an imprecation under his breath. "You saw those people. They were scared to death. I don't see any of them dashing out to grab a gun that had just been used to kill someone."
"No." She frowned ahead for a moment, then turned a remarkably intelligent gaze on him. "So what's your theory?"
"That we have an opportunist. Someone who hated Ryman, or just wanted him out of the way. Maybe someone who had never even thought, I want to kill Jerome Ryman. But suddenly this madman starts shooting." Hugh was getting into this, his voice gaining animation. The audience helped. "Our soon-to-be murderer is carrying—maybe even has a permit, let's check," he added, before returning to the story. "They all scuttle into their offices when the elevator opens at the fifth floor. This guy—let's say guy just for simplicity—is gutsy enough to peek out. The madman puts a bullet in his head. Our guy thinks, If Ryman were found shot now, everyone would assume… And he's right."
"That would take incredible nerve," Nell pointed out.
"So? You don't murder someone if you don't have nerve."
"True." She contemplated him with that same penetrating look. "Have you tried this theory out on anyone else?"
"John." The memory stung.
"And?"
"He thinks it's far-fetched."
It was the first time since they were little kids that his big brother had actually ridiculed an idea of his.
When he'd finally seen that Hugh was serious, John had just shaken his head and said, "For God's sake, this isn't an Agatha Christie novel. In police work, the likeliest villain always did it. You know that." He'd taken a long swallow of beer and shaken his head once again with incredulity. "You're talking an incredible series of coincidences, Hugh. Somebody hated the guy. The somebody had a gun, saw Gann kill himself, had the presence to seize the moment, and was a good enough actor not to stand out afterward. And, oh, yeah, nobody saw him, nobody realized he was moving around when everyone else was hiding, Ryman didn't open his mouth and say, 'Pete! Why are you pointing a gun at me?'"
"It might be," Nell Granstrom said now, tentatively.
For reasons he didn't want to examine, Hugh felt himself tighten. He kept his voice impassive. "What's your take?"
She didn't even hesitate. "That you're right."
He breathed again, relieved more than he ought to be by her support.
"Why?" he asked.
He liked the way, when she frowned thoughtfully, her forehead puckered. He was reminded of the mobility of a young girl's face, mirroring her every thought. Hugh doubted that Granstrom knew quite how expressive her eyes often were, flashing fire and brimstone or secret guilt or worries she never shared with him. He wondered if her abstraction these past days was really pique at him having called her on flirting, or whether something had happened at home. What if her daughter was pregnant?
Hell, what if she was… Nah. He shook off the thought before it completed itself. Most women were on some kind of birth control. And if not, what were the odds? Anyway, she hadn't said anything. She was irritated at him, not scared.
Now she said readily, "Partly because you and I were the first ones on the scene. Even then, I looked for other guns. Because I didn't see a second one, I assumed Gann had killed Ryman with the same one he used to commit suicide."
Hugh nodded. "I assumed the same."
"But also…" she continued, hesitated briefly. "It doesn't seem to me that his colleagues liked Ryman. Have you noticed?"
Pleased, Hugh nodded. "Yeah. We haven't been asking the kind of question that would elicit comment on his character, but I've noticed some vibes. Sure. Even St. Clair," he glanced at her quickly but saw no reaction to the name, "expressed guilt and horror, but something slipped through when he said Ryman had already gone back to his desk while everyone else was still buzzing. Did Ryman sneer at the others? Or was he just so damn virtuous everybody was guaranteed to hate him?"
"Good question." Nell actually smiled at Hugh. Her thin face became a hell of a lot prettier. "Why don't we ask?"
"We're almost done with our interviews."
"Given that the murder weapon wasn't found, I think we have good reason to try to nail down everyone's movements." She turned a look of mock innocence on him. "Don't you?"
"Yeah." He grinned. "Hell, yeah. Let's do it."
"Then let's use this morning to finish the last few interviews for round one, and start round two this afternoon."
"If we can get lucky and everyone is available."
"Um."
To Hugh's exasperation, Nell had turned her head and was gazing blindly out the side window again, her attention span apparently exhausted. Or her interest in speaking to him exhausted, he didn't know which.
The morning was tedious. These interviews were with people who worked at the far end of the hall. A few had missed the excitement altogether. Others had joined the conclave in the hall, but fled back to their offices. The two gunshots had been distant pops to them.
They were apparently in a different department from Jerome Ryman, too. Publicity occupied this end of the hall.
"We're one of the lesser known insurance companies," a sultry brunette told Hugh and Nell, "but we're trying to change that. We've been primarily regional and employer oriented, not offering individual plans, but that's changing, too. Our new television campaign plays on the 'we're next door' theme, using Pacific Northwest backdrops. In fact, one commercial was filmed entirely in Port Dare!"
She told them more, none of which interested Hugh. His health insurance was through the city, of course. He didn't use it. Unless he got injured in the line of duty, he didn't plan to in the foreseeable future. Except for required physicals and inoculations, he hadn't stepped foot in a health clinic or hospital since … hell, since his mother had dragged him kicking and screaming after a concussion on the football field.
About all he watched on TV was sports and news, and although Greater Northwest was—according to this informant—aiming at the young singles market, he didn't remember seeing the commercials. But then, a commercial break was when he hit the kitchen for snacks.
After that interview, Nell spoke up in the car. "Let's find out more about Ryman's department. He didn't have an office to himself, so I assume he wasn't a big cheese. But was he up for a promotion?"
Hugh grunted. "Worth asking."
"That brunette not your type?"
"What?" He frowned at her.
"She all but asked you to come back after you'd ditched me."
"She wasn't that bad." He'd noticed a few lures, but, since he felt no stirring of interest, easily evaded the hook.
His partner leveled a look at him. "She trailed her fingers down your arm while batting her eyelashes. What does she have to do to be bad?"
Pleased at her grumpy tone, Hugh grinned. "Oh, she could have slowly undone a button or two while batting those eyelashes. She could have—"
"Forget it," Nell growled. "I don't want to hear it."
"We in a bad mood?" He wasn't. Not anymore, even if he'd started the day that way.
Her head turned sharply. "We?"
"Figure of speech." She looked seriously perturbed, Hugh was surprised to see. "The royal 'we.' You know?"
The fierce stare didn't waver for an alarming several seconds. Then, abruptly, she shuttered it. "No. I'm not in a bad mood. Just…"
When she trailed off and went back to brooding, he silently finished the sentence.
Just … in a bad mood. Or an uneasy one. He didn't know which. But he was getting an uncomfortable feeling about it.
"Lunch?" he asked. Then had to ask again.
"What? Oh." She seemed to consult an inner voice. "I am getting hungry. Can we stop somewhere I can buy a salad? I'm sick of fast food."
Cops ate at greasy diners, not fern-bowered salad bars. But he wasn't about to cross Granstrom in her present mood.
"What do you have in mind?"
"Um…" She looked around, as if to see where they were.
Something else cops didn't do. An intense awareness of surroundings was a sixth sense essential to the job. Hugh was beginning to be glad they weren't on patrol right now. Whatever was eating at her was getting in the way of her readiness to respond quickly.
"How about Dani's? They have good soup, too."
It was a cute little touristy place in the antique district. In uniform, he and Nell would stick out like big-screen TVs surrounded by eighteenth-century samplers. But, hell, Hugh thought philosophically, both entertained and even educated the masses.
The menus at Dani's were made of delicate, tea-stained paper edged with a cutout border that reminded Hugh of those snowflakes every kid snipped out of folded paper to hang on the window. He opened the menu gingerly, afraid he'd rip it with his big, clumsy hands.
He ordered a turkey sandwich, chips and a brownie. Nell started with a basketball-size salad, added a scone, then a milkshake. He wondered if she was imagining her lunch was low-calorie. But then, skinny as she was, she didn't have to worry.
Not, he thought absently, that she was too skinny. She'd had curves enough.
Jolted by the memory of soft white breasts, Hugh scowled.
Nell didn't notice. She ate with single-minded concentration that was as irritating in its way as her abstraction in the car.
Hugh tried to make conversation, like a nice boy.
"So. How's it going with your daughter?"
"Fine." She took a bite of scone and sighed with pleasure before attacking the salad again.
"Didn't you have breakfast?"
"Wasn't hungry," she mumbled around a bite.
"This boyfriend your daughter has. Is it serious?"
"They think so. But they're young. I'm praying for a blowup. Or even a pimple," she added, obscurely.
"What the hell is a pimple going to accomplish?" he asked, against his better judgment.
"Repulse Colin." She slurped half the milkshake in one go.
Hugh watched in fascination. "You think one pimple would do that."
"A big, red, oozy one. A dime-size … no. Make that a nickel-size pimple. A Vesuvius of a pimple." She paused in her eating for a moment, apparently to savor the image. "Would you want to get close to that?"
"No," he admitted. "I guess that might repulse me."
"Maybe I'll buy a gigantic selection of chocolates on the way home. Kim loves chocolate. She won't be able to resist. And chocolate is supposed to cause pimples. Isn't it?"
He didn't know.
She didn't wait for his inexpert opinion. After another slurp of the milkshake, she added, "And I could have a few."
"Of course, the boyfriend might like chocolate, too. He might eat them all."
Her hand stopped with the fork halfway to her mouth. Dismay changed after a moment to slyness. "Maybe he'd get the pimple instead."
"Chaining your daughter to the foot of her bed and locking the doors sounds like a surer bet to me," Hugh said honestly.
"You don't have a teenager."
"I don't have a kid at all," he admitted. "Just nieces and a nephew. Sometimes I'm not sure I—"
He didn't get any further. Nell Granstrom dropped her fork with a clatter and interrupted. "I've had enough. Let's go."
He'd said something wrong. Big-time wrong. Her face was suddenly plain, the pale skin almost translucent, so that freckles he hadn't known she had stood out on her nose and cheeks.
"What's wrong?" he asked.
"Nothing." She swayed and clutched the back of the chair. "I just don't feel good. I ate too much."
He didn't buy it. "I said something, didn't I?"
"No!" Her eyes blazed out of that pale face. "Why should it be you?"
Either she was an incredible flake, which was always possible, had discovered this past week that she had cancer, or…
As if he'd taken a body slam, Hugh quit breathing. Or was the edge of a precipice. He was too queasy to look over.
God. What was the last thing he'd said? I don't have a kid at all. Sometimes I'm not sure I…
…want to have children. That's what he'd been going to say, and she'd known it.
Jaw knotted, Hugh signaled the waitress. "Can I get my sandwich to go? And the rest of the scone."
"I don't want it," Nell told him.
At least she was listening.
"I'll eat it if you don't," he said shortly. He threw bills on the table, accepted the bag from the waitress and gestured for Nell to go ahead of him.
When she headed for the unit, Hugh said, "We need to talk. There's a park over there."
This was personal, not business. Not something two cops should be talking about in the public eye.
"I have nothing to say."
He wondered if she knew how sulky and teenage she sounded.
"Yeah. You do." He gripped her elbow and marched her across the street to the minipark with a few benches and brick paved paths wandering among tall dark rhododendrons. In the spring, this was a glorious spot. In the heat of a summer day, it was deserted but for a couple who seemed to have paused on a bench so the wife could change shoes. The white, heeled sandals were disappearing into her tote in favor of sneakers.
Nell didn't even glance at them.
"What's your problem?" she grumbled, yanking to free her arm.
A fountain bubbled before them. A pitiful scattering of pennies caught glints of sunlight beneath the water's surface.
"All right." Hugh stopped, sat on the bench and crossed his arms. "What's going on?"
Sitting at the far end, leaving a three-foot gap between them, she didn't look at him. "You're the one who—"
"No. I'm not."
"You dragged me over here to bicker?"
He still couldn't look down. Like a coward, he inched back from the edge. "You've been weird all week. Something's bothering you."
She was suddenly very still, head bent. Into the hush of the hot summer day, she said quietly, "Maybe I just haven't been feeling well."
His shirt was sticking to him and sweat stung his eyes. "Maybe you've been throwing up every morning. Or aren't you far enough along yet for morning sickness?"
She jerked but didn't say a word.
"When were you going to tell me?" he asked in a hard voice. "Or were you?"
"Of course I was!" Nell lifted her head, tears trembling on her lashes but her expression defiant. "I was trying to—to figure out how."
"How?" Hugh shot to his feet and stalked ten feet away before swinging back to face her. "Here's an idea. You say it. 'I'm pregnant.'"
She stood, too, head high. "It's not that easy."
"Try it," he said between gritted teeth.
"Fine!" The tears ran down her cheeks, but anger as hot as his shimmered in her voice. "I'm pregnant. I was stupid. Stupid, stupid. I had a drunken one-night stand, the memory of which humiliates me, and now I'm pregnant."
"You weren't the only one there." He should wish she wanted to take sole responsibility, but for some reason he resented her independence and bitter anger at herself. It seemed to suggest he was nobody. An accident.
Wasn't that exactly what he'd been to her?
She wrapped her arms around herself as if in protection. "No," she agreed. "But you're not the one who has to explain to her sixteen-year-old daughter how Mom screwed up this bad twice in her life."
"You aren't thinking of getting an abortion." Pro choice in a general way, he was shocked by how much the idea bothered him.
It was his child she was carrying, which made an astounding difference.
With sudden impatience, she swiped at her cheeks.
"No. I … can't. Won't," she amended, narrowing her eyes at him.
"Okay," he agreed.
Still bristling, she argued, "It's not your decision."
"It's my child, too."
Abruptly his partner sagged back onto the bench. "Yes. I guess it is."
He took a step forward, then another. "Are you all right?"
Her expression said, What kind of idiot are you? "I'm dripping with sweat, I'm sick to my stomach, I'm scared to death, and you ask if I'm all right?" She gave a shaky laugh probably not as bitter as she'd intended. "I'm fine."
"You haven't told your daughter?"
She moaned and shook her head. "That's the worst part. I … like being a mother. I can manage this. But Kim is at that scary age when she's one seething cauldron of hormones. Love and sex are—are—" She stuttered, apparently at a loss for a conclusion.
"Fun and transitory?" he suggested.
"Earth-shattering," Nell corrected him. "Romantic, tragic. But not real. At her age, you think you might kill yourself if your parents won't let you see him, but it never occurs to you that you might get syphilis or find yourself having to drop out of school to have a baby on your own."
"And you know what it feels like," he said quietly. She was his age, give or take a year or so, which meant her daughter had been born when Nell had been no older than Kim was now.
"I know." More tears leaked out. She hated to cry, he could tell, because she sopped them up with an angry wipe of her shirtsleeve.
Squaring his shoulders, Hugh went back to the bench and sat beside her. "This child is mine, too."
"You said that." She sounded pugnacious.
"And I meant it." He'd never expected to find himself in this spot, but his mother hadn't raised her sons to be less than honorable. "I'll pay child support, and I want visitation. I want him—or her—to know a father."
Her face crumpled and she gave a small nod.
Without thinking, he reached for her. She surrendered to his embrace only briefly, weeping onto his shoulder before she pulled herself together and moved away, as fiercely independent as ever.
"Yes. Okay." Her voice was choked.
"Does Kim know her father?"
Nell shook her head. "He, uh, wanted me to get an abortion. He had a football scholarship, and she was inconvenient."
Years too late, Hugh wanted to punch the selfish little bastard. "You could have made him pay…"
"No. What good would that have done Kim? I managed."
She wasn't a pretty woman, especially not now with her face unnaturally pale but for tearstains and blotches. Tiny hairs clung damply to her forehead. But Hugh, who didn't count a single woman among his friends, unless you counted his two sisters-in-law, suddenly realized how much he liked Nell Granstrom.
And while she wasn't exactly pretty, she was sexy, if his memory wasn't toying with him. Not sexy in the way of satin and plunging necklines and heavy-lidded, come-hither eyes. More in the unintentionally provocative way of high-necked flannel gowns and white cotton underwear and cheeks flushed pink at a gentle compliment.
Pregnant, he thought incredulously. All his girlfriends, and this had never happened. One night in the Explorer, with him on his knees between Nell Granstrom's legs like a randy teenager, and he was going to be a father.
What would his family say?
Hugh winced at the thought of his mother's reaction. He had a bad feeling she'd want to know when the wedding was.
The worst part was imagining how they might look at Nell. Fair or not, a drunken one-night stand sounded worse when you were talking about the woman instead of the man.
Even John didn't really know her. A female cop who'd had her first kid when she was a teenager and now had gotten pregnant again by a man she hardly knew? None of them would guess that she had a soft spot as wide as Connor's, a hint of shyness and the guts to make it on her own with a baby.
Maybe it didn't matter what they would think—they'd be polite—but knowing bothered him. She was going to be the mother of his son or daughter.
He'd never imagined a woman being that, unless she was also his wife.
Unsettled, he said, "Do you want me with you when you tell Kim?"
"No!" She looked horrified at the very idea. "No. I … need to think about how to do it best." Suddenly anxious, she asked, "You won't say anything?"
"I've never even met your daughter," he protested.
"But you might call, or…" Those wide eyes fixed on him, she pressed, "Promise. You won't say anything."
"Word of honor."
She seemed to sag a little again. "Okay."
Hugh couldn't think of anything else to say. Would she want him to go to the doctor with her? Be with her when the baby was born?
Would he want to be?
Yeah. He had this image of her, eyes fixed on his face, hand gripping his, as if he were her whole world while she strained to birth their baby.
Yeah. He'd want to be there.
"Maybe we should go back to work," he said.
She nodded, but didn't move. "You won't tell anybody yet, will you? I mean … anybody at work?"
"Like John?"
"I wish people didn't have to know."
"It'll be hard to hide after a while."
"I know," Nell said miserably.
"They'll separate us, you know. They can move you to a desk job."
That straightened her back. "I don't want a desk job!" she flared. "Not until I have to! If I have to."
"Okay, okay," he soothed. "I won't say anything. You're skinny. It may not show for months."
"Skinny." She looked at him with dislike. "Why you?"
"Goddamn it!" He stood, suddenly angry and restless. "I wish the hell I knew."
Face averted, Granstrom got to her feet, too, and hurried past him. He had to stretch his legs to keep up. If anybody paid any attention to the two cops emerging from the rhododendrons to stalk back to their squad car, Hugh didn't notice.
She'd asked the question of the century. Why?
Why had Captain Fisher assigned the two of them to work together? Why had they been on the front lines at the Joplin Building? Why hadn't one of them decided to go home and sack out instead of getting plastered? Why hadn't he stopped a beer or two sooner, kept his pants zipped?
The sad part was, he knew the answer to the last question.
Nell Granstrom had bugged him from the first time they'd done a few shifts together on patrol. They clashed: ideals, methods, attitude. But he had secretly wanted her even then. She wasn't his type. But something about her Princess Grace carriage and the unexpected curves on that tall, thin body had tweaked a chord in him.
He never would have acted on his brief fantasies.
If they hadn't been assigned to work together. If Gann hadn't shot up the Greater Northwest Insurance Company. If Hugh and Nell hadn't gotten drunk together. If she'd said no instead of kissing him with all the hunger he'd buried.
Fantasies were meant to stay that way.
Reality was what happened when you acted on them.
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Nell wished Hugh hadn't had to drag the announcement out of her. Now she felt in the wrong, and that didn't sit well. She would have told him. Of course she would have. If he had just let her, she thought resentfully. Why, she'd spent the past week planning how she would do it.
She wrinkled her nose at herself in the rearview mirror of her Subaru on the way home. No, she'd spent the week discarding all the possible ways.
Stand up at roll call. "Hey, everybody! Big news. Officer McLean and I are having a baby."
Leave a voice mail at his home. "Um, thought I should tell you that I'm pregnant." That option had actually appealed to her, to Nell's shame.
Wait until the end of a shift, leap out of the car, then stick her head back as if with a last thought. "I'm pregnant." Then run.
She hadn't lied. There wasn't an easy way to tell him. It would be bad enough if they were lovers, but not thinking marriage or forever. At least there would be a relationship. Something. As it stood, he was another cop. A near stranger, despite their temporary pairing.
She'd tried so hard not to think about their lovemaking—if you could dignify what they'd done with such a euphemism—that now she could hardly remember it. Or so she'd been telling herself.
But that night she lay in bed and thought, I wish it had never happened. And then, hopefully, Maybe it didn't. Just like that, she was reliving every minute.
Swaying across the parking lot, agreeing with a drunk's idiocy that, yes, of course it made sense for them to get in the back seat of his Explorer and get some sleep. And, yes, kissing would be nice, too. The booze had effectively killed her conscience, common sense and her critical inner voice. A few too many beers hadn't, unfortunately, killed her intense response to Hugh McLean.
Damn it, she'd never liked him, but she'd always found him sexy. Her body's involuntary response to the big, dark-haired cop with the cocky attitude and the blue, blue eyes had made her grit her teeth more than once. How could she be attracted to a man who represented so much that she resented? He saw the world in black and white: I'm right, you're wrong. The kind of swaggering, macho cop she despised. Women weren't valid partners or friends, they were toys to him, and he always chose the prettiest.
Maybe, she admitted wryly, that was what she'd resented most. Knowing he'd never look her way, see her as the prettiest.
Only, thanks to a few beers, he had. And she hadn't had the pride to slap his hand and say, "Here's one toy you can't have."
Nope, she'd let him play. She'd played, though she knew all too well the price a woman often had to pay.
Even with his support, she'd be raising a child alone again, just when Kim was heading off to college. There'd be talk in the department, but it wouldn't be about Hugh, except for some knowing grins. Boys will be boys.
Nell was the one they'd be whispering about, the one who'd face official disapproval, the one who'd be stuck behind a desk while her belly swelled, the one who'd scramble for child care and use every second, of her own sick leave for a baby with ear infections, while knowing she was letting her fellow cops down. Hugh would want to see his son or daughter on his days off, when it was convenient. And he'd feel big because he was being a real father.
Nell winced at her pettishness. He was offering more than many men would. He'd actually taken the news well. He hadn't asked why she had spread her legs if she wasn't on birth control. He wasn't pretending he hadn't been there, in every sense. He hadn't argued when she told him she wouldn't have an abortion. He'd actually been willing to stand beside her when she told Kim, which was perhaps the noblest part of all.
He really was being decent about this, Nell had to admit. So maybe he wasn't the jerk she used to think him. No, of course he wasn't. She'd seen enough signs of smarts and self-doubt and even kindness from him during their weeks working together to have learned that much. She was luckier than she could have been. Hugh wasn't the kind to lose interest a few years along. This baby would have a father.
Working together should have been easier once she'd been straight with him, Nell was sure.
Within a day, she'd discovered that for some reason, it wasn't. His new-formed solicitude didn't help. He actually came around and opened her car door at their first stop the Monday morning after their talk. When she gaped, a dull red flush crept over his cheekbones.
"Sorry," he muttered. "I just thought…"
"I was a lady?"
"I was thinking about you being pregnant, and wondering if you're tired the way my sister-in-law was the first few months, and—" He shut up.
Joining him on the sidewalk in the dry hot shade of an enormous cedar tree, she lied, "I'm not tired. If you start opening doors for me in public view, the whole world's going to find out I'm pregnant."
"Yeah." He grimaced. "Treating you like another guy just goes against my instincts."
"And always has," she said, sotto voce, only he heard her.
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"You know."
He blocked her way up the sidewalk. "No, I don't. Tell me."
She thrust out her chin. "You don't like women cops."
He braced his hands on his hips. "Have I ever treated you differently than I would a man?"
You screwed me in the back seat of your Explorer, she had the sense not to say.
"You don't like to let me drive."
"That," he said with a growl, "is because you don't focus. For God's sake, your head is turning because a damn rose is in bloom or a new antique shop has opened! I'm a better driver."
Nell flushed, because she had remarked on both when she was behind the wheel. "Cops are supposed to be observant."
"We're looking for criminal activity, not home gardening tips."
Good time to shift direction. "You were ticked when the captain assigned me to work with you."
He threw his hands up. "Big shock! We've never gotten along. You think like a woman, not a cop."
Her temper increased a notch. "Did it ever occur to you that cops don't have to think like men? Just because they've always been men?"
"No."
Nose to nose, they glowered at each other.
"Maybe that's because men so often don't think," she snapped, and made a move to push past him.
His hand shot out and gripped her upper arm. "You drive me crazy," he said in an odd voice.
She made the mistake of turning her head and saw that his eyes glittered with some powerful emotion. That shimmering gaze froze her, wide-eyed and breathless.
About the time her eyes started to burn from the need to blink, Nell managed to croak, "Good."
His fingers bit into her arm, and for just a second she thought he was going to pull her to him. Then, nostrils flaring, he abruptly released her.
"We have an interview to do."
Ignoring her shaky knees, Nell sniped, "And I thought you'd forgotten."
Behind her, he said roughly, "You never know when to shut up, do you?"
Starting up the walk to the split-level house set on a wooded lot, Nell said, "Gee. Maybe that's because I'm a woman."
A low frustrated sound followed her up the porch steps. She managed to clamp her mouth shut on a similar sound that expressed the simmering tension that she might have labeled PMS if she weren't pregnant and therefore definitely not premenstrual. Unfortunately.
Nell rang the doorbell. Hugh and she waited, both staring straight ahead, as if the plain paneled front door was the Mona Lisa.
This interview garnered a first corroborating tidbit.
Carrie Engen, a young sales rep, had been trembling under her desk when she heard the first shot. "I thought it would be closer," she said, her forehead wrinkling in remembered puzzlement. "Then there was just this … silence." She shivered. "For maybe a minute or even two. And then I heard another shot. It seemed closer." Her gaze appealed to them. "I must have been wrong. Right? I know sound does strange things."
They already knew her office was across the hall and two doors farther from the elevator than Jerome Ryman's.
"What about footsteps? Voices?"
"Kind of a—a shout." She wrapped her arms around herself, grief and shock on her face. "I think it was Jerome. It must have been." She swallowed. "Why did that man shoot Jerome and no one else on our floor?"
They were evasive and soothing: they didn't yet know, they hoped still to understand Gann's motivation for targeting Greater Northwest, but she had to understand that somebody in his state of mind was irrational.
Outside again, Hugh mopped his brow. "I hate feeding someone like her a line of BS."
"Me, too," Nell agreed. "She knows something isn't right."
"She'll make a good witness," he said practically.
"If in the meantime she doesn't talk herself into believing she heard wrong."
"She's smarter than that." A note of satisfaction rang in his voice. "Damn. We're right. Gann didn't shoot Ryman."

Nell quietly let herself in the house. Colin's beat-up Chevy wasn't out front, thank goodness. She wasn't in the mood for Kim's boyfriend.
Not, she thought with a flicker of humor, that she was ever in the mood for him.
Music blasted from the living room CD player. Faith Hill, Nell thought. It could have been worse. Kim's tastes were eclectic, and unfortunately included rappers like Eminem, whom Nell despised.
"Hello!" she called, but was drowned out by a plaint to a lost love.
Kim wasn't in the living room. Nell paused to turn down the volume.
"Mom?" Her daughter appeared from the kitchen. "Cool. You're home. I made dinner, and it's almost ready."
"Bless you!" Nell gave her a quick hug. "I really wasn't in the mood for cooking. What are we having?"
"I'm trying this new recipe. It's chicken with curry." Kim wrinkled her nose. "I hope I didn't put in too much. The spoon kinda tipped…"
"I'm sure it'll be fine," Nell said hastily. "Let me change."
"Okay. I'll make a salad."
In shorts and a tank top, Nell returned to the kitchen to find the small table set with place mats and a vase with flowers and the good china, which she'd actually bought for peanuts at a garage sale a few years back.
Kim gave her mother a fleeting, nervous smile as she set the salad bowl on the table. "Have a seat."
Instinctively wary, Nell kept her tone light. "What's the occasion?"
"Nothing." Kim was busy taking the casserole dish from the oven. "I just felt like doing something."
The "something" a teenager felt like doing was rarely cooking dinner for Mom. Kim's cheeks were pink, but that might be from the heat of the oven rather than self-consciousness. Nell hoped.
On the other hand, who was she to judge? What if Kim announced she was pregnant? About all Nell could do was say, "Gee, what a coincidence, so am I." She'd lost the right to condemn, which scared her. As a mother, her duty was to provide moral guidance. What good was she, if she couldn't even do that?
"Mom?" Kim sounded as if she were repeating herself.
Nell blinked. "Yes?"
"Do you want something to drink?"
"Oh. Thanks. I'll have a glass of milk."
"Okay." Kim poured two. Usually she grabbed an Italian soda or lemonade and made a face when Nell suggested milk.
Nell's suspicion swelled like the Elwha River in spring.
"This looks great." She dished up, then handed the spoon to her daughter. "So, what'd you do today?"
"Oh, Colin and I just hung out." Kim was very busy serving herself and offering the salad to Mom. "You know."
"He stays for dinner half the time."
Her daughter flashed a quick, elfin grin. "I was trying to spare you."
Nell made her first bite of casserole a tiny one, just in case. The curry was strong but not unbearable. "Hey, this is really good," she said, trying not to sound surprised. Kim's interest in cooking was new these past few months, and she wanted to encourage it.
They chatted while they ate. Nell never quite dared tell her about ongoing cases. Kim had always had an impulsive tongue and a desire to entertain her friends. She wouldn't mean to be indiscreet, but she would be nonetheless.
After dinner they cleaned up companionably, giggling over silly jokes and talking about shopping for a fall wardrobe—as if Kim needed new clothes. The moment might be illusory, but they felt … close. As if a boyfriend and teenage hormones hadn't changed their relationship.
The whole while, Nell felt like a fraud. She had to tell Kim. Soon, before Kim noticed how carefully she was eating or heard her retching in the toilet every morning or checked phone messages and caught one confirming the appointment with an obstetrician that Nell had just made.
But Nell couldn't make herself confess. She pictured Kim's shock. Would she be self-righteous then, throwing everything Nell had ever said back in her face? Or would she be humiliated because she'd have to explain to her friends why her mother's belly was swelling? Certainly she'd have to face the fact that her mother was human, fallible. And had a sex drive, which was even worse, from a teenager's point of view. Would she be so angry she'd go out and get pregnant, too, just to get even?
"I rented a couple of videos," Kim said. "You want to watch with me?"
