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Prologue




Talia breathed a sigh a relief as she walked home from school. The day hadnt been quite as bad as it could have been. Only a few girls had made fun of her clothes. No one had mentioned Monette. She clenched her teeth and hugged the tattered book sack to her worn pink shirt. There was always tomorrow. Each day was an obstacle course. No different from all the days shed experienced in her fourteen years.

A lanky boy the color of nutmeg strolled out of a trash-strewn dirt alley and onto the cracked sidewalk. Derrick Guillory wore a blue T-shirt under a denim jacket and a pair of faded blue jeans. He folded his arms across his chest. At fifteen, his body showed signs of developing into a well-muscled adult male.

Hey, wait up.

Talia stopped and turned around. Derrick and she had been buddies since elementary school. Shed been with her second foster family at the time. Now that she was back with her mother again, the last thing she needed was for him to follow her home. There was no telling what she would find. Monette might be high again, hanging out with her no-good friends or in one of her paranoid fits.

Ive got to get home fast. Talia tried to go around him, but he blocked her path.

He grinned at her. His topaz eyes sparkled with mischief. No problem. Im on the track team, remember?

Sure, you braggin every chance you get. Now go home. Talia covered her anxiety with sarcasm. She prayed hed get insulted and leave.

His dark eyes narrowed for an instant in anger. He studied her for a second until his expression changed into one of concern. Whats wrong? I better go with you.

You bein real dumb today, aint ya? Okay, Ill spell it out. Leave me alone. Talia glared at him with her chin up. She whirled around and hurried off. Please dont follow me.

Sure. Ill see you later, he called after her.

Talia did not answer him. She ran around a corner and down Laroux Lane, a fancy name that did not fit the dusty road. She climbed up the steps of the house. A couple of cheap chairs from a discarded dinette set sat on either end of the back porch. She was grateful none of her mothers so-called friends were perched on them today.

Im home. Talia let go of the broken strap and dropped the book sack down on the breakfast table.

When there was no answer, she swore softly. Once again Monette had walked off, leaving the door open. They had little to steal, but Monettes no-good pals would take anything not nailed down. Still Talia felt relief mixed with anger. At least she might actually get homework done. Then she heard a thump.

Monette?

She went through the kitchen and into the living room. Talia was halfway across the room when the man stood up from the sofa. She spun around, then froze. Earl Glasper leered at her. Hed been her mothers lover off and on for the last three years and he was trouble. Dressed in Tommy Hilfiger jeans and white shirt, he still had the look of a street thug in expensive clothes.

Your mama stepped out a minute. Earl walked toward her. The chunky gold bracelet on his nut brown wrist and matching necklace flashed as he moved. Sit down. I was just gonna watch some television.

Im going to spend the night with a friend. Talia backed up. Just tell her Ill call later.

Earl nodded slowly. His gaze swept her from head to toe. Got you a boyfriend already, huh? Aint surprised. You one fine little lady.

Talia tugged at the short plaid skirt she wore. Earl always had a way of making her feel exposed. See ya.

Earls slow, easy manner vanished. He crossed the space between them in two long strides and caught her wrist. Why you runnin off? I got more than any kid can give you.

Let go of me! Talia tried to yank free, but his grip tightened. She gasped when his free hand rubbed her thigh and went up her skirt.

You a younger, sweeter version of your mama. Earl pulled her against his chest. Ive seen you hangin round that little chump Derrick. You ready for a man, baby.

Talia struggled to get free. Earl only seemed amused by her attempts. When he pressed his wet lips against her neck Talia shrieked. The hand he stuck under her skirt fingered the fabric of her panties.


What the hell goin on here?

Monette stood in the door leading to the kitchen, one hand on her hip. She wore a dark red knit dress that clung to her voluptuous figure. Her long auburn hair was swept up.

Earl let go of Talia abruptly, causing her to stumble. Hey, girl. I was just

Talia sank to the floor and covered her ears with both hands, trying to block out the ugliness. She wanted it all simply to go away. Monette and Earl took no notice of her muted sobs as she huddled in a corner.

Dont bother lyin. Monette took a small gun from her purse. Now I got another reason to shoot your ass.

What you talkin bout, baby? Stop actin crazy. Earl backed away with both hands raised. I was just playin with the kid.

Uh-huh. Like I believe that. Monette pointed the gun at him and walked closer.

Look, shes almost grown and knows how to tease a dude. What you expect? You was the same way at her age. Earl lifted a shoulder. He smiled at Monette. Now come on, sugar. Dont be like that.

I got your sugar right here, you bastard. I know you been sellin folks out, Earl. Monette glared at him.

What? Earl blinked hard at her.

Yeah, I found out. Monette spat out the words.

Stop talkin crazy. I aint done nuthin like that. His chest rose and fell faster as he spoke. Yet he continued to gaze at her as though they were having a simple chat.

Maybe Ill just tell Carlo and the other dudes on the street. Let them handle your ass.

You dont know what you sayin, girl. Earl didnt lose the smile, but it seemed to stretch tight across his broad features.


You aint dealin coke to get those fancy clothes and gold chains. Monette panted, her face twisted with anger. You the reason I spent eighteen months in parish prison.

Dont be stupid. Somebody been lyin on me. Earls hand shot out, and he grabbed for the gun.

Get off me! Monette tried to jerk back, but Earl clamped a beefy hand around her wrist. She screamed when he slammed his fist against her head with his other hand.

You got nerve pullin a gun on me, he said through clenched teeth.

Monette raked her long acrylic nails down his neck. Earl howled in rage. The two twirled around in a circle, fighting for control of the gun. Talia shrank against the wall, her eyes wide with horror. She jumped when the gun went off. Earl yelled a profanity and punched Monette again. A second shot sounded, this time muffled. Both of them seemed suspended for a second. Then, in what seemed like slow motion, Earl fell to his knees. He bent double until his forehead touched the hardwood floor.

