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Dedication

For my father, Gus Constantine, gone

far too soon from this world but never

from my heart.
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Chapter One

THE DARKNESS WAS THERE BEFORE MAGGIE RUSSELL WAS aware of it—the gentle May breeze whispering evil in her ear. When she arrived at the field, she was still in a good mood, eager to cheer on her son and his team during the last Little League game of the season, and she took a seat next to a friend at the top of the bleachers where she had a good view of the entire field. It was cool for a spring day in Baltimore, and she slipped her arms into her pink cardigan and pulled it tightly around her. Maggie generally found baseball boring, but she got a kick out of watching her nine-year-old son, Lucas, his face scrunched up in concentration as he tried to make the bat connect with the ball, and she faithfully attended all his games. But today he hadn’t been played yet, and her mind started to drift to the long list of things she still needed to accomplish over the weekend. There was the Sunday school lesson to prepare, dry cleaning to pick up, and a meal she’d promised to make for her neighbor who was down with the flu. And she still had to finish her notes from her nursing rounds last night. At least she’d managed to get her roast in the oven so dinner would be ready when they got home from the game. Her husband liked for the three of them to have dinner together every night. She turned to her friend Agatha, whose son Phillip was pitching, watching as she carefully quartered apples and oranges on a cutting board resting on her legs.

“Run out of time?” Maggie asked. Agatha was always late, forgetting appointments, or misplacing things—one of those perpetually out-of-breath people. But she was funny, and her charm made it easy to overlook her scatterbrained tendencies.

Agatha rolled her eyes. “We were walking out the door when Phillip reminded me it was my turn to bring snacks.” She shrugged. “Oh well, at least this fruit will get eaten. I don’t know why I bother trying to feed my family healthy food. All they want is junk.”

Maggie didn’t understand why Agatha allowed a child to dictate what she bought at the grocery store. Her friend’s son’s eating habits were appalling. She was getting restless now and glanced at the scoreboard again. Only one more inning to go, and they were still tied up. She caught sight of Lucas sitting on the bench and felt a slow burn begin. The new coach hadn’t played him at all. Her son was looking at the ground, his shoulders slouched, looking as if he might cry, and Maggie began to get angry. Okay, maybe he wasn’t as good as the other kids. But how was he supposed to improve if he didn’t get enough playing time? She and her husband didn’t have the extra money to hire private coaches like some of these families did, and these kids were only nine years old, for goodness’ sake. Wasn’t this supposed to be a team-building exercise—a bit of fun for kids and a way to get them off their phones? Getting more annoyed by the moment, she turned back to her friend.

“What’s up with this guy? Isn’t he supposed to play all the kids?”

Agatha gave Maggie a sympathetic look. “I think so, honey. But this game will determine if they go on to the playoffs. Try not to get upset.”

That was easy for Agatha to say—Phillip was always put in first.

She couldn’t just sit here and do nothing. Almost without being conscious of it, she sprang up and yelled out to the coach, “Everyone’s supposed to get a turn!” The coach ignored her, but she received plenty of dirty looks from the other parents. Agatha put her hand on Maggie’s arm and whispered, “Honey, try to calm down.” Maggie pulled free and was about to answer her when a dad sitting in front of her turned around and shook his head.

“It’s tied up. If we want to win, we have to play our best.” He looked disgusted as he turned his gaze back to the field.

Three big fat red words rose from his head. You stupid bitch. Maggie could see his thoughts as clear as day.

Her temples began to throb and she suppressed the desire to grab him and tell him to shut up. How dare he use that kind of language with her? Suddenly she had the urge to push him off the bleachers and watch his head crack open on the cement below. She wanted to put her hands around his neck and squeeze until he couldn’t speak and watch the breath drain from him so he could never talk to anyone like that ever again. But instead, she rose from her seat again.

Agatha tried to get her to sit down. “Maggie, it’s just a game. Sweetie, you’re making a scene.”

She pushed Agatha hard. “Leave me alone!”

“Coach! Coach!” she yelled again, louder this time.

The coach looked up at her and threw his arms up in exasperation.

“Put Lucas in the game. Now! I didn’t come here to watch him warm a bench.”

The coach strode over and whispered something to the umpire who was now walking toward the stands. Maggie wasn’t going to let the coach ignore her or send his lackey to placate her. She began to march down the bleachers toward the field, then stopped, as both her arms began to itch with an intensity she couldn’t ignore. She glanced down to see a swarm of angry bugs biting her. She tried to push them off her skin but they wouldn’t budge. “Get off me!” she shrieked. A dull roar in her ears began to grow, like the sound of crashing waves getting closer. Heat worked its way up her chest again until she felt like she was on fire. She turned back to Agatha, grabbed the knife out of her friend’s hands, and started stabbing at the bugs, though she kept missing and piercing her skin instead. She ran straight down the bleachers, as the other onlookers moved out of her way. Once she reached the field, she stood in front of the coach, who was looking at her with hatred. It was obvious that he was out to get her and her son and had been from day one. Maggie felt as though she’d been infused with a super strength as she plunged the knife deep into his chest over and over, and the blood began to pour out of him. That would show him. She felt hands pulling at her but they weren’t strong enough to stop her. When he slid down to the ground, his body still, she suddenly felt cold. What had just happened? The roar was gone and, in its place, she heard the screams of people around her. Lucas was yelling, trying to get to her as a sea of arms held him back.