One was a movie Nell would have liked to see, but she was already yawning.
"You know, I think I'll go take a long bath and read in bed," she admitted. "I'm beat."
Kim looked appropriately amazed. "All you're doing is talking to people. You aren't even on patrol!"
"I do get up at the crack of dawn," Nell reminded her.
"Mom." Kim crossed her arms. "It's seven-thirty. When are you planning to go to bed? Eight?" Maybe. Nell was lying to a lot of people these days, she realized, including Hugh. She was unusually tired. It was true that fatigue hadn't been a problem for her when she was carrying Kim, but she'd been sixteen that time around. She was thirty-two now. It made a difference.
"I said I'm going to read." Nell started down the hall. "I'm in the middle of a great mystery."
Kim trailed her to her bedroom. "I thought maybe we could talk."
Big uh-oh. Chest tight with apprehension, Nell reminded her, "We have been talking."
"Yeah, but…" Kim bit her lip. "Today something … well, almost happened. And I just thought maybe… But that's okay," she added hastily, and started to turn.
"Whoa!" Nell sat on the edge of her bed and patted the spot beside her with an emphatic hand. "You're not walking away after that. What almost happened?"
The pretty teenager hesitated with her back to her mother. Then she turned and flung herself onto the bed, tears filling her eyes. "You know."
Why now? Nell implored someone.
"How close is almost?" she asked, trying to sound gentle. "Are you afraid you might have gotten pregnant?"
Lying facedown, Kim shook her head hard. Into the pillow, she mumbled, "He didn't … you know."
Nell gritted her teeth. "Penetrate?"
After a pause, Kim nodded.
"But you did both get undressed? Did you have oral sex, or…"
That brought Kim onto her side. Her drenched blue eyes were wide with shock. "Oral? You mean… Eeew! No! That's gross!"
Nell breathed a maternal sigh of relief. "So … what?"
"We just … mostly took our clothes off and … I wanted to do it!" Kim wailed.
"Did you say no?" Nell asked gently.
Kim nodded, her face tear-drenched. "I kind of chickened out. It was just, like, it felt good, and Colin was saying these really sweet things, and I liked knowing he wanted me. We love each other!"
"But you're young and you won't necessarily be spending your lives together." Nell smoothed her daughter's hair back from her face with a tender hand. "And that's the kind of commitment you should make before you have unprotected sex."
"I could get birth control." The huge blue eyes were suddenly full of hope.
"You could." Nell tried to smile and felt her mouth twist. "But birth control fails sometimes. Anyway, you're only sixteen. You're still my little girl. I just … would like to see you wait until you're a little older, a little surer you're having sex for the right reasons, not to hold on to a boyfriend or to please him or because it feels good without any thought to the consequences."
Hypocrisy, she discovered, burned like an ulcer.
"I'll try." Kim's voice was little-girl young. "But I'm afraid I'll be tempted, and then I might get pregnant."
Nell nodded. "You tell me if you really, really feel you should be on birth control, and I'll take you to Dr. Hoskins. Okay?"
Kim gave a jerky nod, then scooted over until she could lay her cheek on her mother's lap. "I love you."
Tears stung Nell's eyes. "I love you, too."
"I know." Kim sniffed. "Even when I get mad, I know. I'm glad you're my mom. You're better than all my friends' moms."
Nell had to clear her throat. "Thank you."
She should tell her. Now. But like a coward she sat silent, her own cheeks damp, and cradled her daughter's soft cheek.

"We're back on patrol," Hugh told Nell tersely the next morning.
She stopped in the hall, forcing the other officers leaving roll call to part to go around them like the river current around a stubborn boulder. "What?"
He felt his mouth tighten. "You heard me. The captain says we can finish up interviews to try to find the missing weapon, but we'll do it around our—I quote—'routine duties.'"
"In other words, your brother isn't the only one who thinks your theory is crap."
Your theory. Smart. She was washing her hands of his harebrained idea.
Only, she frowned fiercely as if having heard herself. "Our theory," Nell corrected herself.
He didn't know whether she really believed in it, or whether she thought partners should go down together. Either way, he appreciated the sentiment.
Hugh said, "I told the captain we've found two witnesses so far who believe the shot near the elevator came first. He said, 'You've presented your idea. When the evidence is all gathered, the detectives will consider it.'" Hugh scowled, remembering. "In other words, quit thinking, it's not your job."
His partner looked appropriately steamed. "You should grab the next promotion. You're the one who's using your head."
He couldn't help his lopsided grin. "Hey. You're making me feel all warm and fuzzy inside."
Still mad, she didn't lose the frown gathering her forehead. "Why don't they want to believe…"
At a glimpse of blue from the corner of his eye, Hugh gripped her arm. "Ssh. Here comes the captain."
Striding down the hall toward them, Captain Fisher snapped in his grainy voice, "Granstrom."
She swallowed and turned. "Sir."
Rocking on the balls of his feet, he looked her over in a way meant to be offensive. "Sleeping in these days?"
Hugh had known this was coining and intended to warn her.
A flush touched her cheeks. "Sir?"
Fisher thrust his jaw forward until their faces were only a few inches apart. "You're late to roll call every goddamn day. I said, Are you sleeping in?"
She didn't flinch, Hugh had to give her that. Voice cool and steady, she said, "I apologize, sir. It won't happen again."
"And why did it?" he growled.
Hugh itched to leap to her defense. But what could he say? She's pregnant, sir. Puking her guts out every morning. Carrying my baby, sir.
"I … haven't felt well this week. Sir," she added belatedly. "A touch of flu."
"You look peaked," he said unexpectedly.
"I'm fine. Just a little nauseated."
"Call in if you're sick. Otherwise, be here." He gave an abrupt nod. "Now get the hell out on the street! Don't stand gossiping in the hall."
Hugh felt her simmer as they headed for the parking garage. The minute the heavy metal door shut behind them, she burst out, "Jerk!"
"You have been late," Hugh said mildly.
Her shoulders sagged. "I know, I know."
"You wake up sick?"
She gave a grim nod.
He glanced at her flat stomach and remembered the fleeting glimpse that morning in the Explorer as she arched to pull up her trousers. White skin, the delicate line of her rib cage, the cluster of honey brown curls, were etched in his memory. An ache stirred in his groin and he wrenched his gaze to their patrol unit.
She was carrying his baby. The idea was still unreal. He'd lain awake last night thinking about it. Officer Nell Granstrom was pregnant with his son or daughter.
He should be more dismayed than he was. Instead he found himself aroused every damn time he looked at her. More, he was settling into the knowledge that he'd be a father, and almost liking it, as he was coming despite himself to like Granstrom herself. Okay, she wasn't his usual type. But he wouldn't have chosen any of the women he'd dated in the past ten years to be the mother to his child. They'd all been pretty, some smart, some funny. But he wouldn't have trusted any of them beside him going into a building to face a gunman. Hell, wasn't having a kid together a similar thing?
Nell Granstrom was a gutsy woman whose voice and eyes softened like taffy in the sun when she talked about her daughter. He liked knowing she'd love this child as much.
His final, unsettling thought last night had been to wonder whether she had ever loved a man that much. Whether she ever could love a man enough to give him that same kind of fierce devotion.
"We're up on the strip today," he said abruptly, referring to the stretch of Highway 101 that was lined with malls, fast-food restaurants, taverns and banks. All greenery had been wiped from the earth for about two miles, to make way for asphalt and giant Target, Safeway and Home Depot stores.
"Great," was her comment. Patrolling the strip meant issuing multiple speeding tickets and making the occasional arrest for shoplifting. The swing and graveyard shifts would substitute bar brawls and DUIs for the shoplifting. Nothing more exciting ever happened. Who would hold up the clerk at Home Depot?
Hugh slapped on the siren the minute he turned onto 101. A teenage driver in a flashy red sports car was passing a car going too slow for him, even though that meant crossing a double yellow line.
The kid was nonchalant about getting a ticket. "Dad'll pay it."
Watching the boy accelerate away from the shoulder with a spurt of gravel, Hugh grumbled, "I suppose it's too much to hope Dad will take away the keys."
"Who do you think bought him that car?" Granstrom was studying the boy's list of citations, already too long. "He's going to lose his insurance soon."
"We can only hope."
Hugh watched an SUV weave, then steady. A moment of inattention, he decided, as it continued sedately in the middle of its lane.
"You tell anybody yet?" he asked, not looking at her.
She didn't ask what he was talking about. "No."
"Not even your parents?"
"I don't have a father." She sounded distinctly unfriendly. "And I haven't told my mother."
Back off, buddy, he told himself. Clearing his throat, he asked, "Who were we going to interview next? Anybody nearby?"
She shook her head. "Sarah Stevens lives by North Point—remember, at the end of that gravel road? And, Mark Weaver is out in a development almost to Sequim. Let's see…"
The radio crackled.
"What the hell," Hugh said in amazement, listening to the request for a unit to respond to a holdup in progress. Not at the Home Depot, but at a convenience store not a quarter of a mile away.
"Responding," Nell said into the radio, as he did a U-turn and hit the lights. Another voice spoke up as well, and dispatch confirmed that backup was needed.
When they reached the corner gas station-convenience store, Hugh pulled up in front of the glass doors, where the perp would be able to see the blue-and-white marked car. He and Granstrom crouched behind their open doors, weapons drawn. The backup unit arrived within a minute and screeched around the corner to cover the rear of the store.
Hugh heard Nell talking to dispatch, requesting a phone call to the store. After a pause, she raised her voice.
"The clerk says she was held up, but the suspect has left the scene." His partner was still listening. "Dispatch says her voice sounds funny. She might not be telling the truth."
"Have her describe herself and then come out the front door with her hands up," Hugh said. They both spoke with the icy calm potential danger provoked.
Nell relayed the request.
"Twenty-two years old. Brown hair, brown eyes, wearing jeans and a yellow T-shirt that says Angel."
The morning sun reflected off the broad windows, obscuring activity within. Usually able to intensely focus, Hugh found his attention split. He saw movement. A flash of yellow. Even as he was tensing, lifting his weapon, he was assessing how protected Nell was behind the car door. Would she have the sense to stay down? Let him be primary?
The glass shivered as the door began to open. "Hands over your head!" he shouted, as a young woman edged nervously out, her body blocking the opening. He could see the whites of her eyes, maybe just because of the police blockade, but maybe…
Shit, he thought, as a man followed her, his gun to her head. Hugh couldn't get a good look. No…
Yeah… He saw the face. Skinny, young, wild-eyed. Some stupid nineteen-year-old who thought he could get some easy money and found himself trapped.
"You won't get away," Hugh ordered. "Let her go. Put down the weapon. Now!"
Granstrom was murmuring to dispatch and to their backup, but the barrel of her gun stayed steady on the perp and the young woman who blocked a clear shot.
With a string of obscenities, the punk pulled his hostage along the front of the store. Hugh half stood, frustration raging in him. He'd have to circle the car now to get at the pair. Granstrom was swiveling on her heels to keep her gun pointing at the two.
"What do we do?" she asked urgently, low. "What do we do?"
The backup unit hurtled around the corner and slammed to a stop, blocking any escape. Hugh saw the punk turning his head frantically, trying to figure out his next move. A weed-choked, chain-link fence ran on the other side from the store to the street with no gaps. Even if he let the girl go, he'd never make it over before the cops would be on top of him.
"You can't get away," Hugh said again, keeping his voice calm. "Let her go now. Don't make this worse for yourself."
"I'll shoot her!" he screamed, the hand holding the gun to the weeping girl's head shaking. "I'll shoot her. I swear I will."
Nell half rose from her crouch. "We can't let you go."
"Let me by! Let me by!" Fear dripped from him with the sweat.
"Sorry," she said coolly. "No go." She stood now in his way, both hands braced on her weapon.
Gasping for breath, he hesitated for a moment, clutching the clerk in front of him as a shield. One of the backup officers was edging directly behind him. But nobody could make a move while he had the barrel of his gun to the clerk's temple.
In a split second, he made up his mind. Still holding his hostage, he turned the barrel of the gun on the cop in front of him and pumped off a shot. In agony, Hugh saw Nell drop.
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A frantic need to get to Nell wiped common sense and procedure out of Hugh's mind. Without checking to see if the other cop was moving, Hugh hurdled the hood of the car and grabbed the hostage in the instant before the son of a bitch could get the barrel of the gun up to her head again. By the time they hit the pavement, the other uniform barreled into the bastard and bore him to the ground. There were a wild few seconds as Hugh shoved the girl out of the way and then dove to join the fight for the gun.
The struggle didn't last long. Hugh viciously chopped the robber's wrist and saw the gun skitter free. The other cop, a big man, cuffed the perp and slammed him against the patrol car.
Hugh scrambled for his partner.
"Nell." He was swearing savagely as he half fell around the open car door, going to his knees as he found her sitting behind it.
Face paper white, she clutched her shoulder with one hand. Blood oozed between her fingers. "I'm okay. I'm okay."
Distantly Hugh was aware that the second backup officer was calling for an ambulance. "Officer down. Hostage may be injured."
Hugh checked her everywhere. Her pulse was thready, rapid.
"I'm all right," she kept saying. "Really."
"Yeah, you're going to be fine," he said hoarsely, not believing it, reliving the moment the gun had fired and she'd vanished. "The ambulance'll be here any minute."
Sirens sounded in the distance; other faces appeared over the car door to see how she was. Hugh ignored everyone and everything but her.
Her head turned, she watched as he pushed her hand aside and ripped open her shirtsleeve. "I don't even know if I need an ambulance."
"You've been shot." He swallowed the fear that still choked his throat. "You need one."
"Is the hostage okay?"
Nell's wound was bloody but looked more like a deep rut than a hole. "Yeah. Skinned from hitting the pavement, maybe."
"And scared to death."
"If I were her, I'd get a job at the library." He grunted in near amusement. "Or Home Depot."
He'd never noticed before how long her lashes were until she blinked in puzzlement. Her face was inches from his.
"Why Home Depot?" she asked.
"Later."
Sitting on her butt on the pavement, back to the car door frame, she pointed out, "We don't have anything else to do."
One of the other cops leaned over the car door and thrust a pile of gauze pads into Hugh's hand.
"Thanks," he said, without looking up, and pressed them to the raw furrow in her upper arm. In answer to her question, he said, "Just before the call, I was thinking we'd have a dull day. Nobody ever holds up Home Depot."
She laughed, and he discovered she had a tiny dimple right beside her mouth. He stared at it until her smile faded.
"Am I puke green?"
"What?" He sank back on his heels. He was too close to her. Proximity was making him dizzy. Crazy. "No. Actually, you're so pale, I keep expecting you to keel over."
"I just have white skin." Her voice was husky. "I burn easily."
With him crouched over her, they felt enclosed in a bubble, a world unto themselves. Her eyes, toffee brown, huge in her pale face, stayed fixed on his, as if she couldn't—didn't want to—look away. As if she were relying on him. Hugh had to fight the need to wrap his arms around her.
The sound of sirens had swelled without him consciously noticing. Now he realized an ambulance had braked right behind him. Just in time, no chance for him to make a fool of himself. EMTs leaped out and shouldered him aside. Hugh reluctantly backed away. Clutching the compress, she watched him go, seemingly oblivious to the pair working over her.
Once more, their gazes met, when the EMTs had surrendered to her refusal to get on a gurney, and were helping her walk to the ambulance, one on each side.
"I'll be right behind you," Hugh promised.
She gave him a smile, tinier and more wobbly than she'd probably intended. "Don't call Kim."
"You sure?"
They were boosting her into the back of the ambulance.
"I'm sure," she said, before vanishing into the depths. A second later, the ambulance pulled out of the parking lot with an unnecessary explosion of lights and horn.
Hugh sought his backup officers in the chaos of officialdom that he discovered was swarming the parking lot.
The one who'd tackled the perp, Clay Carr, was making notes on a pad and shaking his head when Captain Fisher asked a question. Fisher was called to another group and Hugh approached Carr.
"What happened to the hostage? Did I hurt her?"
"Skinned her arm and she was claiming her elbow hurt. Another ambulance took her away. She was damn lucky."
Hugh held out a hand. "You read my mind there. Thank you."
He got an easy grin in return. "Pleasure working with you."
The inevitable reports made, he was able to follow Nell to the hospital, where he badgered directions to her bed from the receptionist. Striding down the hall, Hugh passed one in which a mother held a sobbing baby, then several empty beds before he reached a closed curtain at the end of a row. He pulled it aside without her noticing, then stood in the opening.
A mint-green hospital gown had replaced her uniform shirt. She looked vulnerable in it, her collarbone and neck fragile, her arms slender in the faded, utilitarian garment. She cradled the arm that now sported a bulky dressing. Lying back against a crisp white pillow, her eyes closed, she still looked pale. Hugh stood there for a moment, watching her, his gut churning.
He might not have moved if she hadn't stirred and opened her eyes. Her gaze flew to his face.
"Hi." His voice was scratchy.
She gave a small, wry smile. "Hi."
He let the curtain fall closed behind him and went, to her side, feeling large and awkward. Hospitals did that to him. "How are you?"
"Better. They've cleaned me up. Made me swallow a few pills."
"Why don't they have you in a room?"
"I'm not staying." She struggled to sit up, as if to assert her strength.
Hugh pressed her back, his hand on her unbandaged shoulder. The bones felt fragile, too. "You were shot."
"Winged," she corrected, relaxing against the pillows.
Making himself lift his hand from her, he scowled. "It must hurt like hell."
"It stings." She saw his face. "Okay! It hurts. That doesn't mean I can't go home and toss and turn in my own bed!"
He loomed, still frowning. "The doctor okay with this?"
"They didn't even suggest I stay."
Hugh abruptly swung away and paced the few steps the cubicle allowed. "You scared me."
She didn't read his rough voice right. Her grin was too jaunty. "More excitement than you expected today, was it?"
"That kind, I can live without." The remembered terror made his voice and expression grim. "You shouldn't have been there today."
"What?"
"You heard me. It's not just yourself you're risking anymore."
She wasn't pale anymore. Temper flared in her cheeks. "Are you telling me I did something wrong? I should have let him drag that poor girl right by me?"
"No, that's not what I'm telling you!" Hugh shouted. "I'm saying you're pregnant and you have no damn business putting our baby at risk!"
A fatal second too late, he heard the rattle of curtain rings. Nell's shocked gaze went past him. God help them, if the captain had heard…
Hugh turned, as if in slow motion, to see a pretty blond teenager in the opening. Huge, dilated blue eyes were fixed on her mother, and she clutched the curtain as if only it was holding her up.
"Pregnant?" she whispered.
"Kim!" Nell scrambled out of bed, a sight in her official blue trousers with a sacky hospital gown above and the bulge of fresh white dressing on her shoulder.
The pretty teenager's head lifted in unconscious imitation of her mother's fierceness. "Are you?" she demanded.
"I… Yes." Nell closed her eyes and bit her lip.
When she opened her eyes again, they held a sheen of tears. "I didn't know how to tell you," she said softly.
"After all your lectures!" her daughter cried. Her face contorted. "I'll never listen to anything you say again!"
Nell made an abortive move toward her. "Kim, please…"
"If it's good enough for you, it's good enough for me!" the teenager concluded devastatingly. "Colin's waiting for me." With another rattle of curtain rings and the running slap of her feet in the hall, she was gone.
Nell crumpled onto the bed. With one stride, Hugh reached her, wrapping his arm around her.
The next second, she fought him. "I have to go after her!" she said frantically.
"No, you don't." He held her still, hating the anguish that quivered through her fine-boned body. "She's gone. You'll see her at home later."
"If she's not out—out having wild sex just to get back at me." She sagged again. "Oh, God. What have I done?"
Hugh's other arm closed around her and he pulled her tight against him. She went, unresisting, "Shh," he murmured. "She won't do that. She was just … lashing out. You know that."
"She hurts and she's mad," Nell mumbled into his shoulder. Her good hand clutched his shirt. "She's primed."
"No, she's not," he said firmly. "Sex is going to be the last thing on her mind. This Colin—is he really such a creep?"
She drew a shuddering breath. "I don't know. No. He's—he's nice enough. Just … a boy."
With conviction, Hugh assured her, "If he has a grain of decency, he's not going to screw a girl who says, 'My mom did something that upsets me, and now I want to get pregnant just to pay her back.'"
She fit against him as if she belonged, only his damn belt an intrusion. Hugh began to be conscious of the lemony scent of her hair, of the length of her thighs against his, the swell of her breasts, the whisper of her breath against his neck.
That uncomfortable awareness made his voice gruff. "You didn't tell her because you were ashamed."
He cursed himself, because she instantly stiffened. Instead of holding a yielding woman, he was trying to confine a bundle of taut, charged wires.
"Yes." Her eyes burned as she pulled back. "Yes, I'm ashamed. Shouldn't I be?"
Keeping his expression wooden, Hugh asked, "Do you dislike me so much?"
Crinkles formed in her brow. "No! What's that have to do with anything?"
"I'm asking you," he said grimly. "Are you ashamed because you had sex with a man you despise?"
Nell backed away until she bumped the hospital bed. "No! I don't… It's my own behavior…"
"Because you had impetuous sex—which was damn good by the way—and you're not married."
"Yes!" she cried, her eyes brimming with distress.
"I swore…" She had to stop, try again. "How could I do something so stupid again? It was hard the first time. Kim's right. I've been lecturing her about unplanned pregnancy and how the impulse of the moment doesn't justify the price. Of all people, how could I forget?" Her voice broke.
He'd been listening for footsteps in the hall this time. He didn't want an official audience for anything they had to say to each other. Twice he'd seen white nurse's shoes squeak past. Right now, only the murmur of voices several cubicles away let him know they weren't utterly alone.
"Marry me," he said.

He couldn't have said that. Caught in her own anguish, Nell heard the two simple words as if they were tinny announcements from the hospital PA system. "Dr. Forrester to the emergency room."
"What did you say?" she asked stupidly.
Unflinching, he met her eyes. "I said, we should get married."
Steeling herself against a peculiar little swell of … longing, Nell lifted her chin. "This isn't the 1950s."
"Maybe I was born in the wrong time, then." This man, this stranger, who had made passionate love to her once only, because he was drunk, held her eyes steadily. "You're pregnant with my baby. I don't want him—or her—growing up with his mother resentful and struggling because his dad isn't present."
"That's not enough reason to…" she began.
He continued inexorably. "It's the right thing to do. Why can't we make a marriage work? We work well together, despite our differences. I like you. Obviously, I want you. We're going to be parents together. Isn't that a decent basis for marriage?"
He liked her. He … wanted her?
"You're not even attracted to me." What an idiotic thing to seize on, given that she'd just been shot and her daughter was out ruining her life and that out of decency Hugh McLean was proposing a marriage of convenience. Was she asking him to lie? Of course he thought she was the most beautiful woman alive! Why else had he been ardently courting her for years now?
His mouth twisted. "Yeah, I am."
"B-but…" she stuttered, "you've never … except when you were drunk…"
Red tinged his cheeks. "We didn't get along. You weren't my type."
The bitter triumph hurt. "That's what I said! You don't…"
"I didn't want to admit I did." He moved his shoulders uneasily. "I've … noticed you for a long time. Imagined your legs wrapped around me. I even dreamed about you a few times. But you're sharp-tongued, you didn't like me and you're another cop. I couldn't date you a few times, have a good time, say an easy goodbye."
He'd dreamed about her? She couldn't help gaping.
His brows drew together. "Get back in bed before you fall down."
Either the pain pills or delayed shock were getting to her. He was right; she was swaying on her feet, a sense of unreality making her head swim.
"Yes. Okay." She was awkwardly climbing back onto the bed, trying to scoot sideways so that the hospital gown didn't fall open, when Hugh suddenly swore.
"Prepare yourself."
"What?" She heard the footsteps at the same time, a familiar relentless stride.
"Granstrom." Captain Fisher parted the curtains. His gaze flicked to Hugh and he nodded. "McLean."
"Sir," they both said in unison.
His eyes almost looked kind as he took in the dressing and her pallor. "How are you?"
"Fine," she lied. She hadn't been less fine since she was sixteen years old and realized she was pregnant. "The bullet just … scraped me."
He gave a crisp nod. "You'll receive a commendation. You both did a fine job today."
In astonishment, she murmured, "Thank you, sir."
"Take the time you need." His tone held a certain irony. "You can get over that stomach bug at the same time."
A horrible fear that he knew overcame her. "I…" She swallowed. "Sir."
"McLean. You'll be filing reports."
Her partner nodded, as if automatically.
"I believe they're ready to discharge Officer Granstrom. Why don't you take her home." It wasn't a question.
Hugh nodded again. Nell didn't protest. What was she going to do, call a taxi?
The doctor and nurse entered the cubicle. "Gentlemen, if you'd wait outside," the doctor asked.
He explained how to clean her wound and change dressings, then gave her prescriptions for pain medication and antibiotics he said would be safe for a pregnant woman, with samples enough to last her for the first couple of days. After he departed with a professional smile, the nurse helped Nell peel off the hospital gown and slip on her uniform shirt. By the time they were done, her shoulder throbbed and she didn't object when the nurse produced a wheelchair.
Captain Fisher was gone, but Hugh waited in the hall. He took over from the nurse and pushed the chair as if it were his right.
Local journalists were waiting outside the hospital, but Hugh fended them off with the promise that Captain Fisher would make a statement. Flashes went off, and Nell wondered wildly how bad she'd look on the front page of The Sentinel.
As if it mattered, given the tenor of her life right now.
Settled into the squad car, she waited for Hugh to go around to the driver's side.
He hadn't meant everything he'd said, had he? The sexiest of the McLean brothers—and that was saying something—hadn't fantasized about her. Not plain, skinny Nell Granstrom, with hair and eyes of colors so in-between, she didn't know how to describe them on her driver's license application. She'd seen women he dated, like Kelly Nordstrom, a petite, elfin blonde who worked in the PA's office, or Roberta Vangel, with size four hips and C cup breasts, who was a cardiac care nurse. Nell wasn't in their class.
She appreciated the thought, though. Hugh wasn't just honorably offering marriage, he was actually trying to persuade her to accept. She wished she could be sure why he was going to such lengths. Did he feel obligated, but had his fingers crossed behind his back in silent prayer that she'd say no? Or did he want to marry the mother of his child? Did he really think they could make a success of it?
Or was he imagining a comfortable, live-in arrangement that left him free to sleep with the next Kelly Nordstrom who caught his eye?
"What?" He was behind the wheel, one hand outstretched to put the key in the ignition, and staring at her strangely.
Flustered, Nell asked, "Did I say something?"
"I thought you asked me about Kelly. Kelly who?"
It just popped out. "Kelly Nordstrom."
His hand dropped and his dark brows drew together. "What in hell does some woman I dated a year ago have to do with anything?"
"I couldn't live with a … a philandering husband." How prissy she sounded! Nell thought, hearing herself as if she floated above the conversation.
He gave a disbelieving grunt. "That's how you see me?"
"You like women. I'm … not an especially gorgeous one." She tried to keep her shrug uncaring. Unfortunately, she'd forgotten the stab of pain moving her shoulder would provoke. Wincing, she didn't add, Not the kind to keep the attention of a man like you.
Hugh shook his head. "If Bill Nelson from The Sentinel wasn't four feet away, I'd kiss you."
"You'd—" Her voice squeaked.
"Yup. You heard me." Her partner started the car, lifted a hand to their curbside audience, and drove out from under the emergency room portico.
They'd gone half a mile before he said quietly, "Think about it. That's all I ask."
Nell studied his profile. "You're really serious."
A nerve in his cheek jumped. "I'm serious."
"I have a teenage daughter."
"I noticed," he said dryly.
"She doesn't exactly need a father, but…"
"She's important and part of the family. I recognize that."
Another few blocks passed.
"What would your brothers say?" Nell asked with reluctance. Even when she'd told herself she despised the youngest, she had secretly admired the older McLean brothers.
He glanced at her. "'When's the wedding?'"
"That's not all they'll say." She stared unhappily ahead. "They'll think I trapped you."
"I didn't have to ask you to marry me."
Quite suddenly, Nell felt resentful, even angry, at the turmoil he'd plunged her into. She turned her head and challenged, "Why did you?"
His fingers tightened with a spasm on the steering wheel. "I told you—"
"I don't believe any of it. Except that you want this baby to know his father," she admitted.
Jaw muscles knotted. "Then that's your problem."
He could sound more unemotional, remote, than any man she'd ever known. She'd always hated fighting the way she had with her mother during those volatile teen years, but now she found herself wanting to jab at him until he told her the truth, however painful. "You're home," he said.
Startled, she looked and saw that he was signaling to turn into her driveway.
"How did you know where I live?" she asked sharply.
"Asked dispatch."
"Oh."
"Fisher called your daughter, by the way." He still spoke in that cool, distant tone. "I didn't."
"Oh," she said again, sounding moronic. But she had wondered. As much as she'd had time to wonder about something that couldn't be helped now.
The car crunched to a stop. Colin's wasn't here, which meant … nothing, Nell thought with a twist of anxiety. He might have brought Kim home already… But she knew better. They were probably parked somewhere. He was comforting Kim. Eventually reassurance would turn to passion, and then… Nell bit her lip hard enough to taste blood.
"I'll help you to bed." Hugh was already out and slamming his door.
Damn it, she felt woozy again, and had to lean heavily on Hugh's arm as they went up the brick walk to the back door. She produced the key, he let them in.
"Kim?" she called, the minute they stepped in, but only silence answered them.
Hugh steered her down the hall. "She's worried about you. She'll be home."
Tears burned her eyes. She was an emotional mess, a state that she detested. She'd put this all behind her, too, when she became a single mother at sixteen. Déjà vu.
"Where's your bedroom?"
No man had asked her that in years. She'd dated, but been too cautious to let any relationship progress past a point. The point of no return, she thought fuzzily. How had this one?
Her bedroom was high-ceilinged and almost spare, the walls white to emphasize the molding she'd worked so hard to strip and refinish. The canopy bed was her one indulgence, bought only last year. Delicate, lacy netting draped from the posts, softening the red-and-white Drunkard's Path quilt that covered the bed.
More irony, she realized. What was she weaving now but the drunkard's path?