They both stared at the motionless figure. The violent man looked like a helpless child. His blood formed an oval that grew by the second. Talia knew the rough times shed been through already were nothing compared to what would come. Monette and Talia started when the front door flew open. Derrick looked at them, then at Earl.

I heard the shot. Lemme help, he said.

Monette scooped up her purse where it had fallen on the floor during the struggle. She stuffed the gun inside it. You saw anybody else out there?

No, but

Get her down to Miz Roses house on Kingfish Street. You know where Im talkin bout? Monette said to Derrick.

Yeah.

Then get back here. I cant move him by myself, she ordered.

Derrick rubbed his hands together. But

Get goin before somebody show up, boy! Monette barked.

He led Talia out of the house, murmuring reassurances to her. Neither of them looked at Earl as they left. The fifteen-minute walk to her former foster mothers home seemed to take forever. Talia trembled each time a car approached, sure the police had tracked them down. Derrick squeezed Talias hand hard at the sight of Miss Roses cheery yellow wood frame house. Miss Rose came to the door, wiping her hands on a dish towel. When she saw Talias expression, Miss Rose unlatched the screen door fast.

My Lord, child. Whats happened now?

Miss Monette aint feelin too good, Derrick said. Can Talia

Come on in here, baby. I got some clothes that oughta fit you. Doggone shame the way that woman lives, Miss Rose muttered to herself. She started toward a back bedroom.

Wait! Talia called out, as Derrick started to leave. She followed him onto the front porch, glancing over her shoulder to make sure they were alone. Whats going to happen?

Dont worry, he said quietly. Ill take care of it.

But what if

Just go on and let Miz Rose get you somethin to eat. Derrick took off his jacket and put it around her shoulders. Its gonna be alright.

Talia shivered, but not because of the brisk fall evening. Derrick gave a quick nod of encouragement before he strode off into the gathering dusk. They had shared many secrets since childhood. They would never dare to whisper this secret again. Not even to each other.









    

Chapter 1




I have an appointment with Senator Collins, Talia said crisply.

Ill let him know youre here, Ms. Marchand, the young blond secretary said with a professional smile.

Talia did not sit down. She waited another twenty minutes before she was shown into his office. With no trace of the irritation she felt in her expression, Talia extended a hand to him and smiled widely. Senator Collins, his hair silvery gray, was a tall man. The senior senator was known to be ultraconservative. He was also famous for his acerbic wit, mainly aimed at feminists and minorities. Both in private circles, of course. She had her work cut out for her, but Talia was ready. Half the battle was knowing your opponent much better than he suspected. Though leaning toward the right on a number of issues herself, Talia found him hard to stomach.

Senator, I very much appreciate your taking time to see me, Talia said.

Nonsense. Im here to serve the people of my district, Ms. Marchand. Sit down, please. Drink? Senator Collins nodded to his chief aide. Felicity Allgood stood at attention, waiting to do his bidding.


Bottled water is fine. Thanks. Talia accepted the bottle of Kentwood Spring Water Felicity handed her. Congratulations on getting funds for the highway project. Pork barrel project was a more accurate description.

Thank you. Im very pleased that my esteemed colleagues saw the light. Senator Collins wore a crooked grin. They both knew hed called in political favors to get what he wanted.

She smiled back at him. Yes. Which of course means much needed jobs.

Nonunion jobs so hardworking people can feed their children, he replied in his best politicians tone.

Exactly. Putting children first is the reason we need child welfare reform. A substantial percentage of juvenile and adult offenders are products of a flawed foster care system. Talia performed a neat segue into the reason for her visit.

The government interferes in family life too much, Ms. Marchand. Speeding up the process of separating biological parents from their children

Parents who have consistently shown an inability or unwillingness to make a safe home for their children, Senator. Were not talking about railroading parents, Talia cut in smoothly.

Throwing money at the problem is a liberal failing. I would have thought your outfit wouldnt advocate such an approach. Senator Collins took a sip of pineapple juice from the bottle Felicity provided.

The National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges address that issue as well. Talia nodded. She gave a concise summary of costs as calculated by a council task force.

I see. Senator Collins waved a hand at his aide when the young woman pointed to her wristwatch. Im sure you brought a report for me.


Talia took out a blue folder with the councils justice scales logo on it. Yes. Please dont hesitate to give me a call if you have questions.

In short order she made one last pitch, inquired about his wife and kids, and made her exit. She removed her cell phone from the leather briefcase. Talia glanced around. She found a spot away from a clump of people.

Hi, I just left his office. Pompous as usual. Yes, call the good senator and remind him he needs help on the farm subsidy bill. Thanks.

She flipped the tiny phone closed and put it away. Talia smiled to herself as she proceeded on her way. Lobbying Congress for nonprofit advocacy organizations was part of her atonement. She made a substantial salary as a highly paid political consultant for three large insurance and pharmaceutical companies. Not that she was at all ashamed of her work for them. Still, taking on the cause of foster care reform had hit close to home. Shed shunned any kind of social work or social services profession. Instead shed taken business and public policy courses in college. Talia had always meant to follow the money. Yet influence and control were just as important to her. As she walked purposefully down the halls of the Capitol Complex, she mentally ran through her list of appointments for the day. As usual she made time to schmooze with congressional staffers along the way. A tall man the color of mahogany waved to her. Jarrod Thompson worked in the Department of Justice, one of a legion of sharp young lawyers. He was ahead of the pack since he had an MBA and spoke four languages. All her friends said they were the perfect power couple.

Hello, Ms. Get-things-done. Got time for me?

