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Synopsis

Dr. Nicole Coussart and Katie Finan seem to have no
common thread, but the one they discover will change both of their
lives. Nic has lived a privileged life as the only child of two
physicians, but she’s not happy. Her career as an ER doctor isn’t
just like on TV, and she’s convinced she’ll never find a woman who
lives up to her high expectations. Katie has struggled since
running away from home as a teenager. Now the father of her
children has been shot and the killer is after her. As these two
women’s worlds become tangled, a secret is uncovered that sends Nic
spinning into the arms of DEA Attorney Rae Rhodes. Rae helps Nic
make decisions that redefine her life as she learns to live and
laugh and love for the first time.
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Chapter One

Shots in the Dark

Billy Wallace rolled off Katie Finan and let out a
loud groan. A well-placed knee to the groin had him reconsidering
the direction his hands had been taking. They were now off Katie’s
breasts and hanging before him, a belated attempt to protect his
manhood.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Katie screamed at
him, as the adrenaline coursing through her veins roused her from
sleep. In the span of a single breath she was transformed from
unconscious to wide-awake, an ability developed during her old days
on the streets. She’d spent enough time in bad places to learn
self-preservation skills like sleeping lightly and groin kicks.
Predators often struck in the dark of night, coming for her money
or her food, or something else. Like Billy, she often sent them
away moaning in pain. Often, but not always.

Pulling her knees to her chest, Katie flipped her
head and threw her mane of black hair over her shoulder. As she
leaned against the bedroom wall she studied Billy. What was she
going to do about him? Placing the fifth finger of her right hand
into her mouth, she began to gnaw at the nail.

He’d knocked on her door a few nights earlier, fresh
out of jail and with no place to spend the night. A year had passed
since she’d last seen him, almost five since they’d last shared a
bed, but how could she refuse him a place to sleep? Billy had taken
her in when she was homeless, fed her and clothed her and kept her
safe. He’d really asked nothing from her then, not even sex, and
rarely asked for anything over the years. He usually had an ample
supply of cash, every dollar illegally earned from selling drugs,
and when things were going exceptionally well, he showered unwanted
gifts on her and their children, trying to atone for all his
inadequacies as a father and partner.

He propped himself against the dresser, breathing
deep. Even doubled over, he was a big man, almost twice her size,
and his presence seemed to fill the small room. Other than the
dresser supporting him, the only other piece of furniture was the
double bed, its blankets now on the narrow strip of floor
separating them. She understood why people feared him. If he peeked
up, his face would be handsome, but his good looks hid a lot of
ugliness inside. His temper was well known, and in an instant his
smile could turn menacing. No one crossed Billy, except for Katie.
She’d never accepted attitude from him, had demanded to be treated
with respect, and to her, he’d never been anything but kind.

Suddenly, she felt a twinge of guilt for the plans
she’d been making. She’d found another apartment here in
Philadelphia, more modern, in a better neighborhood, with a bigger
yard for the kids and a cozy porch overlooking it. In a few days
she’d sign the lease, making a move that was as spiritual as it was
physical. She was leaving this life, and all she’d been here in
this neighborhood, and moving on. She’d never look back. If Billy
had been released from jail any later, he’d have come here looking
for her and found the apartment vacant, or with new tenants who’d
have turned him away into the night.

Was that so wrong? They weren’t together as a
couple, and he’d never been a great boyfriend or father. In fact,
she’d already really left him five years earlier, when she moved
out of his place. Tired of drug deals and parties, infidelity and
broken promises, and wanting a better life for her children, she’d
found her own apartment. It had been a big blow to his ego, but
he’d been man enough to allow her to walk away without a fight,
admitting to her that she was doing the right thing for their
kids.

Katie had spent the years since then gaining a
confidence and independence she didn’t have when she first met him.
A job as a nursing assistant at the clinic gave her an income and
helped her to develop self-esteem. Her coworkers were intelligent
people—physicians, nurses, x-ray technicians, business women—and
they spoke and dressed and acted in a manner Katie had forgotten
existed. It came back to her, though—proper English, respectful
interactions, manners, and dress—and after a few months at the
clinic she felt as if she’d never left home.

Over the course of their time apart, Katie had
slowly come to understand that she wasn’t in love with Billy. Now
that she was beginning to understand what real love could be like,
she was beginning to wonder if she’d ever really loved him at all.
Billy had been good to her when she needed someone to protect and
shelter her. He’d taken care of her, and she cared for him, but she
now questioned whether she’d mistaken much-needed affection and
attention for love.

After leaving home and hitting the streets, Katie
had never really been close to anyone. Her school friends were
living lives far different from hers and couldn’t begin to
understand the world beyond their clean homes and high-ranked
schools, the world of violence and crime, drugs and alcohol that
had become Katie’s. After Katie’s first brushes with the law, the
parents of her friends had cut off the contact that had for years
sustained her. At the age of fifteen, she’d found she was truly on
her own.

With her support structure gone, Katie developed new
relationships. These new friends didn’t play music on the piano or
field hockey after school. They didn’t study and work on school
projects. They drank and did drugs together, and when she was
intoxicated with one drug or another, that camaraderie was all
Katie needed.

She couldn’t even remember her first sexual
encounter. She recalled getting high with a bunch of people at a
party and, upon awakening the next morning, felt the telltale pain
and bleeding that told her she was no longer a virgin. She’d
probably been raped, and she really didn’t even care. All she
wanted was to get high again.