Thank heavens they'd reached the bed, because her thoughts felt swathed in that netting. She wasn't far from passing out.
"You should have stayed in the hospital." Boosting her onto the high mattress, Hugh sounded grim again.
"I'm fine." Brave words from a woman collapsing against the heap of pillows. Her forehead was sweat-beaded from the effort of getting this far.
"Uh-huh." He was pulling off her shoes, then her socks, and finally reaching for the button on her pants.
She swatted at his hands. "What are you doing?"
"Undressing you. Don't worry." Despite her interference, he was yanking her pants down. "I've seen it all."
Nell gave an inarticulate howl of protest and grabbed for the quilt.
"For God's sake, hold still!" Hugh's eyes glittered and his mouth was set in a hard line. "I'm not going to rape you."
"Why would you bother?" she asked bitterly.
He snarled and unbuttoned her shirt. Rolling her like a doll, he eased it off and managed to get her under the bedclothes.
"See? Safe and sound."
Exhausted, she panted for breath.
"Are you hungry?"
Nell shook her head.
"I hear a car door." Hugh stood and went to the window. "Your wandering offspring returns. I'll get you something to drink."
He vanished before she could do more than feel a leap of hope.
It hadn't been that long. Kim wouldn't be home yet if she'd had sex with Colin.
She knew the sound of her daughter's footsteps racing down the hall.
"Mom!" Kim paused in the doorway, eyes huge and drenched. "Oh, Mom!"
Even Nell's good arm felt leaden, but she lifted it anyway. Kim flung herself onto her mother's bed and burrowed into her side.
"I was so scared!"
"I was scared, too," Nell admitted, tears overflowing.
Kim lifted her head. "When you got shot?"
Voice taking a few hitches, Nell said, "And when you went running out of the hospital."
"How can you be pregnant?" Sitting up, Kim sounded genuinely bewildered as well as hurt. Moms didn't have sex, much less foul up this badly. But she reversed herself immediately. "No! We can talk about it tomorrow. You look awful, you know," she said candidly. Her voice stiffened at the mere mention of the name of Nell's partner. "Officer McLean said to take good care of you. He poured you a glass of milk, 'cause he said it would help keep the pain pills from giving you a stomachache. I'll go get it."
"He's gone?" Nell asked, starting to sit upright.
"Why would he stay, now that I'm home?" Emotions flitted across her face. "I guess he's your boyfriend or something. But you've never even talked about him that way!"
Wearily, Nell thought of all the explaining she had to do.
"It was … sudden," she said.
"Is he your boyfriend?" Good intentions vaporized, Kim made the question a challenge.
"I think we might get married," Nell said carefully. "Because of the baby."
Her daughter stared. "Married?" she whispered.
"I would have married your father, for you."
"But he didn't care enough." Kim had come to terms with it, as much as anyone could.
"Hugh does."
"Oh." The teenager processed the concept. "Then he'll be living here. Or we'll have to move?"
"I don't know. We haven't gotten that far in talking about it."
"It's—it's weird!" Kim burst out.
Nell closed her eyes. "Tell me about it."
"I'm sorry!" Her daughter's weight hit the bed again, and Kim gave her an impetuous kiss. "I'm sorry! I'll get the milk."
Alone again, Nell sank into a daze. They might get married? She'd said that?
I would have married your father, for you.
How could she do less for this baby?
She laid a light hand on her belly in the first protective acknowledgement of the new life growing there.
Nobody married because of an unwanted pregnancy anymore. But she knew she would, if he really meant it. For the baby, and because…
She almost cut off the thought, then made herself finish it, if only this once, if only privately. Because she was painfully close to being in love with Hugh McLean.
She let out a long, tremulous breath and heard him say huskily, If Bill Nelson from The Sentinel wasn't four feet away, I'd kiss you.
So why hadn't he, once they were alone? If he meant everything he said?
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"Hey, Mom." Hugh leaned a hip against the island in his mother's kitchen.
"You're early." His ever elegant mother turned from the stove with a smile. Beneath a practical white chef's apron, she wore a paisley silk blouse in rust and deep purple that suited her cap of silver-streaked auburn hair. Her makeup was carefully done, her earrings and bracelet delicate braided gold.
She hadn't had the money when he and his brothers were kids to turn herself out so beautifully, but she'd always had that steel control. Her grief when her husband was gunned down had gone bone deep, but he had no memory of her crying.
"I wanted to talk to you," he admitted. The rest of the family wasn't due to arrive to Sunday dinner for half an hour. He'd decided to spring his news on his mother first, maybe because he was most nervous about her reaction.
Yesterday morning, Nell had accepted his proposal. He had gone by her place to see how she was, only to find her up and dressed, looking like hell, but one flash of her eyes defied him to say so.
"Why aren't you in bed?" he'd asked.
"I'm fine."
"Uh-huh."
Her nostrils flared, but after a reluctant moment she stood back. "Come in. Do you want a cup of coffee?"
"Sure."
He liked her kitchen. The cabinets were painted a warm yellow and the countertops were a terra-cotta-colored tile. Morning sun streamed through the sash window above the kitchen sink onto the brick floor. Too bad her mood wasn't as sunny.
He had to curl his hands into fists in his jeans pockets to keep from offering help as she laboriously poured two mugs and carried them one at a time to the farm table that filled the generous floor space. Nell didn't wear a sling, although Hugh knew they'd given her one, but she did hold her right arm awkwardly against her body.
"Everything okay with Kim?" he asked.
"Oh … temporarily." With a sigh Nell sat. "She's so volatile. The shock of seeing me in the hospital scared her. I'm all she has." Nell wrinkled her nose. "Except for Colin, of course."
"Not the same."
"No. I suppose not." She looked pensive. "Fear briefly overcame her outrage. It will resurface."
"Kids never like it when their parents show their human spots."
She scowled at him. "You're always doing that. Uttering these bits of pithy wisdom. What do you know about children?"
She was right. He had nerve, claiming to be an expert about territory he had only visited. "Only what I've learned from my nieces and nephews. John and Connor both have kids, you know."
"But you're right," she continued. "Me, I didn't just do one of those mildly embarrassing things parents do all the time. No, I bared myself in a big way. I had sex. I'm pregnant. I'm not married."
Hugh kept his gaze on his coffee cup. Steam rose lazily from the dark brew. "Have you thought about it?" he asked, tone neutral.
She was silent for a moment. "Did you mean everything you said?"
What had he said?
Her stare was fierce now. "You intend to make this a real marriage? You don't expect to keep a—a Kelly on the side?"
The coffee sloshed. Hiding his anger, Hugh set down the cup and kept his voice almost conversational. "I think I'm insulted."
"Why?"
"I was raised to believe—"
Real distress in her eyes, she cried, "I don't know what you were raised to believe! I don't know you!"
His anger ran out as if she'd pulled the drain. Hugh reached out and gripped her hand, feeling the strength and fragility that combined seemed to define this unusual woman. "You will," he said quietly. "I may have dated plenty of women, but I've never asked one to marry me. I … respect marriage. Divorce is failure."
She searched his eyes, her own still wide and curiously vulnerable. "Okay," she whispered. "Then I'll marry you. It … makes things right for Kim. And this baby." Her hand covered her belly.
The simple gesture brought deep emotion welling into his throat. His wife to be. His child.
He had never been sure he would find himself here. Hadn't been sure he wanted to. He was still uneasy that they were going about this ass-backward. A childhood ditty played in his memory: First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes the baby in the baby carriage. Was he a fool to think love would come at all? Hell, what if they ended up disliking each other?
He wasn't sure he could speak, with this lump in his throat. He hoped his nod wasn't brusque.
She swallowed coffee, he did the same. After a few minutes they talked about practicalities, as if where they lived and who married them mattered.
Now, in his mother's kitchen, Hugh procrastinated. "Smells good."
"We're having a turkey breast with my rolls and baked beans." Her sourdough rolls were manna from heaven. She held out a pile of napkins. "Why don't you put these on the table since you're here?"
He didn't move. "Mom, I have something I want to tell you, before everyone gets here."
With one part of his attention, he saw her hand slowly drop. Her face paled. "You've made an arrest?"
"An arrest?" He frowned, then realized what she was talking about. "Oh. Uh, no. This is … personal."
"Personal," she repeated dumbly.
He made himself spit it out. "I'm getting married."
The napkins still dangled from one hand. Her other went to her breast. "You're … what?"
Doggedly, he continued, "Her name is Nell Granstrom. She's another cop. My partner right now. We've, uh…" He cleared his throat. "We were careless. She's pregnant."
"I don't understand." He had never heard her sound so shaken. "You've been working such long hours. You were investigating…"
Confused, he said, "Yeah. Yeah, I was. I am."
Her face was suddenly drawn with anger. "Don't you care?"
"Of course I care!" Hugh felt as if he'd wandered into Wonderland and the Queen of Hearts was toying with him. "What the hell does that have to do with Nell?"
"You've been having an affair when you should have been focusing on your father's—" She froze.
He got it. "Not my father's murder. I can't solve that, Mom."
"It was a slip of the tongue." She turned away, concentrating on squaring the napkins she set on the counter. "You know what I mean."
"I'm entitled to a life." Rage choked him just as emotion had that morning at Nell's, but this time it didn't silence him. He uttered a sharp expletive that brought her head up in shock. "John's right. You think our entire purpose in life is to avenge Dad's death. You don't give a flying you-know-what whether we're happy or in love or have children to raise for their own sakes. To you, we're … weapons." He made a harsh sound. "Connor let you down big time, didn't he? Blunted himself. I'm surprised you still speak to him."
Her eyes were dark, her fine-boned face rice-paper white. "I never expected anything of you. You're wrong."
"No." He shook his head slowly, hard. "I'm not wrong. Well, here's news, Mom. Life goes on. I do my job, and I care about it, but I have a life outside it." His jaw ached and he deliberately unclenched it. "I'll send you a wedding invitation." With that, he turned and walked out, ignoring his mother calling his name after him.
The clean getaway was spoiled when he found John just parking behind his car, blocking him in.
"Hey," his brother said with an easy grin as he got out of his family van and stretched. "You just get here?"
Distantly, Hugh realized every muscle in his body was locked tight. "Leaving," he said curtly. "What?"
"Uncle Hugh!" His blond niece, developing a figure now, launched herself at him. "Natalie let me get a perm! Look! Isn't my hair so cool?"
His sister-in-law, who had just lifted their youngest from her car seat, gave him a warning look.
"Yeah," Hugh said, trying to make himself see the froth of curls. "I like it."
"Uncle Hugh!" Evan was right behind his sister, chattering about a computer game and how he'd beaten all his friends, and did Uncle Hugh know what cool web sites you could visit, and—"
"Okay, okay," his father said, laughing. He made eye contact with his wife and nodded faintly toward the condo. She started shooing the kids in. John settled his butt on the hood of Hugh's Explorer. As soon as his family was out of earshot, he asked bluntly, "What's wrong?"
Another car pulled in behind the van. Zofie tumbled out, mouth flapping before her brain thought of anything to say, and right behind her were her parents and baby sister, Jenny. Connor was quick on the uptake, though, and before long the three brothers were left on the sidewalk in front of their mother's town house condominium.
Connor and John waited, brows raised.
Hugh rolled his shoulders. "I'm getting married."
"What?" John exploded.
Connor was more temperate. "Picked a bride yet?"
He scraped a hand over his face. "Nell Granstrom."
Dead silence. Gaping mouths.
"We, uh…" He couldn't say it to them, either. "She's pregnant."
John shook his head in disbelief. "You were steamed when Fisher assigned you to work with her!"
Connor watched him with quiet eyes. "You're marrying her because she's pregnant."
"Shouldn't I?" Hugh exploded in his turn. "Isn't that the decent thing to do?"
"You've been dating her?" John asked incredulously. "Your partner?"
"Not dating. We just, uh…"
"We know what you did!" his oldest brother snapped.
Connor had been waiting patiently. "Do you want to marry her?"
Damn. Typical Connor to go for the heart. "Yeah," Hugh muttered. "I guess I do."
"You guess? Not good enough, Hugh."
"It's as good as it's going to get!" he snarled. "I'm trying here, okay? I don't know what I want!"
"Do you love her?" Unexpectedly, it was John who asked.
"I don't know," Hugh said again. He was twitching in agitation. "She pisses me off, but she makes me feel things…"
His two brothers exchanged a look Hugh couldn't read. Then John gave a crooked smile and held out one hand. "Congratulations. When's the wedding?"
"Couple of weeks. We have to talk to her pastor. You know. We won't do anything big. Just family." He couldn't believe he was talking about his own wedding. Ring on the finger like a shackle. I do. Until death do us part. Dimly, he waited for panic to hit.
Forestalling the wave, Connor asked, "What did Mom say?"
Hugh told them.
They were silent for a moment, Connor gazing at the facade of the town house, a small frown drawing his brows together, John gazing down at his own feet, the lines in his face seeming to deepen.
"I won't say I told you so."
Hugh paced a few steps, rolled his shoulders again. "You just did."
"She loves us," Connor said.
John shrugged. "In her own way."
"Her own way is powerful." Connor's far-seeing eyes were still fixed on the front windows, as if he could penetrate the drapes and their mother's defenses with equal ease. "She's always been here for us."
John's mouth twisted. "She did her best. Yeah, yeah."
"I never believed you," Hugh said numbly. "I grew up hearing how a cop could change the world, but I figured that was because you became one and she was proud of you." Hugh shook his head. "But I was wrong. Dad's the one who counted. She actually started to say, I should have been focusing on his murder."
John turned a fierce stare on Connor. "Why?" he demanded. "Women lose their husbands all the time. Why couldn't she let go? Why this goddamn obsession?"
"I don't know," Connor said in a troubled voice. "She probably doesn't either. My guess is, something was wrong between them, and she never had a chance to fix it."
"Unresolved issues." Hugh grunted. "Is this Ghostbusters? You think we'll have her spirit with us forever, because she can't leave this plane until she resolves whatever's troubling her?"
"Maybe."
Hell. He sounded serious.
"She should have had some counseling," Connor concluded.
John grunted. "She couldn't have afforded the money or time, even if the thought had ever occurred to her. Don't you remember those days?"
Hugh felt a burning hole in his chest. "So, what? She warped us?"
Connor transferred his gaze to his little brother. "Do you feel warped?"
"Right now … yeah." He rubbed his chest with his open hand. "Right now, I feel bitter as hell."
John's grin was wry but real as he slapped his little brother on the shoulder. "Hey. You've got us."
Connor gave him a light punch, too. "He's right. It could be worse."
"I need an antacid," Hugh said, apropos of nothing. He smiled ruefully. "Okay. I've got you."
"Not to mention Zofie, Maddie, Evan, etcetera."
"Right."
"So I suggest," Connor continued, "that you come back in the house instead of storming off."
Sunday dinner was tradition. In this family, honeymoons, funerals and work were the only excuses for begging off. Hugh nodded reluctantly.
"Next week," Connor remarked, as they walked up the drive together, "dinner is at my house. Why don't you bring Nell?"
What would they all make of his feisty fiancée? Hugh wanted to be no more than curious, but found his gut knotting at the idea that they would dismiss her as easy or unworthy of him in some way because she'd had sex with a man she wasn't even dating.
"Be nice."
His brothers exchanged satisfied smiles. "Count on it," Connor said.

Nell's mother was delighted. "And here I thought you lived like a nun!" she crowed over the phone. "So, you finally found a guy."
Sitting on the edge of her bed, having shut herself in the bedroom to make this duty call, Nell gritted her teeth. She had spent a lifetime—Kim's—trying to convince her own mother that 'finding a guy' was not even a secondary goal in her life plan.
"I'm getting married because I'm pregnant and Hugh wants to help raise his child. Besides, it makes Kim happy."
"Oh, she likes him, does she?" Mom sounded satisfied. "She has good taste."
"Her boyfriend has blue hair this week," Nell said acerbically.
Mom ignored her. "When's the wedding? Oh, this is going to be fun! Can we go shopping?"
Unbelievable. "I'm pregnant, Mom. I won't be sweeping down the aisle in flowing white."
"Pooh! No bride is a virgin anymore." Not in Mom's world, anyway. "You'll only have one wedding." She giggled. "Or no more than two or three, since you're not starting until late. So make the most of it!"
"It'll be a small ceremony," Nell continued doggedly. "I'll wear … something I have." Blue jeans? an inner voice taunted. Her uniform? Her businesslike charcoal suit? "We're doing it in three weeks. Probably the Saturday. I'll let you know. If you're free to come."
"Are you kidding?" caroled Mom. "I'll be there with bells on my toes." She paused, then added sadly, "No shopping?"
Her mother always looked chic, Nell had to give her that. "Maybe," she conceded with a sigh. "If you can come a few days early?"
Mom squealed.
Nell winced. This was worse than she'd expected.
But not worse than giving the news to Captain Fisher, who reacted with predictable anger at the indisputable discovery that two of his officers were human and therefore fallible.
They'd waited a week, as much as Nell thought they dared. That Monday morning, they stood shoulder to shoulder in parade stance before his desk, expressions as blank as they could make them.
He gave them hell, assigned Nell to desk duty, and ordered Hugh out to patrol with a few, choice, last words about showing judgment—if he knew how.
The brush of Hugh's shoulder was a conduit to let Nell feel Hugh's repressed frustration and resentment. Her fault, she thought, knowing it wasn't true—they'd both made a baby—but feeling responsible anyway. This one case mattered to him. She didn't fully understand why—it wasn't as if he had to prove himself, he had been the one to turn down promotions to detective. But it mattered, and she wanted to give him something.
"Sir," Nell piped up. Her voice squeaked, but she forged on. "We were completing interviews regarding the missing weapon. Perhaps we should finish those?"
Hugh, who had been backing toward the door, paused.
The captain's small eyes narrowed. "You mean, perhaps you should pursue your theory about a second gunman, despite orders to drop it."
"Uh…" Nell took a deep breath. "Yes, sir."
He rumbled, but didn't erupt. "Why should I let you?"
"The gun has to be accounted for. Sir."
His hard stare held hers until she blinked, then transferred to Hugh. "I shouldn't let you work together."
"We're not married," Hugh said. "Yet."
The captain's fingers drummed on his desk. "All right," he said abruptly. "But, damn it, stay out of trouble! You understand me?"
Both nodded. "Yes, sir!"
"Go!" he snapped.
Hugh carefully shut the door behind them and then grinned jubilantly. "Damn, Granstrom! That took guts!"
Pleased, Nell smiled. "I figured he wouldn't actually hurt me, when I'm already wounded."
He grabbed her hand. "Let's go, before he changes his mind."
She squeezed back, then wriggled her fingers free. How would it look, two cops holding hands? The fact that he apparently didn't care gave her a warm glow right under her rib cage, though.
In the parking garage, he went straight for the driver's side. "Who first?"
Happy to be able to forget—or pretend to forget—that her partner was also her affianced husband, Nell whipped out her notebook. "Dermot Eaton. His office is across the hall, two doors down from Ryman's."
Behind the wheel, Hugh sobered. "They're back at work, you know."
"I heard."
"Morale is a little … off."
Who could blame them? she wondered, as she and Hugh rode silently up in the elevator not long later. Just a few weeks ago, this elevator had disgorged a killer who spattered the halls of the Joplin Building with blood.
"They stripped the carpet from all three floors," Hugh told her in a low voice as they stepped from the elevator. "Filled holes, painted. Rush job."
The company had gone for a different decor, she saw, carpet in a nubby warm brown berber and walls painted in pale peach instead of the cream she remembered. Even so, she involuntarily stepped around the spot where the gunman had died.
"If I were them, I would have rented new office space," she whispered.
"I hear Greater Northwest looked, but Port Dare doesn't have many options, and they didn't want to pull out of the community after this kind of tragedy. So they opted for the redo."
Nell shivered, glancing at the closed door to Jerome Ryman's office. "Did people quit?"
"I don't know."
Employees gazed curiously from offices. When Nell and Hugh reached Dermot Eaton's, the portly graying man told them to come in.
"You two back again?" They'd interviewed him in the initial days in his home. He gestured for them to sit down. "You cops ever going to go away and let us forget?"
"Can you?" Nell asked.
For a moment his face looked haggard. "What do you think?"
She nodded.
"What can I do for you?" He ignored his ringing telephone.
They knew from the first time they'd talked to him that he had been part of the panicky huddle in the hall. He hadn't noticed Ryman going back to his office in apparent disdain of the mass fear.
"I wasn't sure I believed any of it," he said now, gazing into the past. "Things like that don't happen here. But I scattered with the rest when the elevator dinged before it opened. Better to feel foolish than to be dead."
He hadn't noticed the sequence of shots. Like the others, he'd instinctively gone to ground in his own office. "Stood behind the door, with my bowling trophy ready to bash him over the head. Marble base," he added, nodding at the two-foot-high trophy that held pride of place on a shelf.
Was Ryman the kind to confront a man with a gun?
Eaton hesitated. "He was cool," he said finally. "I've never seen him show any emotion at all. I'd be surprised if he looked up from his work long enough to notice that he was going to die."
"Was he generally disliked?" Nell asked.
"What the hell does that have to do with anything?"
Hugh smoothly gave their stock answer, that they were trying to understand why Gann had gone only for Jerome Ryman on this floor before killing himself. "We're wondering if they'd had past contact."
"Can't imagine." He shook his head. "Ryman didn't deal with individual insured, only with company account reps."
"Was he good at his job?"
"Damn good. I'm retiring in September, and he was up for my job."
He explained that he dealt with major corporations rather than smaller employers and therefore his accounts were more substantial. Additionally, he supervised half a dozen employees, including Ryman and his office mate, St. Clair.
"Was he likely to get your job?" Hugh asked. "Where does his death leave the company?"
"He was only one of several candidates. St. Clair or Margaret Bissell will be promoted."
When asked if employees were jumping ship, he admitted that a number had quit. "Not in this department. People downstairs were pretty traumatized. Some couldn't face coming back to work."
Privately, Nell couldn't blame them. Even as a cop, she'd blanched that day. What if she was a young claims examiner or file clerk who'd never seen even a dead accident victim?
Eaton answered a few more questions about the competition for his job, although he did so with increasing suspicion and restiveness.
Nell thought it was time to turn the subject to the gun.
"I didn't see anything. You cops hustled us down the hall the other way, to the stairs," he said, nodding in that direction. "I didn't even know what was happening."
It was true, one of the reasons Nell didn't believe a fleeing worker had scooped up the gun. He or she would have had to do so earlier, emerging from an office without knowing what the silence after only two shots meant, whether the gunman still wandered the hall. And for what? To snatch up a souvenir?
Hugh asked Eaton not to discuss anything they or he had said with colleagues, thanked him for his time, and followed Nell to the next office.
This one was shared by a middle-aged woman and a guy in his mid- to late twenties. Nell asked the woman to go out to the chairs in the lobby to talk to her, while Hugh interviewed the man.
Margaret Bissell was an attractive, assured woman who had been among the more composed during the first interview. She had also been alone in her office during the massacre; the young man who shared her office had taken a personal day to go sailing and missed the horror. Hugh was hoping for hearsay and impressions about individuals, not recollections.
Margaret sat neatly, knees together, appearing comfortable despite the regal pose. Her black suit skirt was short enough to display legs Nell envied. Short-cropped dark hair was elegantly styled, and she wore only gold studs in her ears, yet her lipstick was a rich, sensual crimson.
"You have more questions?"
Nell said that there was some confusion over what gun had killed Ryman and that they'd like to know why he alone on this floor had been targeted.
The woman's brow crinkled. "I understood that Gann had made a claim for a back injury that was denied after an investigation showed he was faking. Isn't that right?"
"That's the only contact with Greater Northwest we've uncovered," Nell admitted. "His marriage had broken up, and it appears he just didn't want to go to work. He'd have been given leave without pay, but with the split, he couldn't afford it."
"So the insurance company was supposed to give him mental health time."
Nell nodded. "Instead, you snapped photos of him playing a solitary golf game. As a result, he lost his job and his soon-to-be ex demanded the child support he hadn't been paying."
"That sounds simple enough, if pathetic." Margaret Bissell gazed at her calmly. "And highly unlikely he would have known Jerome."
"Unless they were friends or had met in another capacity."
"Ah." Her tone was dry. "So are you asking whether I heard Jerome cry, 'Jack! Do you want to play golf next week? Wait! Why do you have a gun?' right before the shot?"
Nell smiled politely. "I'm asking what you did hear. And how well you knew Ryman."
"I had barricaded my office door with the filing cabinet that stood beside it, and I'm afraid I heard very little. Fear must have lent me strength, because it took me some doing to get it pulled aside when you police arrived."
Nell nodded; Margaret Bissell wasn't the only worker to knock over furniture to prevent an office door being opened. A few had pushed aside ceiling tiles and climbed up to huddle in breathless darkness until police coaxed them down, while the majority hid under desks or in closets, where Gann would easily have found them.
She led Margaret through the huddle in the hall, noting a quiver of some emotion when she agreed that she'd seen Ryman sneer at the panic and return to his office with a loudly voiced intention "to get some work done."
"Since several of us are currently competing for a promotion, I saw it as a declaration of superiority." Her creamy foundation cracked slightly as her mouth twisted. "Classic Jerome."
"You've known him long?"
"I've been at Greater Northwest for eight years now." Her voice was tight. "He was already here."
Had they been competing ever since? Or, given that they were about the same age and Margaret Bissell was an attractive woman, had they hooked up at one time? Nell couldn't ask, given that she and Hugh were supposed to be probing the disappearance of a gun, not a murder by acquaintance. But she could wonder, and make a mental note to ask others.
In fact, she was thrilled to wonder, and to be back on the job. Anything was better than thinking about her queasy stomach, her approaching nuptials, and her teenage daughter, no doubt again spending the day with her ardent, blue-haired boyfriend.
Ironic, though, that if Jack Gann had never gone off his rocker and decided to take the lives of everyone he blamed for his misfortunes, she would never have gotten pregnant.
"Thank you, Ms. Bissell," she said, rising. "I hope we can leave you all in peace soon."
The dark-haired woman inclined her head. "I hope I don't offend you by saying that we hope the same." She rose without hurrying.
Nell watched her walk across the lobby. Her spike heels were one of the small contradictions that added up to Margaret Bissell, a woman who intended to compete successfully with men and rise at Greater Northwest, who hid emotion well, yet who chose not to deny her femininity.
She wasn't alone in giving away how much she had disliked Jerome Ryman, and yet here Nell suspected depths to that dislike beyond the petty.
Margaret Bissell, Nell believed, had the guts to seize the moment. But would she have been carrying a gun? And why would she have hated Jerome Ryman enough to murder him?
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Hugh almost enjoyed seeing Nell being shy. He'd have enjoyed it more if he hadn't been so anxious for her to be accepted by his family.
The feeling annoyed him, reminding him unpleasantly of a teenager's angst. He was marrying Nell because it was the right thing to do, not because he was madly in love. It wasn't like she was a fake blond hooker. She'd fit in eventually.
Easily said, but nonetheless he wanted his whole family to fall on him afterward with exclamations of delight because he'd chosen such a perfect woman. And, by God, he wanted them to make her feel as if they loved her at first sight.
He had picked up both her and Kim for Sunday dinner at Connor's. His brother and Mariah had bought a house only a few blocks from John's in Old Town, a two-story built in 1911 with the spare lines of a farmhouse, a picket fence and slanting ceilings in the upstairs bedrooms. The clapboards were now painted a deep blue-green with trim in rose, a peculiar combination that somehow worked. In the two years they'd owned the house, Connor and Mariah had done miracles, transforming it from tiny apartments carved out of the floor plan back in the fifties to a warm family home with a formal herb garden out front and honeysuckle climbing the porch rails.
Nell's rigid silence in the car relaxed at the rich scent of the honeysuckle in bloom. She sighed with deep pleasure on her way up to the front door. "I like your brother already."
"John's house is an old one, too. You remodeled yours all by yourself? Hell, you'll have plenty to talk about."
Kim clung to her mother when they joined the crowd inside.
Hugh introduced Nell and Kim all around, watching as Nell murmured polite nothings and her sixteen-year-old gave stiff nods. Kim knew Mariah by sight, since she was an English teacher at the high school, but hadn't yet had a class with her, they established. His family behaved well, he had to concede; they gave Nell the once-over, but surreptitiously, and Natalie, Mariah and his mother swept her and Kim up and carried them off to the kitchen once the introductions were done. Twelve-year-old Maddie gazed awe-struck at the teenager, but didn't have the nerve to be her usual mouthy self. Zofie, less inhibited, trailed into the kitchen right on their heels, asking a barrage of questions in her piercing voice.
"How old are you? Do you want to see my room? We could play video games or something, if you want. Did your mom let you pierce your belly button, or did you sneak off to do it?"
Connor gave Hugh a rueful grin. "That's my Zofie."
Hugh nodded after them. "Maddie, why don't you go rescue Kim?"
"Me?" She looked around elaborately, as if he must be talking to someone else.
"You're a teenager. Go give her a break."
She flushed with pleasure at being upgraded in age and strolled off toward the kitchen as if she just happened to be wandering that way. Heck, they'd all started school last week; they'd find something to talk about.
"I wonder what they're talking about."
Hugh nodded toward the chatter of women's voices. Connor shook his head. "Maybe we should go rescue Nell."
"She can take care of herself."
Could she? he wondered. Her own family seemed to consist solely of a mother she didn't often see and the rebellious daughter. He had no idea whether Nell had a wide circle of friends that stood in as a surrogate family. He doubted it. She struck him as a woman so used to taking care of herself, she wouldn't admit when drowning that she needed a hand to pull her out. If not for Kim, she would never have agreed to marry him.
Which left him wondering what kind of foundation this marriage would have once Kim had graduated from high school and headed off into the wide world. That gave him two years to build something more solid, if he really wanted this to work.
He frowned into space, momentarily unaware of his brothers. If he wanted his marriage to work? Damn sure he did. He wasn't used to failure.
He didn't see Nell again until the women began to serve dinner. By that time she was laughing at something Mariah said, her cheeks pink from the warmth of the kitchen or the laughter, her eyes sparkling. With her hair loose on her shoulders and her near-translucent skin brightened with color, she was pretty enough to catch any man's eyes. With that tall, thin body, she had the leggy grace of a teenager, but a few curves that were way more grown-up than any sixteen-year-old's. He found he was looking forward to exploring Nell's slender body when he wasn't fogged with booze. He was getting tired of relying on that memory.