“Mom! Mom!”

“I’m sorry!” she called to him, tears streaming down her face. What had she done? She looked down again at the man on the ground. A loud voice boomed from the sky. Look what you’ve done. The only remedy for this evil is to turn the knife on yourself. Yes, she realized, that was only fair. Maggie looked at the bloody knife still clutched in her hand. One swift slice to the jugular was all it would take. Before she could change her mind, she raised her hand to her neck and cut. The last thing she saw before she lost consciousness was her son’s heartbroken face.





Chapter Two

JACK LOGAN’S HAND FROZE ON THE REMOTE. HE WATCHED the six o’clock news with growing dismay, as the anchor relayed the gruesome details of a doctor’s killing spree at a hospital in Pennsylvania last week. During his rounds, he’d stabbed three patients to death with a scalpel. By the time their screams brought help, he’d also taken down two nurses and a nurse’s aide before slicing his own throat.

Jack sat transfixed as he listened to the story, bloody images filling his mind. He called over his shoulder to Taylor, who was making tea in the kitchen. “It happened again.”

She carried her mug into the living room and sat down next to him on the sofa, Beau padding closely behind her. “I just heard. A doctor. What in the world is going on? How many does that make now?”

Jack exhaled. “It’s the seventeenth case since the beginning of April. I did some online research last night.” He’d found that in the past month, there had been sixteen instances, all on the East Coast, in which a previously model citizen had suddenly committed a violent crime. This latest was in Maryland; the rest were spread out between Massachusetts and Florida. “Something very strange is going on.” He looked at Taylor, brows raised. “My editor’s good with my chasing this. I just want to make sure you’re really okay with my being gone so much now that you’re working on the Supreme Court story and going into New York more often.”

She nodded. “Of course. You’ve been so supportive of both Evan and me. And since we’re not much further with our investigation into the Institute than when we started, I think it’s time to get out of limbo and back to work.”

It had been two years since Damon Crosse, the head of the immense training facility in upstate New York known to insiders as the Institute, had taken his own life. In the forty years that the facility had been operating, Crosse had placed its graduates in top positions in government, entertainment, and business. He had recruited them from top universities, but some came from the orphanage he ran, and he’d been able to mold them from early childhood. Like a puppet master, he had controlled his network of people and coordinated their efforts to further his corrupt agenda in the United States and around the world. After Taylor found out that her late husband, US Senator Malcolm Phillips, had been part of it, she and Jack had worked with Crosse’s son, Jeremy, to bring Crosse down. After weeks on the run, untangling the web of corruption, they’d found a way to infiltrate his headquarters and gather enough evidence to put him in prison for life. But Crosse had cheated them all, destroying all the evidence from his computer system before poisoning himself, leaving them no way to identify and ferret out all the men and women he’d indoctrinated over the years.

After Taylor’s interview on Newsline had aired, exposing the Institute and the fact that it had been established by a Nazi, droves of people had come forward claiming to have been trained at the Institute or to know someone who had been. Over the past two years, Taylor, Jack, and Jeremy had methodically interviewed each one and had come up with nothing. Most had been cranks, but even the promising leads had turned out to be dead ends. Crosse’s real people were either too entrenched in whatever positions he’d placed them in to jeopardize them, or they were too afraid to come forward. The fact that Taylor and Jack had made so little progress was more than frustrating.

The only solid lead they were still working on was a handwritten list of twenty-one names that Jeremy had found in Crosse’s journal. They had recognized two names on the list—one a member of Congress and the other a federal judge—but they were both dead. The other nineteen had led them down a dead end, and they now believed that the list had been code names or the like, though they had yet to make any headway on that theory.

In the letter that Taylor’s first husband, Malcolm, had left for her in the event of his death, he’d told her that Brody Hamilton, his Senate colleague, was involved with Crosse, but they had no proof beyond that. And to make things more complicated, when the vice president stepped down due to health issues six months ago, Hamilton had been tapped to replace him. He was virtually untouchable now.

Jack and Taylor had hoped that they would be able to trace some of the orphans who had grown up at the Institute, but unfortunately, those records were also wiped out when Crosse erased the network. They did, however, have one advantage. Jonas, Crosse’s longtime valet, had come over to their side after a crisis of conscience and supplied them with the names of churches and organizations Crosse had used to find orphans. Crosse had sent Jonas and his wife to pose as a couple looking to adopt a number of times, and they’d always told the churches the same story: they’d lost a baby in childbirth and his wife had almost died herself and could no longer bear children. They’d had luck with the story and the fact that they were open to an older child. Of course, what looked like altruism was more nefarious: children had to be at least three years old for preliminary testing to determine if they were good candidates for the Institute.

