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  Chapter 1


  July


  Cambrai, Louisiana


  


  There’s no place like home, there’s no place like home.


  Now, click the heels of those ruby slippers three times and . . .


  ‘That’ll be thirty-seven dollars,’ the cab driver muttered, breaking into Samantha’s thoughts. He pulled the cab around the circular drive and as close to the front door as possible while she dug deep into her jacket pocket for her money clip.


  ‘Would you mind taking the bags inside?’ she asked.


  The driver, twisting his head to get a better view from the front seat, slanted her a curious look. His eyes were dark. Suspicious. As if he expected some kind of come-on. Finally, he lifted a big shoulder. ‘If that’s what you want.’


  ‘It is.’ Using one crutch, she crawled out of the cab into the sultry Louisiana night. A fine, steamy mist shrouded the live oaks surrounding her rambling old house in this unique community tucked along the southern shore of Lake Pontchartrain, a few miles west of New Orleans. God, it was good to be home.


  Some vacations were dreams, others were nightmares. This one had been worse than a nightmare, it had been an out-and-out disaster.


  But at least she knew she would never become Mrs. David Ross. That would have been a mistake.


  Another one.


  A heavy breeze riffled through the clumps of Spanish moss dripping from ancient, gnarled branches. The flagstones of the front walk, slick with rain, shimmered in the frail illumination cast from the porch light. Wet weeds that had the nerve to poke through the cracked mortar tickled the bare toe of her injured leg as she hitched her way over the uneven stones. Sweat ran down her spine. Barely July, and the Louisiana heat closed in on her. Gritting her teeth, she hobbled up steps to the broad porch that skirted the front door and swept around all sides of her lakefront cottage. Wind chimes tinkled out their lonely tune. She propped her crutch on the arm of the porch swing, then found her spare key tucked in the cobwebs behind the shutter of one window. Quickly, she unlocked the door. As the cab driver lugged her bags, she flipped on a switch. Immediately the foyer was illuminated, two-hundred-year-old hardwood gleaming with a fine patina, the air inside the ancient house stagnant, hot and still.


  The driver dropped her three bags near the hall tree, then retrieved her crutch.


  ‘Thanks.’ She handed him forty-five dollars and was rewarded with a satisfied grunt and a quick nod of his head.


  ‘Welcome back.’ Dark eyes flashed from beneath the bill of his Saints cap. ‘Have a good one.’


  ‘I’ll try.’ Shutting the door behind him, she pocketed her house key and called over her shoulder, ‘Honey, I’m home.’


  No response.


  Just the soft ticking of the clock over the mantel and the drone of the refrigerator from the kitchen. She flipped on the switch for the overhead fan, another for the air-conditioning.


  ‘Aw, come on . . .’ she called into the darkened rooms. ‘You’re not mad because I left you here all alone, are you? You know, that’s so typically male.’


  Finding the spare set of keys in the pantry, she waited, listening for the distinctive click of ID tags or the light tread of paws upon the floor. Instead she heard a soft meow and then Charon slunk out of the shadows. Pupils dilated, his eyes were as dark as his inky coat, just a tiny ring of gold visible. ‘Don’t tell me, now you’re going to play hard to get,’ she accused as he eased around the edge of the foyer, feigning disinterest, his tail twitching. ‘Oh, yeah, you’re a real cool dude.’ She laughed, and he sauntered closer, doing a few quick turns around her ankles and rubbing up against the fiberglass shell surrounding her left calf and foot.


  ‘Like the cast? Compliments of that fiasco in Mexico,’ she said, plucking his near-liquid body from the floor and holding him close to her chest as she scratched his chin. Charon, a stray she’d named after the ferryman in Dante’s Inferno, began to purr instantly, his aloof routine forgotten, his wet nose brushing the underside of her chin. ‘So what went on here while I was away, huh? Did Melanie take good care of you? No?’ Smiling, she carried the feline into the den and cracked a window, waiting for the house to cool.


  She set Charon on the bookcase, where he slunk through her tomes on psychology and her stacks of paperbacks, then hopped onto the desk where her mail had been stacked neatly, sorted carefully by envelopes, junk mail, magazines and newspapers. Melanie, Sam’s assistant, who had not only watched the house and seen to Charon while Samantha was vacationing, but had commandeered her radio show as well, was nothing if not efficient.


  Samantha pulled out the desk chair and plopped onto the familiar seat. She glanced around the room. It felt different somehow, but she didn’t know why. Maybe it was just because she’d been gone so long, over two weeks. Or maybe it was because she was jet-lagged and a little on edge. Though the flight hadn’t been that long, she’d spent too many hours without sleep in the past few days, and the trip had been emotionally draining.


  Ever since touching down in Mexico two weeks earlier, things had started to go awry. Not only had she and David had the same old fight about her giving up her job and moving back to Houston, but there had also been the boating ‘accident’ that had dumped both her and her purse into the shallows of the Pacific. She’d ended up with a sprained ankle and no ID – the purse had never been located. It had been a nightmare trying to get out of the country, and when she’d finally persuaded the authorities to let her back into the USA, she’d been sporting this god-awful, bulky cast.


  ‘These things happen,’ David had said with a shrug, as they’d finally boarded the 737. He’d offered her a smile and a lift of his eyebrows as if to say, Hey, there’s nothing we can do about it now. We’re in a foreign country. He’d been right, of course, but it didn’t help her bad mood and suspicion that the fishing-boat captain had been drunk or under the influence of some other drug and that somehow her purse, along with a couple of others in the tour group, had been found by local divers, the credit cards, cash and other items of value now being used or pawned up and down the west coast of Mexico. According to the captain, the tiny fishing boat had lurched, avoiding a rock – for God’s sake. It seemed implausible. A stupid mistake from a captain who daily patrolled the waters off Mazatlán. Samantha hadn’t bought it and had wanted some kind of compensation, at the very least an apology for crying out loud. Instead she’d landed in a tiny hospital with an elderly doctor, an expatriate American who looked as if he should have retired in the seventies. He probably had, or been run out of the States for malpractice.


  ‘Sour grapes, Dr. Sam,’ she chastised herself, as Charon settled into his favorite spot on the window ledge. He stared through the watery glass, his eyes following something in the darkness. Probably a squirrel. Samantha looked through the panes and saw nothing but the dark shadows of the night.


  She pushed the play button on her answering machine while grabbing her letter opener and slicing through the first envelope – a bill. No doubt the first of many. The recorder went through a series of beeps and clicks before playing.


  The first call was a hangup.


  Great.


  She tossed the bill onto the table.


  The second was a solicitor asking if she needed autoglass repair.


  Better yet. She thought of her red Mustang convertible, couldn’t wait to get it on the road again. But she didn’t need a new windshield. ‘No thanks,’ she said tearing into several letters – offers of credit cards, requests for contributions to worthy causes, the sewer bill.


  Finally a voice.


  ‘Hey, Sam, it’s Dad.’ Sam smiled. ‘I forgot you were out of town . . . You give me a call when you get back home, okay?’


  ‘Will do,’ Sam said as she scanned her most recent Visa bill and was grateful that she’d called Melanie who had assured her that she would cancel all her credit cards immediately.


