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        This book was previously published as EVERYTHING BUT THE TRUTH.

      

      

      
        
        Right place at the wrong time . . .

      

      

      Peyton Delaney relies on the local police and a U.S. Marshall to protect her after she witnesses a mob killing.  But her trust in the authorities is shattered when someone not only discovers her hiding place, but tries to kill her as well.  She manages to escape but some of the police aren’t so lucky.   The Marshall, who was shot protecting her, gives her the name of a friend he said can be trusted to help.

      But Peyton is terrified of everyone around her.  She knows they’re looking for her everywhere, so how will she get out of town?  Then, with the help of a friend, she disguises herself as a hooker and is able to elude the bad guys and step onto a bus.  Since it worked so well, she decides, for her own safety, to keep the disguise.

      Ex-cop Reeve Sinclair agrees to babysit the woman who arrives on his doorstep, but his buddy never said she was a hooker.  At any rate, he’d given his word and drives the woman to a cabin in the woods, where he believes they’ll both be safe.  But there is a leak in the police force and Reeve is soon trying not only to save the sexy stranger’s life but his own as well.

      The more time he spends with her the more he is determined not to fall for her.  She’s a hooker after all.  And he doesn’t trust her.  But there is something about this woman drawing him in, and he realizes he can’t fight his attraction to her any longer.  Now he has more trouble than just dodging bullets.

      Does she feel the same way?  Or is she just using him?  Because so far she has told him everything but the truth.
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      “The kid knows too much,” Louie announced, pacing the parquet floor of Sonny Donatelli’s library.  “We gotta take him out.”

      Sonny leaned back in his buttery-soft, leather desk chair, puffed on his cigar and studied the man.  “Are you trying to tell me what to do, Louie?”

      Louie’s pacing came to an abrupt halt.  After glancing quickly at Nick, he said, “No, sir, Mr. Donatelli.”

      No one told Sonny what to do.  He was in charge.  Louie Jacobi and Nick Montero worked for him.  They did what he told them to do.  Not the other way around.

      Louie ran his hand through his greasy, dark hair, then straightened his bony shoulders.  The man was so thin and wiry he looked as if he could be blown over by a strong gust of wind.  But in spite of his physique Louie could be mean and deadly when he had to be.

      “Roscoe’s been talking to some priest,” Nick said, coming to Louie’s rescue.    “Father Mike Micelli over at St. Christopher’s.  Not to mention what he might have told his girlfriend, Lisa Lorenzo.”

      “A priest?” Sonny asked, astounded.  “When the hell did he find God?”

      “That’s just it,” Louie said.  “Ever since Roscoe met that Lisa broad, he’s been talking about religion and marriage and babies.”  He made a sour face.  “And he already told you he wants out, that he wants to go straight.  He even brought up the deal with Marco, right in front of the broad.”

      Sonny thought the situation over, knowing he couldn’t afford any loose ends.  “Roscoe’s my nephew,” he said, though both Nick and Louie already knew that.  Then his tone took on a much sharper edge.  “I’m the kid’s godfather, for chrissakes.  You really think he’d shoot off his mouth about me to his girlfriend and some priest?”

      Nick pushed his wire-rimmed glasses up higher on his square face and rubbed at his bald head before exchanging a look with Louie.  Those looks told Sonny what he wanted to know.  He punched out his cigar in the ashtray on his desk and stood.  After a few minutes of silent contemplation, he said, “Kill him.  The girlfriend, and the priest too.”

      Nick spoke up.  “You know I don’t kill priests.”

      Yeah, Sonny knew that.  Nick’s younger brother was a priest.  “Louie and Frank will take care of the priest.  You two take care of Roscoe and the girl.”  Waving his hand, he said, “Make it look like an accident.  If my sister sees her son with a bullet in his forehead, she’ll know I was involved.”

      They nodded.  “You got it,” Nick said.

      Once they’d left, Sonny slumped into his chair.  His nephew had betrayed him.  The stupid little bastard.  Sonny’d bounced the kid on his knee when he was younger.  He’d been there for his high school graduation.  He’d given him his first job.  And this was the way Roscoe showed his respect?

