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      “Do you lick folk?” Hope Winston turned to meet the eager eyes of an attractive young Italian man. He grinned. “I have two tickets to the Bob Dugan concert.”

      Hope scrambled to decipher what she’d just heard while mentally flipping through the student files she’d memorized in the three months since she’d taken over as Director of the English Language Center in Bari, Italy.

      Ah, now she had it. Giuseppe Carrera, bank employee, second year Intermediate and, at 22, a good four years younger than she was.

      “Do I like folk music?” Hope replied, gently stressing the verb. “Yes, I like folk music.”

      Giuseppe, the dog, ran his eyes down her figure, lingering on her breasts, bringing his eyes back up reluctantly to her face. It was something Italian men often did, but usually with more finesse. “So—I pick you up at eight, yes? Concert starts at nine.”

      Hope did not roll her eyes as she searched for a way to politely refuse. It was the fourth invitation to the concert she’d had this week.

      “That’s very kind of you, Giuseppe,” she said gently but firmly, “but I’m going to be correcting papers all weekend.” She ran through his file once again in her mind’s eye. “And final exams are coming up. Your employer is paying for this course. I think your bank is expecting you to do better than you have been up to now.”

      He brightened at that and leaned forward enough for her to catch a whiff of Armani for Men. “When exams are over, we go out together, yes?” He even waggled his eyebrows. What a puppy.

      Hope smiled and moved past him. Ah, she thought, the Italian male ego. Not even a hammer could put a dent in it.

      Italian men were good as comedy relief, though, she thought as she walked down the broad, tiled corridor to the Director’s office.

      She could hear the soft hum of voices as she walked by the classrooms. Teachers were teaching and students were learning. Everything was orderly. Everything was as it should be.

      Hope felt a surge of satisfaction. Against all the odds, she’d held things together for her best friend. It was going to be all right.

      She breathed in the balmy sea air wafting in through the open windows of the corridor, and remembered that it had been a cold and rainy March day in New York when her best friend, Kay Summers, had called her from a hospital bed in Bari.

      Kay had hated being an employee in the run-down ESL language school off Times Square in Manhattan where they both worked. She dreamed of running and eventually owning her own school. So when Kay read the ad on the internet for a job as director of an English language school in Bari, Italy, applied and received acceptance in one week, Kay had only stopped long enough to look up Bari in an atlas, rush out to buy herself an Italian grammar book and clear out her possessions in the apartment she shared with Hope.

      Kay’s letters to Hope had been ecstatic. The school was a roaring success with new students pouring in every day. Bari was chaotic but beautiful, a bustling port city on the boot heel of Italy, studded with palm trees. She’d found a charming house on the beach, a ten-minute train ride from the school. Italian men were gorgeous.

      And then had come the panic phone call at five o’clock in the morning.

      Kay had been struck by a hit-and-run driver and left for dead in the scrub bushes by the side of the road. By chance, a passing car had stopped at the huddled clump of rags that was Kay and had rushed her to a hospital, where the doctors had barely saved her life.

      When Kay came to several days later, she realized her livelihood was in jeopardy. She would be laid up for months, and the school needed a director. Desperate, Kay had called Hope and pleaded with her to come and take her place.

      With trepidation, Hope had withdrawn all her savings and bought herself a one-way ticket to Italy.

      And she’d done it. She’d kept the school on track for her friend. When Kay finally recovered, she would come back to a still-flourishing business.

      Hope frowned as she walked into the director’s office. And maybe by the time Kay had recovered there’d be a stop to the frightening, deeply disturbing events centered around Kay’s lovely beach home. She was still mulling over that morning’s sickening find when her cell rang. She checked the screen. Speak of the devil…

      “Hope?”

      “Kay! I was going to call you later this afternoon. How are you feeling? How’s the pain?”

      “The pain?” Hope heard the strain in Kay’s voice as she moved on the hospital bed with a creaking of springs. “The pain’s doing fine, thank you.”

      Hope knew that if Kay was complaining, however lightly, the pain must be fierce. She wasn’t a complainer.

      “I’m coming in tomorrow morning with some steamy romances and a pound of chocolates.” Hope smiled. The loves scenes in some of them were hot enough to wake the dead. “Swiss chocolate and sex. Try and clear it with your surgeon.”