Hugh stood unnoticed beside a buffet, watching the bustle of parents settling children, heaping bowls of food being carried to the table, and good-natured ribbing. It seemed he was invisible even to his mother, who paused and looked over the table with an assessing eye. She murmured something to Nell, who nodded and went back to the kitchen. So—Mom had been civil, at least.
He didn't know why he'd expected anything else. The hard shell that crystallized around his heart when he looked at his mother didn't prevent him from being fair. She would never be anything less than welcoming when one of her sons brought home a wife. Hell, maybe Mom would adore Nell, since she was a cop, too. Maybe she'd become a substitute for Connor, who had deserted the force for private practice as a counselor specializing in abused children.
He managed to avoid his mother entirely. A couple of times she appeared to be maneuvering her way toward him, and he found ways to escape the room or let the kids draw him into games. He, ten-year-old Evan, Connor and John cleaned the kitchen, John hampered by a toddler riding his shoulders.
A couple of times Hugh found his hands stilling in the dishwater as he watched his brother. A year from now, he'd have a baby; in another year, that son or daughter would be clutching his hair, giggling with glee and drumming heels in Daddy's chest. The idea gave him a peculiar squeeze of pleasure. Or maybe it was terror, he wasn't sure.
"Thinking about having your own?" Connor asked in a low voice.
"Um?" Jolted, Hugh glanced at his brother. "Oh. Yeah. I guess I was."
"Scared out of your wits?"
Hugh rinsed a pot and put it in the drainer. "No. Yeah. Oh, hell." He squeezed his eyes shut. "I don't know."
Connor's laugh was a comfortable rumble. "That's what becoming a daddy feels like. Until it actually happens."
"And then?" Hugh asked with genuine curiosity.
"Pure exhilaration. You fall in love. You know your life and priorities will never be the same again, and you don't want 'em to be."
"You and Mariah planned to have another child. It wasn't an accident."
Connor shook his head. "Won't make any difference. I guarantee it. You'll be head over heels." He gave his brother a sly look, "If you're not already."
Hugh's jaw clenched. "You know why we're getting married."
"I know when a man can't take his eyes off a woman."
"I was worried about her today."
"Uh-huh." His brother grinned. "And wishing you were somewhere else, without any company."
Evan appeared at his uncle's side. "We're not company! Why would Uncle Hugh not want us here?"
"Because he's in love," his father said matter-of-factly, bouncing baby Grace on his shoulders as he reached for the plastic top to cover a bowl. "People in love like to be alone."
"I get to come to the wedding, right?" Evan asked. His thin face had a momentary look of anxiety that came more often than it should. John's first wife's protracted illness and Ivy's critical style of surrogate parenting had done some damage. Hugh hated to see that expression.
"Darn straight," he said. "If you were old enough to sign the certificate, you'd be my best man. As it is, I'm going to have to flip to see whether it'll be John or Connor."
"We could fight for it," John suggested.
Connor snapped a dish towel hard enough to have him jumping back. "Any time!"
"Bloodshed might upset the women and children," Hugh said with a grin. "Here. I have a nickel. Evan, do you want to do the honors?"
Evan took the coin solemnly. "Who wants to be heads?" he asked the two men.
"Being the oldest, I figure I'm entitled," his dad drawled.
They argued for a minute before Connor gave in with relative grace. Then Evan spun the nickel into the air with a deftness that showed practice, snatched it up, and slapped it onto his arm. "Tails," he declared in obvious disappointment.
John clapped his shoulder. "That's okay. I was best man at Connor's wedding. Seems only fair this way."
"But we are all invited?" Evan asked again.
Hugh threw an arm around his nephew's thin shoulders. "I'd be hurt if you didn't come."
"Oh." The boy's cheeks flushed with pleasure. "Okay."
"Let's go find Nell and Kim. They should be ready to beg for rescue."
Evan fetched Kim from Maddie's bedroom, where she'd apparently been the center of a rapt circle of kids of varying ages. In the living room, Nell looked faintly surprised to see Hugh, as if she'd forgotten who he was, and said, "Is it time to go?"
His mother was in the armchair, Connor's baby snoozing against her shoulder. For a second his heart softened, but he didn't let the process continue.
"Why, I've hardly seen you," she exclaimed. "Why don't you sit down for a few minutes?"
So she could grill him about a murder case he hadn't solved, one that meant far more to her than it should. Right.
"I have things to do at home." He held out a hand to Nell, who sat comfortably at one end of the couch with her bare feet tucked under her. "Lose your sandals?"
"Oh, they're somewhere." She looked vaguely around.
"We can hardly wait for the wedding." Natalie, John's wife, smiled up at him. "Nell says it'll be informal."
"I hate wearing a tux."
"But you'd be so-o handsome in one," Mariah teased.
His mouth crooked. "Nell, get me out of here."
She laughed and stood lithely, as elegant as a model in white slacks and a peach halter top that bared slim shoulders and the reminder of near-loss in the form of a compact white dressing on her upper arm.
"Okay. I'd better do some laundry tonight, if we're going to make it through the week." She smiled warmly at the women. "Mariah, what a wonderful dinner. Thank you all for having me, and for being so nice. Mrs. McLean, I appreciate your kindness."
Kindness. Not his mother's watchword.
But she returned Nell's smile and said, "I won't get up and wake the baby, but I look forward to the wedding and having you as a daughter-in-law. I've been very fortunate in the women my sons have chosen."
They all murmured thank yous. It was getting nauseatingly sappy, in Hugh's opinion. He hustled Nell out.
In the car, he said, "Well, that's my family."
"They're wonderful," Nell told him simply. "They were so nice."
He transferred his gaze to the rear-view mirror. "Were you bored, Kim?"
"No, the kids were nice, too." Pausing in the act of brushing her long, golden locks, she seemed to mean it. "Zofie is a kick. She was telling me all about school this year. I'm not sure if her teacher is lucky, or if I feel sorry for her. And Maddie and Evan take horseback riding lessons. That would be so cool! Mom, do you think…"
"You know I can't afford anything like that," Nell said repressively.
"But soon, maybe we can," Hugh suggested.
She gave him a startled look.
"Two incomes," he reminded her.
"Yes, but you don't need to spend your money on luxuries for my daughter…"
Was that pointed? he wondered. Don't step where you're not wanted, buddy?
"Maybe I want to," he said, voice carefully neutral. "Aren't we going to be a family?"
Her brow crinkled. "Yes, but…"
"Wow! Cool!" Kim exclaimed. "Maybe I could take lessons with Maddie."
Nell frowned at him. "We'll talk about it."
In front of Nell's house, Kim leaped out, gave him a glowing smile and said, "Thanks!" before slamming the door and bounding across the lawn.
Nell sat silent for a moment, looking straight ahead. "Are you trying to buy her?" she asked at last, with disquieting bluntness.
It was his turn to frown. "No. I was just pointing out that we'll be in a whole different income bracket with our two paychecks pooled."
Now she did look at him, eyes wide and troubled. "Are we going to pool them?"
"What were you envisioning? His and her bills and bank accounts?"
"I guess I hadn't gotten that far," she admitted. "The idea of handing over my paycheck and letting someone else pay the bills and dole out housekeeping money scares me."
Someone else. Boy, did she have a way of warming his heart. Still, instinct told him this was a moment' for a demonstration of faith.
"How about if I hand over my paycheck and you pay the bills?" he suggested. "Hell, my checkbook never balances anyway, and I hate paying bills. I'd rather cook dinner or wash dishes."
Wide-eyed now, she stared. "Really?"
"Really."
"Oh." She looked down at her hands clasped in her lap. Her fingers writhed. "Hugh, can we take this … slow? This marriage thing is pretty sudden."
"Yeah." He laid a hand over her restless fingers, quieting them instantly. "I'm sorry. Being pushy is my way. But I can be patient, too."
She gave him a nervous smile. "Okay. I'm not usually so … timid, but this just, uh, scares me. I may have a kid, but I've never been married."
"Me, either," he reminded her.
She studied him with what appeared to be genuine curiosity. "Are you just a good actor? Or are you taking this shotgun wedding better than I am?"
"Nobody is holding a gun to my head."
"I know, but…"
"We're getting married because you're pregnant. Yeah. Um…" He gave her question serious thought. "Maybe I am more optimistic than you are. My mother loved my father and never remarried after he was killed. And, except for John's first try, he and Connor seem to have hit the jackpot with their marriages. I figure, if they can do it, why not me?"
"But they didn't have to marry their wives," Nell argued.
"I didn't have to marry you, either," Hugh said quietly. "I want to."
Her expression was one of timid hope, and it wrenched his guts. It said nothing ever had worked for her, and she didn't expect it would this time, either, but some spark in her still yearned for the impossible. He wanted to give her whatever she craved as if it were the most glorious bouquet a man had ever gathered with his own hands. Unfortunately, happiness and security weren't plucked as easily as peonies and lilies.
"You're not what I used to think you were." As if bothered by the realization, she gazed at him with puckered brow.
"Most of us have layers beneath the obvious." His voice was a notch huskier than normal.
Her lashes fell, shielding her eyes. "I don't know if I do."
"Are you kidding?" He lifted her chin, loving the satiny feel of her skin. "I always knew you were a gutsy broad with a sharp tongue and a soft heart. I didn't know you were passionate, sometimes lonely, sometimes confused. I didn't know you had a kid at all, much less that you'd raised a daughter as nice as Kim. Or that instead of just existing off the job the way most of us do, you'd created a home like this one. I didn't know you'd ever smile at me."
"Have I ever?" she whispered.
"A few times." His own smile was wry. "Maybe it'll come more easily someday."
"Maybe." Her voice was just audible. Her pulse throbbed under his thumb.
"You look pretty today." He caressed her jaw, stroked the pad of one linger over her lips.
She swallowed. "Thank you."
"Are you wanting to call this wedding off?"
"I…" She sucked in a breath.
His heart damn near stopped as he waited.
"No." She gave a smile as twisted and complex as his. "Much to my surprise, no."
He bent his head before she could pull back and kissed her, a brief, thorough taste that sent his pulse skyrocketing.
She made a ragged sound and Hugh sat back. "You can pay the bills," he said. "But I should warn you, I have quite a bit put away."
Her eyes were dazed. "Quite a bit? Oh, you mean money." The puckers on her forehead gathered again, then smoothed. "We can argue about it later."
"Remember what the pastor said." This smile was quick and wicked. "Money is the first shoal we have to cross."
"Actually, I think the first is—" She screeched to a stop, heat blossoming on her cheeks.
Sex. That's what she was thinking.
"Can you find somewhere for Kim to stay after we get married? We should go away for a couple of days, at least."
Her gaze shied. "Isn't it too late to get reservations?"
"I made 'em at Kalaloch Lodge. Got us a couple of days off work, too." The old lodge clung to a cliff above the Pacific Ocean. The food was supposed to be superb, the sunsets incomparable and the sand dollars plentiful on glistening sands exposed by early morning tides. He'd been … presumptuous, to think she'd want to go with him. But he intended to have only one wedding night, and he didn't want it to be in her bed, down the hall from her daughter.
Roses still bloomed on her cheeks, but her eyes held a familiar glint. "You are pushy."
"I told you."
She caught her lower lip between her teeth. "I'm sure Kim can stay with a friend."
"Good," Hugh said with satisfaction. "I'd better go get some chores done."
"All right."
He felt her hesitation, but didn't know its cause. She managed to take him by surprise.
"Thank you, Hugh," she said in a soft, throaty voice, and kissed his cheek. Just a peck, but the first spontaneous move she'd made toward him.
Unless you counted the way she'd stood up to Captain Fisher last Monday, giving them a last chance to hunt a murderer who would otherwise walk.
Maybe that was her version of a bouquet.

Waiting nervously in a small anteroom at the church, Nell plucked at her satin skirt. How in heck had this wedding gotten away from her? What had happened to the two of them standing up in front of the pastor with a handful of friends and family to serve as witnesses? And this dress…
Nell sighed and turned to face the unfamiliar woman she saw in the floor-length mirror. The dress wasn't white—she'd stuck to her guns on that, at least. Virginal white would be bad enough when she had a sixteen-year-old daughter, but considering she was pregnant, too, and everyone knew it, she'd just feel wrong. A dumb scruple, no doubt, but her own.
So, okay. The dress was ivory colored. It was also long, glorious and old-fashioned, sleeveless to suit the season, but with a boned bodice like a medieval gown. It had looked simple enough on the rack for her to be willing to try it on, at her mother's urging. At her mother's, heck! Mom and Kim had conspired to gussy her up like—like some blushing bride with a cadre of bridesmaids in pink taffeta.
Nell let out a more irritated breath this time. She'd never noticed before how much Kim was like her mother. Both blond and blue-eyed—well, she knew that. But also sweet-natured and emotional. Their eyes had misted identically when she stepped out of the dressing room in this gown. She'd been sunk.
So here she was, being summoned by the organ music, feeling like a—a circus pony. Half grumpy, half scared, Nell poked at the circlet of flowers around her hair, which atypically flowed loose down her back. Mom and Kim again.
Why couldn't she just have worn a nice dress or a suit? Hugh had refused to trick himself out in a tuxedo. She'd look ridiculous!
Her daughter popped her head in. "Mo-om! Everyone is waiting! What are you doing?"
"Feeling ridiculous," Nell muttered.
"You look so hot, he's going to want to rip—" the teenager clapped a hand to her mouth "—never mind. Just get out here! Now."
"All right, all right."
She took a deep breath, picked up the bouquet of creamy roses Hugh had sent and followed Kim. Outside the small room, her friend from dispatch, Jen, waited.
"Thank heavens." Jen rolled her eyes upward. "I thought you'd chickened out."
Everyone turned when she, her daughter and her maid of honor appeared. The flutter of panic in Nell's breast became a beat of wings. She could bring down a bad guy without a flicker of nerves, but she was terrified of walking down the aisle in front of a huge audience.
From what her mother had reported, most of the department was here, all of Nell's friends, a few of her mother's, six or eight of Kim's, and half a church of Hugh's and his family's. And Nell hadn't even sent out invitations.
The organ music swelled. She took a deep breath and started walking, aware of Kim and Jen flanking her, but a step back. Smiling faces appeared to each side and vanished. Nell couldn't have put a name to a one of them.
The altar was a blur. Hugh was up there, she was vaguely aware, with Connor at his side, and the pastor smiling beatifically from a step above.
But she was halfway down the line of pews before she really saw Hugh, and then she almost stopped dead. Broad-shouldered, lean and dark in a tuxedo, he was gorgeous. The fairy-tale prince she hadn't dreamed about since sixth or seventh grade. Dazed, she didn't even wonder who had gotten him into a tux. She was only aware of his blue, blue eyes watching her progress, of the solemnity of his expression, of his sheer masculine beauty. How could she be marrying a man who looked like that?
Somehow, her legs held up and she kept moving. His gaze caressed her as he took her hand and turned himself to face the minister.
"Friends and family, we are gathered here today to witness the marriage of this man, and this woman…"
Pastor Harvey said wise things, she supposed, and generous ones, considering he knew what kind of marriage this was. He spoke of love and commitment and cleaving only to one another. A ballooning sense of unreality kept Nell from understanding any of it.
Hugh's hand tightened on hers when, voice slow and deep, he repeated, "I, Hugh McLean, do take this woman, Eleanor Granstrom, to be my lawfully wedded wife."
Somehow, in her turn, she repeated a vow to love, honor and keep, till death do them part, this man,
Hugh McLean, stranger. "I do," she said, when the moment came, and he said the same.
"You may kiss the bride." Pastor Harvey smiled gently.
Hugh drew her to face him. He wasn't smiling as he bent his head. She was past expectations, but was surprised nonetheless by the tenderness of that kiss. When his mouth left hers, she blinked and looked up at him for reassurance. Understanding was there, but something else as well, a flicker of raw emotion. Terror, like hers? Not, surely, passion for her.
It was hard to look away from his eyes, but at last she did. The sea of smiling faces refused to become individuals, except for her mother in the front pew, weeping prettily into a hankie and Kim unashamedly sobbing beside her. How could they be so moved, when Nell felt so … distant? So scared and unsure and lost?
But Hugh drew her with him, and they started up the aisle, walking faster and faster until they nearly ran. Nell gasped for breath. "Wait! Do I go with you?"
He glanced down as they burst out of the church. "Of course you go with me."
Cleave unto no other… They were married. Oh, God.
She didn't object when he helped her into the passenger seat of his Explorer. Strange. Except for the one Sunday, she hadn't been here since… Nell stole a glance over her shoulder. Since they'd made love in the back seat. If you could dignify what they'd done with that particular euphemism. She remembered him on his knees between her thighs, his breath warm on her throat as he muttered erotic words.
Warmth pooled in her belly, and she shifted uncomfortably. They'd been drunk, she tried to remind herself with brutal frankness. That night, to him she was … was woman, in some symbolic sense, not Nell Granstrom. What was the vulgar saying? All cats were grey in the dark? He hadn't wanted her. Still didn't want her. How could he? A man like him and a woman like her. Yet if they took their vows seriously, they were stuck with each other. She wore an unfamiliar ring and had said, "I do."
"How did it come to this?" Until his head turned sharply, she didn't realize she'd spoken aloud.
"You mean the crowd?" His smile was smug as he started the Explorer away from the curb. "I let our mothers handle it."
"Oh." She frowned. "I thought we agreed…"
"I admit, I didn't expect this mob." He ran a finger under his crisp white collar, tugging at it. "Or to have to wear this penguin getup."
"I intended to wear a simple suit. I made the mistake of taking my mother and Kim shopping."
"But our families are happy."
She remembered the tears and the knowing smile as Connor clapped Hugh on the back just before they fled up the aisle.
"Yes, I suppose they are," she admitted.
"Now all we have to do is get through the reception and we can make our great escape."
Escape? She swallowed. That depended on what you were afraid of.
"Right. Sure."
"Tomorrow morning, you'll be walking on the beach, the waves running over your toes, nothing but a few humpbacks between you and China."
But tonight… She squeezed her thighs together to quell the throbbing at the same time as her heart did a few hops, skips and jumps.
Tonight, they might find out what a terrible mistake they had made.
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In the gazebo that clung to the clifftop, Nell stood with a hand shading her eyes against the late afternoon sun as she gazed at the vast expanse of the Pacific Ocean. Here the curve of the earth was visible on the horizon, a sight that usually stirred Hugh into the rare philosophical—for him—contemplation of how minute he was in the greater scheme of things.
Today, he watched Nell instead. She'd changed into a pair of blue slacks and a cap-sleeved T-shirt for the drive to the ocean. He was getting used to seeing her out of uniform, but that didn't mean he didn't like to look. Despite the recent hot weather, she'd stayed pale, her arms and cheeks a honey gold but her throat and shoulders a creamy white that enhanced the delicacy of her bone structure. He couldn't remember why he'd ever thought her plain. Every time he studied her he saw new details—a hint of a cleft on her chin, a tiny mole on her cheek, the length of her lashes or the faint sprinkle of freckles on her nose. Her beauty was subtle, creeping up on you. She was elegant rather than flashy.
And so damn sexy he had to forcibly wrench his mind from the forthcoming evening. He kept seeing flashes of her from that night in the Explorer: a long white waist and soft blond V of curls as she struggled to pull up her trousers, the plump round of a breast, pale like the moon in the dark interior of the SUV, her butt wedged between the seats with his hands splayed over it. He heard her sighs and demands and throaty cries, too.
What scared him was the horror and undiluted dislike in her eyes after they'd woken up. She'd been drunk when she called his name in husky wonder. What if she didn't like him? Didn't want him? What if tonight she was stiff and unhappy, accepting him into her bed because she'd made a bargain and for no other reason?
He stifled a groan and walked toward her across the mown grass. He'd registered inside the rustic lodge while she admired the sea view.
As he approached, he saw the serenity of her profile. For a moment she tipped her head back, closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath of salty air. But she tensed immediately when she heard his first footstep on the gazebo floorboards.
"Do you want to go for a walk on the beach?" he asked. "We have time before dinner."
"Can we?" She turned a shining expression on him. "I'm itching to take my shoes off and dig my toes in the sand."
Was that what newly weds were supposed to be itching to do? he wondered wryly. But he made his smile easy. "How about we go change into jeans? I suspect the breeze will turn cold as the sun sets."
"Look." She pointed past the curving creek below to the driftwood strewn beach. "People are gathering wood for fires. Can we do that one of these nights? We could have s'mores."
"Yeah." He took her hand. "We can do that."
They carried their bags up to their small room with a big bed and a sloping ceiling. She changed in the bathroom while he did the same in the bedroom. Then they made their way between cabins to the trail to the beach.
Huge logs were piled like Pick-Up Sticks against the reddish clay bluff, forming a maze and a playground for children, who climbed and shrieked and made forts.
"It's hard to imagine waves big enough to fling these trees like—like sticks," Nell marveled. "Have you ever been here in winter?"
"No, but I'll bet it's spectacular in a storm. You can pick up good stuff on the beach the next day, too, I hear. Even Japanese sea floats. Maybe we should have a romantic weekend here this winter. Or a family one," he amended, trying to read her body language. "We could rent a cabin."
"That would be fun." She nodded toward a half circle of sandals left by a family, to judge by the Varying sizes. "Let's leave our shoes."
The golden sand was pure silk between his toes. Nell rolled up her pant legs and looked up at him, laughing. "You're going to get wet, you know."
"Am I?"
"Come on." She grabbed his hand, her mood a thousand times lighter than it had been all day. "I want a sand dollar."
"I think we need a lower tide."
"Oh, pooh. Maybe I'll get lucky."
The beach here was huge, the surf what seemed like a quarter of a mile from the bluff. To the north, Kalaloch Creek spread a shimmering net of streamlets over the sand as it met the ocean. To the south, the beach arched toward a distant point.
They walked along the firm, damp sand at the water's edge, visited occasionally by a white or pale-brown gull, coming across a few flocks of sandpipers chasing the outgoing waves. Once a jogger passed; in the far distance, someone threw a Frisbee for a dog. But for the most part, they were alone with the constant, muted roar of the surf and the sinking sun. They scarcely talked, Nell seemingly content to leave her hand in his. A couple of times she tugged him playfully into an advancing rush of wave and laughed as he protested against the icy temperature.
When the entire horizon was painted in orange and purple and the sun was a half disc that cast a long glowing trail across the ocean, Hugh stopped her. "Let's turn back. You'll get cold."
"I am getting hungry," she admitted.
He'd noticed she ate nothing at the reception. He hadn't been in the mood himself.
"The wedding was nice," he said.
"It was." She sounded surprised. "I was petrified."
"About marrying me?"
She made a face up at him. "About walking down the aisle. I just knew I was going to trip and fall flat on my face, or people were going to buzz about how inappropriate my dress was, or—" she gave a small, huffing laugh "—you can fill in the blank."
Her gaze was fixed raptly on the setting sun. Watching her, Hugh said, "Here's one of those facets of you that doesn't show on the surface. You seem so confident."
"I was never exactly a … belle, even in high school. And, you know, when you're a young, single parent, you don't date. Who has time, or money to pay a baby-sitter? And what young guy is interested in a woman who has a kid?"
"Idiots." He grinned at her startled look. "You were so beautiful coming down the aisle today, Connor had to remind me to breathe."
Her smile was small and even sad. "Thank you for saying that."
"Damn it!" He stopped abruptly. Barely aware of a cold wave rushing over their feet, he pulled her to face him. "I'm going to cure you of this inferiority complex."
Her chin lifted. "I don't feel inferior! I know my own qualities. I'm a good cop, and I think a good mother. Mostly. I'm just not Helen of Troy."
"Maybe you are, to me." Even to him, his voice sounded rough. Odd.
Tension quivered through her. "You don't have to … pretend. I—I'd rather you didn't."
"Who says I'm pretending?" Anger joined the current of passion running through his veins. Hugh gripped her chin and bent his head, kissing Nell with more savagery and a hell of a lot less finesse than he'd intended for his wedding night.
For a moment she stood completely still, her mouth unresponsive. He took a ragged breath and nipped her lower lip. Nell made a small, sobbing sound and flung her free arm around his neck, her lips parting and her body molding to his. The kiss deepened, becoming slow and heated. Somewhere along the way he let go of her hand and gripped her buttock to press her up against him where he ached. "I want you," he growled.
"You … meant it?" she whispered. He heard the crumbling disbelief in her tone. "When you said you'd been, um…"
"Lusting for you?" He nipped her earlobe. "Oh, yeah. I meant it."
She made that throaty purr he loved. "Oh-h," she breathed.
He had to kiss her again. He was about ready to lay her on the wet sand and ravish her when a wave struck, knee-high, and laughing and cursing at the same time, he led her higher on the beach. "Damn it, now I'm wet!"
"Me, too." She giggled. "You should have rolled up your jeans."
The soggy denim flapped against his legs as they walked. His pace had picked up considerably, not because he wanted to change but because he had visions of getting out of his jeans—and her out of hers.
"Oh," she murmured, and he focused on the sunset. Only a tiny sliver of incandescent orange remained, with the moon eerily rising above in a sky that appeared deep purple. Even the sound of the surf seemed hushed. "We should have gotten married here," Nell said softly.
He grunted his agreement.
They were nearing the trailhead and the cabins along the bluff. Flames shot up from several brisk beach fires nestled in alcoves of driftwood, sparks dancing against the darkening sky like fireflies. Somewhere down the beach a woman with a rich soprano voice sang "Music of the Night" from Phantom of the Opera. She sang softly, he guessed, but the haunting music carried, causing Nell's fingers to curl against Hugh's palm.
"How lovely," she whispered.
They retrieved their shoes and made their silent, groping way up the zigzag trail to the grassy bluff and along the loop road to the lodge. Delicious smells and the clink of cutlery from the restaurant followed them up the stairs to their room beneath the roof.
"Are you hungry?" Nell asked brightly. "Shall we go eat next?"
He was hungry, all right, but knew when to bide his time. "Sure," he said agreeably.
Once again, they separated to change clothes, but this time he only smiled at her shyness. Her kiss had given her away. "You can run," he murmured, "but you can't hide."
She came out of the bathroom. "What?"
"Nothing. Shall we go down?"
They were seated by the window, but the sunset show was over. The big window framed only darkness. Even in here, however, the roar of the surf was a presence, a never forgotten reminder of the powerful ocean just outside.
In candlelight, her face was mysterious, her eyes big and shadowed, the curve of her lips and the strong line of her cheekbones enhanced. Hugh found himself watching her mouth, remembering her feel and taste. It was all he could do to maintain his side of a conversation he suspected was inane.
Pauses became longer. Damn, he was hard just thinking about the night ahead. Their wedding night. Would he yet be able to feel the swell of their child?
When the waitress stopped, smiling, at their table to ask, "Have you looked at the dessert menu yet? Or can I get you coffee?"
Hugh shook his head. "Not for me. Would you like something, Nell?"
Her eyes not leaving his, she shook her head. "No. Thank you."
He jotted down their room number on the check and rose to his feet, holding out a hand. Nell came to him. He couldn't tell if she was being obedient or eager, but at least she hadn't been coward enough to ask for ice cream or a cup of coffee to be slowly sipped as a way to delay.
Alone in their room upstairs, Hugh locked the door and turned her to face him. Now he saw how wary her expression was, and dismay and frustration grabbed his throat.
He swallowed, hard. "We don't have to do this. If you want to wait, get to know me better…"
Nell made a ragged sound. "I'm pregnant with your baby."
"Still, I'm offering." Wishing like hell he weren't such a gentleman. "I don't want you if you're giving yourself as payment for a wedding ring."
Her eyes narrowed and her voice became silky. "Is that what you think? I wanted your name for this baby, so I'm sacrificing myself?"
Harshly he said, "I want to be sure you aren't."
She was silent, complex emotions crossing her face. Finally she said, "Down on the beach, did I kiss you as if I were offering myself up?"
"I felt your reluctance." Right this second, he hated himself for his insistence on bluntness. Why couldn't he have just taken what was his? "I want to be sure, it wasn't repulsion."
There it was, out in the open, his plea: Tell me you don't find me distasteful.
"Repulsion?" she echoed in obvious astonishment. "That's what you think?"
He didn't think, he feared.
He didn't say anything.
She started to laugh, softly at first and then so hard she sagged onto the edge of the bed and clutched her stomach.
His jaw clenched.
"You think I'm repulsed!" She laughed until tears sprang into her eyes. At last, wiping away the tears, she said, "Hugh McLean, you are the most beautiful man I've ever seen. I have spent years envying all those … those Kelly Nordstroms and Roberta Vangels. Because you looked at them." Her voice became the faintest bit tremulous. "But never at me."
Hoarse with disbelief, he said, "You didn't like me."
Pink touched her cheeks, but her smile was mischievous. "Maybe not, but women lust, too, you know."
For a moment, he couldn't move, taking it in. She wanted him.
"You looked at me."
She gave a tiny nod. "I looked at you."
"Good." He knew his smile was wolfish as he advanced on her. "Keep looking, lady. This time, I intend to see you."
She started to rise from the bed, and he let her, but only so he could lift her into his arms.
Nell squeaked. "What…?"
He let them both fall, legs tangled, arms holding each other tight. "I want you," Hugh muttered, and claimed her mouth.
He meant to take it slow, a night of memories to supplement the blurred, disconnected images of their first time. He hadn't counted on the ferocity of the desire that clawed at him. How had he endured months after having her once? He wanted to rip her clothes off and bury himself in her now. They could savor later.
He had to stop kissing her long enough to tear her T-shirt over her head and drink in the sight of her tall, slim body. Her bra was tiny, a delicate confection of midnight-blue lace that he never would have suspected her of choosing.
"Pretty," he said huskily.
"I bought it for you," she whispered.
He kissed her chest, rubbed a cheek against the soft swell of breast above the lace. This was their wedding night. She'd bought sexy lingerie for him. He couldn't take her like some kind of animal. Voice thick, he told his wife, "That's the kind of gift I like." With one hand he sought the snap of her jeans. "Let me unwrap the rest."