Over the years before she met Billy, she’d slept
with a parade of men. If they shared their drugs, she’d share her
body. Only after she became pregnant with her daughter did she
clean up her act, realizing the responsibility growing daily within
her. Wanting to become the kind of mother she’d had, she gathered
all her courage and pulled herself together. Still, she remained
isolated. She’d learned not to trust, and in the world in which she
lived, that meant keeping to herself. Sure, she knew the parents of
her children’s friends, and people at church, and her neighbors. At
work, she liked everyone, and they all liked her, but none of them
had ever really gotten to know her. Not until a few months ago,
when Jet Fox began working at the clinic.

Just the thought of Jet brought a smile to her face
and filled her heart with happiness. Katie felt she could talk
about anything and laugh about nothing with her. Jet was the first
friend she’d made in fifteen years, and now Katie was beginning to
develop feelings of a deeper nature, feelings that both thrilled
and terrified her.

Katie thought back to that first date with Jet. Was
it only two months earlier? After an April shower caused a power
outage, closing their clinic for the day, she and Jet had decided
to share lunch. They talked for three hours, and Katie found her
spirits flying as she rushed to the kids’ school to pick them up
that day. Where had the time gone? Katie didn’t know, she only knew
it was the most delightful lunch she’d ever shared, the most
pleasant time she’d spent since childhood.

Since then, Katie and her children had spent some
part of every weekend with Jet, picnicking in the park and
exploring Penn’s Landing, driving to Rehoboth, walking and playing
Frisbee on the beach, hiking in the mountains, cooking out at Jet’s
apartment, and watching movies on her television. Katie’s children,
Chloe and Andre, adored Jet as much as Katie did, but lately she’d
begun to understand that there was something more stirring within
her than the attraction of friendship, and as she looked at Billy,
she knew that something was called love.

Katie knew that Jet was a lesbian, and Jet’s
sexuality was causing Katie to reconsider everything she’d ever
thought of herself. Sex had never been important to her before; it
was just something she did to make other people happy. She didn’t
need feelings or attraction. She’d never felt desire, until she
began to lie in bed at night and imagine Jet next to her, with her
mouth and hands on her body. Then, Katie lost her senses, and when
she slipped her hands into her panties she found herself wet and
ready. Thinking of Jet she could make herself come. She was
beginning to seriously believe she might be a lesbian, too.

“It’s fuckin’ hot!” Billy complained as he stood.
Not surprisingly he’d decided to forget she’d assaulted him.

It wasn’t really that hot, but it had rained and the
humidity was high, making it seem much worse than it was. And the
small apartment had no ventilation, sandwiched as it was between
two others on the street, where no wayward breeze ever blew
through.

“Baby, when we get your inheritance, we should buy
an air conditioner and a whole house to go with it.” He was
standing in the doorway of the twelve-by-twelve-foot room, his
large frame taking up an enormous amount of Katie’s personal space,
and even though the lights in the room were off, the glow of the
streetlight through the front window allowed her to see his smiling
face.

His comment made her uneasy, and she shifted her
position to look at him, challenging him. He was smiling,
attempting to charm her, but that tactic had ceased working years
earlier. Katie was moving because of the inheritance. It would give
her the means, for one thing. But even if she did nothing with it,
just kept the money saved for her children, she couldn’t trust
Billy with it. He’d stolen from her before—not actually taking her
money, but borrowing it with promises to return it when things
turned his way. Yet they never did turn, and she knew if she
allowed him he’d spend every last penny she had.

“Billy, you’re not getting any money from me.” It
suddenly occurred to her that his release from jail might have
something to do with the fact that her thirtieth birthday was just
days away. That was the day Katie would receive the balance of the
trust established for her when her mother died. Could he have
somehow arranged to get out of jail so he could swindle her, spend
this last installment like he’d spent the others? That money had
been for Katie’s expenses while she was in college: enough for an
apartment, food, clothing, as well as books and tuition. She’d seen
little of it, though—Billy had used it for payments on a sports car
that the police later confiscated.

The judge had arranged the trust to be distributed
in small amounts when she was a teen, then in larger allotments
when she was in college, with the balance issued on her thirtieth
birthday. Katie was never quite sure how much money was there—it
was all so confusing. There was no life-insurance policy, no
retirement plan, no savings. Her parents had been a struggling
middle-class couple when her mom was killed, trying to pay the
mortgage and Katie’s tuition at a Catholic school, car payments and
cable bills and still save enough for a few days of vacation each
summer at Wildwood, New Jersey. No, there was no savings. The money
came from the lawsuit her father had filed against the delivery
company whose truck had killed her mother. The judge, in his
wisdom, had mandated the award be put into the trust, for he had
concerns about her dad’s ability to keep the money safe for Katie.
He had received a small award, too, but the majority of the money
went to Katie. When all the deductions were added up—attorney and
trust-fund fees and prior payments—she no longer had any idea what
was left of the three hundred thousand dollars she’d been paid to
make up for the loss of the only person in the world who mattered
to her. Her lawyer managed the trust for her, but she didn’t feel
comfortable talking to him. Bruce Smick had been a friend of her
mother, and Katie was ashamed for him to know how she’d screwed up
her life. Although he obviously had her best interests in mind, it
would have been far better to deal with an anonymous and uncaring
stranger who had no ruler with which to measure how far she’d
fallen.