  Two more hangups and then she heard her boss’s voice boom from the recorder. ‘Sam, I know you’re probably not home yet,’ Eleanor said, ‘but call me the minute, the minute you get in. And don’t give me any crap about you not going to work because of your leg, that’s just not cutting it with me. I got your message from the hospital, but unless you’re hooked to an IV and a heart monitor and strapped to a hospital bed, I want you back at the station pronto. You got that? Melanie’s doing a decent enough job, I mean it, but since you’ve been gone, ratings have slipped and Trish LaBelle over at WNAB is picking up your market share . . . not good, Sammie, definitely not good. Your listeners want you, girl, and they aren’t in the mood to accept any substitutes, no matter how good they might be. So don’t you go bringin’ me some note from a hunk of a doctor, y’hear? Uh-uh. You all haul your ass down to the station. Okay, I’ll get off my soap box now. But call me. A-S-A-P.’


  ‘Hear that, Charon? I am loved after all,’ she said absently to the cat, then felt the skin on the back of her neck prickle. Some noise, some shift in the atmosphere, some intangible thing caught her attention.


  The cat sat on the sill, his body frozen except for the barely perceptible twitching of his tail. ‘You see something?’ she asked, trying to shake off the feeling. She dropped the rest of the mail and moved to the window, searching the darkness through the steamy drizzle on the windowpanes.


  The live oaks stood like bearded sentinels, unmoving dark shapes guarding her two-hundred-year-old house.


  Creeaaak.


  Sam’s heart nearly stopped.


  Was that the wind in the branches, the house settling, or someone shifting their weight on the porch? Her throat went dry.


  Stop it, Sam, you’re jumping at shadows. There’s nothing sinister here. This is your home. But she’d only lived here three months, and after she’d moved in, she’d learned the history of the house from a gossipy old neighbor across the street. According to Mrs. Killingsworth, the reason the old home had been on the market so long and Sam had gotten it far under its market value was that the woman who had previously owned the place had been murdered here – the object of an enraged boyfriend’s vengeance.


  ‘So what’s that got to do with you?’ she said now, rubbing her arms as if she were chilled. She didn’t believe in ghosts, curses or the supernatural.


  The recorder spun. ‘Hi, Sam.’ Melanie’s voice. Samantha relaxed a bit. ‘Hope you had a good trip. I called the credit-card companies, as you asked, and left the mail on the desk, but you’ve probably found it by now. Charon was a pill while you were gone. Really out of sorts. Even sprayed on the piano, but I cleaned it up. And the hair balls. Gross. Anyway, I bought you a quart of milk and some of those fancy French vanilla coffee beans you like. They’re both in the fridge. Sorry to hear about your leg. What a bummer. Some romantic getaway, huh? See you at the station, or you can call if you need anything.’


  Sam hobbled back to her chair. She was imagining things. Nothing had changed. She glanced at the picture of David on her desk. Tall and athletic, with gray eyes and a square jaw. Good-looking. Executive vice president and director of sales for Regal Hotels, she’d been reminded more often than not. A man with a future and a quick, if cutting, sense of humor. A catch, as her mother would have said had Beth Matheson still been alive.


  Oh, Mom, I still miss you. Sam’s gaze moved from the five-by-seven of David to a faded color portrait of her own family, both smiling parents flanking her in her cap and gown at graduation from UCLA. Her older brother, Peter, stood just behind her father’s shoulder, frowning, looking away from the camera, not even bothering to remove his sunglasses, as if making a statement that he didn’t want to be there, wasn’t interested in sharing any of Sam’s glory as her parents beamed beside her. Beth had believed in marriage and would want to see her daughter with an ambitious man; successful David Ross would have been just such a man.


  And a man with a dark side.


  Too much like Jeremy Leeds. Her ex.


  She sliced open another piece of junk mail and wondered why she was always drawn to control freaks?


  ‘Hey, Sam. Dad again,’ her father’s voice said. ‘I’m worried about you. Haven’t heard anything since you called from Mexico trying to get out of the country. I assume you made it . . . hope so. So, how’re you getting along with the leg? Call me.’


  ‘I will, Dad. Promise.’


  Several other calls came through with well-wishes for her recovery. She listened to each as she continued opening the bills. Celia, her friend who taught first grade in Napa Valley; Linda, a college roommate who had settled with her cop husband in Oregon; Arla, a friend she’d kept in touch with since grade school. They all seemed to have gotten the word that she’d been hurt, and they all wanted her to call back.


  ‘It’s great to be popular,’ she muttered to the cat, as the receptionist for her dentist called to remind her of her six-month cleaning. The next call was from the Boucher Center, where she did volunteer work, reminding her that her next session was the following Monday.


  She reached for the final envelope – plain, white, legal-sized. No return address. Her name typed on a computer label. With a slit the envelope opened, and the single page dropped onto the desk.


  Her blood froze.


  She stared at a picture of herself. A publicity shot she’d had taken several years ago. It had been copied, then mutilated. Her dark red hair swung around a face with high cheekbones, pointed chin and sexy, nearly naughty smile, but where there had once been mischievous green eyes with thick eyelashes there were only jagged-edged holes as if whoever had cut them out was in a hurry. Across her peach-tinged lips was a single word scribbled in red pencil:


  REPENT.


  ‘Oh, God.’ She pushed herself away from the desk, repelled. For a second she couldn’t breathe.


  She heard a scraping sound on the porch.


  As if someone had been watching through the window and was hurrying away. Footsteps.


  ‘Oh, no, you don’t,’ she said, whipping around in her chair and stumbling to the window only to look out at the dark, lonely night. The tick of the clock was barely audible over the beating of her heart, and as she stared through the steamy glass, the recorder played the next message.


  ‘I know what you did,’ a male voice whispered in a low, sexy tone.


  Sam spun around and glared at the machine with its flashing red light.


  ‘And you’re not going to get away with it.’ The voice wasn’t harsh, not at all. In fact it was seductive, nearly caressing, as if the caller knew her personally. Sam’s skin crawled. ‘You’re going to have to pay for your sins.’


  ‘You bastard!’


  Charon hissed and jumped from the sill.


  The recorder clicked off and went silent. The house seemed to close in on her, the shadowy corners of the walls, darkening. Was it her imagination, or did she hear footsteps running across the yard?


  She took in several deep breaths, then, using her crutch, checked all the locks on the doors and the latches on the windows. It’s a prank, she told herself, nothing sinister. In her line of work she was a quasi celebrity, one who invited the public to contact her, to help them with their problems, to get to know her. As a radio psychologist she dealt with people’s problems and phobias every night while she was on the air. And this wasn’t the first time that her private life had been violated; it wouldn’t be the last. She thought about calling the police or David or someone, but the last thing she wanted to appear to be was a hysterical, paranoid woman. Especially to herself.


  She was a professional.


  A doctor of psychology.


  She didn’t want to risk public disdain. Not again.