      “The steamy romances or the chocolates? Doesn’t make any difference, anyway. What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.” Kay’s determinedly cheery voice hesitated. “Hope…have you spoken with Captain Rivera yet?”

      Hope’s stomach muscles clenched. “Uh…not exactly.”

      Hope couldn’t ignore the exasperation in Kay’s sigh. “Honey, you—we—need someone who knows what he’s doing to help us with whatever’s going on. We can’t do this on our own. Not in a foreign country.”

      Hope clutched her cell tightly. “There’s got to be some rational explanation for it, Kay. Maybe it’s just someone playing pranks. I don’t need help. I don’t want help.” A shudder of revulsion ran through her. “Not from a cop, anyway,” she added with loathing. “Isn’t there anyone else we can call in? The marines?”

      Kay made a sound deep in her throat. “Of course you need a policeman. You’ve been getting odd phone calls in the night, you see strange men lurking about the house, my new boiler goes on the blink and the repairman discovers that the wires have been severed. Someone slashes the tires on my car. And something else has happened, hasn’t it, Hope?”

      How did she do it, flat on her back in a hospital bed? “Oh, that…it was probably the neighbor’s cat⁠—”

      “My neighbors don’t have a cat.”

      Hope was silent for a long moment. “Okay.” She let out her breath in a gust. “There was a dead fish on the doorstep this morning. Very dead. It smelled to high heaven.”

      “That does it. You’ve got to talk to Franco. Believe me, Hope, I know how you feel about policemen⁠—”

      “I hate them,” Hope muttered tightly, heart racing.

      “I know how you feel,” Kay continued as if Hope hadn’t spoken. “I’ve seen you cross the street in New York to avoid a traffic cop. You’ve told me all about your stepfather. But we’re talking about something different here. I don’t know what’s happening, Hope, but it’s scary.”

      Hope was silent, clutching cell as if it were an enemy because though she hated to admit it, Kay was right.

      “Franco Rivera looks formidable but he is a really nice man.” Kay’s voice was coaxing. “Not to mention a grade A hunk.”

      “Good God!” Hope was horrified, remembering all too clearly oversized, brainless macho idiots. “Cops aren’t hunks, Kay. Cops are barely human!” She was pushing away even the thought of dealing with a cop. There had to be a way out of this… ”Listen, Kay, I couldn’t even communicate with Captain Rivera. My Italian still isn’t all that⁠— ”

      “Franco’s English is excellent,” Kay interrupted. “He got his degree in political science at Georgetown University. His English is better than most Americans’. He told me he’d be sitting in on the Intermediate D class this afternoon. Go talk to him.”

      Franco Rivera was here? In the building? Hope’s heart clenched in fear. “If his English is so good, what’s he doing in class?”

      Kay’s voice held an unexpectedly diffident note. “I don’t really know, Hope. Looking after his men? I don’t know. I do know he’s asked about you a lot.”

      Panic flared and Hope grasped the edge of the desk. He’d been asking about her? What did he want with her?

      Mind racing, Hope tried to think of anything she might have done to attract a cop’s attention. But nothing came to mind.

      She’d declared the small amount of money she was bringing into the country at the airport. Her residence permit and work permit were in order. As far as she knew, she hadn’t broken any laws at all. Of course, there was last Saturday…

      “Oh, my God, Kay, I double parked in Via Dante last Saturday,” she whispered in despair. “Do you suppose…?”

      “No.” Kay’s voice was dry. “No. Somehow I don’t think Captain Franco Rivera, who heads the city’s anti-racketeering squad, really has time to waste on parking tickets. Hope, have you looked in a mirror lately?”

      “Kay -- “

      “No, listen to me.” The bed creaked again and Hope could hear Kay stifle a cry of pain. “I—I know I’ve asked a lot of you. I can’t think of anyone else in the world who’d drop whatever they were doing and travel halfway around the globe to help me. Believe me, you can’t imagine how grateful I am.”

      “Oh, Kay,” Hope murmured.