"No fair." She tugged at his shirt.
He willingly helped her pull it off without losing sight of his main goal. Unzipping her jeans was incredibly erotic, her skin pale and silky, the deep-blue lacy panties veiling and teasing in a way that wrenched a groan from him. His self-control wasn't helped any by the way she lifted her hips so that he could take her jeans off. He wanted her legs wrapped around him and her hips rising eagerly to meet him.
But he was almost distracted by her legs. She had the most gorgeous legs he'd ever seen, unbelievably long, slender and taut with just enough muscle. He dropped the jeans, kissed the arch of her foot, and said—tried to say, "You're gorgeous." Given the rasp of his voice, who the hell knew what she heard?
He kissed and nipped his way up those incredible legs until he reached that scrap of silk and lace, where he nuzzled her until she moaned and moved restlessly, one of her hands gripping his hair.
"No fair," she said again. He thought she said. She didn't sound like herself, either.
"All's fair in love," he reminded her.
"And war." For just an instant, she was her tart self, provoking a grin from him.
"Which is this?"
Her smile was deliciously sexy. "We can decide later."
He laid a hand on her belly. "You don't show."
"I'm only a little over two months along. Even so, my pants are all getting tight. I used to be, um, concave when I laid on my back." She eyed herself ruefully. "There's something in there."
He kissed her stomach and murmured, "Hi, baby."
"This means we're not alone," she reminded him. "Maybe what we're going to do isn't appropriate."
"What's the kid know?" He suckled first one breast and then the next through the silk, feeling the hard nub of her nipples.
"Nothing," she whispered, arching. "Oh. Don't stop."
With a flick of his finger, he released her bra and brushed aside the dark silk to expose breasts that just filled his hands. "Nothing," he promised her huskily, "will stop me now."
He made love to her as slowly as he could bear, watching her relax, then tense, seeing her eyes darken and become desperate, feeling her kneading fingers dig into his muscles. He explored in turn her breasts, her pale throat, her swollen mouth. Between kisses, Nell reached for his belt.
"Your turn."
He let her fumble for a minute, but his patience was eroding like the cliff in a winter storm. Pushing aside her hands, he yanked down his jeans and discarded them.
She stared until he moved uneasily. "You've seen a naked man before. Hell, you've seen me before."
"Can't I enjoy looking?"
"No, damn it!" he growled, and bore her down.
This kiss was damp and drugged, a white-hot melding of mouths and tongues. Her legs twined with his, so that finding his way between her thighs was as natural as breathing. More necessary, right now.
He entered slowly, a fraction of an inch at a time, feeling her shuddering tightness. Every muscle in his body locked with the effort to hold back, not to thrust hard and deep with a guttural, animal cry of triumph—as he vaguely remembered doing that night in the Explorer.
"Don't … stop," she panted once, then again when he hesitated too long.
Voice raw, he said, "I don't want to hurt you."
She laughed, a husky, high sound that stirred a chord deep in him. "Why would it hurt? Anyway, I don't care … if it hurts … a little."
He groaned, and buried himself the last few inches, watching her eyes glaze.
"Yes. Oh, please," she whispered. "Do it again."
Hugh lost it then. He pulled back, then thrust, gripping her buttocks to lift her to meet him. Her fingernails bit into his shoulders, an exquisite pain that sharpened every sensation.
Waiting for her was the single hardest thing he'd ever done. Waiting for tonight, waiting for her to find the completion that begged to rip through him.
His reward came when she shuddered around him and gazed at him with astonishment and wonder. "Hugh?" she asked.
He buried his body one last time in hers and groaned, all the answer he could give her.

Those three days were the best of Nell's life, shadowed only a little by anxiety about the future.
It wasn't that she didn't love Kim so deeply she ached with it, but raising a child alone had always been scary. She'd breast-fed her tiny daughter in one pathetic rented room after another, potty-trained her in a shabby duplex with the landlord beating on the door wanting to know where the rent was. She'd read Kim library books, tucked her in each night only to go to bed in terror herself over where tomorrow's grocery money would come from. Even when she finished school and was hired on by the department, getting by was hard. Her fear of being on the street again was always there. Not until the day she paid off the mortgage would she believe no one could throw them out of their home. Single days here and there shone in her memory, but always she lived with the knowledge that she was responsible for her child's health and happiness and hope for a secure future. How could she relax and just enjoy?
These three days at Kalaloch, married almost despite herself to a man she had firmly believed not so long ago that she despised, Nell let herself be happy.
At home, they'd be arguing in two minutes. She didn't even want to think about the daily grind of marriage. There was so much they hadn't talked about! She didn't know whether he left dirty socks on the bedroom floor and blobs of toothpaste in the sink, whether he'd want to hang out with his brothers or buddies five nights a week. She didn't know whether his passion for her would wane quickly, whether he'd criticize her housekeeping, her cooking or her appearance. Whether the fact that they weren't in love would irritate them both like a tiny bit of gravel in a shoe, a minor annoyance that eventually raises a blister that becomes raw.
At Kalaloch, she didn't let any of that matter. He wanted her, he smiled at her, he talked to her. In fact, she'd never in her life talked to anybody the way she did with Hugh, never had anybody listen as he did. They seemed never to run out of things to say, as if both were hungry to hear about the other's childhood, fears, joys, phobias and quirks.
As if by unspoken agreement, they steered away from subjects like money, a future division of labor, how he'd feel living in her house… She tried not to be prickly, and he checked his male ego for the weekend—except when they were in bed, and then his ego, as well as the rest of him, seemed to be amply satisfied.
The job, they did discuss, most often during long walks on the beach or while resting with their backs to smooth gray ocean-polished logs.
That first morning, they'd walked several miles during low tide, picking up two perfect sand dollars left lying like gifts on the wet sand, one for each of them. Now, far down the beach, they sat, Nell with her feet buried in sand.
"We won't be working together anymore," Nell said.
Hugh was watching the slowly moving light of a freighter far out to sea. "Unfortunately."
A moment of gloom penetrated her contentment. "I'm going to be stuck behind a desk."
"To be honest," he glanced at her, "I'm glad. You scared the crap out of me when you got shot."
Tension lifted its quills. What if he had visions of her quitting work? She was a cop just as much as he was! Carefully, she asked, "Because I'm pregnant?"
"Because—" He broke off abruptly and rubbed the back of his neck. "No. It was you I was afraid for."
Trying to sound reasonable, she pointed out, "I'll have to worry about you just as much."
"I know." He gave her a wry grin. "I'm a sexist pig. I don't like women getting shot at. Just … give me time, okay? I know you're a cop. I don't expect you to quit. But right now, while you're carrying the baby, maybe I'll feel better if you're not out on the street. Is that unreasonable?"
A part of her—the coward—wanted it to be. Wanted a reason to take offense, to believe he didn't understand her, Nell Granstrom. It would let her go into emotional retreat. But she wouldn't take such an easy out.
"No," she admitted. "I am tired a lot. I'll survive five or six months of paperwork." She eyed him. "Are you going to give up on Ryman's murder?"
His brows drew together. "No. I think I have John half-convinced. Did I tell you?" When she shook her head, he continued, "I laid it out again, and this time I shook him. But when he asked what I'd do next, I had to admit I'm getting stymied. We've talked to everybody."
"We haven't come clean and said, 'Gann didn't kill this guy. One of you did.'"
"We'd look like fools if we never pinned one of 'em with it. Can't you imagine the media picking up the story? They'd decide we were trying to cover up for our own incompetence in losing the damn gun."
She wrinkled her nose. "That's possible."
"Are we imagining things?"
Nell took his hand. "You know we're not."
"My money is still on St. Clair."
"That's just because you think he flirted with me."
He grinned at her. "Not true. I don't like him because he flirted with you. I think he killed Ryman because he had the best opportunity. And because he had the sequence of shots mixed up. Why is he claiming the first shot was the one a few feet from him?"
"Because he's so shaken up, it's all tangled in his mind. Personally, my money is on Margaret Bissell," Nell countered. "She's cold. I think she could kill, if she had good enough reason."
He grunted. "Greater Northwest is going to complain if we go back again and again to interview their employees. It's going to start looking like harassment."
She nodded thoughtfully. It was true that they had done everything that seemed practical. They'd learned that half a dozen workers on the fifth floor had concealed weapons permits, but none of the guns registered to them matched the caliber of the murder weapon. Several of the chattier employees agreed that Margaret Bissell had had an affair with Jerome Ryman the year before, although no one could figure out how they'd worked up the heat, given that both were cool workaholics. There was general agreement, too, that the affair had ended some months before, but no one knew why, as neither were the type to throw a scene at the office. "Maybe it just dwindled," Carrie Engen had said doubtfully.
Competition for Dermot Eaton's job was fierce, Hugh and Nell had learned, but thus far civilized. And, as Hugh had said, people rarely killed for a promotion.
Clearly, nobody liked Ryman, but again—normal people didn't murder a colleague just because he was a self-righteous, egotistical, humorless prig. Result…
"We're nowhere," Hugh said unhappily.
Nell leaned her head against his shoulder. "This really matters to you, doesn't it?"
He moved uneasily. "Maybe I just don't want to admit I was wrong."
"But we're agreed you weren't wrong."
He grunted and sat in frowning silence for a minute that stretched into another. "It has to do with my father's murder," he said at last. "I told you the guy who shot him and a bunch of others was never caught, didn't I?"
"I remember."
Hugh gave a heavy sigh. "I guess Ryman's murder has started to feel symbolic to me. I mean, Gann's dead. I can't slap him in handcuffs. All the lives he took, all the husbands or wives who'll have to grieve, all the kids who'll grow up without their mom or dad—he never had to look at them and see what he'd done. In a way, he's gotten away with it, too. You know what I mean?"
"Mm-hm," she murmured.
"Ryman's got kids. Did you know that?"
She vaguely had. "Don't they live with his ex?"
"Yeah, but they spent a lot of weekends with him. If he had a soft side, it was for them. He's got two girls, ten and twelve years old. I saw a picture of them in the newspaper. From his funeral." He was silent for a moment. "Gave me a kind of … flashback."
"You want this murderer to pay for their sake." Nell rubbed her cheek against his shoulder, and his arm tightened around her. "And for your mother's, and your own."
His chest rose and fell, and his voice was a mere rumble against her hair. "I'm kidding myself. It's not for the sake of Ryman's daughters. They think Gann killed their dad. They're as satisfied as they can be, considering they just stood at their father's gravesite. No, I've made this personal, and I shouldn't."
Nell pulled back to look at him. "Why?" she asked with spirit. "If we can't do our jobs with some passion, what does that make us? Robots?"
His expression was grim. "The danger is, when do we become vigilantes? When do we care more about satisfying our own egos than we do about justice?"
She smiled at him. "You do think about these things! And here I was always convinced you were a robot. During all those arguments we've had about tempering the demands of the law with mercy, I was sure you didn't even get my side! What were you doing? Playing devil's advocate?"
"No." The faintest amusement crinkled the corners of his eyes. "Expressing a man's less fuzzy-headed point of view. Oh, yeah." His smile became wicked. "And annoying the piss out of you."
"That was fun?" she asked in outrage.
"Hell, yes." Abruptly, he moved, his shoulders blotting out the world. His voice had become husky, his eyes molten with banked hunger as his smile faded. "I liked irritating you. It was the only reaction I seemed able to get out of you."
Her own eyes heavy-lidded, she murmured, "Oh, you were getting another reaction. You just didn't notice."
"When I think of the time we've wasted," Hugh muttered, just before his mouth found hers.
She wanted to say again, Don't pretend, but he didn't give her a chance. And, perhaps sadly, she liked nothing more than pretending. That he loved her, that this was a normal honeymoon, that their marriage would last forever. Pretending she believed in all those ridiculous fairy-tale endings.
Arms wrapped around his strong neck, mouth parted under his, Nell thought, with bittersweet pain and joy mixed inextricably, I don't really believe he loves me. But, just for these few days, I won't let myself think about the fact that he doesn't. I'll … not pretend, but hope. That was all right, wasn't it?
The hope scared her a little, but answering his kiss with all the passion she felt, Nell gave herself permission anyway.
Just for these few days.
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"Mrs. McLean!" Finding Hugh's mother—good heavens, her brand-new mother-in-law!—on the doorstep, Nell couldn't help the surprise in her voice.
"Is this a bad time?" Ivy McLean asked with dignity.
Grateful that she'd changed into sweats instead of her pajamas, as she'd been tempted to do after work, Nell exclaimed, "No, not at all! Please, come in. Have you eaten? I just had dinner, but I could warm up leftovers…"
"I've eaten, thank you." Her mother-in-law followed her into the living room, her carriage regal, her outfit elegant.
Nell enviously eyed Ivy's salmon-pink, silk blouse paired with rust-brown slacks. Why didn't anything she wore ever look that classy?
Maybe, she thought ruefully, because she didn't like shopping enough ever to have clothes that matched, never mind having added the accessories like the silk scarf or earrings that coordinated so perfectly.
Minding her manners, she said, "I was just going to have a cup of coffee. Can I get you one, too?"
"Thank you." Ivy sat at one end of the couch, spine straight.
Nell escaped to the kitchen, glad her mother-in-law couldn't see the dirty dishes still heaped in the sink. The coffeemaker had done its thing, and she poured two cups, putting them with sugar and powdered creamer on a seldom-used tray, which she carried carefully into the living room and set on the coffee table.
"How nice." Ivy stirred a half teaspoonful of creamer into her coffee. Glancing around, she added, "Your place is delightful. A real home."
"Thank you." Even the slightest pause felt awkward. Nell asked hurriedly, "Were you hoping to see Hugh? I'm afraid he's at work."
"Yes, he mentioned that he would be working swing shift this next month or so. How difficult, when you're just married."
"It's a little odd," Nell admitted. "I feel as if I hardly see him." They'd only been on this schedule for four days, but already some of the intimacy of their honeymoon weekend had evaporated. In the early morning she'd creep out of bed, leaving him sprawled in bed sound asleep, shower and slip downstairs to grab a quick bite and leave for work. As she was getting off at the end of her shift, they exchanged a greeting in the hall at work, Nell on her way to the parking garage, Hugh on his way to the briefing room for roll call. Nell tried to stay up until he got home near midnight, but had already fallen asleep a couple of the nights. They'd made love twice, with none of the playfulness they'd shared over the weekend.
Ivy set down her coffee cup with a purposeful air. "I thought this might be a good time for us to get acquainted. We had so little chance to talk before the wedding."
Uh-oh. Nell braced herself. Was this when Hugh's mother told her how disappointed she was in his choice of bride?
Nell opted for frankness. "It must have come as a shock to you."
"Oh, a surprise, certainly." Ivy met Nell's eyes calmly. "To be candid, I'm delighted."
"You are?" Nell gulped. "I mean … I'm flattered. But I didn't expect… That is, I was afraid his family would look down on me. Considering, um, the circumstances." How articulate, she thought miserably. How poised. She sounded like a teenager put on the spot, not a mature adult! Damn it, the pregnancy was just as much Hugh's fault as hers!
Ivy picked up the spoon and stirred her coffee unnecessarily, as though to give herself a moment. Nell waited in agony.
"We were all pleased," her mother-in-law said at last, carefully. "We feared Hugh would never settle down. He's showed no interest in marriage or having a family of his own. It seemed he was careful never to date any woman long enough to give her expectations."
"Maybe he just hadn't met the right woman."
Ivy was shaking her head before Nell got through her tentative explanation. "Hugh shied from any sort of commitment."
"But … why?"
Only in her late fifties, Ivy McLean suddenly looked older. "I don't really know. He was young enough when his father died that he may scarcely remember living with two parents. I worked so many hours, he was virtually raised by his older brothers. It may be that not experiencing a normal family life affected him."
"But your family seems so close!" Nell leaned forward. "You get together every weekend, and John and Connor are Hugh's best friends. They both appear to be happily married."
"Yes." Her face softened. "I meant it when I told you I feel fortunate. Natalie and Mariah are lovely young women."
But I'm not, Nell thought. Not really. And Hugh didn't choose to marry me, not the way his brothers chose their brides.
She felt … slow, not to have understood quicker what her mother-in-law was saying.
"You think Hugh wouldn't have gotten married at all unless he had to," Nell said abruptly. "You're glad he was forced into marriage by my pregnancy."
"I think the pregnancy gave him a little push," Ivy conceded. "I can't believe he would have asked if he wasn't in love with you. What I fear is that he wouldn't have acknowledged his own feelings if he hadn't had the baby to think about."
Nell felt cold inside. Acknowledged his own feelings? Hugh didn't have any for her. He didn't even pretend that he did. As kind and romantic as he'd been, the most he had claimed was to have wanted her.
What her mother-in-law was telling her was that Hugh had carefully avoided a walk down the aisle or fatherhood. She'd known he hadn't wanted to marry her in particular; what she hadn't known was that he'd hated the idea of marriage at all. But he was a good man, one bound by rigid notions of duty and honor and chivalry, and he'd had to offer.
Only, she hadn't had to accept. If she'd known, Nell thought unhappily, she wouldn't have.
"I shouldn't have married him."
"My dear! Of course you should have! You're his salvation!"
"His salvation?" Nell stared at her in horror. "A woman who forced him into marriage?"
"Did you?"
Agitated, she jumped to her feet and paced the length of the living room. "Not in the sense that I held a gun to his head, but I could have refused!" She swung to face her mother-in-law. "I should have."
Ivy was shaking her head. "No, you're exactly what he needs. A woman with spirit, physical courage and backbone. And Hugh was made to be a father! He adores children. You've seen him with his nieces and nephews—you know it's true. He might never have had a child of his own if it hadn't happened accidentally. You'll see," she concluded confidently. "He'll end up grateful. Why, he may already be!"
Oh God, oh God, Nell thought. Grateful? He probably felt more like a first-timer hearing the gates clanging shut behind him as he started a life term at the state penitentiary. He probably wanted to drop to his knees and howl in anguish.
And she had done this to him.
Seemingly unaware of the turmoil into which she'd thrown Nell, Ivy began stirring her virtually untouched coffee yet again. "I'm afraid he's rather avoiding me at the moment."
"What?" Still engulfed in pain, Nell had trouble comprehending the shift of topic.
"I said something that … upset him." Her composure momentarily cracked. "He hasn't … told you?"
"No." Nell struggled to focus on the other woman's distress. "No, he hasn't."
"I came today partly in hopes you'd talk to him. I want to make certain he doesn't risk his career pursuing a case his superiors have dismissed." Her voice took on a tremor. "I greatly fear he's doing it for my sake."
Still stunned, Nell made herself sit again. "Hugh did say this case is symbolic for him. That arresting this murderer would … oh, stand in for seeing his father's killer caught. I'm really not sure it has anything to do with you."
Ivy didn't seem to have heard her. Expression troubled, she gazed at a framed photo of Hugh receiving a commendation that Nell had added to the collection on the fireplace mantel. "He was so angry at me. A slip of the tongue…"
Not having the slightest idea what she was talking about, Nell waited. When Ivy didn't say any more, Nell took the bull by the horns. "What slip of the tongue?" Belatedly she added, "If you don't mind telling me."
Red stained Ivy's cheeks. "We were talking about this case. I intended to refer to Jerome Ryman's killer, and what came out was—" she visibly drew breath and courage "—I said he had to find his father's killer."
"Oh, no," Nell exclaimed involuntarily.
With obvious difficulty, her mother-in-law met her eyes. Pride battled with shame in them. "This terrible bloodbath brought back those times for me. I know that I would have achieved…" she seemed to seek the right words, finally saying carefully "…greater resolution to my grief if my husband's murderer had been arrested and tried. When this shooting at the Joplin Building happened, it upset me. I've let it become … perhaps more than a symbol. It awakened this awful anger in me." Even now, her voice shook with it. "I would have joined a lynch mob if one had formed, even though I believe strongly in the law and our legal system. I wanted somebody to be punished."
"Jack Gann is beyond punishment," Nell said slowly, remembering the quiet rage in Hugh's voice when he had sat beside her on the beach, arms resting on his knees.
His voice echoed in her memory.
All the lives he took, all the husbands and wives who'll have to grieve, all the kids who'll grow up without their mom or dad—he never had to look at them and see what he'd done. In a way, he's gotten away with it, too.
Had the suppressed fury been for himself, for the childhood spent without a father? Or had he been thinking of his mother, who had let past and present slip until they were one?
"Yes," Ivy said, her face more ravaged than elegant. "But that isn't the point. I suppose I thought it was, but I heard John and Connor talking. Hugh has this … this obsession." She was not a woman who would let herself cry, but her unhappiness was the more stark for the lack of tears. "It's my fault. I want to make things right."
"What is it you think I can do?"
"He'll listen to you. You're his wife."
"But I'm not sure he is doing this for you." She didn't want to hurt Hugh's mother, but her deepest instinct told her not to intervene. "He must have felt very helpless as a boy when his father was murdered. Could this be his way of … oh, finally achieving mastery?"
"I don't know." Ivy's mouth twisted. "He accused me of pushing all three of my sons to become police officers. He said they were nothing to me but weapons, that I didn't care what they'd wanted." She drew a shuddering breath. "I wish I could say he's completely wrong. I so badly wanted justice… He'd say it was vengeance I craved. I think what I really wanted with all my heart was for it to have never happened. There were … warnings, you see. All disregarded. If the police had done their jobs…"
What Nell saw with painful clarity was three young boys watching their mother's unbearable grief and hearing her lament. This never had to have happened, not if the police had done their jobs.
In becoming cops, they must all have believed at some unspoken, gut level, they could make it not have happened. Their father would be alive, their mother content, their own childhoods Norman Rockwell images of boys and their fathers playing ball.
Only they couldn't change a thing.
Nell wondered when each had realized that. Was that when Connor had decided to hang up his cuffs and go back to graduate school?
A troubling thought followed. Did Hugh still believe he could make everything right? It would explain why he'd turned down promotions to detective, since on the street he prevented crime instead of investigating the aftermath. Did he still see himself as some kind of modern-day, glorified knight on a charger instead of a pragmatic, cynical cop who understood what he could and couldn't realistically accomplish?
Staring, unseeing, at her mother-in-law, Nell asked herself, What will happen the day he's forced to understand that he will forever fail? That he can't change the past?
How would he cope?
Eyes slowly focusing on his mother, Nell said slowly, "I think you should tell Hugh what you just told me. He needs to hear it from you, not me."
Hugh's mother gave a twisted smile. "But, you see, he won't listen to me. He hasn't really talked to me in weeks. Not since…"
Since her slip of the tongue, of course. Since she had explicitly laid responsibility for avenging his father's murder on her youngest son.
"I do believe he's right about Jerome Ryman's murder," Nell felt compelled to add. "Hugh told me that John was coming around to believing him."
"I don't know." Ivy sounded vague and quavery. "I wouldn't know. I'm sorry. I shouldn't have tried to coerce you to intervene. Not when you're a newlywed. I'm afraid I deserve Hugh's anger. Well." She seemed to collect herself and got to her feet. "Forgive me. This is jumping into family problems with both feet."
"I don't mind." Nell stood, too. "I understand your worry."
"You're a mother." Ivy spoke as though it were a matter of course. "Your daughter is lovely, you know. Looking at her, I'm almost glad my own children were sons. They're easier in some ways."
They couldn't get pregnant, which Nell supposed was something. But she wasn't about to confide her chief anxiety concerning her daughter. Ivy McLean would go away thinking they were both sluts.
Maybe they were. Maybe it ran in the family. After all, look at her example, Nell thought wretchedly.
After seeing her mother-in-law out, Nell discarded the cold coffee, then turned off the coffeemaker. She wasn't in the mood anymore. Instead she grabbed a carton of mint chocolate chip ice cream out of the freezer and dug right into it with a spoon. Her dark mood demanded gluttony.
Why was she so bothered, Nell wondered, momentarily pausing with the spoon suspended above the open ice-cream carton. She'd known why Hugh was marrying her. She was no blushing bride who had just discovered her groom had faked his ardor. If this marriage didn't work… Well, so be it. She tried to shrug blithely. Had to do it two or three times before her shoulders achieved the right insouciance.
There were thousands of divorces every day. She was used to being a single mother, managing on her own. She didn't need him.
Horrified to discover that she was about to cry, Nell dug out a spoonful of ice cream and popped it in her mouth. Savoring the creamy texture surrounding a rough chunk of chocolate, she held off the absurd desire to weep.
Yeah, okay, she liked Hugh. Way more than she'd ever expected to. And the sex was really, really good. Really good. It had been a long time since she'd felt beautiful or desirable, and she would hate to find out he'd been pretending about that part. The idea of having a more secure income was nice, too. And his casual remark that he thought he'd build an arbor in the back, like the one at John's house, had given her a rosy picture of the two of them working on the house and gardening together. Having somebody to talk to, somebody adult, had been a refreshing change, too. He listened when she worried about Kim or the new property tax assessment or how she'd endure being stuck behind a desk at work. She wasn't used to that, either.
In fact, after less than one week, to her great surprise she was finding she liked being married. She'd expected to have trouble sleeping with a strange, hairy man in her bed, for example, but instead she was often restless until he got home from work and joined her. There was comfort, she'd discovered, in the rhythm of his breathing and the slow, deep beat of his heart when she awakened with her head pillowed on his broad chest.
The sound of his footstep quickened something in her, made her feel young and eager and hopeful. Nell snorted in disgust and dug out another spoonful of ice cream. Here she was worried about him fantasizing! And, oh, yeah, ending up crushingly disappointed when he couldn't slay the dragon. Meanwhile, what had she been doing? Imagining fairy-tale endings of her own, the prince smiling tenderly into the eyes of the just awakened princess—who, by the way, he didn't know from Eve … no, Kelly—and saying, "I love you. Be mine for all eternity."
Another snort seemed fitting, even if she got ice cream in her sinuses and ended up with her nose and eyes running and her having to mop herself up with a paper towel.
Divorce. That's how marriages ended these days, not in death after fifty golden years.
Nell abruptly closed the carton of ice cream. Face it, she thought bleakly, I had some secret dreams that ain't gonna come true. So be it.
And she wasn't going to feel sorry for Hugh, either. He hadn't had to screw her in the back seat of his Explorer. A whole lot of that had been his idea, as she recalled.
"Got a blanket in back." He'd said that. And something about cuddling. "We could just take off our pants," he had suggested hopefully. She heard his voice, taut and electric, saying, "Let go, sweetheart."
Sweetheart. An all-purpose name for any woman in the dark, apparently, the better to avoid a fatal slip wherein Nell became Kelly.
Mad now, Nell shoved the ice cream back in the freezer and slammed the door shut. She felt like kicking something.
He'd done more than participate. He'd initiated sex.
And she sure wouldn't have thought of marrying him! Nope, that idea was his, too. So to hell with him.
Her face started to crumple, but she wouldn't let it. No tears. He'd made his own bed—which, unfortunately, was hers. She just resented being cast in this drama. If he was going to be so damn miserable tied down with a wife and child, he could have left her out of it!
Her gaze found the clock—8:14. Her anger found new focus. Just where was Kim, who'd been having dinner at Colin's house but had promised—promised!—to be home by seven-thirty?
She was probably getting pregnant right this second.
At last, Nell's tears flowed. Even as she heard the slam of a car door outside and running footsteps, she fled to her bedroom. If she turned on the shower, Kim wouldn't hear her cry.

Wearily Hugh parked the squad car, locked up and started across the parking garage to check out. Damn, he hated this shift! He just wanted to be home…
A hand clapped him firmly on the back. "How's marriage treating you?"
He jumped six inches and his hand instinctively closed on the butt of his gun before he realized Ludlum and Wolzien had caught up with him. How oblivious had he been?
He forced a smile. "Good."
Wolzien gave a lascivious grin. "Married to a cop. Does she cuff you in bed? Or hey! Do you cuff her?"
Hiding his distaste, Hugh tried to keep his tone good-humored. "We haven't gotten that bored yet."
He was glad to open the heavy metal door into the station, where the first person he saw was John.
He stopped, letting the other two go ahead down the hall. "What are you doing here this time of night?" Hugh exclaimed.
John looked like hell, bags under his eyes. "Natalie couldn't take time off this morning, and Grace had an ear ache. I took her to the pediatrician and came in late."
"Cried all night, huh?"
"Like a metronome. See what you have to look forward to?" His brother gave a wry grin. "You on your way home?"
"Mm."
"Captain put you and Nell on different shifts just to be cruel?"
"Henderson is out for knee surgery. I'm covering."
"You got a minute?" John asked.
Hiding his urgent desire to be out of here, Hugh shrugged. "Sure." Nell would be asleep anyway. Pregnant women were usually tired, and given the time she had to be up, she couldn't wait up for him. He shouldn't hope every night that she had.
He followed John into the conference room that the Joplin Building task force had taken over. Charts papered the walls; six-inch piles of paperwork buried the long table.
John pushed some aside and half sat on the edge. "I've been reading your reports on your last interviews." He sounded abrupt, perhaps just from tiredness.
"And?"
"Nobody liked Ryman, did they?"
Hugh shook his head. "The people who worked with him vary from a few who didn't much like him in any active sense to the ones who downright disliked him. Hard to say anybody hated him, they're not that forthcoming."
"I thought you were making up stories."
Hugh tensed. "Yeah. I noticed."
John let out a heavy sigh. "But when I put it all together—the missing gun, the reports that the shot closer to the elevator came first, and the fact that the victim sure as hell isn't going to be missed by his coworkers—I have to wonder."
Wonder. Gee, Hugh thought sardonically, was this a breakthrough?
"I want you back on it."
"Why me?" Hugh looked a challenge at his big brother. "You have half a dozen officers assigned to this case."
"Not one of whom used his head the way you did."
"Flattery?" Hugh mocked, to hide a spurt of pleasure.
"Belatedly." John grimaced. "I can't say much. I was too busy looking at the forest to see the trees."
"Nice simile." Hugh thought of his sister-in-law Mariah, the English teacher. "Or whatever the hell it is."
"Got me." John didn't look like he cared. "I'll talk to the captain tomorrow. I need you on this. He can find someone else to cover for Henderson. If," he added scrupulously, "you agree."