For years she’d dreamed of buying a house with her
birthday money, the kind she grew up in, in a working-class
neighborhood where gardens with flowers bordered every finely
manicured lawn. It wouldn’t be a big house, but it would have a big
kitchen, where she and her children could hover over school
projects and homework. It would have three bedrooms—one for her,
one for Chloe, and one for Andre. Her children needed their own
rooms. They were getting too old to share such intimate space. And
just maybe her friend Jet would sleep over on occasion. She hated
when Jet came to this house, seeing the weathered houses and
littered lawns that surrounded hers, and the people in the streets
who monitored her movements as she came and went. So they spent
most of their time at Jet’s apartment, in a neighborhood just a few
miles and a whole world away.

When she got her money, she’d pay a first and last
month’s rent, and a security deposit. If she had the money for
those fees, she would have already left this place. Soon, though,
she would. Just a few more days.

Once she was settled in her new apartment, she’d
take her time and look around for the house she wanted, and then,
in a few months or a year, she’d be a homeowner. Surely she had
enough money left in the trust for a down payment. Her job at the
clinic was solid, and she could get a loan for the rest. She’d
gotten a car loan and paid it off promptly, and she paid her single
credit-card balance monthly. Her credit scores were excellent.

If she had enough money after she purchased her
house, she planned to buy furniture, too. If not, that was okay.
Her apartment’s furnishings were fine, though not luxurious. She
just never seemed to have enough money left over to splurge on
items like a new bed, when her kids needed jackets and fresh fruit
and piano lessons. The quality and quantity of her furniture didn’t
bother her. She managed to make the house a home, even without much
to work with. She’d painted the secondhand beds herself, stenciling
butterflies on her bed and the alphabet on the kids’. The interior
of the house was exceptional, and she painted that as well,
accenting the house’s fine woodwork, bringing the walls alive with
sponging and layers of paint. The children’s room was a jungle,
literally. She’d painted an elephant, giraffes, lions, and a zebra.
The kids loved it.

The cosmetic changes were easy for her. With a
little patience and time, Katie could make anything look more
attractive. But the structural problems in the house gave her fits.
She couldn’t replace the drafty windows or the buckling floors,
install a toilet that didn’t constantly run, or rewire the
structure that had barely enough outlets to run the major
appliances.

The biggest problem with the house, though, was its
location. The neighborhood hadn’t been high class when she moved
in, but it had been nice. Since then, it had deteriorated.
Businesses that closed during the recession were boarded up and
prime squatting grounds for the homeless. The drug dealers found
shelter in their dark recesses. The same for the prostitutes.

Good people moved out, and less reputable people
moved in. Who would move in when she left? In less than a decade, a
clean and quiet neighborhood had changed from a respectable place
to raise a family to one she’d avoid if she could.

Billy’s voice brought her out of her reverie. “I
don’t need a new place for me, Baby. It’s for you and the
kids.”

Katie fought to find her courage. She had to tell
him her plans. She was leaving, and he wasn’t coming with her. It
would be Jet sharing the couch for movies and the seat at the
dinner table, not Billy. “Billy, I want to talk to you about that.
I really do want to move…it’s just that—”

“How much you think your house is goin’ to cost?” he
asked the darkness.

“I don’t know. I guess it depends on how big and how
nice.”

“You think a hundred grand?”

“More, probably. Maybe a hundred and fifty.” Why was
she having this conversation with him? She was tired, and she just
wanted to go back to sleep. Yet her guilt forced from her a
cordiality that wasn’t genuine.

“How much you got comin’?”

“I really don’t know. Maybe a hundred.”

“That don’t seem like enough for the kinda house you
want.”

Finally, she’d had enough. It was one thing to make
conversation and another altogether to fight the negativity she’d
battled for two decades. “It’s none of your fucking business!”
Besides, she didn’t want to tell him her plans, let him know she
had good enough credit to get a loan. Then he’d start borrowing off
her, and she just couldn’t afford that. Her priority was her
children, not their father.

“Easy, baby.” Unlike her, he didn’t raise his voice.
He usually didn’t. “Don’t you worry! Simon’s comin’ over and we’re
goin’ to talk business. All I need is twenty-five grand, and I’ll
be set up. In six months, I’ll have all the money you need for that
house, and enough left over so I can buy a little corner store.
Those places rake in cash. Then we’ll be on Easy Street.”

That was it! The last straw finally broke her
resolve to show kindness. Katie leapt forward, on attack, all five
feet of her on the offensive, pointing her finger into his bare
chest, glaring at him. Even though he towered over her, she wasn’t
afraid of him. He’d never hit her. “You’re out of your mind if you
think I’m giving you any more of my money. That’s for my house! You
and Simon can go rob a bank if you need money, but you’re not
getting it from me.”

As if on cue, the doorbell rang.

“Oh, shush, now. Settle down. Let me go talk to
Simon,” Billy announced as he turned and disappeared from view.

“Not one penny, Billy,” she shouted to his
retreating form, but he was already down the hall and heading
toward the stairs. If he heard her, he didn’t acknowledge it.

She stood and watched until his head disappeared.
Grabbing her cigarettes from the dresser, she climbed through the
open window and onto the roof that covered the porch. She and Jet
were both trying to quit, and they’d been doing well with each
other for support. Jet wasn’t here now, though, and her frustration
with Billy was suddenly too much to bear.