  Her heart thundered, and she slowly let out her breath. She’d have to call the police whether she wanted to or not. But not yet. Not tonight. She double-checked all the locks and told herself to remain calm, go upstairs, read a book and tomorrow, in the morning light, reassess what had happened to her. There was just no reason to panic. Right? No one would seriously want to do her harm.


  Repent?


  Pay for her sins?


  What sins?


  The guy was psyching her out. Which was probably his point. ‘Come on, big guy,’ she called to the cat, ‘let’s go upstairs.’ It was her first night home; she wasn’t going to let some anonymous creep ruin it.


  Chapter 10


  ‘So what do you think he meant, “It’s all your fault”?’ Montoya asked as he crushed his paper coffee cup and tossed it over Rick Bentz’s desk to land in the wastebasket in the corner.


  ‘Two points,’ Rick said automatically.


  ‘Three, man. That was a trey if I ever saw one. I parked that sucker from downtown.’


  ‘If you say so.’ Rick was flipping through the reports on Rosa Gillette and Cherie Bellechamps.


  ‘So – what did the caller mean?’ Montoya asked.


  ‘I don’t know.’ Rick scratched at his chin as he thought about his interview with the lady psychologist.


  ‘You shouldn’t even be thinking about it, you know. We’ve got enough to handle as it is.’


  ‘I do what Jaskiel tells me to do.’ He shoved the reports aside. ‘Look, Montoya, you and I both know I’m lucky to have this job. That I ended up with an office is unbelievable.’


  ‘You earned it, man. You put in your years.’


  ‘In LA.’


  ‘And you got into some trouble. Big deal. The bottom line is you know your shit; otherwise, you wouldn’t be here, right?’


  Montoya was right. Twenty years with the LAPD should have counted for something, but as it was he was lucky to land a job anywhere. To say the recommendations of his superiors in the City of Angels hadn’t been stellar would be a gross understatement. Everyone here knew it. Including Montoya. Not everyone understood the reasons. He cringed as he thought of them . . . of an unlucky boy who happened to point what turned out to be a toy gun at his partner. Bentz had reacted and a twelve-year-old was dead because of it. His family had sued, rightfully so, and Bentz had been put on probation. He might have regained his badge if he hadn’t poured himself into a bottle for a couple of years. The powers that were at the LAPD decided he was far more trouble than he was worth – a media catastrophe. ‘Yeah,’ he said now, in answer to the younger cop’s question. ‘I know my shit.’ All of it. And it stinks.


  ‘So don’t give me any crap about you luckin’ out and gettin’ the job. Jaskiel hired you to work on the cases she assigns because she trusts you, and she knows you’ll work your ass off, round the clock. The way I see it, you don’t want any free time anyway. Old man like you, what you got to go home to?’ Montoya asked. ‘Now that your kid is about off to college, you won’t have any reason to go home at night, right?’


  ‘Kristi’s still at home,’ Bentz argued, thinking of his daughter, the only family he had left in the world. Kristi’s mother, Jennifer, was dead. She’d divorced Bentz long ago and everyone thought it was the job, which was a big part of it, but there was more, of course, and Bentz was left with one great kid and a secret he’d never share. He glanced at the double fold frame that sat on his desk. One picture was of Kristi at five, upon entering kindergarten, the other was her senior picture, taken just last September. It seemed impossible that she was eighteen and soon would be moving up to Baton Rouge. ‘She’s not off to All Saints until next month.’


  Montoya parked a hip on Rick’s desk, picked up a letter opener and twisted it in his fingers. ‘So you think the stalker who’s calling the lady shrink, he’s dangerous?’


  Rick considered the mutilated publicity shot, handed a copy of it to Reuben. ‘Looks that way.’


  Montoya’s jaw tightened. ‘Whoever did this is one messed-up mother.’


  ‘Yeah, if this is all on the up-and-up I’d say, “yeah, the guy is dangerous.”’


  ‘But,’ Reuben encouraged.


  ‘But it could be all for show. Publicity. Ratings of the Midnight Confessions have soared since the first incident, and the station’s been in financial straits for a couple of years. George Hannah bought WSLJ, thought he could turn it around and didn’t. Maybe this is a publicity ploy.’ But Rick didn’t think so.


  Montoya’s face screwed up as he glanced down at the photocopy. ‘It’s still sick-assed shit.’


  ‘Yep. I’m waiting for a report on the note and the picture – I got the originals from the Cambrai PD, then sent them to the lab.’


  He held up the photo. ‘You know what this reminds me of?’


  Bentz was one step ahead of his younger partner. ‘The hundred-dollar bills with the eyes blackened.’


  ‘Could be the same guy.’


  ‘I considered it. Even put it in my report, but wouldn’t he have just marked out the eyes with a felt pen – like he did on the bills?’


  ‘You’d think . . . but maybe this creep is smarter than we think.’


  ‘It’s a long shot.’ One Bentz was considering.


  ‘But a possibility, or you wouldn’t have thought of it,’ Montoya said.


  Bentz reached for his coffee cup. The coffee was tepid and weak. ‘I’m not ruling anything out.’ Truth of the matter was, the photo with the cut-out eyes bothered him more than the calls to the station. He had a bad feeling about this one, real bad. Was the guy a prank or was he going to raise the stakes? And what about the psychologist? Samantha Leeds should be freaking out, not letting strange neighbors moor their damned boats at her place.


  Reuben dropped the copy of the mutilated picture onto a stack of files. ‘So what have we got on your serial murderer?’


  ‘A little more. Semen was left behind on both women. The lab says it’s the same blood type. Same with hair samples.’


  ‘No surprise there.’


  ‘And it’s the same MO, from the looks of it. Both working girls, both strangled by some kind of bumpy noose, both posed afterward. He’s not afraid to leave fingerprints around, and we can’t find a match, so he hasn’t been printed – no priors or military or job where it’s required.’ Bentz tossed Montoya the file. ‘Also, in both instances, there were other hairs found. Synthetic. Red.’


  ‘A wig?’


  ‘Yeah, but it’s missing, nothing close was found in the apartments and, according to people who knew the victims, neither ever wore a red wig, not even when they turned tricks.’


  ‘So they were wearing one at the time of death and the killer took it, is that where you’re going?’


  Bentz nodded. ‘As if he wanted his victim to look like she had red hair.’


  ‘Jesus. Like Dr. Sam.’


  ‘Maybe.’


  Montoya sucked in his breath. ‘It’s still a pretty big leap.’


  ‘I know.’ Bentz wondered if he was grasping at straws, but he couldn’t dismiss the eyes being cut out and the red hair. ‘We’re checking out manufacturers and local outlets who sell wigs and I’m cross-checking cases, to find out if there are any other homicides where there was a red wig involved.’


  ‘It’s not much, but somethin’,’ Montoya said, scraping the letter opener against the side of his goatee as he thought. ‘I checked on the ex-husband of Cherie Bellechamps – Henry? Turns out he had a life insurance policy that he’d never let lapse. Ended up with nearly fifty thousand dollars.’


  ‘Where was he when the second victim was killed?’


  ‘In bed. At home.’


  ‘Alone?’