      Sonny shook his head.  “Stupid little bastard.”  He deserved to die.
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      “You just don’t get it, do you?” Jane asked.  “No guy is ever going to forget the fact that I’m a hooker.  I’m never going to find someone who’s going to love me.  All he’ll ever think about is the fact that I sold my body for money and the hundreds of men that I slept with.”  Jane took another drag from her cigarette, looked at it with disgust and finally dropped it in her empty Coke can.

      Through the haze of smoke Peyton Delaney stared at the young woman dressed in short, tight clothing sitting across from her.  “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe that for a minute.  You made a mistake, Jane.  Took a wrong turn.  But you don’t have to punish yourself for the rest of your life.  And anyone who can’t put aside your past, and love you for the person you really are, doesn’t deserve you.”

      “Stop calling me Jane!  I’m Jade now.  I told you that.”

      Yes, she’d told her.  Most of the girls Peyton counseled had changed their names to more dramatic ones like Velvet, Desiree and Bibi, just to name a few.  Amy had chosen Amber.

      The girl chomped on her gum and avoided Peyton’s eyes.  When her attention turned to the closed door of the small office--an office that was actually a spare bedroom on the third floor of the shelter, and furnished with only a scarred, gunmetal gray desk and two folding chairs--Peyton feared Jane might get up and leave.

      When she’d accepted this job almost a year ago, she’d never realized how difficult it would be to counsel troubled teenaged girls and young women.  Some days she felt as if she were beating her head against the wall, and some days it was as if she were on a personal crusade, although there was nothing she could do to bring back Amy.

      But she wanted this job more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life, and she refused to give up.

      Peyton heard a muffled chirping sound.  Jane dug in her black leather bag and pulled out a cell phone.  “Speak to me,” she said by way of answering.

      The girl wore garish make-up, her bleached blonde hair teased high on her head.  She had pretty eyes and a nice smile, when she bothered to smile.  Jane came across as tough and hard, but Peyton knew that underneath she was just a scared eighteen-year-old kid who’d lost her way.  The same way Amy had.

      “I’m busy, Carlos,” Jane said, frowning and looking at her Mickey Mouse watch.  “I know.  I’ll be there at six.  I promise.”  Smiling apologetically, she snapped the phone shut and tossed it back in her bag.  “That was my pimp, Carlos Santini.  He’s such a jerk.”

      Obviously, Peyton thought.  Anyone who took advantage of young girls was a scumbag as far as she was concerned.  “He has your cell number?” she asked.

      “Duh,” she said, rolling her eyes.  “He insists we each carry one.  He even makes us have numbers that are easy to remember.  Mine’s 555-JADE.  Isn’t that clever?”  Her throaty voice dripped with sarcasm.

      “Clever.”  Wanting to get back to their original conversation, Peyton moved on.  “Okay, Jade,” she said, emphasizing the girl’s choice in names.  “I know you have yourself convinced that no one will ever forgive you, but I haven’t passed judgement on you, and neither has Father Mike.”

      “Big deal.  You guys are just a couple of do-gooders.  You have no idea what it’s like in the real world.  As for me, well some people would rather spit on me than sit next to me on a bus.”

      “So, you think you deserve to be beaten, and used, and stripped of your future and your dreams?”

      Jane gave her a look of defiance, but didn’t say anything.

      “Is that what you want?”

      The girl broke eye contact.  “No,” she said quietly, tears forming.

      Peyton reached for Jane’s hand and squeezed it tightly.  Finally, they were getting somewhere, she thought.  “Tell me about your mother and stepfather.”

      Jane sniffed and wiped at her nose with the back of her free hand.  “My stepfather’s an asshole.”

      Okay.  That was a typical comment.  “Tell me about your mother then.”

      Pulling her hand away, Jane’s gaze wandered around the office, but not really focusing on anything in particular.  Shrugging, she said, “She’s okay.  Sometimes.”

      Peyton relaxed a little and smiled.  “I’ll bet she’s worried sick about you.”

      Shrugging, the girl said, “We never got along.  She’s probably glad to be rid of me.”

      Amy Wilkins had said the same thing once.  But Peyton would never forget the way Amy’s mother had broken down at her daughter’s funeral.  Nor would Peyton forget that Mrs. Wilkins had blamed her for Amy’s death.
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      Peyton was late for her meeting with Father Mike.  Her session with Jane had run over, but wait until Father Mike heard the good news.  Jane had actually allowed Peyton to phone her mother in Albany.  And then the girl and her mother had talked for almost an hour.  Although Jane hadn’t agreed to go home to her family, or move into the shelter, Peyton knew it was only a matter of time.