Jack, Taylor, and Jeremy had been getting in touch with anyone who had past ties to those organizations to try to track down any records. But this line of inquiry had yielded very little, as back in the sixties and seventies, record keeping was sketchy at best. Many of the children had been left on doorsteps or given false names. But they did have one lead that Jack thought might be worthwhile.

He clicked the remote, turning off the television, and nodded at Taylor. “If you’re sure. I was planning on heading to Baltimore to talk to the husband of the woman who killed her son’s coach. Which means I can also stop by St. Katherine’s High School, where the nun from the orphanage we’re interested in works now. Jonas believes she might remember something about the child he pretended to adopt.”

Taylor smiled. “We’ll be fine while you’re gone.”

“I’ll head out in the morning then.” He leaned over and kissed her, and Beau, their golden retriever, jumped up and nudged himself between them, not wanting to miss out. Taylor laughed and rubbed the dog’s head.

“Now that we’re both knee-deep in these stories, it might be too hard to coordinate our schedules so we’re not gone at the same time,” Jack said.

Taylor nodded. “I’m glad you convinced me to try the daycare at the network. Evan’s always happy when I pick him up from there.”

She had been reluctant to leave Evan with sitters, but the truth was, Jack felt better not leaving either Evan or Taylor. Despite Crosse’s death, he couldn’t shake the feeling that there were still people after them. That first year, he had constantly looked over his shoulder and hardly ever let them out of his sight. But after another year had passed uneventfully, they were both trying to get back to a normal life. He didn’t want Evan growing up in a bubble. They couldn’t let what had happened to them turn them into parents who suffocated their child.

“Yes, it’s good for him to have other caregivers,” Jack said. “Eventually, he’s going to go to school. We can’t be with him twenty-four hours a day.”

She rolled her eyes at him good-naturedly. “I get it.”

He watched Taylor as she walked away, thinking again how grateful he was to have finally made a life with her. He had lost her once, and even though the breakup had been his fault, he’d been devastated when he learned she had married Malcolm Phillips. As he’d followed her life from afar, reading about them in the Washington papers and magazines, it looked like she’d found her happily ever after.

Until the night Malcolm had showed up at Jack’s apartment, telling him that he would soon be a dead man and that he needed Jack to look after Taylor. Jack had thought he was nuts—but then Malcolm had ended up dying a few weeks later, and Jack had raced to her side. After Taylor and Jack had come out of hiding, Taylor had finally held a funeral for Malcolm. Eight months later, she and Jack had married quietly at the Greek Orthodox church Taylor’s mother had loved so much, with only close family members in attendance.

Less than a year later, they’d been out for a Sunday drive and come across the house they were living in now. It was a Greek Revival they’d both fallen in love with immediately. Located on the Hudson River, the views were magnificent and the house was bright and airy, with a casual elegance that suited them both.

Taylor was thrilled to be back on Karen Printz’s team, an anchor she had been a producer for years ago. So far, Taylor had been mainly on the ground here in New York; she hadn’t taken any assignments requiring travel. But at Jack’s urging, she’d accepted Karen’s recent offer to produce a story on a class action suit against an insurance company that had made it all the way to the Supreme Court. Evan was eighteen months old now and thriving. It was time they all got used to their new normal.

Jack leaned back and closed his eyes, planning his next steps. He needed to confirm his two meetings. If he left early, he should be in Maryland before noon. He also wanted to talk to a few people who he’d left messages for who had witnessed the incident, so he might end up having to spend the night if the interviews spilled into the next day. In the meantime, he had some more research to do before he took off. He pulled up one of the latest news stories online and read over it again. Just two days ago, a local teacher had shot up his own school. Then, in another incident a few days later, a man had driven his truck through the glass window of a restaurant, killing eight people. What was the possible connection among all these events? They couldn’t be random. Jack was reminded of one of his father’s favorite expressions—Where there’s smoke, there’s fire. Well, Pop, you might have liked clichés but that doesn’t make you wrong. He thought about Damon Crosse again, and a shiver went up his spine. If he didn’t know that Crosse was dead, he’d swear this was his handiwork. But that was impossible. And why was he assuming there was some mastermind behind it? More likely there was a simpler explanation. But still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that things were going to get much worse before he found any answers.





Chapter Three

TAYLOR HEARD THE VOICE CALLING TO HER FROM THE WOODS. She was outside in the dark, the wind blowing the cold rain so hard it felt like pinpricks on her face. The sodden leaves at her feet made little noise as she ran toward the siren’s song, despite the warning in her head that it wasn’t safe. She ran deeper and deeper, turning left and right toward the voice until, when she turned to look behind her, she couldn’t see where she’d come from. But she had to reach it. The more she listened, the more familiar it became. And then it came to her: it was her mother’s voice, one she hadn’t heard in over twenty years.