  ‘Nah, he’s got a girlfriend who swears he was with her all night, but she’s got a record. Nothin’ big. Shoplifting, DUI, possession – cocaine. Seems to have been clean in the last couple of years, since she hooked up with Henry Bellechamps. By the way, it’s not Henry or Hank, he goes with the French pronunciation. Henri.’


  ‘Bully for him,’ Bentz growled.


  ‘Even if he had an alibi, it could have been a hit. He could have found someone to off his ex and pay off the killer.’


  ‘Then why the second victim? To throw us off? A copycat?’ Bentz didn’t think so.


  Montoya’s beeper went off. He dropped the letter opener onto the stack of files on Bentz’s desk, then pulled his pager from a pocket of his black slacks. With a quick glance, he checked the readout, and added, ‘I’m not convinced he didn’t off his ex, but I can’t connect him with the Gillette woman. I gotta take this call. You got anything else?’


  ‘A bit of a problem,’ Bentz said, leaning back in his chair. ‘In the first case, the woman was raped before she died, but with Rosa, it looks like she might have been dead first.’


  ‘Might have been?’


  ‘The ME’s not certain . . .’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘My guess is that the guy did it, just as the women died. That’s his turn-on, killing them.’


  Montoya’s dark eyes narrowed. ‘Shit.’ He shoved his pager back into his pocket. ‘About task-force time, isn’t it?’


  Bentz nodded. ‘I’ve already cleared it with Jaskiel and set the wheels in motion.’


  Montoya scowled. ‘So we’ll be dealing with the Feds.’


  ‘Yep. The local guys.’ Bentz forced a smile he didn’t feel. ‘It’s party time.’


  


  Sitting at the scarred table, he listened to the night through the open window. Bullfrogs croaked, fish splashed, insects droned and water lapped around the poles holding up the tiny cabin, his one spot of refuge. His head clamored and he felt the need again. The need to hunt. But he had to be careful. Choose wisely.


  He glanced down at his work and smiled as he picked up one of the dark beads and oh so carefully sharpened the facets with his file. It was delicate work and caused him to sweat, but it was worth it. In the end, each bead would cut soft flesh like a razor. His callused fingers wouldn’t bleed as he touched the glass, but a soft white throat would easily succumb.


  He thought of the lives he’d taken, the rush of watching a woman realize she was dying, the feel of the beads in his hands as her breath left her lungs. God, it made him so hard he couldn’t think . . . could only hear the pounding in his brain, the thunder of lust as it ran through his blood. He relived each moment and knew he had to do it again, to keep the memories alive.


  As the images faded, his hard-on softened. He turned his attention back to his work, filing, sharpening and polishing the beads until it was time for the program, then he snapped on the radio at just the right moment. The music was fading and Dr. Sam’s voice whispered over the crackle of interference.


  ‘Good evening, New Orleans, and welcome . . .’ Her voice was so erotic, so sexy.


  The bitch.


  He stopped working for a minute, listened to the first caller’s complaints, then reached into his toolbox. He had two spools. Twenty-pound test fishing line . . . strong, clear, easy to string through the beads, or piano wire . . . even stronger, but not as flexible. The beads wouldn’t slide like liquid through his fingers, the sensation wouldn’t be so fluid. Which way to go? He’d used them both before. Neither had failed him.


  Dr. Sam’s voice answered the listener’s question. She sounded so calm. Rational. Seductive. He reached down to touch himself, but stopped. He had work to do. He dropped the spool of piano wire back into the box, then tore open the packet of fishing line with his teeth. Removing the line, he pulled hard, watching as it stretched and held.


  The muscles in his arms bunched. The line cut into his palm but didn’t break.


  He grinned. Yes, it would do nicely.


  As Dr. Sam continued her program, talking to the idiots who called her, he began stringing his sharpened beads, careful to put them in the correct order, ensuring that his rosary was perfect.


  Nothing less would do.


  Chapter 11


  Melanie clicked off her cell phone and fumed as she pulled into a parking space in the lot of the strip mall. It had been a bad week. Bad. And it wasn’t getting any better she thought, slapping the dash and wishing that the damned air-conditioning in her hatchback would find a way to turn on. It didn’t and the temperature in the car was hovering somewhere near two thousand degrees by her estimation.


  Her T-shirt was wrinkled and clinging to her, and she was sweating between her legs. She climbed out of the car and tried not to dwell on the fact that Trish LaBelle seemed to be dodging her calls. Great. Already there was talk at WSLJ that Midnight Confessions was being expanded, but not one word about Melanie getting any kind of promotion and she deserved it.


  Samantha’s job was a piece of cake. Melanie could handle it with her eyes closed. Hadn’t she proved that while Sam was in Mexico? So the ratings had dropped an iota. That was to be expected. Given enough time, Melanie was certain she could create a new, hipper audience. She was young and with it. But she needed the chance to prove herself.


  She walked into the oven of a dry cleaners and gave her name to a petite blond girl with inch-long black roots, bad teeth and a permanent sneer.


  So if WSLJ wouldn’t give her a job behind the mike, she’d decided to call the rival station, WNAB, where Trish LaBelle worked. Trish hated Dr. Sam. Melanie figured Trish would jump at the chance of meeting with Sam’s assistant and even offer her a job.


  So far Trish hadn’t returned her calls.


  Yet.


  Melanie wasn’t one to give up. She’d always been a scrapper; never gotten any breaks that she hadn’t made for herself, so, if she had to, she’d damned sure make her own.


  ‘Here ya go.’ The girl hung her plastic-encased clothes on a hook near the till and Melanie handed over her bank debit-card. ‘Sorry. The machine’s broken. Ya got cash or a check?’


  ‘I left my checkbook at home . . .’ Melanie said, flipping through her wallet and seeing only two crumpled one-dollar bills. Not enough. The day was on a fast downhill slide. She felt bloated and achy; her period was due to start any time, her job was going nowhere, what little family she had didn’t give a shit about her and her boyfriend, again, couldn’t be reached.


  Yep, things were rapidly going from bad to worst.


  ‘There’s an ATM on the next block.’ The twit in need of a bottle of Clairol snapped a wad of gum and waited with bored patience.


  Melanie seethed. ‘It’s not my fault your stupid machine is messed up.’


  The girl shrugged her skinny shoulders and gave Melanie a bored look that said, ‘tell it to someone who cares.’ She held Melanie’s stare and for a second Melanie considered grabbing her clothes and taking off. After all the skirt, blouse and short jacket were hers.


  As if she’d read Melanie’s mind, the clerk swept the hangers from the hook and hung them on another rail behind the counter.


  ‘Fine.’ Melanie snapped her wallet shut. ‘I’ll be back.’ But she wasn’t going to bother today. She was too frazzled. She stomped into the blinding sun, flipped her sunglasses over her nose and slid into the sunbaked interior of her hatchback. The steering wheel was nearly too hot to handle. Twisting on the ignition, she threw the car into reverse and as the radio blared, stepped on the gas. In the rearview mirror, she caught a glimpse of a huge white Cadillac pulling out at the same time. She stood on the brakes as the boat slowly slid from its spot and an elderly man who never so much as glanced in her direction rolled slowly out of the lot.