Sure, Ive always got time for you. Talia beamed at him. Jarrod had helped her out more than once.


Im talking purely social. No pumping me for inside tidbits to help your clients. Jarrod wagged a long forefinger at her.

Agreed. Besides, I dont need anything right now, Talia added with an impish grin.

Sure, sure. You only lust after my mind, Jarrod quipped.

Dont forget those killer contacts, Talia shot back.

Jarrod put a hand on her elbow as they exited one crowded hallway into another. So how has your day been so far?

Packed, but Im on schedule. Talia glanced at her Seiko sterling silver watch. Ive got a two oclock with Representative Westin. The honorable House member from Montana is being difficult.

Im sure youll handle him. What about B. Smiths?

Perfect. I Talia stopped short. It cant be, she murmured.

A tall, imposing figure rose head and shoulders above the crowd around him. His smoky topaz eyes gazed straight into hers. With at least twenty feet between them, she felt the impact of his presence. She hadnt seen him in at least five years. Distance in neither space nor time had lessened his effect on her. Six feet four inches tall, Derrick Guillory radiated power. His hair was longer than shed ever seen it before. The tight dark bronze curls lay in waves combed back from his face. He wore a light tan suit and crisp white shirt, with a silk tie the color of vintage burgundy. The suit coat stretched across a broad chest and shoulders. Derrick stood against the wall allowing the flow of humanity to pass him by. More than a few women turned to give him a second look. Derrick caused a stir without noticing. His electric gaze never left Talias face.


Whoa, whats up with this? Jarrod stared at her, then followed her gaze. Talia, you look like a ghost just popped up in the crowd.

Hes real enough, she whispered.

Talia could have added an unwelcome one. Except that the tingle spreading up her spine felt pleasant. Derrick brought the good and the bad with him, as always.

What? Jarrod looked at her.

Nothing, Talia mumbled low. She brushed a hand across her brow.

Jarrod frowned as he continued to scan the crowd. He moved closer to her protectively. If its someone you dont want to see, then lets get out of here.

As if he sensed what was about to happen, Derrick strode forward. He moved with the grace of a seasoned running back, easily shortening the distance between them.

Jarrod caught sight of Derrick seconds later and walked in front of Talia.

Okay, this brother obviously doesnt see me. Ill make sure he does, Jarrod said.

Wait, I know Talia tried to moved around him, but a large woman bumped into her.

Hello. Derricks basso voice rolled out like quiet thunder. Talia, he said simply.

Talia stepped from behind Jarrod a bit breathless, but not from being jarred by the solid, fleshy woman. Hello, Derrick.

You know each other? Jarrod said in a flat voice.

From home, in Louisiana, she said slowly. Derrick Guillory, this is Jarrod Thompson.

Talia stared at Derrick. The strong line of his jaw made him look like a man both dangerous and exciting. The muscular frame encased in expensive fabric made him look like a beautiful African warrior prince dressed in Western clothes.


Hi. Jarrod did not look pleased, but he stuck out his hand anyway.

Hello. Derrick shook it briefly. Both men seemed eager to break contact.

An old friend from home, huh?

Derrick looked Jarrod straight in the eyes. A slow, easy smile spread across his face. We go back a long, long way.

Is that right? Jarrod tightened his hold on Talias arm. What brings you to the big city?

Business, Derrick said shortly, then glanced at Talia. Your office said youd be with Senator Collins. I took a chance I would catch you before you left.

Oh. Talia could not stop looking into his eyes.

Were on our way to another meeting, Jarrod put in.

Talia snapped out of her reverie. Let me catch up with you later, Jarrod.

But you know these folks dont like to be kept waiting, Jarrod said with an edge to his tone.

Im sure you can answer all their questions. Ill call you, Talia said pointedly.

Fine, Ill call you later. Tonight. Remember, we have plans later this week. Jarrod strode away, looking back over his shoulder at them.

Talia watched him leave through narrowed eyes. His possessiveness rubbed her nerves raw. Shed set him straight soon enough. Right, she tossed after him.

I get the feeling your friend was talking about more than a meeting, Derrick rumbled. He wore an impassive expression.

Talia faced him. How did you find me so easily? She swept a hand out. This place is like a maze.

Im an investigator. Im good at finding people. He smiled, revealing dazzling white teeth against his smooth, brown skin.


The effect of such a stunning contrast made Talia gasp. She looked away from his face to recover. I see.

She didnt really see at all. Talia struggled with conflicted emotions. Part of her wanted to ask more about him and why he had made it a point to find her. At the same time she didnt want to know. Shed run from him and Louisiana years ago. Yet no one had made her feel safe and cared for the way Derrick could. The only exception had been Mama Rose. Between the two of them theyd brought her through a dark and scary period in her life.

I talked to Miss Rose last week. Im glad shes doing better.

Talia looked at him sharply. She trembled from the chill that spread through her. Like Mama Rose, he could read her.

Im sorry I didnt get to see you when you visited three months ago, Derrick added, when Talia didnt speak.

I was really busy. She looked away from his gaze.

They both knew shed had no intention of looking him up.

I need to talk to you, Derrick said, and closed a large hand over her wrist.

Talia looked down at the way his long fingers wrapped around her flesh. His touch sent heat up her arm and into her heart. Memories rushed in on her.

Please, she murmured, her thoughts far from talking with him. Not here.

Of course not here, Talia, Derrick replied. Come on. We can go to B. Smiths. He pulled her gently, yet firmly along with him.

No, I Talia stammered, her voice barely audible to her own ears above the noisy crowd.