“Mom!” she yelled back, running faster now.

“Taylor, hurry!” Her mother sounded more urgent.

Tree branches scraped her as she ran past. Her feet slid over a patch of mud and she slipped and slammed into a tree trunk. Wincing as pain shot through her head, she brought her hand to her scalp and felt something wet. She looked at her hand. Blood.

“Taylor, there’s no time!” Her mother was louder now.

Taylor ran toward the voice again and then stopped short. The woman standing in front of her was young, maybe her own age, and looked like her mother, but she couldn’t be sure. She had on a flowing white dress, and a smile so beatific that Taylor felt a warmth spread through her entire body. The woman’s arms opened and Taylor ran into them. They enveloped her in a hug that filled her with a profound sense of peace and contentment. She wanted to stay in this embrace forever. But the woman pulled back and gave her a look of such despair that Taylor felt shaken. When she saw her up close, she realized it wasn’t her mother, but someone who looked a lot like her.

“What is it?” Taylor asked.

“He’s in danger. You must be on guard.”

“Who? What are you talking about?”

The woman began walking backward, fading.

“Wait. Who?”

She shook her head sadly. “Evan. His life is at risk.”

Before Taylor could ask her anything else, the woman vanished into the mist. Taylor began to yell when she felt hands on her shoulders, gently shaking her, then heard her name being called again. This time by Jack.

“Taylor, wake up.”

Her eyes flew open. The room was dark, but she could see Jack’s outline, standing over her. She turned on the lamp next to the bed and soft light illuminated the room. She was out of breath, and her hair was wet with sweat. “What time is it?”

“Almost five. I was just about to get in the shower when I heard you yelling. You okay?” His face showed his concern.

She looked over at Evan, whom she’d brought to their bed last night when he’d awakened crying. He was fast asleep. Sitting up gingerly, careful not to disturb him, she sat on the edge of the bed, her feet on the floor, and put her head in her hands. She took a few deep breaths, then stood. “Let’s go downstairs so we don’t wake him.”

Jack followed her into the kitchen and made coffee while she told him about the dream. When she had almost gotten to the end, she swallowed. “She told me that Evan was in danger.”

Jack put his arms around her. “T, it’s okay. He’s safe. It’s just nerves. We’re on all on edge with the news lately and all these crazy things happening.”

She sighed. “I know. It just seemed so real. She looked so much like my mother. I wonder if it was my Aunt Maya. Maybe she’s paying me a visit from beyond, trying to warn me.”

He gave her a skeptical look. “More likely it’s your subconscious at play. Evan is fine. No one is going to hurt him. They’d have to go through me first.”

She knew he was probably right, but she still had a hard time shaking the dream. A thought occurred to her. “What if it’s a warning about Warwick? We have no idea where he is.” Saying her father’s name brought a lump to Taylor’s throat. She’d grown up believing he was her biological father. Even now, though she understood that he’d never loved her or her mother, that he’d been another of Crosse’s puppets, it was impossible for her to completely grasp his bitter betrayal. She would never be able to erase from her mind the image of him aiming a gun at her, gleefully delivering the news that he’d been the one to kill her mother and that Taylor was next.

Jack looked at her a long moment. “Well, I don’t know why he’d want to take Evan. Besides, if he returned, Evelyn could implicate him in your mother’s death, so I don’t think he’d just come waltzing back into the country.”

“What if he’s still looking for the coins? He killed my mother over those religious relics and was willing to kill me, too. He could think we have them.”

Jack seemed to consider this. “But why would he wait all this time?”

“I guess you’re right . . . besides, he wouldn’t be able to get back in the country without getting arrested, unless he has a new identity,” she reluctantly agreed. “No, it’s probably nothing to do with him.”

He brought her a cup of coffee and sat down with his.

“Let’s just think about this a little. If your gut’s telling you something, we don’t want to dismiss it out of hand.”

That was one of the many things she loved about Jack. He never treated her like she was hysterical or invalidated her feelings. Ever since they were kids, he had been the one she told all her secrets to, the one she could be completely at ease with. He continued, “Have you noticed anything unusual that maybe your subconscious picked up? A car around a lot? Anyone who seemed to be watching you, or I don’t know, just a feeling of unease when you’ve been out?”

She thought about his question, then said, “No. Nothing like that.” She ran a hand through her hair. “We looked over our shoulders for so long, but I’m actually finally feeling safe again. I’m happy to be back at work, and Evan’s right there in a great daycare. Maybe it’s just jitters about the travel I have coming up. I’m probably more nervous about leaving him than I realized.”

He nodded. “Probably. It was just one of those crazy dreams. We’ve all had them.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “Still. Maybe I should postpone my trip to Maryland.”