      After her session was over, Peyton had called her own mother.  Just to let her know everything was going okay in the Big Apple and to tell her about the progress she’d been making with some of the girls.

      Her parents hadn’t wanted her to take this job.  Not just because of the constant reminders of Amy, the girl she’d been counseling, but because they were worried about her living in a big city on her own.  “A small town girl with no street smarts,” her father had said.  “New York City isn’t safe for someone like you.”

      But in the end they’d given her their blessing.  After all, she was thirty years old and had never been outside her home town.  Bedford, Iowa; population eight hundred fifty-two.  Eight hundred fifty-one, now that she’d gone.

      She’d attended a local university and then worked as a high school counselor before moving to New York to work with the runaways and prostitutes at the women’s shelter.  Parishioners of St. Christopher’s Church had donated to this worthy cause to get these poor women off the streets.  The program was called WIN and stood for Women in Need.  In exchange for room and board, the women had to learn a skill, find a job, and donate twenty percent of their income to the shelter.  They also had to give up drugs and alcohol, which seemed to be the biggest challenge facing most of them.  Then, after six months, they were on their own.

      So far the success rate was higher than similar programs around the country.  Nearly fifty percent of the girls had kept their act together.

      Jane was a different story.  She’d sworn she’d never used drugs of any kind, but still she was one tough cookie.  Although she fought Peyton at every turn, she kept coming back for her weekly counseling sessions.  Peyton had been working with her from the very beginning, and now, today, finally a breakthrough.  She was so giddy with excitement she could jump up and down.

      The bus came to a stop a block north of Yankee stadium.  Peyton gathered her purse, stepped down from the bus and started walking toward St. Christopher’s, which was less than half a mile away.

      For June it was awfully humid.  Her khaki pants and linen jacket stuck to her skin like wet tissue paper.  Once she updated Father Mike on the girls’ progress she’d head back to her apartment, take a nice cool shower, and maybe curl up with a good book.

      She walked around to the side of the church and headed toward the rectory.  That’s when she heard a funny popping sound, followed by a crash.  Peyton hurried toward the house, telling herself it was nothing.  Father Mike had probably just broken a glass or something.

      “Father Mike?” she called out.  Most of his windows were open, so she assumed he’d hear her.  When she reached the porch steps, she peered through the screen door and froze.

      There he was, lying face up on the kitchen floor, shattered glass strewn around him.  Several carnations lay scattered among the broken glass.

      The first thing she thought was that he’d had a heart attack.  Yanking the door open she was about to step inside when she noticed the small neat hole in the middle of his forehead.  It looked more like the peep hole in her apartment door than a bullet hole, except for the blood seeping out from beneath his head.

      “Oh my God,” she gasped when she got her breath back, having no idea what to do.  Suddenly a man emerged from the shadows.  A huge man with hard, cold, beady eyes, thinning blond hair and a thick mustache.  He was pointing a gun directly at her chest.

      Opening her mouth to scream, nothing came out.  So instead, she flung her purse at him and ran toward the side door to the church.

      She ran in a zigzag fashion, the way she’d seen people do on television shows when they were being shot at.  And she was definitely being shot at.  She heard the bullets as they sailed past her head.  One hit the steel door just as she opened it.  Screaming, she kept on running.

      Although it was still light outside, it was dark inside the church, but Peyton knew her way around by heart.  Running down a long, narrow hallway she took the stairs leading to the basement.  Opening the door to one of the storage rooms, she quickly slipped inside and closed the door behind her.  Dodging what felt like a metal bucket with a mop, she climbed behind some boxes and dropped low to the floor.

      Seconds later she heard voices coming from the stairwell.  So, there was more than one man after her.  At least two.  Her heart pounded viciously in her chest, and her hands shook so badly she was afraid they’d discover her hiding place by the amount of vibrations she was making.  And if they found her, she was sure they would kill her.

      She had to stay alive.  First, she concentrated on slowing down her breathing, then she tried to think.  If she managed to escape, where would she go?  The first thing she needed to do was to call the police, of course.