The rough texture of the roof against her feet was
familiar, a feeling she’d come to associate with lighting a
cigarette. She often came out to smoke, to keep the smell out of
the house. It stained the ceilings and made Andre sneeze. Pulling
one from the pack, she flicked her lighter and pulled a long,
satisfying drag from the filtered end. She held the smoke in her
lungs for a moment before exhaling, feeling a fraction of her anger
dissipate.

She longed for a joint. When she was as stressed as
she felt now, just a puff or two of marijuana would cure her angst.
But she couldn’t. Because of Billy’s prior arrests, she was already
a target of the Children and Youth Services caseworker who
periodically stopped in to monitor her parenting. If they caught
her with drugs, they’d take Chloe and Andre from her. And she could
never allow that to happen. Besides, Jet didn’t use any. Jet didn’t
judge her for her past, but she also wouldn’t tolerate that kind of
behavior in the present. One more reason Katie liked her.

She didn’t really need the marijuana, just as she
hadn’t needed the heroin or cocaine she’d once abused. They’d
offered an escape for her, a much needed safe place to get away
from the misery of her life. What she needed now was to escape her
stress. She needed to manage it, to control it before it controlled
her.

Katie was tired. Exhausted, actually. She loved her
job and couldn’t live without her paycheck, but the forty hours she
put in at the clinic didn’t leave many for other things. Homework,
laundry, shopping, cooking, and just hanging out with her kids all
took time. In the end, she sacrificed her sleep, but when she did
crawl into bed at night—after cleaning the house and folding the
laundry and packing the lunches for the next day—she slept
soundly.

Having Billy back in the house was disrupting her
routine, and she hadn’t slept well in days. She’d retired early
tonight, and now she feared falling back to sleep would be
difficult. She’d learned the universal truth of motherhood very
quickly, when Chloe was a newborn and Billy invited friends over to
party late into the night. No matter what time the mom goes to
bed, the kids will still be up early.

Leaning against the clapboard siding of her north
Philadelphia apartment, she pulled her knees up close and studied
the street below. Too much activity for ten at night. Girls looking
for men, boys looking for men, dealers looking for customers, kids
looking for trouble. They were walking, standing, cruising slowly
on bikes and in cars, unconcerned about anything but satisfying
their own needs. The pedestrian traffic always increased on nights
like this, when it was too humid to stay comfortably indoors. No
one in this neighborhood had air-conditioned homes. Some of them
probably didn’t even have homes.

In other neighborhoods people were in bed, their
windows closed, soothed by the gentle humming of those cooling
machines. Their kids were asleep, too, not running in the dangerous
streets. And no drug dealer named Simon Simms had just parked his
car next to their house. As she looked down, she could see the roof
of his oversized SUV. The car was parked illegally in the alley
beside the house, and Katie wished someone in the neighborhood
cared.

Tapping the ash off her cigarette, she thought about
Simon for a moment. He’d been a part of Billy’s life since before
she came along, a shadowy figure who always seemed to lead Billy
into the fire, then pull him back out before he was too badly
burned. Katie knew Simon since she’d been with Billy—almost fifteen
years—but she didn’t quite understand the scene she’d
witnessed—

Suddenly, the unmistakable sound of gunfire
interrupted her thoughts. She’d heard it enough in her lifetime to
recognize it. Bang! Bang! Two shots rang out in rapid succession,
not from the street below her, where a shooting wouldn’t have
surprised her, but from behind her. In her house.

She jumped to her feet, dropping the lit cigarette,
and crouched in the window, preparing to hop through. Her kids were
in there, asleep in their room, and she had to get to them to make
sure they were safe, to protect them.

As she looked up, about to ease her head through the
opening, she screamed at the sight before her. Simon stood at the
top of the stairs, a gun in his hand. He looked toward her still
form in the window, and before she could scream again, he raised
his arm and pointed the gun at her. The shot hit the window frame
just above her head, and she jumped back as the wood splintered.
She didn’t have to look to know he was coming for her. She could
hear his heavy footsteps on the wooden floor of the hallway,
perhaps fifteen feet from where she stood. She didn’t have time to
think, just to act, and her survival instinct guided her.

She’d learned in the streets to trust her instincts,
and they told her to run. She might have stayed and pleaded with
Simon, or tried to rationalize with him. In the past, she’d done
that when men with guns came looking for Billy. This time, though,
something was different.

Giving no thought to her bare feet or nearly naked
body, she ran to the edge of the roof and jumped, landing on her
hands and knees about five feet down on the roof of Simon’s car. If
he didn’t kill her, she’d have to thank him for parking there.
Another bullet whizzed by her, but it wasn’t even close. Turning,
she saw he was shooting from the bedroom window, standing inside
and leaning out, and from that angle he didn’t have much chance of
hitting her. She leapt from the car’s roof to the hood as glass
shattered in the car parked at the edge of the alley.

Like Billy, Simon was a big man, but it wouldn’t
take him long to negotiate the window, and then she’d make an easy
target. She winced as she landed on the broken macadam, the sharp
edges cutting the tender flesh of her feet. But she willed her legs
to move, pushing them, ignoring the pain, trying to keep close to
the wall of the house, in the shadows. She could hear him behind
her, and from the sounds she guessed he was now on the roof of his
car, but she didn’t dare turn to look. A fraction of a second could
be the difference between life and death, and she didn’t intend to
die in this dark alley on this night.