      “It’s true, Hope. And I h-h-h,” Kay’s voice trembled. She drew a deep breath. “I hate having to keep asking for your help. But something is going on and you’re not equipped to deal with it. Maybe someone is setting me up to ask for protection money for the school. I just don’t know. This is my future, Hope. I love it here. I have a real chance to do something with the school. Someone is trying to take it away from me, and I can’t defend myself. Please.” Kay’s voice caught. “Please help me.”

      Hope’s heart thudded heavily in her chest. It felt as if she had a hundred pound rock lodged in there. Fear and bitter memories fought a brief, fierce battle with friendship. The fear and bitterness lost.

      Kay knew what she was asking. The fact that she was asking it showed how desperate she was.

      Kay’s voice fell to a whisper. “Hope?” The pleading note was unmistakable. Kay was proud. To plea was wrenching for her. “Please, just talk to Franco. Ask his opinion. He’s been such a good friend to me. I know he’ll help you. Please, Hope.”

      Head bowed, Hope fiddled aimlessly with a paperweight. Finally, she heaved a huge sigh. “All right, Kay. I’ll talk with your Captain Rivera. How awful can he possibly be?”
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      “Subjunctive mood,” the young English teacher, Mark Harrington, said.

      Captain Franco Rivera stirred uneasily in his seat and wondered about his own mood. He stretched his legs out in the aisle, paying scant attention to the earnest young man pacing in front of the cadet carabinieri, the elite police corps of Italy, and a few of his trusted lieutenants.

      “This is a tricky mood to get right,” the teacher intoned.

      Rivera knew that his men were paying attention to the subjunctive, because he had made it clear to every single one that a good working knowledge of English was essential to the job and, above all, essential to a promotion. Police work nowadays was international, crossed frontiers just like criminals did. Rivera himself worked closely and often with Interpol, Europol, the FBI and the DEA. English was a must and his own was damned good.

      So what was he doing wasting his time in a class? It wasn’t as if he had nothing better to do. His office desk was piled a foot high with files waiting to be read.

      He shifted in his hard chair and told himself he was keeping his men company. Through the windows came the sounds of a crash and glass shattering. Imprecations floated up from the street below. An instant later, horns blasted as angry drivers discovered that they were stuck behind the scene of an accident.

      Rivera suppressed a grin. Some poor sucker of a traffic cop was going to have a difficult half hour.

      “I wish she were here,” Mark said, pushing up with a forefinger the wire-rimmed glasses that kept slipping down his nose. “That is the subjunctive as an expression of desire.”

      Desire, Rivera thought.

      Okay.

      That was why he was sitting in a hot classroom when he had better things to do. Desire. Desire for Hope Winston, a woman he hadn’t yet managed to meet.

      Six months ago, he’d met Kay Summers at a city-sponsored event and they’d become good friends immediately. Both of them realized right away that they were destined to be friends, not lovers.

      Rivera had done what he could to help Kay, recommending the school to colleagues and acquaintances, fully aware of the weight a senior police officer’s recommendation carried in this society.

      And his word had ultimately cinched the city’s contract with Kay’s school to teach English to all city policemen. In return, Kay had offered him endless cups of weak coffee and a sympathetic ear when he needed to let off steam.

      In return, his men were getting a thorough grounding in English.

      Rivera had been heartbroken over Kay’s accident and visited her often in the hospital. She didn’t know that he’d been moving heaven and earth to find the hit-and-run driver who’d almost taken her life.

      So when Kay had asked him last week to look out for her best friend, Hope Winston, he had agreed, unhesitatingly. He was willing to do anything to make Kay’s friend welcome.

      But after one look at Hope, even from a distance, he’d realized that whatever help he could give, it wouldn’t be purely for Kay’s sake.

      He’d been hooked the first time he saw Hope Winston. At the time, he didn’t know who she was. All he knew was that she was tantalizing.

      The woman was climbing the big marble steps of the English Language Center. He’d been walking to the corner bar to have a cappuccino before going into the school to introduce himself to Kay’s friend when he stopped dead in his tracks to watch the woman who instantly mesmerized him.

      Woman watching was one of his favorite past-times, a hobby he shared with roughly 30 million other Italians — the entire male population. But there had been something truly compelling about the woman gracefully climbing the steep marble stairs.