"Sure." Hugh made his shrug careless. Inside, he was exulting, not just at the vindication, but at the image of cozy evenings at home with his new wife. He'd missed her this past week.
"You talked to Mom lately?" John sounded casual. Carefully so, if Hugh was any judge.
He tensed. "Nope."
His brother met his eyes squarely. "Why don't you let her apologize?"
Hugh's jaw tightened. "For what? Living in the past? Thinking I'm hunting Dad's killer? She can't help it."
"For upsetting you."
Hugh made a noise in his throat. "She noticed?"
"She does love us."
"Sure she does." Hugh yawned, his jaw cracking. "Can I go home now?"
"Talk to her." Standing, John clapped him on the back, much as Ludlum had earlier, but with more affection. "I'm going to head home, too."
They parted ways, Hugh to check out, John to close up his office. Walking out to the car, Hugh ran a hand over his bristly jaw. He'd shave when he got home, even if the bedroom was dark, just in case…
Hell, he was walking so damn fast to his SUV, he might as well be running. Eager? he asked himself with some amusement. Who'd have thought he'd be the traditional newlywed, panting to get home to his pretty wife?
He shook his head as he inserted the key in the ignition. Six months ago, he would have told anyone who asked that he had no interest in marriage. The bachelor life suited him. Now he was pledged to eternal faith to one woman, 2:00 a.m. diaper changing, and he could hardly wait to get home. How changeable was man.
Kim was the only one up when he got home. Straddling a stool at the kitchen counter, she was eating ice cream right out of the carton.
"Hi."
He nodded at the ice cream. "If your mom catches you…"
"Don't tell?"
"Eat away." He rubbed his eyes. "I'm going to hit the sack."
"Um…"
At her tentative beginning, Hugh turned. "Yeah?"
She'd paused in her illicit dessert. "I heard Mom crying earlier," Kim said in a rush. "Is something wrong?"
Crying? "Wrong?" he echoed stupidly.
"Like with the baby?" she asked anxiously. "Or did you, um, have a fight or something?"
He didn't see his wife often enough for them to have had a fight. "No fight. And she hasn't said anything." He stopped, remembering Connor's distraction during Mariah's pregnancy. "Pregnant women can be pretty emotional."
"Really?" The teenager wrinkled her nose. "They puke and cry, too?"
"Afraid so." But he was still frowning. Nell, crying? She wasn't the type. He'd have sworn on a stack of Bibles that if she got emotional, she'd be punching him, not weeping.
"Why does anybody get pregnant?" her daughter burst out, then flushed. "That is…" she stumbled on, "I mean … like, on purpose?"
She was asking him? But he answered, "Because they get a baby out of it. And then a child, and then," he grinned at her, "a snotty teenager."
She let that slide. "Do you want a baby? I mean, I know you married my mom and everything, and probably you'll love this one when he's born, but do you ever wish…" She hesitated, but he could fill in the blanks.
Do you ever wish none of this had happened? That you could go back? That you didn't have to be a daddy?
As tired as he was, Hugh let her see in his smile exactly how he felt. "I can hardly wait." Less seriously, he added, "Of course, I'm not the one puking and crying."
Kim scrunched up her face again. "Mom's probably the one who really wants to get it over with."
He laughed, although her choice of words stirred his uneasiness. He hoped like hell that Nell wasn't just enduring a pregnancy she-hadn't wanted.
"You want some ice cream?" Kim invited, tilting the carton toward him.
Hugh shook his head. "Thanks. See you in the morning." He actually saw more of his stepdaughter than he did of Nell. Which would be changing by next week, if John had his way.
The bedroom was dark. Hugh stood in the doorway, listening for the sound of a quiet, desperate sob. For her breathing. "Nell?" he said in a low voice. No answer.
He went into the bathroom and shut the door before he turned on the light. There he brushed his teeth and shaved with a hand razor so as not to wake her if she was really sleeping. After rubbing aftershave on his cheeks, Hugh shook his head at himself. "You're desperate," he muttered.
Nell didn't stir when he climbed into bed, not even the restless movement of a sleeper briefly disturbed. If she was asleep, she was sure as hell breathing quietly. Hugh put out a hand and laid it on her waist, over the thin cotton of her gown.
She stiffened, but didn't turn.
Watching her dark silhouette, he withdrew his hand. He knew a rejection when he felt one. Rolling onto his back, Hugh stared at the ceiling, feeling the space between them as if he'd measured and weighed it.
The tightening in his chest he finally recognized as hurt. If she was awake and didn't want to make love, all she had to do was say so. He'd have been happy to hold her, murmur a few comforting words as she told him what was wrong.
Unless what was wrong was big. So big, it was past fixing.
Fear banded his chest. What if she'd lost the baby? Was she grieving silently even as she tried to figure out how to tell him there was no reason for this marriage and, by the way, he could pack his bags in the morning?
Don't be paranoid, he told himself. She'd have called. After a miscarriage, wouldn't doctors have kept her overnight at the hospital? It had to be something else. Something trivial.
He fell asleep after convincing himself that Nell wasn't used to this marriage thing yet. She'd tell him tomorrow what had upset her.
Only, the next day he didn't see her. She didn't call, she didn't leave a note, and she stiffened again when he touched her that night in bed.
Something was wrong, all right, but she wasn't talking to him. Lying awake in the dark bedroom, Hugh felt a rock where his heart should be.
Face it, he thought grimly. Why would she confide in him, considering she hadn't wanted to marry him in the first place?
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Chapter 12
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Hugh had expected a different atmosphere altogether at Saturday breakfast. Today was the start of two days off for both of them. He'd envisioned a lazy, good-humored sharing of toast and the paper. A little talk about the news, some planning for the days stretching ahead of them, maybe a sexual spark—after all, they could please themselves on their days off, couldn't they?
His mouth twisted behind the sports page. Who was the eternal optimist here? The cold shoulder he'd been getting meant only that Nell was tired, he had told himself. Frustrated with long days behind a desk and nausea that didn't seem to want to let up.
Apparently he'd been kidding himself.
Nell had hardly looked up from the paper, even as her breakfast, prepared by him, grew cold on her plate. She huddled inside her bathrobe as if the terry cloth folds were cover and he a nearby hunter she instinctively knew to be a danger.
Hugh took a bite of scrambled eggs and saw that she was studying the colorful advertising insert for Mervyn's, a local department store.
"Going shopping?" he asked idly.
She didn't look up. "I suppose," she said, voice dispirited.
"You look thrilled."
"I need maternity clothes. I'm not even three months along, and I'm already bursting out of my clothes."
"Ah."
"What's that supposed to mean?" Nell flared.
Taken aback, he raised his brows. "Absolutely nothing. Do you want company?"
She sighed heavily. "No. Oh, I suppose I'll take Kim. She likes to shop. Besides, she never did get much new for school this fall."
That was it? She was in a bad mood because she had to go shopping?
"My apartment lease is up at the end of this week," Hugh said, testing the waters. "I'm going to move some stuff today, if that's okay with you."
"Why wouldn't it be?" She'd managed to sound both disagreeable and disinterested, all in a few words. Quite a trick.
"You're in a hell of a mood," Hugh snapped. He was getting damned tired of the chill, especially given that he had no idea what he'd done wrong or what was bugging her.
"There's nothing wrong with my mood." She slapped the Mervyn's ad to one side and reached for another one.
"You've hardly spoken to me in days."
She looked directly at him, chilly dislike in her eyes. "We're talking now, aren't we?"
Hugh took a swallow of coffee, adding its bite to the acid already eating at his stomach. "I've had friendlier conversations with convicts I was transporting."
Nell flinched. After a minute, she muttered, "I'm sorry. I guess pregnancy doesn't agree with me."
Pregnancy? More likely, marriage didn't agree with her. Or he didn't. Take your pick.
But okay, he'd take her at her word. "Our schedule sucks. I've missed you."
Her eyes filled with tears and she abruptly bowed her head. Somehow her tone was still irritatingly flip when she said, "Absence is supposed to make the heart grow fonder."
He chose not to mention the equally popular adage, out of sight, out of mind.
Nell blew her nose. "The way I'm acting, you should be glad you don't have to be around me any more than you do."
Her watery voice gave him hope. "I won't be on swing next week."
"What?" She really looked at him for the first time. "Why?"
"John wants me back on the task force." Hugh made no effort to hide his triumph. "He read my report and says he buys our explanation hook, line and sinker."
"Really?" A big smile rewarded him. "Hugh, that's great!"
"I wish you were still with me."
"I wish I was, too." She wrinkled her nose. "But if I were, that would mean we weren't married and none of this—" her hand lightly touched her belly "—had happened."
He didn't have the guts to ask if she'd take it all back in a heartbeat if she could. He didn't want to know.
"Let's do something this weekend," he said impulsively. "Do you feel okay?"
"I guess." Nell sounded wary. "What do you have in mind?"
"Not shopping." He grimaced. "Sorry. Unless you're desperate for my company."
Pathetic creature that he was, he half hoped she'd say she was, beg him to come loiter outside women's dressing rooms and give his opinion on one shirt that looked fine as opposed to another.
But she shook her head. "I wouldn't subject you to that. And maternity clothes! Already!" That was the part that seemed to make her the maddest. With a sigh, she continued, "I'm hoping they've improved in the last sixteen years. Last time around, I couldn't even find jeans. I had to wear these hideous black polyester things that got little snags. Of course," she admitted, momentarily looking reminiscent, "I mostly shopped at secondhand stores. I couldn't afford The Bon."
"If you can't find what you want," he promised recklessly, "we'll take a trip to Seattle. There must be specialty shops."
"Expensive specialty shops."
"We can afford it. We're two-income now, remember?"
The way her forehead puckered, she didn't like the reminder. But she nodded. "I might take you up on the offer."
She was probably deciding her need for huge-waisted clothes was his fault, anyway.
"Are you still sick to your stomach?"
"Actually—" she frowned, as if considering "—no. Hey!" Her expression lightened. "It's been days, and I hadn't even noticed!"
Hugh grinned and lifted his coffee cup. "A toast."
She lifted hers, too, even though it contained a raspberry herbal tea, which she had pronounced to be tasteless. "I can't believe it! No more puking."
"No more puking?" Kim asked from the doorway. Her blond hair was tousled and her long legs bare beneath a short T-shirt nightie. "Are you better?"
"Mm-hm." Nell tried to sound casual, but even Hugh could see through it. "What are your plans for today?"
Kim stretched and yawned. "Colin wants to hang out."
"Gee, is that news?" her mother muttered under her breath.
As if she hadn't heard, Kim gracefully tucked one leg under herself and folded into a chair. Grabbing a piece of toast, she slathered jam on it. "Actually, I thought I might call Morgan. See if she wants to go to the mall or something."
"Do you even remember her phone number?" Nell asked acidly.
Kim looked vaguely surprised at her mother's tartness. "Why wouldn't I?"
"Because you haven't called her in months?"
Hugh considered kicking his thick-skinned wife under the table, but had a suspicion she'd miss the hint. Was she trying to get Kim's back up?
"I do see her at school every day," Kim said defensively. "Remember? We both have to go?"
Hugh cleared his throat. "Since neither of you has plans, what say we do something together? Besides shopping," he added hastily.
Kim was looking sullen, her mother sour.
"Like what?" the sixteen-year-old asked with grave suspicion.
"I told you I have to go shopping," Nell said sulkily.
He suggested the first thing that came to mind. "Hiking. We can go up to the rain forest. Nell, you said you'd never been. Why not today?"
She scowled at him. "Because…"
"Because?" Hugh prompted.
"I should do laundry. And the lawn needs mowing."
"I'll mow tomorrow before we go to John's," he coaxed. "And help with the laundry."
With amused affection, he decided she looked no older than sixteen herself with that expression on her face. She wanted to say no just to spite him, he could see, but she was also intrigued and maybe tempted.
"I don't have anything to wear."
Sensing victory in his grasp, Hugh smiled. "We'll stop at the mall on the way."
"Oh … okay," his grumpy wife surrendered.
"Kim?" He raised a brow.
"Cool," his stepdaughter declared. "Shall we pack a picnic lunch?"
"You bet."
Hugh swallowed the last of the coffee in his cup and rose to his feet. "Then let's get this show on the road. I'll clean up the breakfast dishes if you make sandwiches, Kim. Nell, do you need to shower?"
She did. With a slightly martyred air, she vanished toward the bedroom. Kim gave Hugh a big grin. "You're good," she told him.
He smiled back, smugly. "Damn right I am."

Nell was feeling ashamed of herself by the time they reached the trailhead. She wasn't usually so … petty. Hugh was trying, she had to give him credit, and the least she could do was the same. No, she'd never liked living a lie, but were they? She wished she'd known how much he detested the idea of marriage, home and hearth, but how could he have told her? If he had, she'd have been sure to say no, and he was too much the gentleman to give himself such an easy out.
He was the one who was supposed to be miserable and if he could be decent nonetheless, who was she to be the cold, soggy blanket?
The trouble was, she'd never been very good at pretending. Her mother had always declared that Nell was lacking in social graces, which she figured were a euphemism for lies. And the truth was, she was miserable. Since the day his mother had stopped by, Nell had spent every unoccupied minute wondering how unhappy Hugh really was and how much effort he had to exert to pretend he wanted her and was content to move into her house.
When he slipped into bed late at night and reached for her, was he relieved when she faked being asleep? Or was he just figuring a little sex was his only payoff for spending the rest of his life in shackles?
She knew there must be things he'd have rather done today than spend it with her daughter and her. But he'd put on such a darn good pretence of wanting their company, how could they have turned him down? Serves him right, Nell thought, wanting to be vindictive but failing. Why was he so damn nice? She didn't deserve it. Not only had she been a witch all week, but she had taken him up on his marriage proposal way too fast. She'd wanted to marry him, Nell recognized wretchedly. He was her … her dream prince, and suddenly he could be hers. She hadn't had the fortitude to say no.
And now he was the one being nice, and she was awful to him, mostly because she felt guilty.
That guilt stabbed deeper as she got out of the car and adjusted the elastic waistband of her new denim maternity leggings, topped with one of those asinine T-shirts that said, Baby On Board and had an arrow pointing to her belly. Kim had absolutely insisted she buy it, even though Nell wasn't really big enough yet.
"It's so cute, Mom!"
Nell hadn't been able to resist the delight shining on her daughter's face. In one breathtaking moment, she remembered other times, other occasions. Kim had always lit up when she was happy, and Nell suddenly saw a toddler's face when she tasted her first ice-cream cone, the triumphant pleasure on a kindergartner's face when she read a whole sentence by herself, the astonishment when Mom had agreed to buy a fifth grade Kim an outfit that cost more than a DUI fine, just so she could wear stuff like the other girls did.
This morning, Hugh had insisted Nell buy a bunch of other clothes while they were there—half a dozen shirts, a denim jumper, two other pairs of pants and a nightgown. She'd cringed at the total, but he paid it without wincing.
"You'll need more, but this will hold you for now," he'd said casually.
She was beginning to wonder how well-off he was financially. He'd suggested several times that they sit down and talk about money, but she'd made excuses. She'd had to work so hard for everything she and Kim had, it scared her to have to trust someone else. What if he made a terrible investment with her money? Or shopped recklessly?
An inner voice whispered, But what if he has so much money, you could quit worrying?
That idea scared her, too, enough that she decided she wouldn't think about it right now. For the rest of today, she'd concentrate on being nice, too. If Hugh could be noble, she could.
Even if it killed her.
"This is a short trail," Hugh was saying as he shrugged into a well-worn day pack. "It's too warm a day for anything arduous. Especially since your mom's pregnant, and you—" he bent a critical look at Kim's feet "—don't have any decent shoes."
Kim wriggled her toes inside canvas tennis shoes.
"I lost my Adidas along with my PE clothes the last day of school. When I went back, nobody had turned them in."
"Surely nobody would steal somebody else's stinky PE clothes," Nell felt compelled to say, even though she knew she'd said the same at the time.
"Mo-om." Her daughter rolled her eyes. "Kids'll steal anything. Or just, like, take it and throw it away. For fun."
Neither Hugh nor Nell was naive enough to argue. The scum they saw on the job had to come from somewhere, and unfortunately that somewhere was at times Port Dare High School. Pity the teachers.
"We'll buy you new ones," Nell said with a sigh. "We should have done it today while we were at the mall."
"But then we never would have gotten out of there, and this is so cool!" Kim started up the trail, walking backward, her head tilted so she could look up at the deep green canopy.
"Watch where you're stepping," Hugh said mildly.
She turned just in time to leap nimbly over a tree root.
The hike was to a small falls. Hugh had suggested they go up to the Hoh River rainforest someday, when they had more time. "The interpretive museum is terrific," he'd said with unmistakable enthusiasm. "But it's too long a drive for today."
Although logging was a depressed business here on the Olympic Peninsula, thanks to environmental concerns, the evidence of it was still everywhere. During the drive up the Elwha River, they'd seen clear-cut land everywhere, raw stumps and weedy growth taking advantage of the sun. Nell was shocked to see such devastation so close to the boundaries of the national park.
The untouched forest was lovely once they stepped into it, a world apart from any Nell had visited. The trees were enormous, with girths so large it would take all three of them with outstretched arms to encircle the trunks. Others had fallen, some recently, some in the ancient past, to the moist, fertile earth where they served as "nurse logs." Along their rotting lengths grew dozens of new trees, roots deep in the rich soil made from the decomposing tree that might have been five hundred years old when it fell. Moss coated the forest floor and crept up the trunks of the spruce and cedar, draping from lower branches like a woman's shawl.
Silence enclosed them as they walked deeper into the woods. The moss seemed to swallow sound, so that even a whisper felt like sacrilege. The trail crossed the same small creek several times, and even it ran quiet, water slipping over stones in shimmery darts.
Hugh talked occasionally, in a low voice, telling them about the rainfall that made this landscape so green and dense, a rare temperate rainforest. Even Kim knew the disputes about logging—she had classmates whose fathers were bitter, unemployed loggers, and others whose parents fought the destruction of a forest that could not be regrown in fifty years, or a hundred. Hugh told them about climbing Mount Olympus, the glacier-clad peak at the heart of the national park.
"I was just your age," he added as an aside to Kim.
"Really?" Her eyes were wide and admiring. "Do you think I could climb it?"
"Technically it's not that tough a climb," he said, "but it's a two-day hike to get to it, and you have to carry all your gear. You'd better start a little smaller. If you're not scared of heights, we could try Mount Constance…" He stopped. "Listen."
Nell had to hold her breath and strain to hear before she realized that the silence had become threaded with a powerful sound—the far-off roar of the falls.
"Oh, wow!" Kim said, her eyes shining again. "How come we've never done this before, Mom?"
When Kim hurried ahead, Nell mouthed, "Thank you," to Hugh, who grinned.
"Do you think she's really a climber?" he asked quietly.
"No…" Nell started to answer, but stopped herself. "I don't know. I wouldn't have said she'd be interested, but … who knows? She's strong, and sometimes I think she's bored with her life. She could use a challenge."
"We've run out of summer, but maybe she and I could take a quick scramble up a small peak. We've still got a month or more of good climbing weather. I'll think of a one-day trip. I don't want to leave you any longer than that."
"I'm not exactly due, you know," Nell pointed out.
Hugh shrugged. "I'd worry."
He said it so simply, so matter-of-factly, as though he was supposed to worry about her. It disturbed her, the way he could do that. How could he worry if he didn't love her? Perhaps his mother was right that he wanted to be a father, now that it had been thrust on him. Following him, feeling bereft, Nell decided that must be it—he was afraid that if left alone she'd do something dumb, like fall off a ladder, and lose the baby.
The roar became louder in their ears, the air cooler and more humid, until they breathed the chilly spray. The trail turned, and the froth of falling water came into sight.
It was no Niagara Falls, especially at this, the driest time of year. Nonetheless, Kim was delighted. In her short shorts and baby tee, she stood at the railing and held her face up to the falls as if drinking in the moisture.
Ferns grew in profusion from every crack, their fronds shining with moisture. The handrail was rotting, and Nell guessed it had to be replaced every couple of years.
Hugh led them above the falls, where they could just see the first tumultuous cascade and hear the roar. They sat on rocks and ate their lunches, careful to tuck away the wrappers in his day pack.
All of them were quiet on the hike back to the Explorer. In these woods, Nell felt small, insignificant and very, very young.
On the way home, Hugh told funny stories about growing up with two older brothers, which Kim drank in as thirstily as she had the sight of the falls.
"I wish I'd had a sister or brother when I was younger," she said finally, with a sigh. "Now, it's like, when the baby can walk and talk, I'll be gone to college."
Nell turned her head to smile at her daughter in the back seat. "You can still be a sister. You'll be home enough vacations that this little one," she laid a hand on her stomach, "will love you and think you're the coolest big sister ever."
"Yeah?" Kim mulled over the idea, her ego visibly inflating. "I will be, won't I?"
The casual words, I'll be gone to college, replayed in Nell's head. She loved those words! She could listen to them a thousand times. Only… What had happened to 'maybe I'll go?' Or 'maybe I'll just go to the community college?' Or—shudder—a snide, 'I might be married, you know, Mom.' Had Kim somehow, magically, passed the danger point without Nell even noticing?
At home, Hugh parked in the gravel driveway. Hopping out, Kim cocked her head. "Is that the phone ringing? Can I have your key, Hugh? Thanks!" She gave him a blinding smile and raced for the back door, calling over her shoulder, "It might be Colin!"
"And I was just thinking she might have cooled on Colin." Nell sighed. The fantasy had been wonderful while it lasted.
"I've been wondering, too," Hugh said. He'd come around to her side of the SUV as if to open her door. She, of course, had beaten him to it.
"Really? You've noticed?" Waiting for him to lock up, she sounded way too eager, Nell thought ruefully.
"Mm. We had a talk about sex the other day." He sounded remarkably, exasperatingly offhanded.
"About … sex?" Nell grappled with the idea.
He took her arm, as if she needed help rounding the
Explorer and walking up her own path. "Yeah. Kim wanted to know what guys really think about girls who 'do it.'"
Nell stopped dead, forcing him to stop with her. "And you told her … what?"
Sounding meditative, he didn't seem to recognize the danger in her tone.
"I said that, as adults, most men assume women have as much right to sex as they do. We maybe look down on a woman who sleeps around too much." He shrugged. "But unless things have changed a whole hell of a lot since I was in high school, sex discrimination is still alive and well. Guys want girls to put out, then they sneer at them if they do."
Relief washed through Nell. Able to breathe again, she prodded, "What did she say?"
"She just nodded and said she'd kind of thought that's the way it was. Unless a couple was, like, in love forever first." His mimicry of Kim's breathless way of talking was perfect.
"Does that mean Colin is pressuring her?" Nell worried aloud. "Or has she already done it and now Colin is acting different toward her?"
"Could be she's just thinking out her decision," Hugh said easily. He frowned as they walked in the back door. "Damn it, I hate rap music."
The deep staccato throb came from upstairs. The tenant, a guy in his midtwenties, was mostly good about keeping the music down and parties low-key, but Nell had to remind him sometimes.
"It's the middle of the afternoon. Chris will turn the stereo down once he realizes we're home."
Hugh faced her, the same frown lingering. "Have you considered letting him know we want the space back? The baby will need a bedroom. We could turn this house back into a one-family home."
A flutter of panic made her voice sharper than she'd intended. "The income has been really important to me. The baby can sleep in a bassinet in our bedroom for now. And then share with Kim for a while. Like she said, she'll probably be off to college in two years. Then we won't need more space."
His dark brows rose. "Unless we have more children."
"More?" Oh, boy, now she was scared. He was talking as though this marriage was permanent. A regular, normal, melding lives kind of union. Not because he wanted that, but because he thought he owed it to her and to his unborn child.
And what terrified her most was the knowledge that she, too, wanted exactly that kind of marriage and family. But she wanted it born out of love, not convenience and especially not duty.
Hugh was watching her, his gaze steady and unreadable. "You heard Kim. She'd have liked to have a sister or brother closer in age to her. I always figured, if I had kids, I'd have at least a couple."
"I do have a couple," she said shortly, then amended, "Will have." Seeing his expression close, she realized how that sounded. How bitchy she was being, again. Taking a deep breath, she moistened her lips and said, "I think I need to deal with the idea of one more, before we start planning a litter. I'm barely adjusting to being pregnant, okay?"
Voice expressionless, Hugh said, "I'm not so sure it's being pregnant that you're having a hard time dealing with." And then, he walked away.
She should have followed him, insisted that they talk about it, claimed she didn't know what he meant. But she did.
Pregnancy, raising a child alone, those she'd done before, knew she could do again. Marriage, though, with all the sacrifice of independence and autonomy that it entailed, was another matter. What infuriated her was seeing how easy it was for Hugh. Why wasn't he wrestling with these same issues? Why was everything so damn easy for him?
No fair! she wanted to cry.
Hugh and Kim made dinner that evening, with him barbecuing hamburgers while she made pasta salad. Sitting out in the living room, pretending to watch a television show, Nell listened enviously to their laughter and the quiet rumble of Hugh's voice.
Even her daughter made it look easy.
Of course, Kim didn't know how likely it was that Hugh would decide one day that he couldn't stand to play husband and daddy any longer.
Over dinner, Nell tried very hard to participate in the conversation, to laugh when they did, but inside she was a teeming mass of anxiety.
How could she live like this, acting as if this family would last forever when she knew it wouldn't? Knew how desperately Hugh must be chafing at a domestic life she'd condemned him to when she said, "I do"?
But it hurt when at bedtime she paused to talk to Kim, settling down to watch a rented video, and came up to the bedroom no more than five minutes after Hugh only to find he'd already turned out the light on his side and lay with his back to her.
Was he deliberately paying her back, Nell wondered. She wanted to be angry at behavior so petty, but couldn't find a coal warm enough to flare even when she blew on it. The hurt was too all-consuming.
He was mad at her. He didn't like her. He didn't even want her, not really, not the way he'd said he did.
She quietly undressed and put on a nightgown, running a hand over the small mound of her belly. If only she hadn't gotten pregnant…
But she couldn't even think that with much force anymore, not now that the baby had come to feel so real to her, so much a part of her and her future. No. She wouldn't undo her pregnancy, even if she could.
After brushing her teeth, she stared at herself in the mirror. Her cheeks were tinted with color, either from the sun today or from her tumultuous emotions. She looked almost pretty. As pretty as she ever would look.
She couldn't take the pregnancy back. Wouldn't take it back. And probably, if she was honest with herself, not the marriage, either. She and Hugh were trying to do what was right. So why was she making them both miserable only because they weren't in love?
Stricken, Nell stared at herself in the mirror. "Because he isn't in love," she whispered, speaking the truth at last. Meeting her own eyes, she couldn't lie.
She was in love.
Which was the source of all her unhappiness.
But Hugh was trying. He was kind, funny, easygoing, and even passionate. Unhappy in love did not mean she couldn't try as well, Nell scolded herself. He wouldn't guess, just because she acted like a human being, that she craved what he couldn't give.
Taking a deep breath, Nell turned out the bathroom light, marched to the bed and slipped in. Before she could chicken out, Nell stroked his warm, strong back and whispered, "Hugh? I'm sorry."
His muscles went stiff under her hand. "For what?"
"For being such a coward," she said softly. She swallowed. "Don't give up on me, okay?"
Hugh rolled over and gathered her into his arms. Voice low, rough, he said, "I wouldn't think of it," and kissed her with a sort of pent-up, desperate passion that found its echo in her.
Unless he tasted them, he would never know that she wept silent tears even as she kissed him back.
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The next couple of weeks were the most frustrating of Hugh's life. At home, Nell blew hot and cold, while on the job all he could do was interview the same people he'd already talked to twice, and learn no more than he had before. Meantime, he continued to dodge his mother, even though he felt guilty as hell doing so.
He wished he knew what Nell's problem was. He thought they'd gotten off to a pretty damn good start, considering they'd married because of an unwanted pregnancy. He had never enjoyed a woman's company the way he had Nell's during their too brief honeymoon. She was like him in ways that counted. Funny, considering he'd originally hated working with her because she thought like a woman. Truth was, she thought like a cop, too. Like him.
But she was also infuriatingly a woman. He couldn't ask, "What the hell is wrong?" and get a straight answer. Her mood shifted from day to day. He'd catch her in tears and she'd make an excuse. Yesterday, she wasn't talking to him, today she was. Half the time he tiptoed around her, sensing she was so brittle she'd crack if he looked at her wrong.
He never knew when they went to bed whether she'd freeze him out or turn to him with passion that blistered his toes. Hormones, Hugh kept reminding himself with gritted teeth; both his brothers had warned him about pregnant women.
Hugh knew more than that was going on, though. What he couldn't figure out was what had triggered her moodiness. On the honeymoon, she'd seemed okay with the marriage. Nervous, sure, but … willing. She'd responded to him physically with breathtaking openness and passion. He'd never had sex like he did with her. They'd connected.
They'd talked, too. Hugh told her things he hadn't even told John or Connor, and he knew from her rusty voice and slow dredging of memories that the stories of her childhood and the tough first years after Kim was born weren't easy for her to tell, either.
So why the hell had she clammed up now? Had he done something terribly wrong? Would it kill her to tell him what it was?
If things had been going better at work, he might have handled this first month of his marriage better. But his initial triumph at being pulled back onto the task force was crumbling as he failed to learn a single thing he hadn't already known.
You hid under your desk, is that right? Yes, Officer. Do you know where anyone else was hiding? No, all of us standing in the hall just ran. Going to my office was instinctive, I guess. I was too scared to pay attention to where anyone else was going.
St. Clair stuck to his story with the tenacity of a Rottweiler refusing to give up a favorite chew toy. Margaret Bissell's office mate had been out that day, meaning no one had any idea what she was doing between the time they heard the elevator rising to the fifth floor and the arrival of the first police officers ten minutes or more later.
Hugh was meeting some resistance—people were getting irritated at having to answer his questions again. With John's permission, Hugh was blunt about police suspicions regarding Jerome Ryman's murder, but instead of increased cooperation, he met with less. The idea that one of them was a cold-blooded murderer was met with incredulity. Even the couple of women who had originally told him that the second gunshot sounded nearer than the first now tried to recant.