She had to keep moving, to get out of that alley.
With her feet bare, she couldn’t compete with Simon in a foot race.
If she could reach her backyard, though, she could disappear into
the shadows, out of sight, out of his line of fire. She knew the
alley like the back of her hand. It was where Chloe roller-skated
and Andre rode his bicycle, where they kicked a soccer ball and
shot baskets. When they were in this alley—or out of the house
anywhere—she was with them. Children couldn’t be left alone on the
streets.

In the dim light of a clouded moon she could make
out the lines of each fence, each hedge, and the few garages and
storage sheds that lined the route. She could see them even with
her eyes closed, though, from all the times she’d chased a ball or
child down the path she now ran. She reached the rear of her house,
and the light from her kitchen reached out to caress her, briefly
exposing her. A loud bang pierced the night, and the bullet lodged
in the railing guarding her back-porch steps. She reached the
bottom step and another shot rang out, hitting an unseen target in
the distance.

How many bullets in his gun? She mentally
counted the shots. Seven! He had to be running out. If she kept
running and he kept missing, maybe she’d be safe.

Making a sharp left turn into the blackness, she
zigzagged into her backyard, scraping her arm on the shrubs that
formed the border. She trimmed them herself and knew the landscape
well enough to negotiate in the dark. Grateful for the cool, soft
grass she suddenly found beneath her feet, she picked up speed,
hurdling the low brick wall that marked the rear edge of her
modest-sized yard.

The bullets had stopped flying. She landed with a
thud, but the noise was muted by the unmistakable sound of Simon’s
SUV screeching behind her. She could see the car’s headlights
scanning the alley. There was no hedge here, just the low brick
wall that marked the property’s edge. If he positioned the car in
just the right spot, he would have a direct line of sight to her
hiding place. The car stopped well before that place though, and
she fought to catch her breath as she flattened herself against the
wall, counting on the darkness to conceal her position.

His footsteps were heavy, even in the soft grass,
and Katie could hear them growing ever closer. Then she heard his
voice, chilling, taunting. “Katie! Come out, come out, wherever you
are! I know you’re out here somewhere. I’m goin’ to find you!”

Now she forced herself to be still, afraid that even
the noise of breathing might be enough to alert him to her
presence. In the silence that followed his threat, she heard a
sound. Then a light came on to her left, at the home of her elderly
neighbor, Nanette Arlington, and the old woman walked out into the
night.

Eighty years old and weighing not much more than a
hundred pounds, she was an easy target standing there, illuminated
by the bulb above her head. Katie knew that Nan couldn’t see into
the darkness, but the aging process hadn’t affected the woman’s
hearing.

“Go on,” Nan yelled into the dark. “Don’t be making
any more trouble! I called the police and they’re coming, so you
just better get goin’ before they get here.” As if on cue, Katie
heard a sound she’d feared most of her life—police sirens. On this
night, though, they were like a song to her ears. Simon wasn’t
stupid enough to stick around and let the police see him.

After a second, Simon’s deep laughter broke the
quiet. “Katie, I gotta be goin’ now. But I’ll be back for you.
Don’t you go talkin’ to the cops, or I’ll get those kids of yours
when I come back.” Katie heard him running, and then the car door
slammed and his tires squealed as he sped away.

It took a few seconds to control her breathing and
will her muscles to stop shaking. As she lay there in the grass,
hidden in the shadows, the sirens grew louder as they drew nearer.
In another minute, police would flood the area and she’d be
safe.

She hadn’t had time to think, but now as she sat
there, she did. What the hell was going on? Why would Simon shoot
at her? Had he shot Billy? Those first two shots had rung out from
the first floor, and she hadn’t heard a peep out of Billy since
Simon’s arrival. Either he was incapacitated or dead, but Katie
feared it was the latter. Simon had been on a mission tonight, and
it wasn’t to maim. It was to kill.

At least her children were safe. Simon hadn’t
lingered on the second floor long enough to find them asleep in
their beds, and other than the two shots on the first floor, he
hadn’t fired except when he’d aimed at her.

She needed to see them, though. She needed to hug
them and reassure them that they were fine. She needed their hugs
to confirm that she was fine. Jumping up, she was pleased to see
that her legs still worked. She turned and ran back through her
yard, back to her children. All the gunfire would have awakened
them, and they’d be frightened. She’d discussed many safety tactics
with them, but never what to do under these circumstances.
Hopefully, they were hiding under their bed and not exploring the
house. If her suspicions about Billy were correct, she didn’t want
Chloe and Andre to see him.

As a single parent raising children in a poor
neighborhood, Katie faced many challenges. Teaching them was easy,
for they were both bright and sweet kids, still at an age where
pleasing their mother was a priority. Loving them was as natural as
breathing to Katie. If her love could only protect them from the
violence and pain the world served as a main course, Katie could
rest and sleep at night. But it couldn’t. She didn’t trust anyone
to care for them. In her time on the streets she’d heard stories of
young girls and boys abused by coaches and priests and scout
leaders, and she saw the results. Self-esteem shattered, spirits
deflated, lives destroyed. That wouldn’t happen to Chloe and Andre.
She’d spent eight years protecting them, exhausting her body and
her mind and her bank account, but it didn’t matter. They mattered.
She’d do whatever she needed to in order to keep them safe.