      A foreigner, she was clearly a foreigner. For one thing, she wasn’t elegantly dressed. Old jeans hugging glorious hips and long, slender legs, tennis shoes and an old tee shirt. Clothes any self-respecting Italian woman wouldn’t be caught dead in, not even while washing windows. But the giveaway was the hair--long, straight, thick and a stunning platinum blonde. Natural, he’d bet his badge on it. There wasn’t a woman in Bari with hair like that.

      So he’d stood on the street staring much longer than was usual, ashamed of his behavior. He wasn’t fourteen and woman-starved, after all, he was thirty six and had more than enough sex, thank you very much. Just last night, in fact, he’d had a very satisfactory couple of hours in bed with Silvana Lucarini. So what was he doing, stopping and staring at a woman’s back?

      Then someone from street level called, and the woman turned and Franco caught his breath. Gesù, she was gorgeous. In a country of beautiful women, she was a knockout. Pale, oval face, stunning features, eyes a pale silvery blue so intense the color was startling from 50 feet away. It was Hope Winston. It had to be. There wasn’t another woman like that in all of Apulia.

      Helping Kay’s friend had suddenly become his new top priority.

      Like an idiot, he’d stood stunned in the street just long enough for her to turn back around and disappear into the building. It took him a minute to gather his wits and then he sprinted up the steps, cappuccino forgotten. He’d described her to an amused secretary, who confirmed that the person he’d seen was, indeed, the new director, Hope Winston. But la Direttrice Winston had just left the premises, two minutes ago.

      That had been four days ago and it was always the same story. She’d just left or hadn’t arrived yet. Franco had caught tantalizing glimpses of a platinum head disappearing around corners, slender curves in ugly clothes walking down a hallway and vanishing from sight and once—two days ago—he’d looked down out of a window at the school to see her looking up. Their eyes met and held. She was breathtaking, so beautiful it was as if she’d come from another world. And maybe she had because she’d completely vanished by the time he’d run down the flight of stairs.

      He couldn’t get her face out of his head all that first day, and that night he’d had a wet dream for the first time in years. Woke up wet and unsatisfied. Silvana had called him the next day for a repeat performance and he found himself pleading overwork. Cristo, since when did he turn down sex?

      It was insane. He needed to see her. He’d been walking around with a semi hard-on for four days now and that couldn’t be healthy. And Kay was becoming more and more insistent that something dangerous was going on. All the more reason to corner the woman. Maybe he’d just knock on her door and introduce himself.

      The soft knock startled him out of his reverie and stopped Mark Harrington in mid-sentence.

      “Mark?” Hope Winston opened the door a crack and stuck her head in, the pale spill of hair catching the light from the open windows. She looked around the room, silver blue eyes wide and anxious. “Can I interrupt your class for a minute?”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Hope stepped gingerly into the classroom, feeling as if she were walking straight into a minefield, shooting an apologetic smile at Mark.

      “Excuse me.” Hope gave a brief, fleeting smile. She walked to the teacher’s podium and surveyed the room as she wiped damp palms on her jeans.

      She saw a roomful of clean-cut young men, not all that different from the young men she could see on any street in Bari. They didn’t look anything like the cops she remembered. She had all-too painful memories of what they looked like.

      Beefy. Obtuse. Cruel.

      One of the men in the room was different, however. He sat in the front row, to the side.

      He was older than the rest, good-looking in a rough-hewn way. He looked hard, cynical and tough, like he ate rocks for breakfast. He had massively broad shoulders and large, powerful hands. His dark brown hair needed a cut. Light brown eyes glittered at her.

      Every other man in the classroom looked like a college graduate student. This man looked every inch a cop. A hard one. She hoped to God he wasn’t Captain Rivera.

      Hope turned to Mark.

      “Ah, Mark, sorry to break in.” She gripped the edge of Mark’s desk to stop the fine trembling in her hands and blew out her breath in a nervous puff. “I—do you happen to have a Captain Rivera in this class?”

      Mark pushed his glasses once again up to the bridge of his nose. “Sure, Hope,” he said, his voice friendly and light. “And feel free to come in any time you want. That’s Captain Rivera right there in the front row.”