  ‘Idiot,’ Melanie grumbled. ‘Old fart.’


  She backed out, rammed her hatchback into first and sped out of the lot. Before the first light, she passed the old guy and resisted the urge to flip him off. It wasn’t really his fault he was old.


  She hit the freeway and flooring it, opened the sunroof and all the power windows. Wind blew her hair around and she felt better. She couldn’t let one minimum-wage clerk with a bad attitude bug her. She’d pick up her clothes later. In the meantime she’d concentrate on plan B.


  One way or another, she’d land a promotion and end up behind the mike. She let herself daydream a little, considered just how far she’d go. Maybe eventually television. She had the looks. A slow smile spread across her lips and she reached for the cell phone while cruising along at seventy. She’d try to call her boyfriend and plan to meet him. If she could get hold of him.


  She just needed to unwind.


  And he knew just how to help her.


  


  Sam’s palms were sweaty and her heart raced, but she told herself, as she entered the booth, that she was being apprehensive and silly.


  Nothing had happened.


  For nearly a week.


  Though each night she’d experienced the same case of nerves as she’d started her program, ‘John’ had remained silent. Had he given up? Was he bored with his joke, if that’s what it was? Was he out of town?


  Or was he waiting?


  For just the right moment.


  Stop this, Sam, it’s getting you nowhere. Be grateful he’s gone.


  Still, she was tense as was everyone at the station in varying degrees. Gator and Rob kidded about her ‘boyfriend,’ Eleanor stewed, Melanie thought it exciting, and George Hannah hoped that the ratings would continue to climb.


  They hadn’t. Without John’s calls, the listenership’s numbers were falling back to where they’d once been, which, Sam thought angrily, had been good. George, his silent partners and even Eleanor had been satisfied.


  But no longer.


  Eleanor told her ‘Not to worry, honey. At least the pervert’s gone. That’s good enough for me. As for George, he can think up some legitimate way to attract a bigger audience. Let’s just hope John never calls back.’


  Right, Sam thought, but a part of her wanted to talk to him again, if only to find out what it was that made him tick. Why he’d decided to call her. Who he was. From a psychologist’s viewpoint, he was interesting. From a woman’s viewpoint, he was terrifying.


  She closed the door to the booth behind her. Slipping on the headset, she settled into her chair, then adjusted the controls, checked the computer screen and glanced through the glass window to the adjoining booth. Melanie was seated at her desk, fiddling with knobs, then gave her a thumbsup gesture, indicating that she was ready to screen the calls for the night. Tiny was with her, taking his seat, saying something to Melanie that Sam couldn’t hear. They laughed, seemed relaxed and Tiny cracked open a can of Diet Coke.


  Over the past few nights, Sam had steered the subjects of her nightly discussion away from sin, punishment and redemption and back to relationships, which, of course, was the basis for the show. Things were getting back to normal. The way they were before John had first called. So why had the electricity she’d felt every time she sat in this chair not abated, but in fact, heightened?


  Melanie signaled through the glass and the intro music filled the booth. John Lennon’s voice, singing ‘it’s been a hard day’s night,’ boomed from the speakers, then faded.


  Sam leaned into the microphone. ‘Good evening, New Orleans, and welcome. This is Dr. Sam with Midnight Confessions here at WSLJ and I’m ready to hear what you think . . .’ She started talking, relaxing, cozying up to the microphone as she invited her listeners to call in. ‘I just spoke to my dad a couple of days ago, and even though I’m over thirty, he thinks he can still tell me what to do,’ she said as a way of connecting with her audience, hoping that someone would identify with her and phone in. ‘He lives on the West Coast, and I’m starting to feel that I should be closer to him, that he might need me now that he’s getting up in years.’ She went on for a while talking about the relationship between parents and children when the phone lines started to flash.


  The first was a hangup, the second a woman whose mother was suffering the aftereffects of a stroke; she was torn between her job, her kids, her husband and her feeling that her mother needed her. The third was from a hostile teenager who resented her parents trying to tell her anything. They just didn’t ‘understand’ her.


  Then there was a backlash, from parents and kids who thought the teenage caller should listen to her folks.


  Sam relaxed even more. Felt at ease behind the mike. Sipped from a half-drunk cup of coffee. The debate waged on and finally a woman called in on line three. She was identified as Annie. Sam pressed the button for the call. ‘Hi,’ she said, ‘This is Dr. Sam, who am I talking to?’


  ‘Annie,’ a frail, high voice whispered. A voice that was vaguely familiar. But Sam couldn’t place the name with a face. She was probably a regular caller.


  ‘Hello, Annie, what is it you want to discuss tonight?’


  ‘Don’t you remember me?’ the girl asked.


  Sam felt the warning hairs on the back of her neck rise. Annie?


  ‘I’m sorry. If you could remind—’


  ‘I called you before.’


  ‘Did you? When?’ she asked, but the raspy voice hadn’t stopped, just paused to draw a breath and kept right on whispering through the studio, on the airwaves.


  ‘Thursday’s my birthday. I would be twenty-five—’


  ‘Would be?’ Samantha repeated and a chill swept through her blood.


  ‘—you remember. I called you nine years ago, and you told me to get lost. You didn’t listen, and—’


  ‘Oh, God,’ Sam said, her eyes widening. Her heart stopped for a second in a horrid nightmare of déjà vu. Annie? Annie Seger? It couldn’t be. Her mind spun wildly, backward to a time she’d tried to forget.


  ‘You’ve got to help me. You’re a doctor, aren’t you? Please, you’re my only hope,’ Annie had confided all those years ago. ‘Please help me. Please.’ Guilt took a stranglehold on Sam’s throat. Dear God, why was this happening again? ‘Who is this?’ Sam forced into the microphone. From the corner of her eye, she glanced at the adjacent booth, where Melanie was listening, shaking her head, her palms turned toward the ceiling, as if the caller had, once again, gotten past her. Tiny was staring hard through the glass, his eyes trained on Sam, the can of soda in his big hand forgotten.


  ‘—and you didn’t help me,’ the breathy voice accused, hardly missing a beat. ‘What happened then, Dr. Sam, you remember, don’t you?’


  Sam’s head was pounding, her hands slick with sweat. ‘I asked for your name, Annie – your full name.’


  Click. The line went dead. Sam sat frozen.


  Annie Seger.


  No! Her stomach clenched.


  It had been so long ago and yet, now, sitting in the booth as she had been then, it all came rushing back, like a tidal wave, crashing through her brain, leaving her numb and cold. The girl had died. Because of her. Because she couldn’t help. Oh, God, please not again.


  ‘Samantha! Samantha! Snap out of it!’ Melanie’s voice permeated her brain, but still she could barely move. ‘Jesus Christ, pull yourself together!’ As if from a distance, Sam felt Melanie’s hands on her arms, yanking her out of her chair, thrusting her across the small space, toward Tiny, pushing her away from the desk and the microphone. Still in shock, Sam stumbled, her ankle twisting. She snapped out of it. Realized she was here, in New Orleans and on the air. ‘Don’t you know there’s all this dead airtime going on? For God’s sake, pull yourself together.’ Melanie was saying as she slipped on the headphones and reached for the mike. ‘Get her out of here,’ she ordered Tiny.