As she reached the stairs, sweating, heart pounding,
knees shaking, the first police car arrived in the alley, pulling
to a stop just where Simon’s SUV had been parked toward the front
of her house. She could already see the flashing lights of another
car, approaching in the alley from the opposite direction.

As she stared into the eerie glare of the police
lights, another thought occurred to her. What if the police thought
she’d shot Billy? If he was wounded, or dead, would they believe
her when she told them Simon had shot him? Or would they look at
her criminal record and arrest her, so they could pronounce the
case closed?

In thirty seconds, the police would surround her.
She didn’t have time to get in and out again while dragging two
small children. If they caught her, she’d most likely be arrested.
Even if the charges were thrown out later, the police would
handcuff her now, drag her away while her children cried. Then
they’d take them away to foster homes, where evil people might harm
them. Or where Simon Simms might find them and make good on his
threat.

No, she decided. She couldn’t go back in the house,
even if it meant abandoning Chloe and Andre. If she was free, she’d
find a way to get to them. She’d protect them and keep them safe.
But if the police threw her into a jail cell, she’d be powerless.
Jumping from the porch, she retraced her steps as the lights from
the approaching police vehicle came closer. Running at full speed
again, she raced toward the protection of the shadows. After that,
she wasn’t sure what she’d do, but she’d figure out how to survive.
She always did.

If the police had looked they would have seen her
racing through the yard, but instead, they pulled directly to the
back porch and stopped there. Nan’s clothesline, filled with the
day’s laundry, provided an excellent cover and an excellent
opportunity. Katie would need a change of clothing. A woman
wandering the streets in a shirt and underwear was bound to draw
attention, even in Philadelphia, and she didn’t want any attention
right now.

How an eighty-year-old woman who lived alone could
fill the entire clothesline was a mystery to her, but Katie was
happy for the cotton shorts and shirt she borrowed, and most
grateful for the socks. The short adventure in the alley had ripped
up her feet. Sitting in the grass, she pulled the shorts up over
her legs and sucked in her gut. Even though Katie was petite, the
shorts were about two sizes too small. She was able to pull and
stretch the elastic waist up over her hips. She’d look trashy, but
that was better than the alternative—crazy. The top fit a little
better. It was still a size smaller than Katie would have liked but
a huge improvement on the paper-thin one she’d been wearing. The
socks, though, were just right, and as she pulled them onto her
tender feet, she wished for a pair of shoes. Then a thought
occurred to her. Nan was a fanatically clean housekeeper, and she
often kept her Crocs on the porch to prevent tracking dirt into her
kitchen. Looking over her shoulder, she crept up the stairs. Sure
enough, just next to the door, Nan’s shoes sat waiting for her.

She grabbed them and turned, but before she could
take a step she was startled by the sound of the door opening
behind her. Nan poked her nose through. “Katie, what kind of
trouble are you in?” she demanded, her voice a barely audible
whisper.

Katie wished like hell she knew the answer.


Chapter Two

Love at First Sight

A few miles south in center-city, where the
buildings were taller and their windows intact, and most of their
lobbies patrolled by uniformed doormen, Dr. Nicole Coussart stared
angrily at her best friend, Dr. Louis Perro. He was sitting
across the room, sharing Nic’s sofa with his apparent new
best friend, Rachael Rhodes.

Few people were in possession of the skills needed
to detect Nic’s mood, for she hid it well. Her well-bred parents
had trained her to rein in her emotions, to hide them, to never,
ever embarrass herself or others by publicly discussing or
displaying the ugly truths meant to be kept hidden. Louis had the
ability to read her—that was one of the reasons she loved him—but
for the past few hours he’d been too preoccupied with Rae to even
notice her.

She’d taken a break from them, making the excuse to
prepare drinks in the kitchen, where she wouldn’t have to
participate in their conversation or laugh at their jokes. The move
had done little to improve her mood, and she found herself taking
her frustrations out on a bottle of Ketel One vodka. First, she
strangled it with her hands in an effort to remove the cap, then
slammed it to the counter. When it failed to shatter, she accepted
that her consolation would have to wait until later, when they were
alone. Then she’d enjoy the pleasure of murdering her former
roommate.

As she busied herself preparing drinks in the
kitchen, she could hear his laughter drifting in from the next
room. It nauseated her. Because both Nic and Rae were gay, Louis
had decided to introduce them. After all, weren’t all lesbians
destined to be great friends? On her best of days, Nic wouldn’t
have welcomed Rae to share the intimate evening she’d planned with
Louis. On this one, which could arguably be considered one of her
worst days, she was ready to explode with the rage growing steadily
within.

After pouring a generous portion of vodka over the
tonic and ice in her glass, Nic vigorously stirred the combination.
She added a twist of lime and took a sip and, after assuring
herself it was to her liking, an even bigger sip. It immediately
calmed her, and she breathed deeply before starting the other two
drinks.

Nic wasn’t even sure what she was so angry about.
Was it that Louis didn’t ask before inviting Rae? Or was it just
Rae? She was attractive, intelligent, witty, and successful.
Perfect, to hear Louis describe her. Fucking perfect. Yet Nic
immediately despised her. She couldn’t pinpoint one thing about Rae
she didn’t like—she vaguely disliked everything about her.

From the kitchen counter, Nic could see the two of
them sitting close together on her couch, their thighs intimately
touching. They were leafing through a photo book Louis had put
together from his humanitarian trip to Central America. The trip
had been months earlier; hadn’t Rae already seen the book? Why was
she sitting so close to him, anyway? Was she a lesbian or not?