She didnt want him bringing Rougon or the past into her life in Washington, D.C. Yet his hold on her was more than physical. Shed avoided him for years for this very reason. Now Talia realized how foolish shed been in her confidence. Shed convinced herself her adolescent need for protection and love explained his potent effect on her. After all these years she wanted to lay him down, burned to feel his lean, hard body stretched atop hers. Once they were outside, Derrick hailed a taxi. They were inside and pulling away from the curb before she knew it.

I hear youve practically conquered this city. At least thats what Miss Rose says. Derrick stretched one arm across the seat behind her.

Talia cleared her throat. She resisted the urge to snuggle in the shelter of his embrace. Well, you know Mama Rose likes drama.

Shes just proud of her baby girl, and with good reason. Youve got a great reputation. My boss kept hearing your name in meetings.

Really? Talia inched away from him to further clear her head. What are you doing here anyway?

We Derrick broke off when the taxi came to a stop. Here you go, keep the change. He handed the fare to the driver.

Talia followed him inside the elegant restaurant. A handsome young man greeted them with a big smile.

Hello. Table for two?

Yes, Derrick replied.

He led them through the large dining room to a smaller, more intimate section. They were seated at a table with fresh Louisiana irises. B. Smiths boasted the finest nouveau soul cuisine in the city and featured Louisiana-inspired entres.

Tony will be your waiter. Ill give you time to look over the menu. What would you like to drink?

Talia ordered diet soda and Derrick ordered sweetened iced tea. Youre still hooked on sugar.


Yeah, I guess I should cut back in my old age. Derrick grinned as he opened his suit jacket. He patted his flat stomach. Gotta keep fit.

Talia took in the outline of his hard body beneath the fine cotton shirt. I dont think you have to worry just yet.

Tony appeared with their drinks. Talia felt absurdly grateful for the interruption. She gulped down the cold soda, hoping it would cool her off. Okay, try to remember youre not a horny sixteen-year-old now. After they ordered, Derrick blasted her attempts by turning on the full strength of his presence. He gazed at her with an expression of intense, caring interest.

How are you doing? He leaned toward her, one hand on the back of her chair.

She glanced away. Not bad. I dont exactly run the nations capital. The president and Congress have some say, she joked, hoping to deflect the real question in his eyes.

At least they think they do, again according to Miss Rose. Derricks sensuous lips curved up.

I divide my time between chasing a dollar and helping a few folks who dont have big money muscle. Talia lifted a shoulder. Makes me feel less guilty about helping low people in high places.

Bull, you care about people. You always have, Derrick said with quiet force. I thought youd be a nurse or a social worker.

And take a vow of poverty? Not hardly. I had my fill of being poor and downtrodden, thank you very much, she said bitterly.

Derrick closed a large hand over one of hers. You made it out, baby, he said softly. Its okay.

Talia stared into his clear, dark eyes and almost got lost. She pulled back with great effort. Ive got a good life, she said too quickly.


Youve got a lot of friends to stand by you. That Jarrod guy for one. Derrick let go of her hand and picked up his glass.

Jarrod was one of the first people who helped me in this town. Hes a real nice person, Talia said. She shot a sideways glance at him.

Derrick nodded. I like the way he jumped to protect you. Hes alright. But you dont need to be protected from me, Talia.

I never told him anything, just that Im from Louisiana and a little about Mama Rose. Talia swirled the straw around in her glass.

He sighed and put down his glass. Im not talking about him. Ive been in town three days. I debated looking you up.

Derrick, it wasnt you. Talias voice trailed off.

I know. You needed a clean break. Derrick stared at his strong hands clasped together. Things were rough.

But we both made it through, she murmured. All that is behind us now.

Is it? He looked at her.

Yes, Talia said vehemently. Over and done with years ago.

Lately Ive been thinking about those days.

Dont, she said. Youre not responsible.

Monette wrote to me four months ago, Talia. Shes got a new lawyer.

Shes always getting a new lawyer. Another scam, a new scheme. Same old Monette.

I thought you two didnt keep in touch. Derrick looked at Talia steadily.

I get a letter now and then from my half sister. Talia frowned. I tried to tell her about Monette. Shes too young to remember. Her adoptive parents are great people. But Alyssa had this need to find her biological parents.


And you. She wanted to find her sister and brother, Derrick said.

Yeah, finding Karl was easy since he was always in jail, Talia retorted.

He had it bad, too, Derrick said.

So have other people. They didnt hold up convenience stores because of it. Talia wore a hard expression.

Okay, youve got a good point. But, Talia

I really dont want to talk about him, or anything connected to that part of my life. She glanced around as she cut him off.

I only wanted to spend time with you beforeLets have dinner tonight. Theres something you need to know before it hits the newspapers.

Here we are!

The waiter stood at the table with two large dinner plates on a tray. He set them down in front of Talia first, then Derrick. Talia had completely lost her interest in lunch. A sick queasy feeling of dread lay in her stomach like a rock.

Enjoy. Need anything else? Are we good? Tony smiled at them.

Were fine, thanks, Derrick said. He watched the waiter leave, then turned back to Talia.

The grave expression on his handsome face gave Talia chills. Why the big mystery?

Ive been talking to Monette for the past six months. I think you need to know whats going on. And no, she didnt ask me to tell you.

Talia gave a small, cynical laugh. The rock in her stomach crumbled. She was on familiar ground. Like I said, one of Monettes schemes. Okay, dinner it is then.

Good. Derrick nodded and lowered his voice as he leaned even closer. But its not what you think. Ill tell you this much, theres a good chance Monette will get out of prison. It may take another five months, but itll happen.

Ive heard that before, but whatever, Talia replied. She picked up her fork. I refuse to let her ruin a great lunch.

Despite her words, Talia did not eat much of her spinach salad. She glanced at her watch. Before she spoke, Derrick got the waiters attention. Within minutes hed paid for the meal, left Tony a generous tip, and escorted her out of the restaurant.