“Absolutely not.” Beau ambled over and nudged her with his nose. She ruffled the fur on the dog’s head, looking at him as she spoke. “We have Beau watching out for us, and the house alarm, and I haven’t been busting my ass doing martial arts for nothing. I can take care of myself, and Evan. We’ll be fine.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Okay, killer. I’m going to go take that shower now.”

Alone in the kitchen, Taylor decided to distract herself by going over her notes before her meeting that afternoon with Karen and her production team. For her latest piece, Taylor had been interviewing families who were suing Jefferson Health Care for discrimination. Jefferson had recently rolled out a low-cost health insurance policy but hadn’t made customers aware that by opting into the low-cost policy, many previously covered procedures were now excluded. The lawsuit claimed that Jefferson was targeting protected classes—women, the elderly, and the disabled—and discriminating against them with the reduced coverage. The families of individuals who had been refused treatment and had consequently died or suffered damages began to sue the insurance giant, and there had been enough lawsuits that it had turned into a major class action suit.

Ultimately, the plaintiffs had lost in federal court and continued appealing until the case reached the Supreme Court, which had certified it. The closing arguments had been heard last month, and the court was expected to render a decision in the next sixty days. In the meantime, Taylor was trying to narrow down the families who would represent the plaintiffs on Karen’s news show.

She thought about her dream again. She hadn’t told Jack about the dreams she used to have as a kid—nightmares that would have her crying out until her mother came to her room to comfort her. Most of the time they were vague, without a clear sense of what the danger was. But on two occasions, they had been very specific. The first had been when she was fourteen. She saw her mother in a dark room with a large man looming over her. Her mother’s screams had been terrifying as the man held a cigarette to her hand and her flesh began to burn. When she awoke, she didn’t tell her mother about it, not wanting to worry her. Two days later, her mother was murdered.

In the second dream, they were all at Jack’s father’s funeral. The next day, his dad had a heart attack and died a few hours later. She’d never told Jack about that dream, not wanting to upset him further, and from that moment until last night, she hadn’t been burdened by any more prophetic ones.

Why now? The other two times, there was nothing she could do to prevent the outcome. But this time, the dream seemed more like a warning than a premonition. A sense of foreboding filled her, and she took a deep breath. She had to keep a clear head. Before she went back upstairs to get dressed and check on Evan, she walked to the front door and peeked out the side window. Was there someone out there watching? Waiting? Someone who wanted to hurt her, or worse, hurt Evan?





Chapter Four

JACK THOUGHT ABOUT TAYLOR’S DREAM WHILE THE SHOWER water beat down on him. He wasn’t superstitious, but maybe Taylor’s subconscious had registered some kind of threat she wasn’t fully aware of. Crosse was dead, and for the life of him, Jack couldn’t think of a reason his followers would come after Evan or Taylor. Still, he was feeling a little bit leery about leaving her today.

He decided he would give Jeremy a call and see if he could check in on her later. Despite Jeremy’s upbringing at the hands of Crosse, he was a warm and gentle soul, filled with goodness and integrity. And even though he and Taylor had only found each other two years ago, their bond was unshakable. When Taylor had discovered that her real father was Damon Crosse, the only thing that had mitigated her horror was the fact that she found her brother. His mother, Maya, and her mother were sisters. Unfortunately, Taylor had never met Maya as she’d died in childbirth with Jeremy. Jeremy was only a forty-minute drive away in Stamford, Connecticut, where Alpha Pharmaceuticals, the company he’d inherited from his father, was now located. Perhaps he’d be able to drive down and have dinner with Taylor and Evan while Jack was out of town.

As Jack was getting out of the shower, he heard Taylor return to the bedroom, so he quickly dried off and wrapped the towel around his waist. When he came out of the bathroom, he found Evan in her arms. She leaned over and kissed Jack, her hand resting a moment on his chest.

He gazed at her as a wave of affection overcame him, then he reached out to tousle Evan’s dark curls. “Hey, buddy. Good morning.” He looked at Taylor. “What time is your meeting again?”

“Not till this afternoon. We’re going to go over the research and decide where we want to focus the story. But I have two interviews later this morning, so I’m going to drop Evan off at the company daycare first then drive to see my sources.”

“Do you have a definitive angle yet? I mean besides the fact that the insurance company tricked people into exclusions?”

“Still working on it.”

Evan started fussing, and Jack reached out to him. “Come here, big guy.” He gave him a gentle kiss on the head. “I’ll feed him while you get dressed.”

Jack took Evan to the kitchen and put him in his highchair while he made him some eggs. He laughed as he watched Evan pick up the television remote next to him and point it to the TV. His chubby fingers pressed the buttons, and he looked perplexedly at Jack when nothing happened. The kid was a fast learner.

“How about a book instead?” Jack grabbed a few board books from a basket on the floor and put them on the highchair tray while he finished getting breakfast ready.

When Taylor came in the kitchen, he inclined his head toward the dog. “I fed Beau, too, but it looks like he’s still hungry.”