Pouring two glasses from a previously uncorked
bottle of a Jordanian Shiraz, Nic scowled. It had been a totally
rotten day, and she just wanted to crawl into bed and pull the
blankets over her head. But first she’d suffer through drinks,
watching the two of them act like teenagers in love and feeling
like the proverbial third wheel. All he seemed to care about was
Rae. Did he have some sort of abnormal attraction to lesbians?

She felt a sudden urge to run out of the apartment,
but she wouldn’t do that—she had to keep up appearances. She’d have
a cigarette, instead.

Back in the living room, she handed them their
drinks and then escaped to the balcony, cigarettes in hand, and
promptly inhaled her first puff. Studying her cuticles, she enjoyed
the smoke’s calming effect. Her nails were looking better since
she’d begun to apply a new chemical to help her stop biting. She
detected a hint of growth on the left fifth finger. Progress.

She inhaled again, resting her forearms on the
balcony railing, thinking about her rotten day. Her ER shift had
started miserably. She hadn’t even finished taking report when the
first ambulance called. The paramedic unit was bringing in a
teenager with a traumatic cardiac arrest. Texting while driving had
claimed another victim. The girl’s neck was broken and she’d
probably died instantly. But the medics had tried, because how
could you not try to save a sixteen-year-old? Nic had suspended
resuscitation efforts and signed the death certificate just as the
girl’s frantic parents arrived. She’d had to tell them their
daughter was dead.

Later, she’d had to write an incident report
admonishing one of the nursing staff for incompetence. By the time
she’d finished her shift, everyone had heard the news and none of
the nurses were speaking to her. That didn’t bother her too much,
though. She wasn’t in the ER to make friends. She had a job to do,
and being nice to her coworkers didn’t get it done. She was the
doctor, the one ultimately responsible for the patient’s care—and
the one who would be sued if something went wrong.

After the nursing incident, she’d had a verbal
sparring match with the oral surgeon on call. Nic had to threaten
to report him to the state medical board to convince him to come in
to evaluate a patient with Ludwig’s angina. The patient had nearly
died of throat swelling while he waited.

Then, it had taken two hours to get the report on a
STAT CT scan on a patient with a potentially catastrophic headache.
She was surrounded by incompetent idiots! The laziness and poor
performance were inexcusable, and she hated that she had to go to
war so often just to get her job done. And the girl’s death was
unforgettable. It had set the tone for the day, and Nicole had
never quite recovered. No matter how many times she had to deliver
that news, she never found it any easier.

The first anniversary of her first job was still
weeks away, and she was already burnt out. It was too late to make
a career change now, though. While she was highly qualified to
practice in the ER, she was unprepared for any other field.

In spite of it all, though, Nic had smiled as she
climbed into her SUV for the two-hour drive from Wilkes-Barre to
Philadelphia. She was anxious to see Louis, her best friend from
college, happy to be presenting a case report at a conference the
next day, and looking forward to dinner with her godmother, Dr.
Jeannie Bennett. The trip had passed quickly as her iPod played the
Elton John version of Aida, and her mood had begun to
improve as she descended from the mountains, through the tunnel and
into the Lehigh Valley, where the landscape changed from
tree-studded mountain peaks to flat farm land. How could the beauty
of the mountains and that tragic tale of love fail to soothe her?
She effortlessly negotiated the curves of the Schuylkill Expressway
as it followed the river, smiling when the Philadelphia skyline
appeared. Magically, her mood had turned.

Her joy had been short-lived. Instead of the quiet
evening she’d envisioned, Louis had another plan—Rae.

Nicole shared little in common with most people, and
making small talk wasn’t her forte. She didn’t like to share
details about herself, and she really wasn’t interested in hearing
about the lives of people she’d never see again. It was a waste of
her valuable time, and her evening with Rae was no exception.

They were all from the Wilkes-Barre area, all alumni
of the University of Scranton, but Rae was five years older than
Nic and Louis and had moved to Philly before they arrived on
campus. Their paths hadn’t crossed until the previous summer, when
Rae moved into the apartment next to Louis. Although Louis and Rae
seemed to have an endless supply of conversational topics, their
hometown seemed to be the only thing she and Rae had in common.

Though Louis had touted Rae as witty, friendly, and
intelligent, Nic considered her obnoxious and overbearing. She was
physically quite attractive, there was no doubting that—but the
attraction ended there. She wore her short, black hair spiked, and
her eyes were bright green and seemed to dance in step with her
abundance of energy. Her lips were full and inviting, and when she
smiled, her entire face lit up. But then she spoke, and her voice
was too loud, and her convictions too firm, making her sound a bit
angry. She reeked of cologne and Nic feared just a whiff of Rae
could trigger a migraine. And her hands were like things possessed,
touching everything—the salt and pepper shakers on the dinner
table, the linens, Louis, and worst of all, Nic. The woman should
have been confined to a straightjacket. It was maddening. And,
sadly, it wasn’t over yet.

Tossing the cigarette remnant into an ashtray, Nic
gazed into the night, summoning her courage. This building boasted
a great view of the Ben Franklin Bridge. Both the bridge and the
Delaware River below were twinkling, the blue and red lights
reflecting beautifully across the water, daring her to be happy,
but the sight didn’t improve her miserable mood. Her nerves were a
bit calmer after the nicotine and alcohol infusion, though, and she
was ready to go face the enemy. Or was it enemies?