Theres a great Chinese restaurant called City Lights of China. Ill meet you there at about

You dont want me to know where you live. Derrick gazed at her with sadness in his dark eyes.

I just thought it would be easier with both of us having a long day and Talias voice faded, and she sighed.

Its okay. We can meet there, he said quietly.

Talia fumbled in her purse for a business card and pen. She wrote on the back of it. Heres the address.

Derrick didnt take it. I said its okay.

I didnt mean Talia stepped closer and placed the card in his hand.

Ill meet you at seven-thirty tonight. Still Derrick closed his large hand around hers and took the card.

Talia swallowed hard. The years rolled away, and she could see them together, two teenagers seeking comfort from a harsh world. The scent and sound of the bayou rushed back to her. She could almost hear the musical blending of crickets and cicadas in the sultry Louisiana summer twilight. A strong memory of the smell of gardenias in bloom hit her. They had sat on Miss Roses gallery many a night staring at the stars for hours in silence. Then suddenly he would wrap an arm around her. He would always be there to protect her. No one and nothing could change what was between them. Yet the fear and embarrassment her mother caused had only grown. At seventeen Talia had gotten her way out. She won a scholarship to a high school in Natchitoches, Louisiana, for academically gifted teens. Derrick had known the day she got on the Greyhound bus to leave Rougon that she was running away from him as well. He never said a word, but he knew. Shed seen it in his eyes as he stood watching the bus pull away. The next year Derrick had left town to attend a community college.

Derrick got into a cab and waved once. He gazed at her as it drove away. Talia tried to push down the rise of an old fear. She should have known this day would come.



Three hours later she sat in the conference room with six other staffers of Gallagher and Associates. Even on a Friday afternoon they were hard at it. Peter Gallagher liked to start out every week with a strategy session and pep talk. He ended the week with a postmortem. Both were prime reasons his firm got results on the Hill. Eileen Vargas rattled off figures shed discussed with congressional aides. The petite brunette slapped her leather portfolio closed.

I think its dead in the water. Hell, youve seen the news stories. Television stories that show little old ladies taking long bus rides to Mexico for cheap medicine. She shrugged. Im good, but Im not that good. Her remark brought laughter.

I hear ya. Our clients already look like a bunch of callous money-grubbers, Bill Elliot chimed in. His Texas drawl, though softened after years in Washington, was still evident.

Big insurance companies are callous money-grubbers, Jasmine Hellinger spoke up. She was the firms liberal conscience. She tossed her long, intricately braided auburn hair. Her cocoa brown face was pretty despite her deep frown of distaste.

Yeah, but its our job to convince people theyre not, Eileen replied with a wink.

Real nice, Jasmine muttered.

Lets be fair. The Association of Insurers donates a lot of green to charities. And their employees are number one in volunteerism, Bill said.

Sure. After they help people become homeless, they serve them warm gruel at soup kitchens around the country. How giving of them! Jasmine retorted.

We all need insurance, Jas, Eileen put in, and took a sip of kava juice from a bottle.

Right, right. Jasmine waved a hand.

They went on to another subject. Talia moved the swivel chair in half circles and paid token attention. She did manage to jump in with her own report of the week when it was her turn. Peter listened intently as she spoke. The others asked a few questions. Talia finished up with a summary of her meeting with Senator Collins. The others went on discussing strategy and the latest political rumors that might affect their lobbying efforts. Talia tried to take an interest. Instead she stared out the window, her thoughts hundreds of miles and a life away.

Whats got that faraway look in your eye, Talia? Pete rocked back in his chair. His green eyes gazed at her over long fingers that formed a steeple. You should be on top of the world.

Talia snapped out of her trance and blinked at him. Its been one heck of a long week. Guess the fallout is catching up with me. Too little sleep and too much bad coffee.

Maybe you want to take time off. If you need to go home again, let me know. Pete studied her with a concerned expression.


Im fine. Talia shook her head. Thanks anyway.

Glad to hear it. But you might still get a trip home. Youll be interested in our new clients. Pete wore a wide grin. The Louisiana Association of District Attorneys, the Louisiana State Police, and the Louisiana Association of Trial Lawyers.

So thats why hes in town, Talia said in an undertone.

What? Pete blinked at her curiously.

Nothing, nothing, Talia said quickly.

Derrick worked as an investigator for the Pointe Coupee Parish District Attorney. Hed been with that office for at least six years. Pete described how theyd contacted him. Talia didnt listen. All she could think of was Derricks collusion in Monettes latest plot. The last thing Talia needed was Monette messing with her life again. Derrick had a misplaced need to rescue women in distress. In this case the woman in question had a long rap sheet, a drug problem, and enjoyed using people until their lives were ruined. Talia clenched both hands into fists.

Damn him! Talia whispered.







    

Chapter 2




The words new clients had gotten the attention of her colleagues. All were young, ambitious, and loved jumping into new assignments. Jasmines hazelnut eyes sparkled with interest. Eileen stopped in the middle of teasing Bill and leaned both elbows on the table.

Defense attorneys usually fight whatever the other two want, Jasmine put in. Strange bedfellows as the old saying goes.

Yeah, whats up with that? Eileen looked at Pete.

Theyre interested in changing mandatory drug-sentencing laws, but for very different reasons, Pete said. District attorneys want to ease prison crowding and clogged court dockets. The defense attorneys feel the law targets minorities and is therefore discriminatory.

Touchy issue. President Bush certainly doesnt want to be accused of being soft on drug dealers. Bill rubbed his jaw.

Neither does Congress, Eileen added.

Long shot, Jasmine said tersely.

While Pete continued talking, Talias mind spun with the new information. Derrick knew more about her mothers push to get out of prison than hed let on.