"If you're going on what I said about the two shots, I have to tell you I really don't know." Just today, Carrie Engen had squeezed her hands together and gazed at him with anxious eyes. "I mean, I was so scared, and it all happened so fast, I could easily have been confused. In fact, now that I think back I'm not sure anymore. Gann must have killed Jerome. Nothing else makes sense!"
If he didn't have a breakthrough soon, he'd be back patrolling the strip, Hugh thought grimly. This failure wouldn't increase his chances of being offered a promotion to detective again, either.
A promotion that he was beginning to regret having turned down. He didn't like being a lackey, Hugh was discovering. What's more, this investigation had been more interesting than he'd anticipated. The puzzle engaged him, kept him thinking. Nell had asked him once whether he wanted to spend the rest of his career breaking up bar brawls and walking into convenience store holdups. The answer, he was discovering, was no.
He felt as if he was letting John down, too. His big brother had risked looking like an idiot by pulling Hugh off the street and trusting him with this investigation, even though it meant a delay in putting out a final report on the Gann shooting. If Hugh came up with zip, people might wonder if John had given him this chance just because of their relationship.
Maybe he had, Hugh thought in one of his lower moments. John had tried his damnedest to discourage him. Maybe he'd figured the only way he would succeed was by letting little brother chase butterflies.
This afternoon, Hugh had pulled out the ballistics and autopsy reports again. Gann had been packing plenty of weapons. Why couldn't ballistics match the bullet in Ryman's body with one of Gann's pieces? But, however carefully he read, Hugh came to the same dead end. Gann couldn't have killed Ryman, unless someone walked off with the gun. Who? How? Why? He'd sat at the conference table in the room turned over to the task force and yanked at his hair.
Nell was the only one Hugh could talk to about Ryman's murder, the only one who had believed in him from the get-go. With her quiet and secretive the past few days, tension was coiling tighter and tighter in Hugh's gut. That night, lying in bed and feeling a burn in his belly, staring at the paler rectangle of the window, he wondered if he was getting an ulcer. Stress was supposed to do that to you, and he sure as hell had that.
Tonight Nell had been sound asleep when he came to bed an hour after her. He'd heard her slow, soft breathing, felt the utter relaxation in her body. Selfishly he'd wanted to wake her. Making love to his wife was the only thing that felt right to him these days. Buried in her, he could forget the questions that filled his mind and tangled with each other until they made no more sense than a screen of computer garbage. But she needed her rest, and he liked lying beside her when she slept, especially when she turned to him as if it were totally natural and burrowed until their limbs were wrapped together and her breath tickled his chest.
Tonight he rubbed his stomach and wished he hadn't had that last cup of coffee. At this rate, he'd be drinking nothing but milk.
Nell let out a long breath and rolled toward him. Hugh tensed, but she didn't cuddle. Instead, after a minute or two had passed, she murmured, "Can't you sleep?"
"I'm sorry. Did I wake you? Maybe I should get up and read for a while." He started to sit up, but she laid a hand on his arm.
"What's wrong?"
"Nothing for you to lose sleep over."
"If you are, why shouldn't I?" she asked simply.
Hugh lay still for a moment, slammed by relief. When she said things like that, he guessed maybe she was in this for the long haul. Suddenly hungry to hold her, he reached out and gathered her into his arms.
She came, resting her cheek on his shoulder, her hand stroking his face. "Tell me," she whispered.
"I'm not getting anywhere on this Ryman thing, and I'm letting John down," Hugh said gruffly. He turned his head so he could kiss the palm of her hand.
"Why are you letting him down?" she asked from the darkness.
"You know there is no task force anymore?" He grunted. "I'm it. John is waiting on me."
"He'd look foolish if he didn't," Nell said with acerbity. "How could he explain Ryman?"
"Pick your favorite." He kissed the top of her head, savoring the faint flowery scent of her shampoo. "Some ghoul walked out with the weapon."
"We were there! No one had the chance."
He played the devil's advocate. "If someone had time to murder Ryman, he or she sure as hell had time to pocket a handgun."
"Killing someone you hate is horrible but makes sense," she argued with spirit. "When you can't possibly know for sure that the shooter is dead, risking your life to pop out into the hall for a souvenir is insane. And how would anyone know he'd discarded a gun there?"
"Unless he was watching." Frowning at the dark ceiling, Hugh said, "I'm missing something."
"Who haven't you talked to?"
"I've leaned heavier on the ones I see as possible suspects," he admitted. "Uh … I should talk to the receptionist again. The one that quit after the shooting."
"Receptionists and secretaries tend to notice things," Nell agreed. "Talk to the one who was out of work that day, too, if you haven't. She came back to work, didn't she? She might have heard somebody talking later."
He'd forgotten about her. Careless, he thought, irritated with himself. He needed to go back to Ryman's ex-wife, too, and the few friends the dead man had had. He'd been focusing too intensely on the Joplin Building. Motives could be found elsewhere.
"Thanks," he said, his mouth against her hair. "I'm sorry I woke you."
"I'm not." Her voice was husky, and she shifted in a way that stilled his breath. "Want to think about something else for a while?"
He ran his hand over her sleek back to the curve of her hip. "Wouldn't mind," he said roughly.
She pushed herself up onto her elbow, bending her head to kiss his chest. When she found the nubbin of his nipple, she licked it with seductive purpose. Hugh waited, enjoying the featherlight touch of her lips as she moved up, kissing his neck, nibbling at his jaw, rubbing her cheek against his.
At last he caught the back of her head in one hand and met her mouth for a slow, deep kiss.
"Mmm," she murmured when she surfaced. "Nice."
"Mm-hm." He nipped her earlobe. "Have I mentioned how much I like having you in my bed every night?"
She stiffened, then relaxed so quickly he almost wondered if he'd imagined that instant of tension. "No," she said in a sultry voice, as she nuzzled kisses along his cheek, over the bridge of his nose, against his closed eyes. "But you can tell me any time."
He'd been simmering until then. Suddenly, he was at a hard boil.
He rolled her onto her back and parted her thighs, stroking the dampness between. Almost harshly, he said, "I can't get enough of you."
"Good," she whispered, reaching up to pull his head down to hers. One frantic, heated kiss later, he entered her in a long thrust that felt better than a lifetime of casual sex.
He wouldn't get enough of her this time, either. But trying felt damn good.

Nell walked in the door the next day to the sound of the TV from the living room. "Kim?"
"I'm in here, Mom."
Nell stuck her head in. "Hey. Want to go out for dinner?"
Kim, who was painting her toenails, looked up. "What about Hugh?"
"He called me on my cell phone and said he won't be home for a couple of hours. He needs to talk to some people who didn't have time during the day."
Kim was used to a police officer's long hours. "Where do you want to go?"
"How about La Hacienda?"
The teenager bent like a pretzel to blow on her toenails. "Did you win the lottery or something?"
"I wish." Nell sighed. "I just don't feel like cooking."
"Okay. Let me dry."
Turning to leave the room, Nell hesitated. "Do you want to invite Colin?"
She expected a, Cool! Can I?
"I'd rather we just go by ourselves," Kim said nonchalantly. "It seems like we never do anymore."
As if Kim would have cared three months ago.
Hiding her shock, Nell excused herself to go upstairs and change.
The Mexican restaurant wasn't over a mile away. Mother and daughter were seated in a booth in a quiet corner. After ordering, they reached for chips and dipped them in the spicy salsa.
"You haven't said much about school," Nell said to get the conversation rolling.
"It's okay." Kim shrugged. "I have Mr. Jonson again for math. You know that. Um … I like the new Spanish teacher better, after he got over being scared of us. World History … boring. It's like, straight out of the textbook. I could skip class and ace every test. Why can't they offer an AP level class for juniors? Oh," she added, before Nell could comment, "Did I tell you I signed up to take the PSAT?"
Nell and she talked about school until their entrees arrived. Reaching for a tortilla to layer her first fajita, Nell said casually, "I haven't seen Colin lately."
Kim concentrated on her enchilada. "We haven't exactly broken up, but we're … I don't know. Not seeing each other as much, I guess."
Nell's jaw dropped open. "Why?"
Kim lifted her head and met her mother's eyes defiantly. "Do you really want to know?"
Nell actually hesitated. Sometimes, for a parent, ignorance was bliss. But this time, she had to know.
"Yes."
"He wanted to have sex," Kim said loudly. Red suffused her cheeks and she stole a look around. Fortunately, the booths to each side were empty. "I didn't," she said, more softly.
Yes.
Nell tried very hard to hide her surge of delight and triumph. "He isn't willing to wait until you're ready?"
"He says he is, but then he keeps trying to, um, get me to go further when we're making out." Beet red now, Kim was mumbling. "And he seems mad when I stop him."
Nell studied her daughter's face. "I'm glad you didn't hurry into anything."
Kim squirmed. "The thing is, I don't want to get pregnant. And … I know there's birth control, but what if it doesn't work? No offense, Mom, but I don't want to puke for months like you did, and then start looking, um, kind of fat."
Nell blinked. Well! Way to flatten her ego. Under the circumstances, however, she didn't even feel a sting.
"I was afraid, when I got pregnant the way I did, that I'd set such a bad example you'd probably do the same," she confessed. "I never dreamed you'd look at me and realize you didn't want to do the same."
"Why weren't you taking the pill or something?" Kim asked.
"Why would I? I wasn't even dating—" She braked, realizing she'd forgotten for a moment that Kim assumed she and Hugh had been seeing each other.
"Mom!" Eyes saucer wide, the teenager looked shocked and fascinated at the same time. "You mean, it was kind of like a one-night stand? How did it happen?"
Some things, in Nell's opinion, were not meant to be shared with children, even ones old enough to have sex themselves. However, she seemed to have talked herself into a corner.
Mercifully, the waiter brought refills on their drinks just then and she had a reprieve. Once they were alone again, however, Kim prodded, "Mom?"
Reluctantly, Nell admitted, "It was the night after the shooting at the Joplin Building. Some of us went to the Green Lantern afterward and had a few beers. They really went to my head. It just, um, happened. In the morning I couldn't believe what I'd done." She made a face. "I still can't believe what I did!"
"But you're a mother! And too old to…" Kim was smart enough to know when she'd misstepped. "Not too old for … you know. I mean, too mature to do something really dumb."
"You'd think so, wouldn't you?" Nell said with a sigh. "Apparently I never learn my lesson."
"But now you're married and everything." Kim's brow creased. "If you guys weren't even dating … um, why did you get married?"
Nell tried to smile. "I suppose, for the baby. Hugh wants to be more than an every-other-weekend father. And I guess I wasn't sure I wanted to face raising a baby alone again. You're here to help now," she added, forestalling Kim's protest, "but you won't be for long."
"I could just go to the community college and live at home," her daughter said nobly.
Her smile held all the love and pride Nell felt. "This mistake was mine. Thank you for offering, but I want the best for you. College should be exciting, a time to … spread your wings. Not rush home from classes to change diapers for your little brother or sister."
"I wouldn't mind."
Nell reached across the table and squeezed Kim's hand. "But I would," she said quietly.
Instead of looking pleased, Kim had a troubled expression. "But … do you want to be married to Hugh?"
"Do you not like him?" Nell asked.
"No! I mean, yes! He's totally cool. He treats me like a real person, not a kid. You know? But I'm not the one who has to be married to him."
"You know, I didn't have to marry him." Nell thought the time was right for a small confession. "I think I secretly wanted to. I've always had, um, kind of a crush on him, even when I believed I didn't like him."
"Oh." Her daughter nodded wisely. "So that's why, when you had the chance, you, um…"
Had foolish, unprotected, glorious sex with him. "Yes," Nell said hastily.
"Is that how you know you're in love?" Kim looked at her mother earnestly. "When you really, really want him?"
They had a mother-daughter chat about the difference between lust and true love, which Nell privately thought she was ill-qualified to give, considering the circumstances of her marriage. In principle she knew you could want a man desperately even if he was a jerk. In practice, she had been incredibly lucky—lust had gotten her into trouble, but Hugh was a fine man who had been all too easy for her to fall in love with.
Her emotions were bittersweet when she thought, lucky, that is, except for the fact that he hadn't really wanted to marry her, despite his having said the right things.
At the end, Nell said, "I think you'll have the judgment to know when you should go on birth control. You don't have to tell me."
Kim's smile glowed. "Thanks, Mom. I don't think I'd mind telling you, actually. But you know," she mopped up sauce with a corner of tortilla, "I think I'll wait until college, at least."
Nell pushed away her plate. "I scared you, huh?"
Kim laughed. "It's not like you look that awful or anything, but … yeah. You really did."
Nell actually felt a sting of tears in her eyes. "I'm glad," she admitted, and had to sniff. "Have I mentioned lately how much I love you?"
"I kinda figured," her pretty, too grown up daughter said placidly. "I love you, too, Mom."
"Despite everything," Nell said with faint surprise, "I kinda knew that, too."
"Blow your nose," Kim suggested. "Here comes the waiter."
Nell busied herself counting out money for the bill and a tip. It wasn't until they were on their way home that Kim said unexpectedly, "Hugh worries about you."
Nell turned her head, but with only occasional illumination from streetlamps, she couldn't make out her daughter's expression. "Worries?"
"Yeah. He always asks how you are, whether you've been sick, or look too tired or something."
"This is his baby, too."
Kim was watching her now. "I don't think it's the baby he's thinking about. It's you."
She opened her mouth to argue again, then decided against it. "That's nice," she said, in a woman's classic meaningless response.
"Do you love him?" Kim's tone comprised a challenge: If you respect me, like you say you do, you'll tell me the truth.
Nell drove a block without even knowing where they were, desperately choosing and discarding possible answers.
In the end, she smiled wryly although she knew Kim couldn't see, and told the simple truth. "Yes, I do."
"Do you tell him?"
"No," Nell said softly. She took a deep breath to keep herself from crying. "Ours was sort of a marriage of convenience. I hope we can make it more than that. But I'm not going to pressure him."
"What if he loves you and doesn't say so for the same reason?"
Later, Nell couldn't remember how she answered. The question itself stuck with her as if it had a surface like a burr that fixed itself in her flesh.
What if neither of them had the courage to say it first? What if neither of them ever did? Could their marriage fail, because they were both emotional cowards?
But—oh God—what if she said, "I love you," and saw him withdraw? Or, worse yet, saw pity?
No. She couldn't do it. Not until he gave her some small reason to think he felt the same.
If he ever did.

"Thanks for seeing me, Ms. Peirson," Hugh said courteously. "I hope I didn't interrupt your dinner."
He could see into the dining room of the small ranch house, where dirty dishes sat untouched with a half-eaten casserole still in the center of the table, and a high chair was still splattered with pureed peas, if he was any judge of color.
The young woman gave a quick, nervous smile. "Oh, no, we were done, thank you. I still have to clean up, but—" she sat, spine straight, barely touching the chair, as if she'd leap up at the slightest excuse "—my husband works the night shift at Olympic Seafoods. He, um, he had to go to work. And my oldest is watching over the baby."
He made his smile sympathetic. "Meals are a challenge with one that age, aren't they?"
"Do you have one?" she asked with relief, as if he had suddenly become human.
"My wife's pregnant." Bemusedly, he recognized the warm pride in his voice. "But I have five nieces and nephews."
"Oh! Well, congratulations." She fidgeted.
"This doesn't look like a good time for you to quit your job," Hugh remarked.
She grimaced. "Well, financially it never is. But I just couldn't go back. I couldn't! And Ron understands, fortunately. We're hoping I can stay home for a few months, at least. It helps not to have daycare costs."
"Which must be a mint, with two kids."
He was shocked by what she told him it did cost. Damn, was that what he and Nell would have to pay? No wonder John had been so grateful for their mother's help!
Gradually Hugh worked the conversation back around to Greater Northwest Insurance, the personalities in the office, feuds she'd been aware of, affairs and gossip.
She was more open than she'd been the first time he and Nell had talked to her, probably because she had quit her job and no longer felt she owed loyalty to the company or her co-workers. Yes, she had heard that Margaret Bissell and Jerome Ryman had had something going; she thought it had started before his divorce and might have been part of the cause of it, a tidbit Hugh filed away with interest.
He talked her through the day of the massacre, watching her body language show the growing terror despite the time that separated her from the horror. She'd been the one to take the first call from a coffee-break friend downstairs who had said in a tremulous voice, "I hear gunshots. They're just down the hall. I don't know whether to run or hide or … I'm so scared, Denise!"
Shuddering, she whispered, "I don't know if she hid. But he found her. She's dead." One racking sob escaped before she pressed her fingers to her mouth. "I'm so sorry!" she exclaimed, rocking.
"No, I'm sorry to have to make you relive this again. Are you okay? Can you tell me what happened next?"
With a visible, heroic effort she swallowed, lifted her head and said with only the faintest tremor in her voice, "I went to the first door—Wen Gresch's—and told Wen and Margaret, who was in there talking to him. I don't know then—I guess Margaret went to get Dermot. Dermot Eaton? You've talked to him, I guess. The next thing I knew, everyone was gathering out in the hall and arguing about whether the phone calls we'd gotten were a hoax, or what." Faint bitterness sounded in her voice. "If somebody important had called Dermot or Jerome or Margaret, we might have evacuated or at least done something. But Rochelle was just a clerk, and no one knew her, so they didn't want to believe her." Her voice slid toward enmity. "Especially Jerome."
"I'm not sure people ever want to believe something like this can happen in their own workplace," Hugh said. "They wanted not to believe it."
Her hands gripped each other so hard, her knuckles were white. "Maybe. I didn't want to believe it, but I was scared."
She described the moment the elevator had dinged, how every head had turned to see the light above the closed doors showing that it was rising toward their floor. "We just … scattered."
She had fled to the file room down the hall, where she had known she could squeeze into an under-the-window cabinet. "I think someone else was in there, too." She bit her lip. "I hoped it was the temp. I felt terrible that I hadn't even thought of her! She wouldn't know where to hide, the way the rest of us did. It was only her first day!"
Temp? As she rambled, her guilt still apparent, Hugh hid his excitement. Why the hell had nobody mentioned the presence of another person? But he knew the answer: she was invisible. Secretaries, clerical help and receptionists tended to be that at the best of times; one nobody knew, whose name they might not even have heard, was easily forgotten.
"A temp," he said, voice measured, calm. "Do you recall her name?"
Denise Peirson thought, but finally shook her head. "You haven't talked to her?"
"Nobody has mentioned her. I knew the other receptionist was out that day. Was this temp replacing her?"
"Yes. We always used the same agency for replacement personnel." She knew their name. "They'll have a record."
"What did she look like?"
Her description rang a faint bell in his memory. Hugh saw a young woman, not more than nineteen or twenty, he'd guessed, frozen with fear in a metal cabinet in… Hell. He couldn't remember whose office. He or Nell had automatically reassured her and sent her running out with the others.
He, too, had forgotten her. He had asked all the right questions, he'd thought, eliciting information on who was in the building. He'd talked to two clients and one wife who had been on the fifth floor at the unlucky time. But he'd never asked, "Did you have any temp workers?"
Stupid, stupid, stupid, he thought.
"You've been a big help," he told Denise Peirson. "At least you've given me someone fresh to grill."
She smiled weakly at his sally and showed him to the door. The last thing she said was, "I will never forget that day, as long as I live. I will never feel completely safe again."
"But it will fade," he said quietly. "And you'll find you and your children are safe, most of the time."
Driving away, he looked in his side mirror at her small, slightly shabby house with a browning lawn, and wished he could do something for her.
Hope had awakened his hunter's instinct, and he drove home regretting the hours he had to wait to call the temp agency and learn the name of the one other person who had been on the fifth floor of the Joplin Building that day, and who had never answered a single question about what she saw.
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Chapter 14
« ^ »

The next morning, Nell sat behind the counter of the Evidence Room, eyeing a plate of doughnuts someone had been so unkind as to leave. Sugar, glazed, filled and cake. All present, all tempting. And she was suddenly so hungry! She dreaded her weigh-in at her monthly checkup. But maybe not enough to keep her from having just one…
Her hand snaked out toward the plate.
"Nell!" Her husband stopped at the counter. "What are you doing here?"
She pretended she'd been tapping the scarred countertop in sheer boredom. "Filling in. My fate in life. Sergeant Blaine has the flu."
Hugh contemplated the doughnuts. "He probably overindulged."
"They look so good!" she wailed.
His dark eyebrows rose. "So eat one."
"I'll get fat!"
"I'll love you anyway," he said, with apparent seriousness.
Her heart did a loop even as she tried to lasso it and pull it down to earth. He didn't mean it, she lectured herself. It was the kind of thing even friends said at such a moment. Even if your whole face was burned, I'd love you anyway.
"The doctor'll chew me out. At my checkup."
"They weigh you?" he asked incredulously. "Is it their business how much you weigh?"
How like a man to be so naive. "Unfortunately, yes," she informed him. "They judge how well the baby is growing. It's important not too gain too much, for my own health, but for the baby's sake I shouldn't starve myself and gain too little."
"Ah." He was studying her stomach. "And you're, um, doing okay so far?"
She nodded, took a deep breath and did something impulsive. "Do you want to come with me next time? You can hear the baby's heartbeat."
His eyes met hers, his expression so hopeful he looked momentarily boyish. "I can? Do you want me to come?"
"You're welcome." Don't chicken out. "I'd like it if you could come."
"Name the time." He reached across the counter and squeezed her hand. "Do we take a Lamaze class or something?"
"If you want to be there."
His thumb caressed her palm. "You couldn't keep me away."
"Oh." She felt light-headed. Had his eyes always been so blue, so intense? If only the counter weren't so wide. He might kiss her…
"Listen," he said suddenly. "You were asleep last night, and with Kim at breakfast this morning I didn't get a chance to tell you. I found out the missing receptionist was replaced that day by a temp." He described her, and she nodded slowly, her brief disappointment at the change of subject incinerated by a spark of excitement.
"I think I do remember her." Honesty made her add, "Maybe. Faces from all three floors have run together in my memory."
"Do you want to come with me to talk to her? Maybe I can convince Captain Fisher to let you."
"Please!" Nell begged. Shoulders slumping like a disappointed child's, she said, "He'll say no. I know he will."
"Nothing ventured…" He flashed her a grin that still made her heart pitter-pat and vanished down the hall.
With newfound resolve, Nell pushed the doughnuts away.
Hugh reappeared fifteen minutes later with a young officer in tow. This time his grin was frankly triumphant. "Harkness has volunteered to eat doughnuts and watch the clock tick."
Skinny and wet behind the ears, Harkness laughed weakly. "Yeah, I'll bet it's a thrill a minute here."
"Haven't had any business yet this morning," Nell told him cheerfully. "But you can hope."
A moment later, she was free. She walked decorously down the hall with Hugh, waiting until they'd entered the parking garage before she crowed, "You did it!" Dancing a couple of steps, she asked, "How? What did you say?"
Hugh grabbed her hand. "I groveled. No, actually, I appealed to his essential fairness. You were in on the beginning, and you ought to be in on the end. I also suggested that this Irene Macy might be more comfortable talking to me if a woman officer was present."
Giving way to impulse a second time in one morning, Nell stood on tiptoe and kissed him on his cheek. "Thank you."
Hugh stopped, gripped her shoulders, and kissed her mouth. "You're welcome," he said when he lifted his head, his voice gravelly.
Her heart was apparently using a trampoline again, but she decided to enjoy the giddy feeling rather than sternly bringing herself down to earth.
It almost felt like old times in the squad car. Before. She thought of it in capital letters. Before she and Hugh had known the consequences of that night, changing everything. Before they'd become husband and wife, ending forever all possibility of being partners on the job.
"Working with you wasn't as bad as I thought it would be," she said aloud.
Hugh, engrossed in backing the car out, shot her a startled look.
"Except it did irk me that you always insisted on driving."
"You didn't argue much."
"I was humoring you," she told him with dignity. "Saving my energy for important battles."
"Did we have any?"
"I guess not," she admitted. "I expected to, though. Didn't you?"
"Mm," Hugh agreed. "Here. He pulled his notebook from his breast pocket and handed it to her. "Last page. What's the address? Wasn't it one of those new apartment houses on Deerborne?"
She navigated, he drove. Irene Macy lived on the second floor of an apartment block painted in shades of teal to distinguish it from the one next door, done in blue, and the one beyond that in coral. Each formed a U around a small, kidney-shaped swimming pool.
Inside, the hallway was clean and still had the smell of a new building. "She's expecting you?" Nell asked, as they looked for C223.
"She said she wasn't working today."
The young woman came immediately when he knocked. A petite, sweet-faced girl not that much older than Kim, she did look familiar to Nell.
"Oh!" she said, standing back to let them in. "You're the two officers who came that day. You were so nice. I was afraid to crawl out." She looked from one to the other of them. "Do you remember?"
"You weren't alone," Hugh said with a note of humor. "Nobody with any sense was eager to hop out of hiding just because a strange voice told her to."
"Sit down." She bit her lip. "The futon is more comfortable than it looks. I'm sorry! I don't have much furniture yet. The rent is all I can manage, even with a roommate. Um—" she tilted her head like a bird "—I was surprised no one has come to talk to me before this. I almost called."
"We didn't know you were there," Nell explained. "People got away the day of the shooting before we could take names. From then on, everybody apparently forgot that they'd had a temp that day. Or assumed we knew. And we helped so many people out of the building, we didn't remember everyone individually to correlate later with names."
The dark-haired young woman nodded. "Somebody from Greater Northwest just called to offer me a job last week. I put in an application, like, in June. I guess lots of people have quit?" She made it sound like a question. "But I don't know…"
"They've put in a metal detector at the front door and hired security guards." Hugh flipped open his notebook and took out a pen. "It's probably the safest place in Port Dare to work these days."
"Maybe." She wrinkled her nose, looking even younger. "But still…"
But still, Nell wouldn't have gone back there, either, and she wouldn't have let Kim. The company should have made a fresh start by moving.
"What do you want to know?" asked Irene. "I've been reading everything I could find about that day in the paper. I even bought Time magazine when they did an article. It was strange. I kept thinking, I was there." She gave her head a small, bemused shake. "The guy is dead, right?"
"Right," Hugh agreed. "We're just … filling in the blanks. Being sure we know exactly what he did and when. But also—" his expression became grave "—we have some questions about the death of Jerome Ryman. That's where we're hoping you can help us."
Her forehead wrinkled. "Jerome Ryman. He was the grumpy guy in the second office on the left, right? Oh! I mean, am I right? Because left-right sounds funny, doesn't it?"
"We understood you," Nell said with a smile. "And, yes, that was Mr. Ryman's office. Did you speak to him that day?"
"He was mad because I lost a caller." Her expression was that of a small girl who had broken her mother's favorite vase. "You know. I put the person on hold and then hit the wrong button and she was gone. And I don't know if she called back or not. He—I mean, Mr. Ryman—didn't say anything that mean. It was just his voice." She shivered. "It was so … icy. That was one of my first jobs, and they have all these lines, and transferring calls is hard!"
"Did anybody else hear him chewing you out?"
Her face brightened. "Ms. Bissell. She was super-nice, then. She gave him this look. It was weird, actually. I didn't feel like she even knew I was there. I mean, I realized she wasn't being nice because I felt bad. It was more like she wanted to get a dig in at him. You know what I mean?"
They agreed that they did.
"So I was surprised when I saw her go to hide in his office." Her forehead crinkled again. "Maybe she trusted him, even if she didn't like him."
There it was, as casual as every meaningless bit of information had been, but this one contradicted an alibi.
So it was Margaret! Nell thought. Jubilation mixed with the perplexity and even sadness she felt every time she made an arrest. Foolishness she understood; evil, she didn't.
Even without touching Hugh, she felt his muscles harden. His voice had a thread of new tension, even vibrancy, when he said, "Let's back up. Start with the phone call Denise Peirson received. Did she tell you about it before she went to Wen Gresch's office to raise the alarm?"
Irene nodded. "I mean, kind of. I heard this note in her voice, and I was looking at her when she hung up. She stood and said, 'That was a friend of mine who works downstairs. She says somebody walked in with a gun and is shooting people.' I followed her."
Irene told much the same story they'd heard before. "Nobody knew what to do, and they kept saying the same things over and over again. You know, like, 'We should evacuate. Better safe than sorry.'" In mimicry, her voice had become portentous. She bit her lip. "About the fourth time somebody made some suggestion—I don't remember what—Mr. Ryman snorted and said, 'I am going to get some work done. The rest of you can suit yourselves.'" She made a face. "He sounded so … so…"
"Scathing?" Nell suggested.
"Yeah! Like that."
"Did you happen to notice anyone's expression in response?" Hugh asked.
"Well, I looked at Ms. Bissell, because of what happened earlier, and she was staring after him like she hated him! My mom always says, 'If looks could kill…'" The young woman stopped, horror spreading on her face. "Are you saying … that Mr. Gann didn't shoot him?"
"I'm afraid so," Nell said gently.
"Then, later…"
Hugh reined her in, insisting on a chronological progression. The elevator had made that soft dinging sound you hardly ever notice, Irene told them, but this time was as loud as a gunshot.
"People just ran! I went back to my desk, but then I realized how dumb that was, because it's right out there in the foyer. You know? But the elevator doors were opening, and it was too late." Suddenly she was shaking, her gaze fixed just past Nell's shoulder. "I'm crouching under there, thinking, What can I do? I don't hear footsteps or anything. I'm thinking nobody got off after all, and then suddenly, Bang!" Her body jerked as if she were there again. "It was practically on top of me. I thought … I thought maybe I'd been shot. Then I thought, if Denise had gone to her desk, she'd been shot. And … and I couldn't stand it!" At last her eyes focused on Nell and then Hugh. She seemed to be begging for understanding. "I know it was stupid, but I just crawled out from under the desk and ran. I thought I'd rather be shot than keep crouching there waiting. I couldn't stand it for another second!"
Hugh made a noise that she seemed to take for encouragement.
"I went like halfway down the hall and into the first open door I saw. I didn't look back until then. I couldn't see the elevators…"
Or Jack Gann's body, Nell realized.