      To Hope’s dismay, the hard-looking man rose slowly to his feet. As Hope turned nervously to meet him, her hand sideswiped all of Mark’s classroom notes. She could only watch in horror as a stack of paper fluttered slowly, almost gracefully to the floor.
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      Hope’s face was still flaming as she walked to her office door, miserably conscious of Captain Rivera treading closely behind her. She was acutely aware of him though he wasn’t making any noise at all. In contrast, her sneakers squeaked loudly on the linoleum tiles. She had a very sharp sense of smell and could smell him behind her. No after-shave. Just shampoo and soap and male musk, which would have been pleasant if it hadn’t been coming from a cop.

      She was grateful for the fact that he wasn’t as tall as she thought. His shoulders were so broad she’d been afraid that he would tower over her. He was intimidating enough as it was. As it happened, however, though strongly built, he was only five or six inches taller than she was. He was walking so closely behind her, she felt…herded, and drew a sigh of relief when they reached her office door. Her palms were so damp that her hand slipped once on the doorknob. A trickle of sweat ran down her spine.

      Get a grip she told herself.

      Once in her office, Hope moved quickly away, keeping her back to him. “Please have a seat, Captain Rivera.” She switched on the percolator and glanced over her shoulder. “I’m afraid all I can offer you is American coffee, Captain. I hope you can stomach it.”

      “I got used to American coffee in Washington,” he replied. His voice was a deep bass with the faintest of accents. “Sometimes I prefer it to espresso. And please call me Franco.”

      Hope turned with a bright, brittle smile fixed on her face, hoping he wouldn’t notice the clenched teeth. “And you must, of course, call me Hope.“ She took two coffee mugs from the cupboard and tried not to think too hard about being on first-name terms with a cop.

      “I’m sorry to drag you out of your class, Cap—er, Franco.”

      Hope kept an eye on him as she poured. He folded heavily muscled arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair as he watched her.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said, his voice a deep rumble. “I was going to come to your office today anyway, when —hey!” He started out of his chair. “Did you burn yourself?”

      Damn!

      Never show weakness in the face of an enemy. Hope remembered reading that in some medieval Chinese warlord’s book of tactics. The general would certainly not have approved of becoming a complete klutz in the face of the enemy.

      “No please don’t get up,” she said hastily. “I didn’t burn myself. I just stained Kay’s carpet, that’s all.”

      Hope bent down to wipe the spilled coffee, and started breathing deeply through her nose, pushing in and out with her diaphragm. Her yoga teacher had been pretty thorough about breathing.

      Standing, she turned to face him, holding the now-brown rag in front of her as if it were a shield. Her lungs felt frozen and she had to make an effort to breathe.

      In, out, in, out, Hope. Come on now, you’ve been breathing all your life. Nothing to it, once you’ve got the hang of it.

      He was watching her out of cold, observant eyes, the eyes of a cop who sees everything. This was a man to fear. “Just —” She coughed to loosen a too-tight throat. “Just why were you coming to see me, er, Franco? Is there something wrong?”

      “Wrong?” Rivera blinked slowly. He seemed to do everything with slow deliberation. “Why should anything be wrong?” His eyes were hooded as he looked at her. “It’s just that Kay asked me to keep an eye on you and it’s hard to keep an eye on a woman who’s never around. So, Hope, what can I do for you? You came to get me. Was there something you wanted to talk about?”

      Yes, of course. She’d come to him. She needed him, but more than anything else, Kay needed him. It was the thought of Kay, flat on her back, face pinched and pale from the pain, which gave her a much-needed shake.

      Whatever her personal feelings about policemen, however much this particular one intimidated her, she had to push her feelings aside. This was no time to wimp out. Not while Kay’s future was at stake.

      Hope sat down behind her desk and folded her hands on the shiny, wooden surface. She stared down at her clasped hands for a moment as if she’d never seen them before, then raised her head.

      That was a mistake.

      The late afternoon sun streaming in through the windows at her back painted Rivera’s skin golden bronze, turning his eyes from brown to a kind of smoky hazel green at the rim, with yellow flecks like gold sparkles thrown in just for effect…Hope jolted.

      Oh God. She’d been staring.

      She steeled herself to deal with the business at hand, wrenching her eyes from his face. She addressed a point just over his left shoulder.