Monette had been arrested with over a kilo of high-grade cocaine six months after that awful night. Talia had been in the courtroom as they read the sentence. While her maternal aunts wailed at the forty-year sentence, Talia showed no emotion. In truth shed been numb for six months. Still she restrained herself from showing how she really felt, that Monette was finally getting what she deserved.

Jasmine leaned over to her. Girlfriend, you look like someone just put a big fat bug on your salad plate and asked you to taste it. Tell me whats going on, she said quietly.

Talia massaged her temples. Ive got a headache. Nothing a couple of Advil wont cure.

Shed grown as close to Jasmine as she had to anyone in her life. Yet there was a part of Talia no one could share. Not in this new and improved life of hers. Derrick had ridden into town like a Creole cowboy dragging trouble with him.

So thats about it. Okay, Marchand. This is right up your alley. Pete swung his chair to face her. And Im sure Jasmine is eager to lend you a hand.

You know it, Jasmine said promptly.

What? Talia said sharply. Ive got my hands full, Pete. Besides, I dont care if scumbag drug dealers rot in prison. She could not keep the bitterness from her tone.

Her stomach twisted as she fought the darkness that threatened to swallow her up. Sometimes at two in the morning she still had nightmares from her childhood. Except these dreams were based in reality. Suddenly she would be five years old again and shivering in the cold on a filthy mattress. Talias hand shook as she massaged her temples again.

Hey, babe. Its okay. Eileen poured her a glass of cold grapefruit juice. Drink up.


Talia glanced around to find them gazing at her in surprise. Sorry, she said in a strangled voice, and took a long drink.

If you feel so strongly about the issue, then Ill hand it off to someone else.

Pete stared at her hard. Despite what most people thought they knew about Gallagher and Associates, their boss was moderate in his political views. He liked to think of himself as a commonsense conservative, not slavish to the party line. In fact he infuriated many conservatives by landing too far left for their tastes on certain issues. Which explained their eclectic client list. Talia knew what he was thinking.

I should keep an open mind until I hear all the facts. Well, I know them already.

Really? Read this first. I made copies for everyone. Pete liked his top staff to know about every assignment. He believed it made them a better team. Look at those examples and tell me if you feel the same.

Jasmine flipped open the first page of the blue folder. She tapped a forefinger on the photocopy of a newspaper article. I read about this kid. She gets hooked up with the wrong boyfriend in college. When he gets caught with drugs, he rolls on her. Result?

Here we go, Bill muttered as he rolled his eyes. She gets to rant about men and conservatives.

Even better, conservative men, Eileen said with a grin.

He gets off with a slap on the wrist and she gets a life sentence for drug and gun smuggling. Jasmine slapped the table hard. Low-down dog!

Excuse me, but little Miss Debutante knew he was dealing on the side. Talia held up a hand to stop Jasmines protest. Ill save my tears this time, okay?

She shouldnt serve a life sentence for being young and stupid. Jasmine leaned forward. Most of these cases involve poor, minority kids.

Talia glanced away from the intense young womans gaze. Mama Rose had said the same thing about Monette time after time. Go to it then. Save all those little idiots from themselves.

Pete sat straight and looked Talia in the eye. Certainly Jasmine will help on this one. But its you they want, Talia. The DA from your hometown specifically mentioned your reputation.

A nasty suspicion took root as Talia drummed her fingers on the leather chairs arm. I dont know the man, she said in a curt tone.

He knows you or at least your work, Pete replied. He flipped through the report. And he wants help dealing with the state legislature as well.

Louisiana isnt known for being liberal on law and order issues. The legislature defeated a bill just this year to reduce sentences for several nonviolent crimes. Talia frowned.

Is that right? Pete propped both elbows on the table.

Talia nodded. In fact, this is a reversal of their position. But then it might make sense.

Hows that? Eileen asked.

A number of legislators, even some hard cases, have said building more jails isnt the answer. Talia lifted a shoulder. I have to say they surprised me with that one.

Lock em up, and let em rot? Is that really how you feel? Jasmine asked.

No, but Talia cleared her throat. Look, maybe this young woman needs a break.

Shes one of many, Jasmine said.

Im really busy. Besides, Jas here is damn good. She can handle it. Talia smiled at her.

Hell yeah I can. Jasmine nodded. But you know Louisiana politics and all the nuances.


I havent lived there in over ten years. Talia tapped a forefinger on the smooth surface of the conference table.

But youve obviously kept up on whats happening in the state, Pete said. Jasmine is right on target. That kind of insight is invaluable.

Talia pressed her lips together too late. Nice going, big mouth! She was backed into a corner. Her colleagues would wonder if she continued to fight on this one.

Fine, Talia said with a tight smile.

The others went on talking about the weekend. Talia spun her favorite Cross pen in a circle. She couldnt wait to see Derrick. He would get a piece of her mind for the neat little setup he had engineered.


Derrick stood in the foyer of the Chinese restaurant. He glanced several times at his watch. Relax. Youre early. Still, a knot of tension in his neck muscles wouldnt listen to logic. Shed run from him before. Maybe she wouldnt show.

Theyd grown up and not seen each other in more than five years. The last time was in the hospital when Miss Rose suffered a mild heart attack. He hadnt expected to see her. Derrick shook his head. Not true. Hed known eventually they would meet if he kept going to visit Miss Rose. Talia would never have stayed away knowing her foster mother was ill. She hadnt been happy to see him then either. Or was she? Maybe the warm spark in her beautiful brown eyes when she first saw him was all in his mind. In any event she kept her distance then just as she wanted to now. Not that he intended to rekindle a teenage flame.

Im here, Talia said over his shoulder.