The golden retriever was sitting at Evan’s feet, his attention laser focused on the toddler, and was soon rewarded when Evan threw a fistful of eggs on the floor.

Jack laughed. “You’re no dummy,” he told the dog. He turned back to Evan. “You’re supposed to eat them, not throw them.”

Evan gave him a somber look and put some eggs in his mouth.

Taylor smiled at Evan. “Yummy yum, you look like you enjoyed your eggs.”

He smiled and held his arms up. “Mama. Up.”

She took a wet cloth and cleaned his hands and face, then pulled out his tray and raised him out of his seat.

“I’m gonna take off,” Jack said, kissing the top of Evan’s head and then Taylor’s lips. He held her a moment longer, reluctant to let go. Finally he pulled back and walked to the door.

“Think fast,” Taylor said as she grabbed a protein bar from the counter and tossed it to him. “I don’t want you going all day with nothing to eat.”

“I’m a big boy. I can get my own breakfast.”

She laughed. “You can, but you won’t. Just take it. Otherwise you’ll end up eating a Snickers.” She shook her head. “Your eating habits are still appalling. We’re not kids anymore, you know.”

He walked back over to her and put his arms around her. “But you, my love, still make me feel like one.”

“And that”—she kissed him again—“is why I love you.”

* * *

As he drove toward the highway, Jack prepared himself for the meeting with Maggie Russell’s husband, Kent. The man would still be in shock—the murder-suicide had taken place only a week ago. Jack couldn’t imagine the horror he must have been feeling or how he’d explained to his nine-year-old son—who’d actually witnessed it—why his mother had done what she’d done. Jack had read a few more articles about it last night. Maggie had been a pillar of the community—a nurse who taught Sunday school. It made no sense, but then again, there was a lot in the news these days that made no sense.

Jack cranked the volume on the car stereo as AC/DC’s “Back in Black” blared through the speakers, then unwrapped the bar Taylor had given him and took a bite. It tasted like cardboard. Making a face, he threw it on the passenger seat and pulled a candy bar from the center console. Sorry, T, he thought as he took a bite. Some habits die hard.





Chapter Five

AFTER ONLY A FEW MINUTES IN THE CAR, TAYLOR HEARD THE sound of Evan’s steady breathing and glanced in the rearview mirror to confirm that he’d fallen asleep. All her years of infertility treatments and her prayers for a child still hadn’t prepared her for the crushing love she felt the first time she’d held him. She’d suffered three miscarriages before getting pregnant with him, and then, when she and Jack had been on the run, she’d worried almost constantly about losing him, too. After he’d been born, she hadn’t wanted him out of her sight at the hospital, and it was only exhaustion that finally allowed her to hand him back to the nurse. Most mothers probably felt that same way, but most mothers didn’t also have an insane biological father like Damon Crosse going after their children.

Even after Damon was dead, part of her was still terrified of someone trying to take her son. For the first six months of his life, she’d never left Evan. In the beginning, she and Jack had moved a bassinet into their bedroom and she slept with one hand on it—only half asleep, ever vigilant. Beau must have picked up on her anxiety because he started sitting at the foot of the bassinet anytime Evan was in it and stayed there, a loyal sentinel, always keeping watch.

When Evan was six months old, Jack gently encouraged her to transition him to his crib in the nursery. She knew it was because he was worried about her and her lack of sleep, but still, she would wake up in the middle of the night to creep down the hall and make sure he was still breathing. She worried about SIDS. She worried about someone breaking in and taking him. She worried about everything. Soon her joy in her son was eclipsed by the constant and nagging fear that something bad was going to happen to him.

Jack tried everything to reassure her that it would all be fine. He had a top-notch security system installed, but still, she couldn’t relax. Finally she’d agreed to see a therapist, who explained that a lot of what she was feeling was natural—new mother jitters. Her therapist had helped her understand that, while it was natural to overcompensate for past traumas by trying to control everything in her environment, it was unhealthy to do so. She started with small steps, leaving Evan with Jack for an hour or two while she ran an errand or went to the gym. Eventually she agreed to leave him with Jeremy so she and Jack could go out alone together. As time went on, her anxiety lessened and she was proud of the fact that, while still a protective mom, she was by no means a neurotic one. And when her worries started to get the best of her, Jack was there to calm her, in the same way that, when he started going off the rails, she grounded him. The fact that they’d been best friends long before they became lovers was something she never took for granted. No one knew her history like Jack, and no one understood all the demons from his past like she did. She also knew that if anyone could help her keep Evan safe, it was Jack.

When she had decided to join up with Karen Printz six months ago, Taylor had started looking for a nanny, but then UBC had opened a daycare. Though at first she’d been reluctant to leave Evan, getting to know the staff had made her feel much more comfortable—as did the fact that he was just a few floors away from her office. No one made her feel silly for dropping in to check on him—even every half hour, those first few times, as long as she abided by their rule not to enter during nap time. She now took him there without a second thought.