      “Kay insisted that I talk with you, though I’m not too sure what you can do about it—what anyone can do about it—I mean if it’s some kids playing pranks, then surely they’ll ease up when they see that they haven’t really had an effect on me, because I’ve been very careful not to change my routine, though three months is not long enough to have established a routine, really, but I mean if they see that there’s no getting a rise out of me then surely they’ll ease off, won’t they?”

      Hope wound down and finally looked him straight in the face.

      Rivera’s gaze was unwavering, the planes of his face hard and expressionless. “You’ll have to tell me more about what’s been going on if I’m to make an informed judgment,” he said, deep voice calm.

      Damn. He rattled her. Sitting on a chair in her office, not moving, but managing to embody brute male power. He reduced her to a babbling idiot. She sighed, intertwining her fingers and pulling her hands apart again.

      “I—I don’t really know where to start.”

      “It’s a cliché but the beginning wouldn’t be a bad place,” he rumbled.

      “The beginning.” Hope drew in a deep breath. “Okay here goes. As well as I can remember, it started the instant I arrived, three months ago, on March 10th. One of the teachers at the school picked me up at the airport and drove me out to Torallo, where Kay has this charming little —”

      “I’ve been to Kay’s house,” Rivera interrupted. He had taken out a small notebook and was taking notes. At least it meant that she wasn’t on the receiving end of a scrutiny out of those remarkable eyes that could penetrate steel. He scribbled steadily. “‘It’ started, you said. Just what do you mean by ‘it’?”

      Hope knew that what she had to say was frustratingly vague. Still, it was easier to talk when he wasn’t looking at her.

      “Roger—that’s Roger Merritt—he teaches Advanced C—had to leave immediately, so he just dropped me off with a set of keys and some instructions for the house Kay had left with him. At the time, I didn’t think there was anything wrong. I mean I didn’t know the house, and I was jet-lagged and worried about Kay, and it was only with hindsight that I realized something was wrong —” Hope stopped abruptly. “I’m rambling, aren’t I?”

      “No. When you first entered the house, a number of things struck your subconscious whose significance only became clear with hindsight, in the light of further events. Nothing could be clearer.”

      “Yes.” Hope let out a sigh of relief. “That’s it exactly.”

      This wasn’t going badly at all. Maybe there was something to Kay’s idea of getting professional help. If nothing else, though he looked scary and cynical and hard, Captain Franco Rivera also looked extremely competent. “Someone had been running water in the sink and there was a wet cup on the draining board. The back door, the one that leads down to the beach, was unlocked. And there was…” Hope closed her eyes and wrinkled her nose, “a smell.”

      Rivera put his notebook down, eyes narrowed. “A smell?”

      “Yes, very definitely a smell and not a nice one. Maybe I should tell you that I’m very sensitive to smells. I rarely use scented soaps or wear perfume because I find them overwhelming. Maybe it’s something someone else wouldn’t have noticed, but I did. And the awful thing is, more and more often, I’ve come home to the same smell.”

      “And what is it?”

      She hesitated, trying to find the right words. “A strong, cheap men’s after shave mixed in with an overpowering smell of sweat. It’s an unmistakable—and nauseating—combination.”

      “And you come home in the evenings to that smell?”

      “No, not every evening, maybe two or three times a month, twice in the last week.”

      Rivera leaned forward, completely concentrated on what she was saying. “What else?”

      “Oh —” Hope gulped, trying not to sound like a lunatic. “Things. Things keep happening. Kay’s brand-new boiler was sabotaged. When I called the technician in to repair it, he showed me that the connecting wires hadn’t frayed, they’d been deliberately severed. I’m using Kay’s car while I’m here, a little Fiat, and one morning the tires were slashed. This morning I found a dead fish on the doorstep. And I keep getting horrible phone calls at all hours.” Hope was scaring herself with this recital of events. She needed, badly, to inject a lighter note. “And—and when I answer all I get is heavy breathing and lots of words I can’t find in my Italian dictionary.”

      Hope wasn’t really expecting a reaction to her feeble attempt at humor, but she was unprepared for the grim look that crossed Rivera’s hard face. She panicked for a moment until she realized that the grim look wasn’t directed at her.

      This was the first time Hope had strung together in a logical sequence what had appeared each time to be an isolated event. But there was more—and suddenly she wanted to tell this man what she’d kept even from Kay.