Derrick started at the soft, sensuous voice and turned quickly. Talia gazed up at him. Fire started at the base of his spine when he looked into her eyes. The lovely girl was now a heart-stopping gorgeous woman of thirty. At five-foot-six, the top of her head just reached his chin. She wore dark red lipstick that made her mouth look succulent and delicious.

Talia wore a lipstick red silk shirt tucked into a matching short skirt. The soft fabric draped her lush curves to perfection. A large printed scarf was draped over her right shoulder. Her thick dark bronze hair was swept up into a French twist. Derrick had a flash of slowly taking it loose until it draped her naked shoulders. Pure, simple lust seized him. He took a step close to her and brushed his mouth against hers. Talia gave a tiny gasp, but didnt move away. She stared into his eyes as though looking for the answer to some critical question.

Derrick blinked hard, unable to take his eyes from her. You look fantastic. He swept both hands out.

I-Im a little late, sorry, she murmured.

I hadnt noticed. Derrick lifted a hand to touch her hair. He stopped when Talia tilted her head away slightly.

The headwaiter, ready and efficient, moved up with a smile. Table for two?

She cleared her throat. By the way, thats not your shade. Lets go to our table.

Derrick took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped lipstick from his mouth. Right.

Nonsmoking, Talia said to the headwaiter.

Derrick watched her stroll with her head up, hips swaying. Men turned to look despite being with dates. Though obviously surprised by his kiss, she had quickly regained her poise. He burned in a way that told him hed have trouble sleeping later. He was a fool stuck in an adolescent dream, he told himself.

Is this okay? The thin man looked at Derrick expectantly. He gestured to a table set against the wall.


Sure, he managed to get out.

They sat down and ordered drinks when their waitress arrived. Talia asked for merlot while he ordered a glass of Chinese beer. Once the woman was gone, they avoided looking at each other for several moments.

Its been a long time, Talia said finally.

Over five years, he replied.

Yes. Talia gave a slight nod.

And here we are. Derrick glanced at her.

She gazed at him steadily, both eyebrows raised. They were the same dark, communicative frames above her eyes. He recognized the expression from their childhood days. She was about to pounce.

Not by accident either.

Your boss told you. Derrick sat back as though to dodge her first jab.

Didnt think Id go back to the office I suppose.

No I

When were you planning to tell me? And Im sure this has something to do with that bit of news you shared about Monette. Talia stabbed a forefinger at him.

Only indirectly. Derrick broke off when the waitress arrived with their drinks.

Ready to order? The young woman smiled at them.

Talia ordered chicken with broccoli and Derrick ordered Szechuan beef. The waitress darted off. Seconds later Talia scowled at him.

You might try telling me the truth, Talia snapped.

Ive always been real with you, Talia. Derrick squinted at her. Name one time I lied.

She lowered her hand. Youre right. Its just Her voice trailed off and she took a sip of wine.

You think Im trying to mess up your well-ordered world. Derrick shook his head slowly. I only want the best for you. I tried to protect you back then and

You dont have to say it. Talia drew in a shaky breath.

At that moment the confident, bold woman dissolved. Talia closed her eyes briefly, then opened them and took another sip of wine. Her smooth skin seemed pale with dread as though a ghost had sat down next to her. In a way that was exactly what he represented, a haunting reminder of something shed buried long ago. Talia put down the wineglass and clasped her hands together. She seemed to pull inward to protect herself. He ached to take her in his arms, to caress away the fear.

No one will hurt you if I can help it. That includes me, Talia. I wouldnt have come under other circumstances. Derrick clenched one hand to dull the pain. I know how you feel.

Talia didnt speak for several seconds. Her expression softened when she looked at him again. Sorry. Guess I havent dealt with my issues very well.

Derrick smiled. Hey, we go back a long way. Dont worry about speaking your mind to me. You never did.

My mouth used to get me in all kinds of trouble. Her full lips lifted, a tantalizing hint of a smile.

His heart turned over at the sight. Derrick leaned close to her. Got you out of a lot of trouble, too. Remember that time I almost got caught stealing Mr. Boudreauxs figs? He came out with that old gun loaded with buckshot.

Oh yeah, Talia said. She tilted her head to one side. You and that undesirable element you hung around with almost got shot that day.

Derrick grinned at her. Poor old guy went crazy trying to keep us out of his fig trees. You popped out from the bushes with that wide-eyed innocent expression and charmed his socks off. Amazing the way he just swallowed that tale you told.

You mean about the swarm of squirrels? Mr. Boudreauxs lightbulb was short a few watts, you know.

Derrick threw back his head and laughed hard. Talia laughed with him after a second. They were wiping their eyes by the time the waitress appeared with their food. The tension between them vanished. As they ate, they shared other funny stories of childhood exploits.

Man, I never realized how bad we were until now, Derrick said. We were always into something.

Forget that we stuff. You were always into something, Derrick Guillory. Talia poked his arm.

Now that brings back painful memories. Mama would call my full name when I was in big trouble. He winced.

How is your mama? Talias voice dropped to a gentle timbre.

Pretty good. Shes in one of those subsidized housing developments. She seems to really like it. Derrick stared at his plate without seeing the food on it.

Youve taken good care of her. Talia leaned across the table to make her point.

Derrick took her hand. Thanks.

For what? Talia looked uneasy, yet she didnt pull away.

You always stuck by me when things got tough. Actually we stuck by each other. Derrick searched her face.

Talia removed her hand and picked up her wineglass. Who else was going to save your butt? Her tone was light as she looked away.

Most people said Id end up in prison like my father. But not you.


I know what its like to be judged based on your parents, Talia said softly. Even more reason that I owe you an apology.

I should have given you warning that I was in town instead of showing up like that.

Its okay, Derrick. Im glad you came.

