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PROLOGUE

 


 


“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN of the jury. Have you
reached a verdict?”

“Yes, Your Honor, we have.” His face somber,
the foreman handed a paper to the bailiff.

As the court officer brought the findings to
the judge, District Attorney Clayton Wainwright scanned the
courtroom. It was like a morgue. And he just didn’t get it. He’d
proven his case, and he was sure the perpetrator would be
convicted. So why was Sandra Jones, the judge, glaring at him, the
jury looking as if it were about to sentence Christ to crucifixion,
and even his own assistant acting like Clay had betrayed God?

He stole a glance at the defendant. Hell, she
looked about sixteen, not twenty-five. Long dark hair, porcelain
skin. Even a few freckles if you got up close. Her appearance just
didn’t fit with the image of the worldly anti–youth gang specialist
that she’d made a name as. Maybe that was why, right from the
start, this case had put a sour taste in everybody’s mouth.
Truthfully, Clay had had some moments of self-doubt himself. But it
was his job to prosecute her, and was in keeping with his
tough-on-crime, particularly juvenile crime, stance.

Her face blank, the judge handed the verdict
back to the bailiff who returned it to the foreman. He read aloud,
“The jury finds Bailey O’Neil guilty of Accessory After the
Fact.”

Clayton was far from elated, but she deserved
the outcome. She was guilty as hell of harboring a criminal, in
this case a teenager, knowing he’d committed murder.

He heard a gasp, and saw O’Neil grab on to
her lawyer, her complexion ashen. A hush came over the
courtroom.

Then the foreman spoke up. “The members of
the jury have a statement I’d like to read, Judge Jones, if that’s
all right.”

“I object,” Clay said, bolting out of his
chair. “This is clearly out of order.”

“Objection overruled. Sit down, Mr.
Wainwright. You got what you wanted.” The judge turned her
attention to the juror. “Go ahead, Mr. Foreman.”

He read, “While we recognize the error
committed by Ms. O’Neil, and acknowledge that the evidence is
substantial, we strongly recommend a light sentence. Ms. O’Neil has
kept kids out of gangs, as shown by the defense presented, and
she’s saved lives doing it. We applaud the good she’s done, and
believe she can do even more to stop youth gangs, given the chance.
The requisite fine is acceptable, but the two-to-five-year
imprisonment is not. We recommend a suspended sentence. “

Clay was on his feet again, but before he
could open his mouth, the judge held up her hand, palm out. “Mr.
District Attorney. Do not object. I’ve heard your arguments. I
will take the jury’s wishes under consideration. The defendant is
to remain in custody until Monday of next week, when I’ll render
the sentence. Court is adjourned.” The slap of the gavel echoed
like a gunshot in the too-silent courtroom.

What the hell was going on here? If the
defendant received a suspended sentence, it would send the wrong
message to people in general, and kids especially. To them, it
would say, “Adults will protect you when you break the law.” Clay
snapped his briefcase shut. He noticed no one congratulated him,
not even his assistant. He looked over to the defense table;
O’Neil’s attorney held her in his arms. She cried softly. Clay felt
an unwarranted spurt of guilt.

But what else was he supposed to do? A young
man had been murdered, and this newly convicted woman had harbored
the killer. When the punk had been caught and questioned, it had
slipped out that he’d hidden in the office of his “guardian angel,”
who was Bailey O’Neil, and that he’d told her what he’d done.
Still, she’d lied to the police when they questioned her about his
whereabouts. The boy later contended the murder was committed in
self-defense, but that was yet to be determined.

As soon as Clay left the building, he was
surrounded by reporters sticking microphones in his face and
flashing cameras at him. Backdropped by busy traffic sounds on the
street, a crowd had gathered on the courthouse steps. “Mr.
Wainwright, does this case affect your throwing your hat into the
ring for the Senate race this year?” one reporter asked.

Straightening his tie, Clay cleared his
throat and swallowed his doubts. “Why would it?”

“It’s no secret Bailey O’Neil has the
sympathy of people in this town.”

“The jury found her guilty. I did my part in
upholding the law, which she broke. As you know, I’m running for
the senate on a zero-tolerance-for-crime platform, in concert with
the Republican Party’s stance, particularly for teenagers. I
believe the voters want a safer city, state, nation.”

“Don’t you think this is a little like
Goliath attacking David?” another reporter shouted.

“No, I don’t.” And he didn’t. He fully
believed he was doing the right thing, even if watching Bailey
O’Neil had been tough to take. In some ways, he bought the
defense’s theory that hers was a do-gooder’s knee-jerk reaction to
protect a kid. Her lawyer had called her a “street angel” in his
closing statements.