      “Those are the tangible things,” she began hesitantly. “The things I could tell a co—a policeman. But there are other things, which you might dismiss as the product of an overheated imagination, and the hysteria of a woman living alone. Except that I’m not hysterical.”

      “No,” Rivera murmured and the muscles in his jaw clenched. “Tell me about the other things.”

      Frustrated, she stood up and walked around the desk. She perched a hip on the corner. “It’s so hard to describe, Cap — Franco.” Suddenly, she wanted very much for this man to understand her even if what she had to say was so terribly vague. “It’s as if some evenings the house has no rest. I can hear the shrubs rustling even if there’s no wind. I think—sometimes I hear voices, but I can’t make out what they’re saying. I feel constantly watched.”

      “Have you taken note if these events happen at regular intervals, say at the full moon or at the new moon?”

      Hope looked blank for a moment. Kay had said that Franco Rivera was utterly trustworthy and up until now, to tell the truth, he had seemed just that. Hard maybe, tough certainly, intimidating absolutely, but solid. Kay had never hinted that he might be mentally unstable.

      She looked at him strangely. “You suspect werewolves?” she asked, careful to keep her tone even.

      “No.” That deep voice turned dry. “I was just wondering if whatever is going on requires darkness or moonlight.”

      “Oh.” Hope unclenched her fists and felt a hot flush of shame. “I never even thought of that.”

      “Of course you didn’t. It’s not your business. It’s mine. It’s your business to teach English, and you do it very well by all accounts.” He stood up abruptly. “Come on.”

      “Come on?” She felt alarm shoot through her again, just when she’d started to relax in his presence. “Where to?”

      He was already at the door. “To the scene of the crime.”

      He was coming home with her? She made it to the door just as his hand reached the knob, and bumped into a solid wall of muscle when he stopped abruptly. He turned to look at her, unsmiling, those compelling eyes intent on hers. This close, she could see that his lashes, thick and stubby, were the color of mink. He had a heavy beard and, this late in the afternoon, he needed a shave.

      He was much too close, sending her heart racing. Her brain overheated and stalled. She said the first thing that came into her mind. “I want you to know, Cap—er, Franco, that I double-parked in Via Dante last Saturday.”

      “Did you?” he said mildly and a corner of his hard mouth turned up. He cupped her elbow with a rough, warm hand, opened the door and ushered her out. “Lucky you. I usually have to triple-park on Saturdays.”
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      Why didn’t Kay tell me? Hope thought resentfully, grabbing the shoulder strap and holding on for dear life as Rivera rounded a curve on what felt like two wheels, shooting onto the ring road that would take them to Torallo. They whizzed past the tall apartment blocks surrounding Bari’s ancient city center. Soon—terrifyingly soon—two-story tall palm trees and scrub pine replaced the signs of human habitation. In what seemed like mere minutes, the sandstone spire of Torallo’s Romanesque cathedral speared the horizon.

      It usually took her the better part of an hour to drive at her customary sedate pace into the city on Saturday mornings, when traffic was at its lightest. Now, at the peak of the rush hour, they were almost at the outskirts of Torallo after a death-defying twenty-minute drive. Though, to be honest, she seemed to be the only one terrorized.

      When Rivera shot through a ridiculously small opening to overtake another car, the other drivers didn’t shake their fists in indignation, as she would have imagined. Rather, they eased a fraction of an inch to one side to let him by and looked on admiringly as he streaked through.

      Cops. If they don’t get you one way, they’ll get you another, Hope thought as she climbed out on shaky legs when he braked in Kay’s small driveway. She looked the car over and was astonished that it didn’t even have a ding on it.

      “Do you always drive like that?” she asked him over the car’s roof. She felt frazzled and cranky, forgetting her manners for a moment. Forgetting that he was going out of his way to help her.

      “Like what?” Rivera frowned, puzzled, as he locked the door and came around to the passenger side.

      “Never mind,” Hope muttered and fished in her bag for the keys. She breathed in the tang of the fresh sea breeze and raised her face to the late afternoon sun, glad to be alive after the hair-raising ride.

      Kay’s house boasted a small, dilapidated garden. Over the past three months, Hope had pulled the weeds and bought a few small, cheap potted plants, happy that she could do this small service for her friend.