      Suddenly, the door squeaked open and she saw a faint trace of light on the concrete floor a few feet away.  The sounds of footsteps came nearer.

      “I don’t know where she went, Frankie.  I can’t see a damn thing.”  The man’s voice was harsh and raw sounding.  “And I can’t find the light switches.”

      “Just shut up and keep looking.”  The second man’s voice rang with command.

      “For the light switches, or the girl?”

      “Both, you idiot.”

      Someone kicked one of the boxes she was hiding behind.  Squeezing her eyes tightly shut she bit back a scream.  Someone kicked it again.  She stayed perfectly still.  Eyes closed, she was crouched on the floor, the muscles in her legs aching as she tried to hold herself in position.

      A few seconds later, she heard the footsteps grow more distant.  Peyton peeked out of one eye.  Apparently, the men had left the storage room, but had left the door open.  Still, she didn’t move, and she was afraid to breathe.

      Occasionally she heard noises, probably more boxes being moved and kicked in another storage room, but for the most part it was pretty quiet.

      She thought about making a run for it, but for some reason her legs wouldn’t move.  As she trembled, fearful images built in her mind and knotted her insides.  What if they saw her?  What if she weren’t fast enough to get away this time?  Maybe she should just stay put.  They might get tired of looking for her and leave.

      But what if they found the light switches?  There would be no hiding then.  And besides, she’d seen one of the men.  They weren’t just going to leave her behind.  They were going to keep looking for her.  And when they found her . . .

      She couldn’t bear to think about the consequences.  Quickly coming to a decision, she crept along the wall, made her way to the doorway, and peered around the corner.  But it was too dark to see anything, and she had no idea where the men were.  Standing, she listened for them.  Then, not hearing anything, she tiptoed quietly toward the stairs.

      “There she is!” one of them yelled.  A bullet zinged past her and hit the wall to the stairwell.

      Peyton took the steps two at a time, thankful she’d worn sneakers.  At the top of the stairs she ran around a corner and down another hallway.  Seeing the door to the rectory, she prayed it wasn’t locked.  Jerking it open, she slipped inside.  With trembling fingers, she somehow managed to lock the door behind her.  Then she ran.

      She’d thrown her purse at the man in the kitchen.  The keys to her apartment were in her purse.  If she could just get to them.  Coming through the utility room, she turned the corner into the kitchen.  Poor Father Mike lay there, staring up at the ceiling, his eyes vacant, his mouth open.  She shuddered as she glanced around the kitchen through tear-blurred eyes, looking for her purse.  But there was no sign of it.  Obviously one of the men had it, and he’d soon know how to find her.

      Bringing her hands to her mouth, she muffled her whimpers.  Knowing she didn’t have time to cry, she took a deep breath and tried to compose herself.  She needed to think, but there wasn’t time for that either.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw a man coming from the church and heading toward the back of the house.  A thin, wiry man with dark, greasy hair.  She dropped to her knees so she wouldn’t be seen from the window and crawled to the living room, but just as she got there the doorknob to the front door wiggled.  She was trapped.

      Without thinking, she ran back to the utility room and down the hall leading to the church.  Flipping the deadbolt on the door, she pulled it open.

      Maybe this was her chance.  While they were busy checking the house, she could escape through the church.  She prayed there were only two men looking for her, and not a third one.

      Dropping to her knees, she crawled along the wall behind the pews and made her way to the narthex.  She looked at the large double doors and thought about going through them, then changed her mind.  Instead, she chose a side door.

      Carefully, she pushed it open and peeked her head around the corner.  When she didn’t see anyone, she ran for her life.
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      Peyton had been questioned by practically everyone she’d seen at the Forty-sixth Precinct.  Then after questioning her, they’d contacted the FBI.

      When the FBI agents arrived they’d asked her the same questions the police had.  She’d identified the two men from their mug shots.  Frank Harrington and Louie Jacobi, although they were both known by a dozen or so aliases as well.  Small time hoods, she’d been told.  Well, they hadn’t looked small time to her.  They’d murdered Father Mike, and they would have killed her, too, if she hadn’t been lucky enough to get away.