Well, the Street Angel was going to be caged,
he guessed. It was the right thing to do. He just hoped this case
didn’t haunt him the rest of his career.
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ELEVEN YEARS LATER

 


CLAY WAINWRIGHT SLAPPED the
morning’s New York Sun down
onto his desk after reading the inflammatory letter to the editor.
“What the hell does that woman want from me?”

“Calm down, Senator.” Usually as patient as
Job, his press secretary, Mica Proust, sighed with weary
exasperation.

“I’ll calm down when our little Street Angel
has her wings clipped once and for all.” Hell, Bailey O’Neil was
still using the name she’d gotten during the trial more than a
decade ago when he’d prosecuted, and won, a case against her.

“Thorn’s coming right up.”

“Yeah, well, he won’t like this one.”
Loosening his tie, Clay unbuttoned the collar of his light blue
shirt. He’d already shed his suit coat; his temper had heated his
body and caused his blood pressure to skyrocket.

Mica gave Clay an indulgent look, like the
ones his string of nannies used to bestow on him. He didn’t
particularly appreciate the comparison. “I’m continually amazed at
the effect that woman has on you. You face the Senate Majority
Leader down without a qualm, and I’ve seen you handle angry
constituents without breaking into a sweat. But her...”

He gave the older woman a self-effacing grin.
“I know. She turns me into a raving maniac. Maybe because she got
off practically scot-free for Accessory After the Fact.”

“A year behind bars is not scot-free.” Slick
and tidy, Jack Thornton, his chief of staff, entered Clay’s office,
which was housed in the Russell Building on Capitol Hill. Thorn
took a seat on one of the two leather couches in the
mahogany-paneled room, propped his ankle on his knee, and shook his
head. “The Street Angel’s at it again, I take it.”

While Mica filled Thorn in, Clay pushed back
his chair, stood, and began to pace. He ran a frustrated hand
through his thick crop of hair as he covered the carpet. When Mica
finished, Clay started to rant again. “I have not lost my edge. I
have not caved to politics. Who the hell does she think is,
suggesting I should retire to a country home and play golf, for
God’s sake?”

“More than likely she’s pissed at you now for
blocking the funding for Guardian House in the Appropriations
Committee. “ Thorn’s voice was neutral as he studied his notes.
“And for writing those memos to the governor and her local
senators about that interactive network she’s got up and running
at ESCAPE.”

“ESCAPE!” Her anti–youth gang operation. “I’d
close it down completely if I could”

“And she knows you’d do that.”

“It’s a menace to society. The police should
deal with gang intervention. Not a social agency that coddles young
criminals.”

This was an old debate, one they were all
well-versed in.

Thorn said, “What happened eleven years ago
also remains between you.”

“That woman’s only gotten worse in the last
decade. Guardian needs to be stopped. The last thing we should be
funding is a shelter for gang kids. The money from Stewart’s new
bill should go to poor, underprivileged kids who didn’t choose a
life of crime.”

“Hey,” Mica put in, “you’re preaching to the
choir here.”

His press secretary glanced at his chief of
staff. Thorn added, “I just found out she’s throwing her weight
behind Lawson.”

“What?”

“Publicly. She told the
Sun she’d be volunteering for the
young councilman’s campaign bid for the Democratic primary for
senator next year so he can run against you in the November
election.”

“Oh, this is just great.” Clay scowled. “Get
the governor on the phone.”

“Clay.” Mica spoke gently from where she’d
gone to stand by the window that overlooked Delaware Avenue. “You
can’t afford to antagonize him again about this. He likes Bailey
O’Neil.”

“The only reason that woman has his ear is
because she helped his niece when the girl was being lured into
that gang.”

Clay saw Mica and Thorn exchange frowns this
time.

“Okay, okay, I know. She’s done some good.
She’s saved some kids. But she broke the law to do it once that we
know about, and God knows how many times she’s broken it since
then. She should be brought up on negative misprision.” Not
reporting a crime when a person knows one has been committed was
illegal.

“You already sent her to jail once.” This
from Thorn.

“I don’t like your semantics. I
didn’t send her to jail. She
went to prison for Accessory After the Fact. For a crime against
the United States of America.” He cocked his head. “If I’d needed
vindication, which I don’t think I did, the kid she harbored was
found guilty of the murder.”

“The whole thing only made her a martyr.
Groups fought to get her out early. Even the former governor was
torn.” Thorn paused. “Look Clay, you’ve got to get a handle on this
public feud with O’Neil. We can’t let that old case endanger your
chances of reelection. And of being considered for the vice
presidential nomination.”