  ‘Wait a minute. I’m okay.’ Sam wasn’t about to budge.


  ‘Prove it.’ Melanie glared at her and waved her into the hallway. Tiny pulled Sam out of the room as Melanie leaned into the microphone and, as she flipped it on, her voice became smooth as warm silk on a hot Louisiana night. ‘Please excuse the interruption, we’ve experienced some technical difficulties down here at WSLJ. Thank you for your patience. Midnight Confessions with Dr. Samantha Leeds will be back in a few minutes, after our local weather update.’ Expertly Melanie pressed the buttons for the automated recording that would play the weather forecast and a couple of pretaped advertising spots.


  ‘What went on in there?’ Tiny asked, then realizing his fingers surrounded Sam’s upper arms, he let go and put a little distance between them. The hallway seemed eerie and darker than usual, the glass case holding old records giving off an odd, ethereal glow. But of course that was crazy. It was just Sam’s nerves. The corridor and record case hadn’t changed.


  Drawing in several deep breaths, Sam pulled herself together. She couldn’t allow another prank to rattle her so.


  ‘Who was that girl on the line?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ Sam admitted, leaning against the wall. She wiped a hand over her forehead and forced some starch into her spine. Think, Sam, think. Don’t let some crank caller get the better of you. ‘I – I don’t know who it was. Can’t imagine who would do anything so sick, but whoever it was she wanted me to think she was Annie Seger,’ Oh, God, not Annie. What was happening? The girl had been dead nine years. Dead. Because Sam hadn’t read the situation correctly, hadn’t heeded the girl’s cries for help. Sam’s head pounded, and the coffee she’d drunk earlier curdled in her stomach.


  Don’t let it get to you, Sam. Don’t!


  ‘She said she was Annie and then you freaked out,’ Tiny accused. ‘You acted like you knew her.’


  ‘I know . . . but I don’t . . . er, didn’t . . . it’s all so unbelievable.’


  ‘What is?’ He seemed about to touch her again, but, thinking better of it, shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his oversize jeans.


  ‘Annie Seger was a girl who called into my program a long time ago when I was working in Houston.’ It seemed like it was just yesterday. Sam remembered pushing the button, answering the call and listening as a teenager hesitantly explained that she was pregnant and scared to death. ‘Annie phoned in several nights in a row, asking for advice.’ Inside Sam cringed when she remembered the girl’s calls. At first Annie had seemed scared, but no matter what Sam offered as advice, she rejected it, claimed she had no one to talk to, no one to confide in, not her parents, not her pastor and not even the father of her baby. ‘I tried to help her, but she ended up committing suicide.’ Sam pushed the hair off her face and saw the pale shimmer of her reflection in the window of the booth. Beyond the glass Melanie sat at her desk, talking into the microphone, controlling the show. It all seemed surreal, being here late at night in the dim hallway, remembering a time she’d tried so hard to forget.


  ‘You think it was your fault she killed herself?’ Tiny asked.


  ‘Annie’s family blamed me.’


  ‘Heavy.’


  ‘Very.’ Sam rubbed her arms and tried to grab hold of her composure. She had a show to do; a job to finish. She saw Melanie tear off the headset and roll back the chair. Within seconds she flew out of the room. ‘You’ve got sixty seconds before you’re back on the air,’ she said to Sam. ‘Are you okay?’


  ‘No,’ Sam admitted. Dear God, I’ll never be okay again. She started for the booth. ‘But I’ll wing it.’


  ‘Eleanor’s on line two. She wants to talk to you.’


  ‘I don’t have time.’


  ‘She’s furious,’ Melanie said.


  ‘I imagine. Tell her I’ll talk to her after the show.’ Sam couldn’t deal with the program manager now; not until she was off the air.


  ‘What was the deal with that girl who called in?’ Melanie asked, as Sam slid into her chair and automatically checked the controls.


  ‘You tell me,’ Sam snapped. ‘You’re supposed to be screening the calls.’


  ‘I have been! And I recorded her request. She didn’t talk in that stupid falsetto voice, either, she just said that she had a problem with her ex-mother-in-law and wanted your advice.’ Melanie glowered at her boss. ‘So are you going to pull yourself together and take charge or what? Otherwise, I’ll take over.’ Her voice softened slightly and her defensive attitude slipped away. ‘I can do it, you know. Easy as pie. Tiny can run the call-in booth. Just like when you were in Mexico.’


  ‘I can handle it, really. But thanks.’


  Melanie flashed a smile that seemed to hide some other emotion. ‘I’m a shirttail relation to Jefferson Davis, you know.’


  ‘I’ve heard.’


  ‘I can step up to the plate if I have to. It’s in my genes.’


  ‘Well, thank God for your genes, but I’m okay.’ Sam wasn’t going to let another crank call spook her out of her job. ‘I’ll handle it. You two’ – she motioned to Tiny and Melanie – ‘just screen the calls and tape ’em. We’ve only got another fifteen minutes. Tell Eleanor to sit tight.’ She adjusted her headphones and pulled the microphone close to her mouth, adjusting the angle as the advertisement for a local dot com company faded.


  ‘Okay, this is Dr. Sam, I’m back in the saddle. Sorry for the interruption. As you probably already heard, the station’s experiencing some technical difficulties tonight.’ It was a bald-faced lie, and she probably lost a few credibility points with her listeners, but she couldn’t deal with the issue of Annie Seger right now. ‘Okay, so let’s pick up where we left off a few minutes ago. We were talking about our parents interfering in our lives, or needing us, or telling us what to do. My dad is the greatest, but he can’t seem to accept it that I’m a grown woman. I’m sure you’ve had similar experiences.’


  The phones lines were already blinking like mad. If nothing else the crank calls were drawing interest. The first caller, on line one, was identified as Ty.


  A lightning quick image of a tall man with a killer smile and flinty, unreadable eyes seared through her brain. Her stomach tightened, though she told herself the caller wasn’t necessarily her new neighbor. ‘Hello,’ she said, ‘this is Dr. Sam, who’s this?’


  ‘Ty,’ he said, and she felt a mixture of relief and wariness as she recognized his voice. She wondered why he’d been listening to her program, how he’d managed to be the first caller after the woman who had claimed she had been Annie had been on the line.


  ‘What can I do for you, Ty?’ she asked, and tried not to notice that her palms were suddenly damp. ‘Are you having trouble with your parents? Your kids?’


  ‘Well, now, this is a little off tonight’s subject. I was hopin’ you could help me out with a relationship problem.’


  ‘I’ll try,’ she said, silently questioning where this was leading. Was he telling her that he wasn’t available, that there was already a woman in his life? Then why the flirting just the other afternoon? ‘What’s the problem, Ty?’


  ‘Well, I just moved into a neighborhood and I’ve met this woman that I’m interested in,’ he said in his soft drawl, and some of her apprehension fled.


  ‘Is the feeling mutual?’ Sam couldn’t help but smile.


  ‘Oh, yeah, I think so, but she’s playing it pretty cool.’