      “Have you been working in the garden?” Rivera asked as they walked side by side up the drive. He looked cool and relaxed but his eyes were restless. Hope had the feeling that he was registering everything, that he was learning everything about her with a mere glance at her surroundings. She didn’t like it, didn’t like being an open book.

      “Yes. A little, when I have time. Mainly on the weekends.”

      His restless gaze stopped moving and honed in on her face. “It looks nice. Kay will be pleased when she gets back.” They stopped at the peeling wooden door, which had once been painted a bright, cobalt blue.

      She smiled, thinking his words over. When Kay gets back. Please God, soon. She clutched her key so hard it bit into her palm then inserted it into the lock. “I enjoy gardening, it’s…” Hope stilled, some elemental feeling of wrongness penetrating the nerves the man beside her made her feel. “That’s funny…”

      Hope stopped and stared at the key in the lock, then swung her puzzled gaze up at Rivera. “I could have sworn I turned the deadbolt twice this morning when I⁠—

      “Umph!”

      He held her pressed tightly against the white stucco wall, one hand covering her mouth. The other hand held her so firmly against the wall that the rough texture of the stucco ate into her back even through her thick cotton sweater. Her heart beat painfully, and she stared up at him, eyes wide, reminded all over again of why she hated cops. They were all violent and cruel.

      Only the hand over her mouth wasn’t biting into her jaw, or stopping her in any way from breathing. He was just making sure she didn’t make a sound. The dark eyes weren’t insane but wary.

      She drew in a deep breath, and could feel her breasts brushing against his chest. She watched the strong muscles of his throat move as he swallowed. His shoulders were so broad they cut out the view behind her and all she could see was bronze skin and a tan polo shirt open enough to show thick curly black chest hairs.

      Something stirred in her, but before she could think about it, the pressure on her eased. Rivera bent down to brush his cheek against hers. His voice was a mere breath in her ear. “Maybe someone’s still inside. Don’t move. Understand?”

      Hope nodded once, the movement sending small flakes of white stucco cascading over her shoulders. His eyes had gone that smoky green-brown again.

      He nodded brusquely and released her, his hand closing over hers, silently catching the keys. He opened the door soundlessly and slipped through.

      Hope slumped in relief. For a moment there—just a moment—she’d thought…She shook her head, curiosity now replacing her earlier fear.

      Ignoring his instructions to stay put, Hope followed close on his heels, then skidded to a stop, heart thudding, at the scene before her. For a moment, it didn’t register and she thought they had made a mistake, driven to the wrong house. The small house she had left this morning had been neat and tidy, not…not…Hope couldn’t stifle the gasp of dismay. “Oh, no!”

      Rivera’s head whipped around and his eyes narrowed dangerously. “I thought I told you to stay outside,” he growled. He walked slowly around the small living room, taking in the scene of destruction and chaos, noting what had been destroyed, what had merely been thrown to the ground.

      Hope saw a ceramic vase that was only cracked. Maybe it could be saved. She bent down.

      “Don’t!” His deep voice rang with the steel of command. Hope immediately withdrew her hand. “Don’t touch anything until I tell you to.”

      Kay had decorated the small house cheaply with bargain-basement furniture and supermarket rugs. She’d painted the walls herself—a bright cheery yellow which glowed now in the late afternoon light. The overall effect had been pleasing and cozy.

      Now it was a shambles. All Kay’s paperbacks had been pulled out of the white laminated bookcases and lay open where they had fluttered to the floor, spines cracked, like so many dead birds. The cushions of the flower-besprigged sofa had been tossed to the floor as well, the foam spilling obscenely out of the slashed flowery fabric making them look like gutted animals.

      Kay had bought some cheap copies of Picasso’s bullfighter lithographs and had had them framed. They had been pulled down from the walls and stomped on until the glass broke and the frames twisted. Shards of glass laid on the floor and Hope felt as if they had pierced her heart.

      A chill ran through her at the ferocious hatred it must have taken to wreak this much havoc.

      Just as she caught the familiar, sickening smell of cheap aftershave lotion and sweat, she heard the snick of the back porch door. She didn’t hesitate a second.

      “Hey!” Hope barely heard Rivera calling her as she slipped out the back door. She stood on the small, sandy promontory, shading her eyes against the white-hot glare
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