      They worked for a man by the name of Sonny Donatelli, according to the police.  A mobster of some sort, is what she’d gathered.  Peyton couldn’t help but wonder if the police knew who these guys were, why weren’t they arresting them, instead of wasting time asking her repeated questions?

      She glanced at her watch.  Ten after two.  She’d been here for hours.  She was out of tears and exhausted, and if she drank one more cup of coffee that tasted like paint thinner she was going to be sick for sure.

      She’d been in the interrogation room for so long she was starting to see spots on the dingy gray walls.  She wasn’t a criminal, so why was she locked away in this musty smelling room while the killers were running around free?

      Getting to her feet, she walked to the opposite side of the room.  Where was the one way glass she’d seen on television?  Or did they use video cameras now?  Surveying the room for a hidden camera, she started when the door opened and two men walked in.  Two different men than any she’d spoken to earlier.

      Which meant more questions.

      “Ms. Delaney?” the taller of the two said.  “I’m Detective Matthew Brozack.  I understand you’ve been through quite an ordeal.”  Detective Brozack was a pleasant looking man with silver streaked hair and pale blue eyes.  He wore jeans, a white shirt with no tie, and a tan sport coat.

      “Yes, I have,” she answered, crossing her arms.  “Have you arrested those guys yet?  I’d like to go home.”

      “Well, it’s not that simple.”  He pulled a chair out from the table and dropped into it.  The other man, who she assumed was also a police officer, stood by the door, his arms pressed to his sides as if he were at attention.  “Why don’t you have a seat, so we can talk,” Detective Brozack suggested.

      “Look, Detective, why can’t you just get the information you want to know from one of the other cops who have already questioned me.  I’m tired and I want to go home.”

      He smiled sadly at her, then looked over his shoulder at the other man.  “Bill, why don’t you get Ms. Delaney a cup of coffee?”

      Peyton’s hands shot up.  “No, please.  I’ve already had my fill.”

      He laughed.  “That bad, huh?”

      “Worse,” she admitted, not feeling the least bit guilty.  Taking a deep breath, she released it slowly.  “I can’t go home, can I?”

      “I don’t think that would be such a great idea.”

      Oh, God.  Now what?  “Why can’t you arrest them?”

      “It’s not that simple,” he said again.  “First of all, we need to find these guys.”

      Oh, great.  So they were hiding.  But she supposed she’d be hiding, too, if she’d just murdered someone.  “And then what?”

      She took a seat and only half listened as the detective went through the steps and procedures before a trial.  From everything he’d told her, she knew she’d be involved in this nightmare for a long, long time.

      “. . . and I think it would be best if we talked with Witness Protection.”

      Her mouth dropped open.  “The Witness Protection Program?”  Tears welled up in her eyes as she shook her head.

      “Ms. Delaney, listen to me.”

      “No!”  Peyton jumped to her feet, feeling as if someone were trying to strip her life from her.  What about her parents?  What about the counseling she was doing?  Jane and the other girls needed her.  So many thoughts swam through her head it was hard for her to think.  “I can’t deal with this right now.  I want to call my parents in Iowa.  They’ll come and get me--”

      “That’s not a real smart idea.”  The detective stood.  “Tell you what.  Let’s get you situated in a hotel.  You need to get some rest,” he said, placing a hand on her shoulder.  “And then we’ll talk tomorrow.”

      Peyton closed her eyes and sighed.  She didn’t want to think about tomorrow.  She just wanted to sleep.  Maybe when she woke up, she’d realize this had all been a bad dream.  Although she didn’t believe that for a minute.
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      They’d been in the stuffy hotel room for two days now.  Peyton hadn’t been permitted to call her parents, and if by chance they’d been trying to reach her they’d be worried sick by now.  They’d always been overprotective of her, since she was an only child.

      She’d had a number of babysitters in the last two days.  Usually two or three officers at a time.  A female officer always slept in the extra bed in Peyton’s room at night.  The male officers slept in the adjoining room.  And they all took turns standing guard.

      They’d furnished clothes and toiletries for her, and although she appreciated their kindness, she was sick and tired of being held prisoner.  How much longer would it take to catch those guys? she wondered.

      “Stay away from the window, please.”  This from Officer Trenton who was as bald as a cue ball.  They were on the seventh floor and the drapes were pulled shut
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