Derrick felt a rush that left him feeling dazed. Until that moment he hadnt realized how much she meant to him. He was ridiculously happy at the simple statement.

I fought being assigned the mandatory-sentencing thing. I shouldnt base my work decisions on a bumpy childhood. Talking to you helped me work through that. Talia sat straight.

His spirits fell a notch. Glad I could help.

I did a lot to escape those days, but I left behind pleasant memories, too. Talia looked at him with emotion in her eyes. Thanks for bringing them back.

When he took her hand again she seemed at ease. Then the trip was worth it. Except

I know, the real reason youre here.

Im sorry, Talia.

Derrick was more than sorry. He wanted to kick himself for waiting so long to visit Talia. Visions of a happy reunion flashed in his head. Now he had to bring news that was sure to upset her. Shed turn away from him for good. Still, hed grown up and out of that schoolboy love thing, right? Hed moved on. Regret bit into him when her expression hardened.

Its not you. Its Monette, but then its always Monette! she said bitterly. What is she up to?

Like I said, shes trying to get out of prison on parole. But this time its different. I hear she might have a chance. Derrick pushed his half empty plate aside.

Got some rich old guy to bribe somebody? Talia retorted.


No, she has great legal representation. A project out of the Tulane Law Center is helping her. Professor James Rand and a group of law students take on select cases of inmates, Derrick said.

So Monette has been able to con them. No surprise. Shes that good.

These people arent gullible, Talia. You deal with lawyers.

Theyre professional cynics, Talia said.

He nodded. Professor Rand and his students thoroughly check out each story. Im talking months of research, interviewing people involved and reading the trial transcripts.

So theyre taking on Monettes case because? Talias eyes held a spark of interest.

Her court-appointed lawyer did a poor job from what I understand.

Thats it? Talia grunted. Half the prisons could be emptied on those grounds.

Rand has a special interest in mandatory-sentencing cases. Also, this Tulane project takes on cases where theres evidence the person is innocent.

Innocent is one word I wouldnt use to describe Monette, Talia said.

Monette says her conviction was funky, based on bogus evidence, and Rand knows it, whatever that means. Derrick lifted a shoulder.

Classic Monette Victor speak for Hold on to your wallet cause Im working a scam. Talia wore a smile empty of amusement.

I dont think so this time. Derrick held up one palm to cut off another retort. Okay, I know your mama.

No, Derrick. You dont know her the way I do. Talia stared into her empty wineglass for several seconds. She waved down the passing waitress. Another one please.

He watched her without speaking. There was no use arguing with Talia about Monette. The facts were not in Monettes favor anyway. Talia seemed to turn inward. She drew invisible circles on the red linen tablecloth. When the waitress brought a full glass of wine, she took a long drink from it. Derrick waited patiently. Finally, Talia squared her shoulders and looked at him steadily.

I cant blame her for trying anything. LCIW isnt a resort, Talia said. The Louisiana Correctional Institute for Women held some of the toughest female offenders in the state, the country even.

There must be something to what shes saying. Tulane Law Clinic doesnt take on cases just because an inmate talks a good game, Derrick replied.

Fine, I wish her well. Thanks for telling me. Talia nodded as though filing it away neatly in a special mental and emotional compartment. Now lets do justice to this wonderful meal.

Thats it? Your mother is fighting for parole on a forty-year drug sentence, and you just take the news and go on eating? Derrick lowered his voice.

If you were expecting me to book a flight and rush home for a warm family moment, get real. Talia folded her arms in a defensive posture.

No, but after so many years maybe its time for some kind of closure, some kind of resolution. If not for her, then for you.

Youve been watching too many talk shows. I cant count the number of times Monette let me down. Hell, kicked me down is more accurate.

All right, I cant argue with you on that. Derrick took a deep breath and let it out. The other thing is


Oh, happy day. More good news from home, Talia mumbled.

There might be some publicity, big-time. Monette is worried that youll be hurt when all this hits the fan. Derrick held up both hands when Talia glanced at him sharply. Like I said, she wont give more details.

Typical Monette. No normal appeal for parole for her, no maam. Talia let out a sharp laugh.

Derrick wore a half smile. Yeah. The day I visited her she was all made up. She dropped a few hints about maybe being on 20/20 or 60 Minutes.

My mother has always aspired to national fame. Notoriety on a local scale never seemed enough for her. Talia waved a hand. I can deal with it if push comes to shove.

He gazed at her with skepticism. She was taking that last bit of news too well. Really?

Talias eyes narrowed to slits. No one will connect her to me.

What about digging up too much history? he murmured.

Talias smile turned into a grimace. If she says one word to hurt you, Ill personally help them throw away the key to that damn prison cell.

Shed never do that.

Monette would turn on anyone if it suited her purpose. Talia leaned across the table. You tell her what I said!

Why dont you tell her? I think you should talk to her face-to-face. Maybe you wouldnt feel so angry.

I know what youre trying to do, but its too late.

Your mama really wants to protect you. Derrick squeezed her hand.

Shes about twenty-five years too late. Talia lifted her chin. I dont need her now.


Maybe she needs you.

Monette is good at manipulating men. Especially men with a soft spot for women in trouble, Talia said. Dont fall for her line of bull.

Im even less gullible than an army of legal sharks. Remember, I grew up hard, too. Derrick held his own demons from the past at bay.

Like I said, your one weakness is rescuing women. It can get you into deep trouble.

I take care of myself pretty well. Dont worry about me.

They gazed at each other for a long time, in silence, without moving. Talia let out an audible sigh. We have this habit of looking out for each other.

Being apart for years doesnt seem to matter, does it? he said quietly.

Theyd met in elementary school on a dusty playground. At the time Talia was in the third grade and Derrick was in the fourth. They had recognized
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