It was a little after eleven when Taylor arrived at UBC and dropped Evan off. Giving him a kiss, she left. When she got back into her car, she entered the Stamford address for her interview into her GPS. It took her a little less than forty minutes to get there. She’d already done some preliminary work with the couple so they’d be recording some of the interview now to save time. The camera crew was parked and waiting, and she walked over to the van.

“Let me just go in first and make sure they’re ready.”

“No problem,” Matt, the lead camera guy, told her.

As she walked up the sidewalk, she thought to herself that the house had seen better days. The dull yellow paint was peeling and the shutters looked as though a gentle breeze would dislodge them. She walked up the cracked cement walkway and rang the doorbell.

A fresh-faced young woman greeted her and smiled shyly. “Ms. Parks?” Even though she’d taken Jack’s name when she married him, Taylor still used her maiden name professionally.

Taylor put a hand out. “Please, call me Taylor.”

“I’m Molly Edwards.” She motioned Taylor inside and led her toward a worn sofa. “Have a seat. I’ll call my husband.”

“The camera crew is here, is it okay for them to come in and set up? As I mentioned, Karen will come back and finish the interview later, but we can get some sound bites now.”

Molly nodded. “Sure thing.”

Taylor waved in Matt, his two assistants, and the audio technician and took a seat while they set up. She looked around the room. It was bright and cheerful, the walls adorned with stunning photographs of trees that looked like they were professionally framed. Molly returned with a stocky man who gave Taylor a sour look, mumbled a hello, and took a seat in the armchair next to the sofa. Molly sat next to him. “This is Clyde.”

Taylor stood and held a hand out. “Nice to meet you.”

He merely nodded.

“It’s going to take them a few minutes to set up.” She called over to Matt. “Where do you want us?”

As soon as Matt got set up and gave her the thumbs-up, Taylor cleared her throat. “Okay, we can get started,” she said. “I understand that you are being pressured to terminate your pregnancy.”

Molly’s hand went automatically to her stomach. Tears filled her eyes, and she swallowed.

Her husband reached over and grabbed her hand. “I would never have chosen that policy if I had known this. They never told me what would happen if I chose the cheaper one,” he said.

Taylor waited, giving Molly time to gather her thoughts.

Molly picked up the thread. “I had my checkup last week. The doctor got the results of some blood work.” She dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “He said there are unusual levels of some type of protein that could indicate chromosomal abnormalities. Here, I wrote down the name.” She passed her notebook to Taylor.

The blood test showed an incredibly high level of pregnancy-related plasma protein. Taylor had had a similar result with Evan. There was no way she would have terminated the pregnancy, whatever the case, but they were blessed since Evan had been born perfectly healthy. She remembered how upset she had been when presented with the same results and felt a kinship with Molly.

“There’s only a possibility of chromosomal abnormalities, and they’re insisting you terminate?” Taylor clarified.

Clyde replied, “Yes. And you know what that doctor told me?” He took a breath. “He said it’s so early, not a big deal, and we can try again. Why have a child that’s sick?’ That’s exactly how he said it, as casually as if I was picking out a new suit.” He shook his head. “What kind of world are we living in when an insurance company has the right to try to force a decision like that on you?”

Taylor asked, “When did you sign up for the new policy?”

“During our open enrollment period. They were taking $300 a month out of my paycheck for my premiums. If I opted in to the new policy, that went down to $25. We thought the policy was a great deal. Saved us lots of money. They never told me I was signing over life-and-death decisions. I thought I just had to, you know, use the doctors they said, that kind of thing.”

“Did your company hold meetings to go over the policy?”

Clyde replied, “Nope. Everything was sent through our email and we had to read up on the benefits on our own.”

That in and of itself should have been illegal. Taylor made a note to look into it. She looked again at Molly. “What did you tell the doctor?”

She pursed her lips. “I told him there was no way I was aborting my baby. We’re Catholic.” She looked up. “He apologized but said he wouldn’t be able to bill my insurance company for any future visits if I violated the policy.”

“And now you have no coverage for the pregnancy?”

“That’s right,” Clyde answered. “The great money-saving policy is now going to bankrupt us.”

“Well, there’s hope, isn’t there?” Molly said. “Once this case is decided, they can make them reverse these exclusions.”

“While in the meantime, we get more broke every day,” Clyde said.

Taylor felt deeply for this couple. “It’s so important for the public to hear your story.”

They both nodded.

“I’m hoping we can get the show aired before the court decision is made, get public opinion on your side. Maybe it will get the insurance company to rethink their policies,” she said.

Clyde snorted. “Like they give a damn about public opinion. Those vipers will do anything for a quick buck. There’s no justice in this world.”

Taylor could understand his bitterness. One of the things that bothered her most about this case was the fact that the majority of people suffering were lower-income families. Taylor suspected that Jefferson Health Care had targeted those who needed to save money to test their new policy exclusions. Molly and Clyde were just two in a sea of voices.