Louis was the first friend she’d made at the
University of Scranton, on the very first day of chemistry lab.
He’d helped her through that brutal freshman year, translating
chemistry into English, so that she could understand the
complexities that were so apparent to him. She’d sailed through the
next three years, but couldn’t deny or forget that debt she owed
him. Without Louis, she wouldn’t be who she was or where she was,
and even though she was totally pissed off at him at the moment,
she loved him.

Nic turned and headed back inside. Their friendship
had withstood the tests of time and temperament and the trials of
MCATs, then medical school, board exams, and residency. It would
surely survive Rae.

Louis and Rae were laughing about something Nic had
missed, and she tried to be happy for him. It looked like he really
had a good friend in Rae, and he deserved that. He was a good, kind
person, and she had no right to be jealous. Jealous? Yep, that’s
what this was.

Nic had left Philly a year earlier, when she
finished her three-year ER residency. Louis’s surgery program was a
four-year ordeal. They’d been together for more than a decade,
lived together, studied together, worked together, and then she’d
left. While she was waiting for him back home, waiting for her
friend to watch old movies and eat dinner, to play tennis and do
crossword puzzles, he’d gone and found a replacement.

Nic hadn’t spent the year socializing. She’d been
working hard. Yes, she’d caught up with old friends, and even gone
on a date or two. Nothing serious. She wasn’t in the market for
romance. She’d always been married to her career, dedicating the
bulk of her time to studying and later practicing medicine. Women
and relationships—and even friends—had taken a backseat to the
career path she’d chosen. Except for Louis. He wasn’t an addition
to the life she’d lived, he was a part of it, the flavor of it.
Unlike with other people, being with him wasn’t a stress and took
no effort. It was simple and easy and wonderful, and if she had a
single ounce of heterosexual potential she would be Mrs. Perro by
now. But she didn’t, and she suddenly had to face the fact that one
day, her dear, sweet, best friend would stop focusing so much on
his own career, and find his true soul mate.

If he was right and Rae liked girls, then she wasn’t
the one. But, Nic realized, one day there would be someone, a
special someone who’d take him away from her. Louis was different
from her, she knew. He was social and liked people, and wanted a
marriage and family. She saw herself with great potential for many
one-night stands, but she didn’t think she could ever tolerate
anyone enough for more than that. So he would fall in love, and get
married, and the friendship as she knew it would be over. She’d be
alone. It was inevitable.

As Nic found a seat across from them, Rae caught her
attention with a little wave and smiled. “The wine is nice. What is
it?” she asked, raising her glass to the light and swirling.

Nic noted the small hands delicately cradling the
glass and thought she must know a bit about wine. “It’s a Shiraz.
From Jordan.”

“It’s very good, and thank you for this.” She
motioned toward the cheese plate Nic had placed on the coffee
table.

“Have you been to Jordan?” Louis asked, smiling at
Rae, once again ignoring her as he focused on his new friend. Nic
took a moment to look around the large living room, every open
space filled with works of art they’d collected together, cheap
originals from unknown artists and beautifully framed prints of
some of their favorite masterpieces. And there were pictures, too,
mostly of the two of them, a virtual documentary of their
decade-old friendship. The furniture was an eclectic mix of fine
pieces and cool junk, all blended to lend the room a feeling of
casual elegance.

Nic watched as Rae wiped her mouth, and turned to
answer Louis. It was as if Nic wasn’t even in the room, and she was
tired of it. Maybe she and Louis weren’t destined for marriage, but
Louis was her friend first, and it was time she let her feelings be
known. The hell with manners, she thought as she listened to Rae’s
reply.

“That’s one place I haven’t been.”

Nic raised a carefully shaped eyebrow. “One
place?” she asked. “Does that mean you’ve been to all the other
places?” The question might have been teasing, but she didn’t
inject any humor into her tone and gazed at Rae with a challenge in
her eyes.

Rae met them and didn’t back down an inch. She was
silent a moment as she seemed to contemplate her reply. “There are
about fifty, actually.”

“Fifty?”

“Yes, give or take.”

“Fifty what?” The woman was confusing her, and Nic
no longer tried to contain her irritation. She’d had a tiring day
and was exhausted by this woman.

“Fifty countries.”

“What are you talking about?”

“There are fifty countries I haven’t been to.”

Nic nearly choked on her wine. “Oh, I see,” she
replied, but she didn’t see at all, and she didn’t intend to ask
Rae to explain. Instead, she changed the subject. “Speaking of
geography, exactly where are you from?” Nic hadn’t been paying
close attention at dinner; she was too busy being furious, but she
seemed to remember something about the lower Wyoming Valley.

“West Nanticoke.”

That was interesting, Nic though. Not the most
exclusive town in the valley. Probably not even in the top twenty.
“And why do you live there?” Nic asked.

The look on Rae’s face was worth the cost of the
bottle of wine she was wasting on her, and Nic tried hard not to
smile.

“Excuse me?”

“Why do you live there? I mean, isn’t it sort of…I
don’t know what the word is…perhaps the wrong side of the
tracks?”

Rae burst into a laugh that rattled the windows,
leaning full into the sofa and throwing her head back against the
cushions. She stopped, started again, and then sat up and shook her
head at Nic. “You are so fucking full of yourself. I don’t know how
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