  ‘Then how do you know she wants to get to know you better? Maybe her being cool isn’t an act.’


  ‘That’s what she wants me to believe, but I can see it in her eyes. She’s interested, all right. More than interested. Just too proud to admit it.’


  Samantha’s grin widened, and heat washed up the back of her neck. ‘She’s that transparent, is she?’


  ‘Sure is, only she doesn’t know it.’


  Great. ‘Maybe you should tell her.’


  ‘I’m givin’ it some serious thought,’ he said slowly, and Sam’s heartbeat accelerated into overdrive. She wondered how much of the undercurrents in the conversation Melanie and Tiny were hearing . . . or for that matter, if everyone tuned into WSLJ caught the subtleties.


  ‘But prepare yourself, Ty, this woman might not be as captivated with you as you’d like to think.’


  ‘I guess I’ll just have to find out now, won’t I? I’ll have to make a move.’


  Oh, God. Her lungs tightened. ‘That would be the logical next step.’


  ‘But you and I both know that sometimes logic doesn’t have a whole lot to do with what happens between a man and a woman.’


  Touché. ‘So what are you going to do, Ty?’


  There was just a half a beat of hesitation.


  ‘I’m going to find out just what the lady likes,’ he drawled, and Sam’s mouth went dry.


  ‘And how’re you going to do that?’ Rapid, sensual images of Ty Wheeler with his broad shoulders, dark hair and intense eyes flitted through her mind. She wondered what it would be like to kiss him, to touch him, to make love to him.


  His laugh was deep. ‘I think I can figure it out.’


  ‘So you’re going to try and take your relationship to the next level?’ she asked, her throat tight.


  ‘Definitely.’


  ‘When?’


  ‘When it’s least expected.’


  ‘Then you’d better not tip your hand.’ She was having trouble breathing.


  ‘I won’t.’


  ‘Good luck, Ty,’ she said.


  ‘Same to you, Dr. Sam. Same to you.’


  Her heart was pounding so hard she could barely hear herself think and as she saw other phone lines blink to life she wondered if any of her listeners had caught the undercurrents of the conversation.


  ‘Thanks for calling in, Ty.’ She forced herself to check the display board and saw that the calls were stacking up like jets over O’Hare.


  ‘Anytime, and, oh, Dr. Sam?’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘Sweet dreams.’


  Chapter 12


  Ty’s voice had been as low and sexy as a Delta night.


  Samantha’s mouth was suddenly desert-dry and she was tongue-tied for the first time in all her years of radio. Heat rushed up her neck, and she tried to get her bearings. ‘The same to you, Ty,’ she finally managed, her voice sounding throatier than usual. ‘Sweet dreams.’ Quickly, before she lost her train of thought completely, she pressed a button, read the computer screen and said, ‘Hello, this is Dr. Sam, you’re on the air.’


  ‘Hi, this is Terry . . . hey, who was that guy you were talking to? Do you know him?’


  Sam sent a scalding glance toward Melanie. Wasn’t she screening the calls, for God’s sake. ‘Did you have a question about a relationship?’


  ‘And that Annie, earlier. What was that all about?’


  Melanie was shaking her head.


  ‘I don’t know. Now, did you have a reason to call?’


  ‘Well I was gonna ask about how to handle my teenage son.’


  ‘What about him?’


  Terry turned her attention back to her boy, but as soon as the next call came in, it was back to questions about Annie. The phone lines never quit blinking. The questions about the breathy girl on the phone kept coming. Finally, the show was over. As the first strains of ‘Midnight Confession’ played, Sam finished the show with her signature sign off, ‘. . . there is always tomorrow. Sweet dreams.’ As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she clicked off her microphone, ripped off her headset, and stormed out of the studio to the glassed-in room where Tiny and Melanie were gathering up the paperwork and resetting the equipment for the Lights Out program.


  ‘I thought you were screening the calls,’ she charged.


  ‘I was. You should have heard what came in here.’ Melanie threw her headset onto the desk. ‘It was a nightmare.’ The tech room was dark except for a desk lamp, the colored lights of the equipment and recessed bulbs over a bank of computers and recorders.


  ‘She’s right,’ Tiny said, rushing to Melanie’s defense. ‘No one wanted to discuss anything but Annie.’


  ‘Or Ty. There were a couple callers who asked about him.’ Melanie tossed her blond curls from her face. Sweat sheened on her face. ‘I tried, Sam. It’s not easy sometimes.’


  Sam cooled off. It wasn’t Melanie’s fault that the woman pretending to be Annie called in. ‘Did you keep track of all the calls?’ Sam demanded.


  ‘Every last one of ’em,’ Tiny assured her as he tapped two fingers on a lined sheet of paper on the desk he was sharing with Melanie. ‘Right here on the log. I wrote down the telephone number and the name, if it was available. Some of the calls came in anonymously, of course. If they’re initiated from a company with a private phone system, then caller ID can’t identify them.’


  ‘Then what good is caller ID?’ Disgusted, Sam leaned over the desk, her eyes scanning Tiny’s log.


  ‘It’s a start. And we’ve got most of ’em. Here.’ Tiny spun the lined paper around, then rolled his chair over to the bank of recording equipment and computers to finish arranging the presets for the next three hours. Sam’s gaze raked over the sheet covered with Tiny’s cryptic scrawl. As he’d said, every telephone call was listed. Beside the names were numbers and in some cases notations. Samantha ran her finger down the list, came to the name Annie, where there was a number and an identification name of a pay phone.


  Of course. Whoever had phoned in was too clever to call from a private residence. ‘I’ll need a copy of this ledger.’


  ‘For the police?’ Melanie zipped her briefcase.


  ‘And myself.’


  ‘What was that all about in there?’ Melanie asked, hitching a thumb at the darkened studio. Through the window, faint light shimmered from the streetlamps three floors below, throwing in relief the equipment in the booth, microphones on long, skeletal arms bent at odd angles, and the desk surrounded by banks of levers and dials. It seemed sinister somehow. Evil. But that was ludicrous.


  Melanie broke into her thoughts. ‘Come on, Sam, who was that Annie girl who called? She acted like she knew you, and you freaked out.’


  ‘Play back her request. When she called in. Before you connected her to me. You said you taped it.’


  ‘Yes, but—’


  ‘I’ve got it,’ Tiny interjected. ‘Just give me a minute . . . Here we go—’


  A woman’s voice came on after Melanie answered. ‘This is Annie. I would like to talk to Dr. Sam about my mother-in-law. She’s interfering in my marriage.’


  ‘Hold on. It’ll just be a minute,’ Melanie had assured her, and then the breathy, accusatory call.


  Sam’s skin crawled.


  Tiny stopped the playback, but cast a look over his shoulder, checking Sam’s reaction. ‘Who is she?’


  ‘I don’t know who the caller really was, but she wasn’t Annie Seger.’ Who would call in and pretend to be Annie Seger and why would anyone dredge that entire tragedy up again? ‘But – I know this sounds weird, but I think I’ve heard her voice, but it’s not quite right . . . I can’t place it.’ She closed her eyes. Who, Sam, who would do this to you? What kind of cruel joke is it? Aware that Melanie and Tiny were staring at her, she shrugged and shook her head. ‘I can’t place it. Not now. But I will.’ Her skin felt cold as death, and she rubbed her arms. ‘It was a prank.’