Taylor wrapped up the interview, thanked them both, and left. Her thoughts were troubled as she made her way to the next interview, at Greenwich Hospital. She’d gotten a call just a few days ago from Mrs. Sampson telling her that their insurance company had stalled on approving a heart transplant for her daughter. She and her husband had appealed the decision and were supposed to hear back today.

After she parked and went into the hospital’s main entrance, Taylor waited for the elevator, then slid into the crowded space. When it opened at her floor, she headed down the hall toward the room number they’d given her and found the door ajar. The couple sat in silence, the mother on the edge of the hospital bed holding the hand of a frail-looking young girl. The child’s blond hair was fanned out on the hard pillow. Her eyes were shut, her breathing shallow. The hissing and beeping of machines joined together in a discordant symphony.

Taylor approached the bed quietly and held out her hand. “Mrs. Sampson?”

She gave Taylor a tired smile as she took it. “Please call me Darlene. This is my husband, Bill. And you must be Ms. Parks.”

“Taylor.”

“Let’s go in the lounge. She’s asleep, but . . .” Darlene trailed off. They stopped at the nurses’ station to tell the one on duty where they’d be, then Taylor followed them down the hall to a room with two sofas and a chair.

Compassion filled her as she took in the Sampsons’ pain-filled expressions. “I’m sorry that we’re meeting under these circumstances, and I so appreciate your taking the time to talk to me. I understand your daughter has been on the transplant list for over a year now, is that right?”

Color flushed Bill’s face. “They finally found a heart and we thought this nightmare was over. And then . . .” His voice broke and he turned away.

“The insurance company said that due to our exclusions, she might not qualify for it. They had to send our case to their committee for consideration, so UNOS gave it to the next person on the list,” Darlene explained. “It took so long for us to have her. She’s our little miracle. I was told I’d never conceive.”

Taylor couldn’t imagine what exclusion would preclude allowing a necessary heart transplant, but she’d wait until Darlene finished before asking any questions.

“We adored her from the moment we saw her and couldn’t wait for our family and friends to meet her. Didn’t think there was anything, really, to warn them about, but some of them made very unkind comments about how difficult our lives were going to be with a special needs child.”

Bill stood up and began to pace. “Everybody wants perfection . . . whatever the hell that is.”

Taylor remained silent, her full attention on Darlene.

The woman wiped a tear from her cheek. “We’re not stupid. We know that Down syndrome comes with challenges. But what doesn’t? How could anyone look at our beautiful child and not love her?”

A doctor walked into the room. His expression was grim. “I have news.” He looked at Taylor. “Who is this?”

Bill spoke before either of them could answer. “My sister.”

The doctor shifted from one foot to the other, then cleared his throat.

“You’ve heard back from them?” Darlene asked.

He nodded. “I wish I were giving you different news, but your insurance company has decided that Cora is not a good candidate.”

Both parents jumped out of their chairs.

“What do you mean? She’s young, strong, and with a new heart will live a long, healthy life,” Darlene said.

The doctor looked at the floor, unable to meet their eyes. “It’s not that simple. They claim they have to look at optimizing the selection by giving organs to those who have the potential for a ‘normal’ life span.”

Taylor’s mouth fell open but she quickly composed herself.

“No.” It came out as a whisper as Darlene sank back into the sofa.

A vein throbbed in Bill’s temple. “Are you telling me that because our daughter has Down syndrome, she doesn’t deserve a chance to live?” He was yelling.

“I share your outrage,” the doctor said in a voice clearly meant to soothe. “I’ll appeal, of course. But I have to be honest—we’re running out of time.”

Bill sighed. “What are we supposed to do until then?”

“Be with her as much as you can, and if you pray, now would be the time.”

Taylor was speechless. To have the ability to save your child snatched out from under you because some faceless executive had deemed her unworthy was more than outrageous—it was inhuman. After the doctor had left the room, Taylor spoke.

“I’m so sorry.” She shook her head. “This is—”

“All that damn insurance company’s fault,” Bill interrupted.

Taylor tried to think of something, anything, that might give them hope. “The Supreme Court decision should be coming in the next month or so. Hopefully this will be overturned and they’ll have to give her a heart.”

Bill said, “By then, it will be too late. Cora is getting weaker, and besides, hearts don’t just come along every day.”

Taylor couldn’t accept that. If this had been happening to Evan, she’d move heaven and earth to save him. “We can’t give up. If we tell your story, get public outrage—”

Darlene gave Taylor a weary look. “It’ll be too late by then. They’ve already won.” Then she took a deep breath and said, “But we’ll come on the show. We’ll do whatever we can to stop them from doing this to someone else. For Cora. The world needs to know.”

Taylor stood and Darlene walked her to the elevator. “I wish I could do more,” Taylor said.

Darlene reached out a hand
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