"But I saw Ms. Bissell come out of her office with her purse clutched in her hands. And I thought, I should have grabbed my purse." Irene laughed, a sound on the edge of hysteria, as if even then she had realized the absurdity of such a banal regret. "I thought she must not have found a good place to hide. She went right across the hall to Mr. Ryman's office. I was just backing into the office where I was when I heard another gunshot." The young temp spoke with the eerie matter-of-factness Nell had heard before in survivors. "I hid then. I thought she must be dead, that she shouldn't have shown herself like that. And I wondered why he hadn't gotten me."
Both police officers sat in silence for a moment. Hugh, voice charged, was the first to speak. "Will you testify in court to what you saw?"
"She shot him, didn't she?" Irene Macy looked in bewilderment from one to the other. "That's what I heard. She had a gun in her purse."
"And she took her purse out with her," Nell said, a memory unearthing itself. "I noticed and thought, Women and their purses. But I didn't remember until now."
Hugh stared fiercely at their savior. "Will you testify?"
She gave a small nod. "She shouldn't get away with something like that. He wasn't a very nice man, but to kill him!"
"No," Nell said quietly. "It's not right."
"Miss Macy," Hugh said, "you have been an enormous help. You are by far the most observant witness we've yet interviewed. If I were an employer, I'd hire you in a heartbeat."
Her smile blossomed. "Thank you."
"We'll be in touch." He held out his hand, which she solemnly shook. "I am asking that you not tell anyone what you've told us until we give you permission. Not your mother, your best friend. Nobody. Can you do that?"
She could.

Hugh was exultant on the drive back to the station. They'd done it! Unbelievable, he thought. He felt his lips pull back from his teeth in a feral grin that probably scared the hell out of his wife, who kept darting glances at him.
At the station, he and Nell met with John and the captain. Nell was excused and sent back to the Evidence Room, to Hugh's regret.
"I shouldn't have let her go with you today. She can't be in on an arrest," Fisher said, shaking his head. "You'd both have to testify in court. I can't have Officer and Officer Mrs. McLean both in the box. Nell … sorry."
She smiled wryly and made her exit.
A warrant to search Margaret Bissell's person, home and office was signed by a judge, and she was shortly found to have been arrogant enough to keep, in the drawer beside her bed, the gun Hugh knew in his gut she had used to murder Jerome Ryman.
As the arresting officer, Hugh went back to the Interrogation Room where she had been left while her house was searched.
She sat in one of the hard-backed chairs with all the possession of the successful businesswoman she was. Her attorney was murmuring in her ear, but her nods were sharp, dismissive.
When faced with what they'd found, she said in the same, frosty voice she'd used since the arrest, "Certainly I possess a gun! I live alone and consider it wise."
"Ballistics will make the determination whether the weapon is the same one used to murder Jerome Ryman," he said easily.
Her lips, pressed together, were white, her face pinched, but she didn't even flinch.
Her attorney interrupted with a blustering insistence on their releasing Ms. Bissell in the absence of evidence suggesting she would commit such a heinous crime. "It's far more likely," he said derisively, "that police incompetence explains the lack of weapon to match the bullet that killed Mr. Ryman. For you to make an arrest based on some foolish young woman's confused testimony is the height of absurdity!"
"Nonetheless," Hugh interrupted, "I'm going to ask Ms. Bissell to again tell me about her movements from the time Denise Peirson received the phone call from downstairs. For the record."
Eyes flashing, she lifted her head and said, "I have been cooperative from the beginning and will continue to be, despite this … insane turn of events."
She acknowledged her awareness that she was being audiotaped and also that she had the right to remain silent. The original Ice Queen, she repeated the story he had heard before, which included no mention of a detour across the hall to Jerome Ryman's office.
"I might add," she concluded coldly, "that I recall the young woman who claims to have seen me. I rescued her from Jerome's wrath, but could hardly blame him for being annoyed. I dislike the practice of hiring temps, which generally means teenagers barely out of high school—doing them the kindness of assuming they graduated. They have few if any useful skills, and are more trouble than they're worth. In this case, she annoyed a customer. I felt a little sorry for her, until she later fumbled several calls that should have been directed to me." Her nostrils flared. "As flustered as she became then, I cannot believe she did anything but panic once that elevator door opened."
She had already prepared her defense, Hugh noted. Unfortunately for her, Irene Macy, bright and likable, would be a far more poised witness than she anticipated. And the gun … ah, the gun, if Ballistics came through, would speak for itself. He wondered how she would attempt to explain the gun.
By the end of the day, Ballistics had indeed identified the .38 caliber Smith & Wesson found in her bedside stand as the murder weapon, and Margaret was in jail while her attorney sought bail.
Since it was well after the dinner hour, Nell had already gone home. Hugh left at the same time as John, who parted from him with an affectionate and approving clap on the back.
"You used your smarts, little brother."
Behind the wheel of his Explorer, Hugh found himself driving not home but to his mother's town house. At the back of his mind all along had been an all-consuming need to tell her he'd arrested this murderer, the one who Mom had so passionately equated with the scum who got away with killing his father.
Weirdly, perhaps because he'd imagined this moment so many times, his exhilaration and sense of pride seeped away as he drove. By the time he pulled up in front of her town house, he felt cold.
What had he done that was so great? he asked himself. Ryman's ex-wife and children had been content thinking Gann had killed their daddy, that he'd been a random victim. Now they'd have to live through the trial of a woman who had broken up the marriage. How much dirt about a man nobody had liked would spew forth in the courtroom, staining the recollections those kids had of their father?
And Gann… So, he hadn't committed this murder, but if he'd seen Ryman earlier he'd have shot him without compunction. Margaret Bissell, thank God, had no close family, but there were probably parents or a sister or brother who would now have to live with what she'd done. Margaret herself wasn't likely to have been a danger to the community, a homicidal maniac who, once having discovered she could kill, would do so often. Hugh doubted if she'd actually enjoyed the experience. She'd seen an opportunity and acted on impulse.
Perhaps. He reminded himself she'd been carrying the gun in her purse, and she'd had the spine to risk meeting Gann face-to-face when she stepped out in that hall. She'd badly wanted Ryman dead.
And what in hell did any of this have to do with Hugh's father? Nada. Nothing, he answered himself.
You can't change the past.
And you just realized that? he mocked himself.
He saw movement behind the partially opened blinds at the front window of his mother's condo. He was caught, and couldn't head home.
But his mood was strangely grim as he walked up to her front door.
She was waiting for him in the open doorway, the lights on as dusk had arrived unnoticed. Her eyes searched his face as he stepped onto the porch. "What is it, Hugh?" she asked urgently. "What's wrong? Not the baby…"
Something inside that he hadn't even realized was frozen solid began to soften. At least she knew what was really important.
"No, Nell's fine. I wanted to apologize for not returning your calls," he lied. "And tell you that we made an arrest today. Jerome Ryman wasn't shot by Jack Gann. A co-worker with whom he'd had an affair murdered him. A woman named Margaret Bissell. It'll be in the papers come morning."
"A woman." She seemed stunned.
Not what she'd expected. Her husband's murderer had assumed supernatural proportions over the years, Hugh guessed—the idea of a woman jarred. How could this arrest satisfy any of her need for justice?
"They kill, too," he said.
"Yes, I know, but…" She shook her head, as if to clear it, then fixed her pleading gaze on his face. "Why?"
"Why did she do it?" When she nodded, Hugh let out a long breath. "We don't know yet. She's not confessing."
"But you're sure?"
"We're sure."
Hugh sat beside her on her floral brocade sofa and told her the whole story.
As she always did, his mother listened intently with her back very erect, head held high, hands unmoving on her lap. She was the personification of dignity and strength, at least in his eyes. John said he remembered her being different, before Dad was murdered, but Hugh didn't, not really. Those memories were hazy, good-night kisses and a soft laugh and Mommy solemnly applying a bandage to his skinned knee.
Hugh wondered what life would have been like if his father had survived, or if police had done their jobs and heeded warnings about the crazy who meant to shoot up the bank.
Life being what it was, he would never know. Wasn't meant to know.
"I'm sorry for things I said to you that day," he said awkwardly. "I became a cop because John was one and I admired him. Plain and simple. I … overreacted."
"Yes and no." Regret briefly made her fine-cut features gentler, more like that young boy's hazy image of his mommy. "I see more clearly now. I refused to accept Douglas's murder, as if my acceptance was surrender." She made a soft, regretful sound. "In a manner of speaking, I have carried your father with me long past the time when I should have laid him to rest. That is, perhaps, my greatest fault."
Hugh waited, sensing that she wasn't done.
If possible, her back became even straighter, her chin rose a notch higher. "It may be that I encouraged all three of you boys to take up a cause that I believed in with all my heart. These past weeks, with you angry at me, I've asked myself whether that is so wrong. It may not surprise you," her eyes had a brief, surprising glint of humor, "that I decided the answer is no. All parents have dreams for their children, expectations. They desperately want their sons and daughters to become men and women they can respect, like and admire. That is all I asked of you."
He had never felt so low. "I know that, Mom. Jeez. I wish I'd never said…"
As if he hadn't bumbled into speech, she swept on. "My good fortune is that all of you became everything I could have hoped you would. I'm proud of you, Hugh. Not only because you stuck to this investigation when no one believed in you. But because you are who you are. Just as I'm proud of your brothers." She drew an audible breath. "I only wish I'd said this more often."
To his shock, Hugh realized he was crying. God! He wiped frantically at his cheeks with his shirtsleeve. When he had himself under control, he looked at her lovely, cool face and said in a raw voice, "If we're worth anything, it's thanks to you. Every one of us knows that."
His mother gave a sad but generous smile like none he'd ever seen before from her. Once upon a time, before tragedy altered their lives forever, she might have smiled at his father like that, her eyes brimming with emotions that, later, she could not afford to let herself feel. "You will have wonderful children," she said softly.
In the next second, she collected herself and asked with composure, "May I offer you a cup of coffee?"
Hugh shook his head. "Nell will expect me home."
"Of course she will." A ghost of her younger self showed in this smile, too. "And you're anxious to get home to her." She stood with him. "Will we see you Sunday?"
He managed a crooked smile. "Yeah. Count on it."
He left her standing in the doorway. Dazed, Hugh had no idea what had just happened or why he was reeling from it. He only knew that he felt … healed.
It made no damn sense. He'd gone to her carrying an inadequate gift, hoping that nonetheless it would heal her in some small part. Instead, in a few words she'd given him what she'd withheld all his life: the knowledge that his mother loved him and was proud of him, that she always had been.
Why now? Was it possible that the small helping of solace he'd brought had been enough after all?
Time was, he might have grabbed the cell phone and called one of his brothers, asked, "Have time to talk?" Of course he would have had to angle into the subject, been oblique, because they were men.
Now, he didn't want John or Connor.
The times, they were a-changing.
Pulling away from the curb a little too fast, leaving a trace of rubber on the pavement like a teenager in a hurry, Hugh could hardly wait to get home to his wife.
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Dinnertime came and went with no word from Hugh. Nell wasn't surprised, of course; wrapping up a major case took time. Hugh wouldn't be careless. Nonetheless, she felt edgy, unsettled, having to wait and not knowing what had happened. She wished he'd call.
Perhaps fortunately, Kim was especially chatty.
"You know Hugh's brother, Connor?" she said, when they sat down to eat. "He asked me to call him by his name. He told me if I said, 'Mr. McLean,' they'd all come charging."
Nell smiled, amused at the image. "I do know him," she agreed gravely.
"Well, last Sunday when we went to dinner, he was telling me about his job. He's a psychologist who works with abused kids, or ones who've had something traumatic happen to them. Like, he works with a couple of girls who have been raped."
Nell nodded. She knew and admired the work Hugh's older brother did. Hugh had told her about the case that had triggered Connor's decision to quit being a police officer and go back to school for a master's degree.
"His work sounds so cool!" her daughter continued. "I was thinking I might like to do something like that. I used to think maybe I'd be a teacher, but what he does is more important. At least, when I get to college I'll take some psychology classes and see." She wrinkled her nose. "I wish I could take one now, instead of more English and PE—I mean, PE! Like, they're going to turn us all into superathletes in a semester?"
"You know," Nell suggested, "maybe you could take a class or two at the community college. It wouldn't even cost anything, if you were accepted. You know people who have done Running Start, right?"
"Yeah," Kim said thoughtfully. "Hey! That would be awesome! I'll talk to the counselor. Maybe I could even take a class spring semester?" She leaped to her feet. "Thanks, Mom! By the way, can you do the dishes tonight?" She was backing toward the hall. "I need to meet Tanya and Morgan at the library to study for a chemistry test."
"No problem," Nell assured her. Ruefully she thought, what else did she have to do, anyway? Worry and wait?
She'd just gotten started when Kim came back through the kitchen, her hair brushed and her makeup renewed. Heaven forbid she appear in public looking less than her cutest.
"I am so going to ace that chem test tomorrow!" was the last thing she sang out before the door swung shut behind her.
Nell shook her head in bemusement. Where had this new Kim come from? Starting her junior year, she was suddenly determined to get top grades and hunt scholarships so that she could go to a private school instead of a state one. She'd actually banked most of her summer earnings instead of blowing them all at the mall.
Nell silently offered thanks to her brother-in-law, whom she scarcely knew. Both Connor and John had been welcoming to Kim, and both, like Hugh, seemed to have a knack with kids. Their easy manner never patronized.
With the house newly silent, Nell cleaned up the dinner dishes and then thumbed through the TV Guide. Despite the fact that the fall TV season was starting, she saw nothing that appealed at all.
She settled in the living room and picked up a book she'd started the day before, but found herself turning the page with no idea what she'd read.
Where was Hugh? Had something gone wrong? Her imagination jumped from one scenario to another: Margaret had pulled a gun and shot the officers who came to arrest her, and then herself. Hugh's lifeblood soaked into the new carpet along with the murderess's. Or: she'd produced a witness who placed the temp somewhere entirely different from where she'd claimed to be. Hugh was even now, not dead, but being raked over the coals by the captain.
"Why doesn't he call?" Nell exclaimed aloud.
She heard the crunch of tires on gravel first, and craned her neck to see out the window without standing to peer out like an anxious wife. Kim wouldn't be home until the library closed at nine; it must be him.
Look casual, she decided. Don't let him know you were worried.
A key scraped in the back door lock, and the door opened. Nell bent her head over her book, looking up at the sound of his footstep with an expression of faint surprise.
But when she saw his face, the book dropped unheeded to the floor and she rose to her feet. "Hugh? What's wrong?"
He looked … haggard. Shell-shocked. New lines were carved in his lean face, some blurred by the stubble on his jaw. He stood there in the opening to the living room with his hands dangling at his side, swaying slightly on his feet as if he might crash to the floor.
He gave a short, gruff laugh. "Why do people keep asking me that?"
She approached him warily. "People?"
"You and my mother."
Of course he had gone to see her first. He'd pursued Jerome Ryman's killer to give his mother peace of mind.
Nell sucked in a breath on a sudden thought. What had Mrs. McLean said when Hugh brought his triumph to her? If she'd belittled it or him, Nell decided fiercely, she was going to have things to say to the other woman.
"Why don't you sit down?" she suggested tentatively, reaching for his arm but chickening out so that her fingertips just grazed his shirtsleeve.
He rubbed a hand wearily over his face. "Yeah. Sit down. That's a good idea."
Nell frowned. "You haven't been drinking, have you?"
Sinking onto the couch, he laughed with a hint of wildness that narrowed her eyes. "Drinking? Look where that got me the last time."
Married to me. A huge, sickening lump lodged in Nell's throat. That was what he meant.
"Then you should know better," she said evenly.
"Or do it every day." This obscure answer seemed to amuse him.
What did he mean by that? Did she want to know?
Losing patience, Nell demanded, "So tell me. Did you arrest Margaret? What happened?"
This smile smoothed some of the haggardness from his face. "Damn straight we arrested her! Of course, she's claiming Irene Macy is a nitwit who flubbed everything they asked her to do and can't possibly tell a reliable story about who was where and when."
"Unless being on the witness stand scares her spit-less, that won't work. She's sharp."
His grin widened. "Yup. Sharp enough to get us a warrant. And get this." Hugh leaned forward. "Ms. Bissell kept the gun."
Nell's mouth fell opened. "No!"
He shook his head. "Can you believe it?"
Remembering the cool, calculating, collected woman she'd interviewed, Nell actually could. "She never dreamed we'd touch her," she said slowly.
He grunted. "She's an arrogant, cold-blooded bitch."
"Out on bail yet?"
"Nah." He shrugged. "She will be by morning. But she's not the kind to run. She thinks she can beat it. She'll come up with a story about the gun. It was kicked into her office and she saw it lying there, figured it was hers, that maybe in the panic she'd gotten it out of her purse and then dropped it. She'll think of some reason she's taken to carrying it in her purse sometimes. Can't you picture her claiming she was so scared, she didn't know what she did?"
"Juries aren't that gullible. Where was the gun?"
"Bedside table."
He told her about the events she'd missed, and Nell listened avidly.
"I am so glad," she said at last. "You made everybody eat crow."
"John did it so damn graciously, I couldn't even enjoy the experience," Hugh said wryly.
Nell was very aware of her husband, slouched so near to her. She wanted to scoot closer and wrap her arms around him, kiss his rough cheek, rest her head on his shoulder. But intimacy that came so easily in bed eluded her the rest of the time. He felt … not like a stranger, not any more, but an enigma to her.
His own sardonic words built a wall. Drinking? Look where that got me last time.
And his mother: We feared Hugh would never settle down. He showed no interest in marriage or having a family of his own.
He'd insisted on marrying her, Nell reminded herself. She had never asked for till death do us part. Once the baby was born, she'd offer him his freedom. He'd be a better father if he wasn't longing for escape.
In fact, she'd offer the next time he hinted.
But for now, she wanted to know what had produced that stunned expression.
"You went to see your mother," Nell prodded.
"Yeah." Slumped deep in the soft cushions of the couch, he mocked himself. "This was my quest, you know. I had to carry the enemy's bloodied flag home on the tip of my lance."
Fiercely protective, Nell asked, "What did she say?"
"That I didn't have to do it. That I'd never had to. She said she was proud of me and always had been." His voice sounded hoarse. "She said she loved me."
"But you knew that," Nell said softly. When he didn't respond, she asked, with faint shock, "Didn't you?"
After too long a pause, during which a muscle jerked in his cheek, he said, "Yeah. Of course I did. On one level."
"But not deep down in your heart."
His mouth twisted. "I guess not."
"How do you feel now?"
His eyes closed, giving his hard face an oddly defenseless look. "I don't know," he said at last, roughly. "Like the earth has shifted under my feet."
The lump in her throat was now pity, or perhaps love. Without letting herself have second thoughts, Nell did scoot closer, close enough that she could take his big hand in both hers. For a moment it lay lax, then he gripped one of her hands hard and turned his head, opening his eyes.
They burned fiercely blue, honing in on hers.
"I think," Nell whispered, "it must be scary to have that happen."
He didn't move, just slouched there, seemingly boneless and relaxed but for the hand holding hers and for his eyes, so turbulently alive. "You know what shook me most?" he asked, his tone oddly mild, almost reflective.
"What?" The single word came as a croak. She felt … frightened but exhilarated, as if she teetered on the edge of space, knowing she had a parachute strapped to her back but not entirely trusting it.
Warmth pooled in her belly in an automatic reaction to his nearness and to his intense focus on her. She had wanted him since the first time she saw him, laughing carelessly at something another officer said as he strode down the station hallway. Even then, she'd imagined him as a warrior of old, with that tousled dark hair and blazing blue eyes and lean, dark face, his shoulders broad enough to carry armor, his hand powerful enough to grip a sword.
She'd ridiculed herself then for a fantasy so idiotic. Obviously, she had failed to squelch it, or how else had she ended up pregnant with his child when he'd hardly spoken a civil word to her to that point?
"What seemed the strangest to me," Hugh continued in that same thoughtful tone, belied by his eyes, "was that I didn't want to talk to John or Connor about Mom. I wanted to come home and talk to you."
He said it so simply, as though "home" really did mean this house, and as though she were what made it so.
"I'm here," she said inadequately.
His faint smile didn't touch his eyes. "So I see."
Nell tried a tremulous smile of her own. "I'm listening."
"I've been like a little boy, haven't I?" he said abruptly. "Needing Mommy's approval."
"Where our parents are concerned, we never grow up," Nell said. "I really believe that. When my mother calls, I go tense instantly. I'm suddenly thirteen years old again, as ridiculously defiant as ever. With her, I can't convince myself I'm all grown-up."
His gaze became warmer. "Weirdly enough, today I think I grew up."
"Maybe you had to fulfill your quest," she suggested, her cheeks flushed from the look in his eyes.
"Maybe." Hugh shrugged as if it no longer mattered. "Then it's done. What you said earlier, about being scared because the ground had moved under my feet. My mother wasn't the one who moved it. And she wasn't the one who scared me."
He was playing with her hand now, the tip of his fingers shockingly sensitizing her palm.
"Who was it?" she managed.
"You." His fingers went still. "You've been regretting our marriage, haven't you?"
Oh God. Nell froze inside. The moment had come. He was going to tell her he'd realized today he couldn't be married, not now, not to her.
Her instinct was to pretend. To protect herself by letting him believe she didn't care, that he could go with her blessing.
But a hint of something in his eyes made her wonder. And she heard her daughter, wise beyond her years: What if he loves you and doesn't say so for the same reason?
What if neither of them had the courage to bare their hearts?
Terrified beyond belief, Nell whispered, "No. I've been sure you were regretting it."
His hand tightened. "Me? Why would you think that?"
"Your mother," Nell admitted. Why not tell the truth? So what if he pitied her because she loved him? "She stopped by a couple of weeks ago. I told you so, didn't I? And she implied that the whole family was celebrating because you'd been forced into marriage by my accidental pregnancy. She said you'd been so disinterested in marriage or fatherhood, they'd about given up hope." Her voice became ironic. "Your mother was sure, now that you were stuck, you'd end up blissfully happy. I figured you were metaphorically hearing the jail gates clanging shut."
He stared at her for the longest time. "Let me get this straight," Hugh said at last. "You've been … pulling back, just to let me know you didn't care if I bailed out?"
Feeling suddenly foolish, she nodded. "That sounds dumb, but … yes."
He made a hoarse sound. "I was afraid I was losing you. And I couldn't even blame you, considering you never promised anything but to carry my name along with my baby."
Her heart beat so hard it made her dizzy. He was afraid of losing her. He wouldn't say that if he wanted out, would he?
Tearing her gaze from his, focusing on their entwined hands, she offered tentatively, "I've liked being married better than I expected."
"Better how?"
She felt his gaze, though she didn't meet it. "I like waking with you there. Talking to you." Touching you, looking at you, hearing the sound of your voice. Seeing your toothbrush next to mine, your dirty clothes in the hamper with mine. Pitiful. "Making love with you," she admitted.
"I like that, too. All of it." He was silent for a moment, and when she stole a glance at his face it was to see that he, too, was looking at their hands as if the contrast of hers and his meant something. "Nell," Hugh said gruffly, "I think I lied to you when I asked you to marry me. By omission, if nothing else."
"Lied to me?" New panic grabbed her throat.
"I'm not here because of the baby. Not just because of the baby, anyway." He moved his shoulders in a way she had come to know that he did when he was unsure of himself. His eyes met hers. "This marriage can be more, Nell."
"More?" This time her voice squeaked.
"I didn't like it when you pulled back. I felt you go stiff when I touched you, or you'd look right through me and talk to me as if I were a total stranger."
Heat touched her cheeks. "I was … scared."
"Scared of what?" he asked, low and soft.
"Scared you'd know…" She swallowed, closed her eyes and finished, so fast the words tripped over each other. "Scared you'd know I loved you."
He went completely still, but his eyes held an expression that stopped her heart.
"You love me." Hugh sounded stupefied.
She tried to smile. "It … just happened. I don't want you to feel … obligated. Or uncomfortable." Wishing frantically she'd not made such a drastic confession, she took a breath and said carelessly, "Heck, I'm a woman. Maybe I just romanticized our relationship."
Hugh let go of her hand and gripped her chin, lifting it so she couldn't evade his gaze. "Don't make it be nothing." He sounded deadly serious. "Not if you mean it."
Nell was shaking. "Hugh…" Her voice failed. She started again. "What was it that you were trying to tell me?"
"That I've been falling in love with you for months."
The breath she drew sounded more like a sob. "Don't—don't lie. Because of what I said."
"I'm the one who started this." His tone was suddenly tender, his fingers caressing rather than painfully tight on her chin. "I said I wanted more. What I wanted was you to love me. To know you're committed, that you aren't going to kick me out some day. I don't want to be a convenience, Nell. A name for the kid, an extra paycheck, someone to change some diapers."
"I never wanted your money," she whispered.
His mouth crooked into a smile. "No. You didn't, did you?"
"Now, the diapers…" she dared to tease, on a swell of hope that hurt her chest.
His grin was devastating, wiping the tiredness from his face. "But, you see, you've got to take the bad with the good."
"Nothing about being married to you has been bad," Nell told him with absolute certainty. "Except," she amended, "for my fear that you were here just because your honor demanded it."
"When I figured out that you were pregnant," he said, "I thought I should be feeling all kinds of things. You know, the standard stuff, starting with shock and dismay. Okay, I was shocked. But you know what?"
She shook her head.
"I was glad," he said simply. "The idea of you pregnant with my baby turned me on, and made me feel big and manly, and gave me the idea that maybe you'd marry me even if you weren't falling in love."
Nell was stunned. "Even then…"
"There was always something about you," he admitted. "I tried to pretend I didn't like you, but I'm not sure I was ever fooled."
Now her gaze fell. "But … I'm not as pretty as the women you dated. I'm not … brilliant, or talented at anything in particular, or witty, or…" She gave up listing the virtues she lacked. "I'm ordinary," she concluded.
His brows rose. "And I'm not?"
"You're the sexiest, handsomest man I've ever seen," she told him honestly. "Come on! Every woman at the station flirts with you. I've been daydreaming about you since … forever."
"Then," he murmured, "we're even," and kissed her. The touch of his lips was gentle, seeking. He nipped her lower lip, she ran her tongue along his. By the time he lifted his head, she felt drugged.
"You love me." Had he really said he did?
"Yup. And," he smoothed her hair from her face and looked at her tenderly, "I don't appreciate you putting my wife down. She's softhearted, smart, pretty and damn sexy. She's a great mother and a strong woman. I'm counting my blessings every day for finding her."
The tears came suddenly, shocking her. They poured down her cheeks and clogged her sinuses. "Hugh!" she sobbed, and threw herself into his arms.
He murmured against her hair and held her tight, letting her cry herself out against his shoulder. When she was done, he let her go clean herself up in the bathroom. After she'd blown her nose and washed her face, she went back to the living room, wondering if she'd been dreaming. Maybe he wasn't home yet. Waiting, she might have fallen asleep…
But he was right where she'd left him, slouched low on the couch, his face relaxed, his eyes closed. He looked ready to fall asleep.
Nell felt abruptly guilty. "You haven't eaten, have you? And you must be exhausted!"
He sat up, opening his eyes. "I wouldn't mind something to eat. After that… Well, I don't know about you, but I was starting to think about bed." His smile was sly and sexy.
She blushed as if she was sixteen years old again, not a woman well embarked on her second pregnancy. "The thought had crossed my mind," she confessed primly.
"Then let's go dig in the refrigerator."
"I saved you some manicotti. It won't take five minutes to heat it."
"Thank you," he said quietly, following her to the kitchen.
"I've taken to thinking like a wife," she told him, bemused by how easily it had happened.
"My mother was right." Hugh leaned against the counter and watched her pop the plate with leftovers in the microwave. "I have ended up blissfully happy. She just doesn't know I planned it that way."
Tears threatened again, and Nell sniffed. "Damn! I haven't cried so much since…" Since she was sixteen and realized she was pregnant and would be on her own. "It must be hormones."
Her husband caught her face in his big hands and gently wiped the tears with his thumbs. Just before he kissed her again, he said, "Good excuse."
By the time she surfaced from the kiss, Nell had to fake indignation. "I'm a cop! What would it look like if I was crying all the time?"
"That you were a pregnant cop?"
She made an inarticulate sound signifying annoyance. He kissed her again.
"Where's Kim?" Hugh asked when he lifted his head this time, apparently noticing belatedly that his stepdaughter was absent.
"The library." Nell glanced at the clock. "It's closing right now. She should be home any time."
"She's changed."
"Uh-huh." Nell told him about Kim's new ambition. "I'll have to thank Connor next time I see him."
"Sunday dinner at his house, if that's okay."
She murmured agreement. "It must be our turn. Past our turn."
"It'll be crowded, but why not?"
The microwave beeped, and she took out the manicotti, adding a glass of milk, the salad she'd put on a plate and covered with clear wrap, and a piece of French bread.
Then she sat across the table from him and watched him eat. "What you suggested a while back, about the upstairs. It was a good idea. I know Chris is planning to give me notice in the next couple of months. He's getting married, and his fiancée wants to stay in Seattle. I won't rent it again."
Hugh recognized the true meaning of her offer. It was a sort of dive into space, trusting that parachute. "Good," he said quietly.
"We'll have to figure out whether we want to tear out the kitchen, or what."
"We could take down some walls on this floor. Have a family room, or enlarge the dining room and living room. If all the bedrooms were upstairs…"
To her surprise, she liked the idea. He had a big family. She wanted to be able to entertain them. There should be room for the little ones to run, and the teenagers to huddle. For more children, if Hugh and she decided to have them.
"Okay," she said.
His smile was unexpectedly sweet. "I hear Kim's car. What say we clean up quick and run for the bedroom?"
"If you want to go ahead, I'll—"
He grabbed her hand. "Not a chance. Consider this a … codicil to our honeymoon."
"Oh." Nell was blushing again, and her cheeks weren't the only place she felt warm. "How about if we just leave the dishes?"
"Better yet." He drew her close for a kiss that tasted of dinner and love.
The screen door banged at the same moment they reached their room.
"Mo-om! I'm home!" Nell heard, just as Hugh quietly closed the bedroom door.
For the rest of the night, she was far too happily occupied with her husband to give another thought to the daughter she had or the child not yet born.
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