  ‘Another one. Like the calls from that John guy,’ Tiny surmised.


  ‘Oh, this is different,’ she said, thinking back to those horrid, lonely nights when Annie Seger had called in to the station in Houston, when the show’s ratings had skyrocketed, when Dr. Sam’s name had become a household word, when a young, pregnant girl had taken her life. Had it been neglect on her part? Had she read the situation wrong? Had there been any clues that Annie had been suicidal? How many times had she asked herself those same questions? How many nights had she lain awake, replaying the desperate phone calls in her mind, feeling guilt settle over her like a shroud, wondering if there was anything she could have done to help the girl.


  ‘Of course it’s different. The caller was a woman this time.’ Melanie looked from Sam to Tiny, who was frowning as he adjusted the volume of a prerecorded track. Then Sam realized Melanie didn’t know the story, had been in the booth when she’d told Tiny about Annie Seger.


  ‘Samantha said the woman was pretending to be a girl who had called in while she was in Houston and the kid ended up dead,’ Tiny said, as if making sure he’d gotten all the details straight.


  ‘What?’ Melanie drew back, appalled. ‘Dead? But . . . oh God, that’s sick.’


  ‘Beyond sick.’ Tiny folded his arms over his chest.


  ‘My speciality,’ Sam pointed out, finally recovering a bit of her composure. ‘Remember, I’m a shrink.’


  The phone jangled, and they all jumped. Line two flashed impatiently. ‘I’ll get it. It’s probably Eleanor.’ Sam punched the button for the speaker phone. ‘Hi, this is Samantha.’


  ‘Glad I caught you in.’


  She froze. Her heart missed a beat. ‘Who is this?’ she said, but recognized the smooth, sexy voice immediately. John. Out there lurking somewhere. He hadn’t given up. He was just biding his time. Waiting for her to feel relaxed.


  ‘Don’t play games, Samantha. You know who I am.’


  ‘You’re the one who’s playing games.’


  ‘Am I? I suppose I am. Are we having fun yet?’


  Sam wanted to slam down the receiver, but couldn’t sever the connection, not if she ever wanted to nail this creep. Motioning frantically to Tiny and the recorder, she kept talking. ‘I wouldn’t call it fun, John,’ she said, hoping that Melanie and Tiny would catch on. ‘Not fun at all.’


  ‘I caught your program tonight.’


  Spurred into action, Tiny pressed the right buttons and gave her a quick nod as the recorder began taping. Melanie stared at the speaker phone as if mesmerized.


  ‘But you didn’t phone in.’


  ‘I’m calling now,’ he pointed out in his well-modulated voice.


  Had she heard it before? Had he called her without claiming to be John? Was it someone she knew? Think, Sam, think! This creep acts like he knows you. As if you’ve met.


  ‘I wanted to talk to you alone. What we need to discuss is personal.’


  ‘I don’t even know who you are.’


  His chuckle was deep and rumbled through the room.


  Melanie bit her lip.


  Tiny’s eyes bulged behind his glasses.


  The booth seemed close and dark and dangerous, the sound emanating from the speaker pure sin. Sweat prickled on Sam’s scalp.


  ‘Sure you do, Doctor, you just don’t remember. Aren’t you putting two and two together yet? You with your degree and all . . .’


  ‘What is it you want?’ she asked, taking a seat and staring at the speaker as if she could will a vision of his face to appear. ‘Why are you calling me?’ She could barely think, but she knew she had to keep him on the line. She grabbed a pen from a cup on the desk, flipped over the log and scratched out a quick note – CALL POLICE – that she shoved under Melanie’s nose.


  ‘Because I know you for what you are, Samantha. I know that you’re a hot-blooded cunt. A phony. That degree you’re so proud of isn’t worth the paper it’s printed on.’ He was getting angry now, his well-modulated voice becoming agitated. ‘Women like you need to be punished.’ His words reverberated through the speaker more rapidly, as Melanie hurried out of the room and into the studio next door. Through the glass window, Sam saw her hit the lights and pick up the headset. She glanced over her shoulder and nodded as she punched a free line, quickly dialed and nodded back to Sam and Tiny. The corresponding light for line three flashed to life.


  Keep him on the line, Sam, just keep him talking. Maybe he’ll slip up. Maybe the police will arrive, maybe there’s a way to trace the call.


  ‘You’re a whore, Dr. Sam,’ John charged. ‘A fifty-dollar-an-hour hooker!’


  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ Try to remain calm. Keep him on the damned line. Find out more about him, record it for the police. Her palms were sweaty, her heart thundering.


  ‘It’s all in your past, Dr. Sam, that past you hide from the world. But I know. I was there. I remember when you were out selling it on the streets. You’re a hooker – a fake – and you’ll pay. The wages of sin are death,’ he reminded her coldly. ‘And you’re gonna die. You’re gonna die soon.’


  She swallowed back her fear, her fingers clamping around the pen in her hand. Who is he? Why is he so angry? What does he mean he ‘was there.’ Where, damn it? ‘Why are you threatening me, John? What did I ever do to you?’


  ‘Don’t you know? Don’t you remember?’ he nearly yelled.


  Annie’s words earlier – Don’t you remember me?


  ‘No. Why don’t you tell me? Where did we meet?’ she said, her voice somehow steady though she could barely breathe. Her skin was hot, her insides cold as death.


  John didn’t say a word. That was creepier still. Knowing he was there, listening, not speaking. Through the glass window, Sam caught Melanie’s gaze. She was talking and nodding, gesturing with her hands as if the police could see through the phone lines.


  ‘John, are you still there?’


  ‘Are you on a speaker phone?’ he asked suddenly. ‘It’s echoing.’


  ‘Listen, John, why are you calling me—’ The phone rang loudly and line four flashed impatiently. Sam ignored it. ‘What is it that you want from me?’


  ‘You are, you lying cunt. You’re on a speaker. I thought I told you I wanted this to be personal!’


  ‘It is, believe me. Now, tell me, John, what is it you want from me?’


  ‘Retribution,’ he said. ‘I want you on your knees. I want you to beg for forgiveness.’


  ‘For what?’


  But the line went dead. As if he’d heard the incoming call and gotten scared. ‘Damn,’ Sam swore, trembling inside. Feeling weak. Vulnerable. Violated. Don’t let him do this to you. Don’t let him get to you. But the hatred she’d felt, the rage he had against her was horrifying.


  ‘I got it all,’ Tiny assured her, as she hit the button for line four.


  ‘WSLJ.’


  ‘Dammit, Sam, is that you? What the hell’s going on over there? You were supposed to call me back.’ Eleanor’s voice bellowed from the speaker phone. ‘Are you all okay?’


  ‘We’re fine.’


  ‘That was some weird stuff on the phone tonight,’ Eleanor said. ‘I couldn’t believe it when that girl saying she was Annie Seger called.’ There was
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