“That’s over a year away.”

“Close enough to watch everything you do now.
In any case, your feud with O’Neil was negative publicity eleven
years ago, which you overcame by concentrating on what you’d done
to stop youth gangs as well as other juvenile crimes as a D.A. Then
we effectively buried it in the last election. You can’t let the
case resurface and get out of hand for the next one. You’ve got to
make peace with Bailey O’Neil now.”

“Hell, it’d be easier to sell her the
Brooklyn Bridge.”

“I think we should set up a meeting with her.
Better, you should call her. Ask nicely for one.”

He struggled to be rational. “When am I due
back in New York?”

Whipping out his Palm Pilot, Thorn clicked
into Clay’s schedule. “Thursday. You have a late meeting with
Homeland Security on Wednesday afternoon so you can fly out at
dinnertime.” He fiddled with some buttons. “You have a window of
time that morning before you do the ribbon cutting for the women’s
shelter. I could have Bob set up a breakfast.”

Taking in a deep breath, Clay shook his head.
“No, I’ll call her, like you said. And ask nicely.”

His phone buzzed. Mica crossed to his desk
and pressed the speaker button. “The senator’s son is on line
one.”

Clay’s steps halted. Jon rarely phoned him.
And almost never at the office. He felt the familiar prick of loss
shift through him. “We done? I’d like to take this in private.”

Thorn nodded. “Sure. “

His staff left and Clay tried to calm
his escalated heartbeat. Fine commentary on
your life, Wainwright, when a simple call from your son affects you
like this. Dropping down in his chair, he caught sight
of the picture that sat on his desk of him and Jon, taken last year
when Jon went off to college. Same dark blond hair. Same light
brown eyes. Same broad shoulders. But they were as different as
night and day. At least now they were.

Clay picked up the phone. “Hello, Jon. “

“Dad.” The ice was still in the kid’s voice,
though a bit thawed. “How are you?” Pleasantries at least. Better
than the accusations the last time they’d talked...

You know, I may not even vote for you. That
bill you cosponsored shortchanged the environment across the
board.

That bill provided needed funds for shelters
for battered women.

Yeah, the token bone, tacked on to get guys
like you to vote for it.

Pushing away the bad memories, Clay asked,
“How are you, son?”

“Whipped.”

“Anything new?”

“Uh-huh. I’m in charge of the fund-raiser for
our Earth Environment Group.” Jon attended Bard College as an
environmental engineer major. He’d gone up to school in mid-July
with some other students to plan the year’s activities for their
organization. Jon coughed as if he was about to do something
unpleasant. “The dean asked if you could come to the event we’re
sponsoring to kick off our fund drive. He thought maybe you could
give a talk to the students who’ll be here for orientation and
community members who would jump at the chance to hear their
senator speak.”

Ah, so the kid wanted something from him. “If
I can. When is it?”

Jon named a date and time. “I already checked
with Bob, to see if you were free. Congress will be on recess.”

So you didn’t have to ask a favor for
nothing. “Well, then, let’s set it up. Can we do something
together, just you and me, while I’m there?”

A long pause, which cut to the quick. “Like
what?”

“Go into the city. Have dinner. See a
show.”

“I guess.”

At one time, Jon issued the
invitations...Let’s catch that Knicks
game...I want you there, Dad, at my debate...I need to talk about a
girl ...

When on earth had they lost that? During the
long campaigns when Clay wasn’t home much? After all the school
events and baseball games he’d missed? In the midst of the messy
divorce from Jon’s mother, who, Clay suspected, badmouthed him on
a regular basis?

Because he wanted badly to mend their fences,
he said with enthusiasm, “Okay, then, we’re on. I’m looking forward
to it.”

“Yeah, me, too. It’ll be a great
fund-raiser.”

Not what he meant, and his son knew it. Clay
wondered if Jon distanced him on purpose. Angered by the thought,
he tapped a pencil on his desk, and let the frost creep into his
own voice. “I’ll talk to you before then. “

He put down the phone, thinking of a
time when conversations had ended with I
love you. Because the fact that they no longer
automatically said those words hurt, he tried to focus on something
else. Absently, he picked up the paper and stared again at the
editorial page. Now Bailey O’Neil was aligning herself with the man
who was after Clay’s seat in Congress.

Hell, he didn’t want to lock horns with her
again. Grabbing his phone again, he said to his assistant, “Joanie,
get me Bailey O’Neil in New York, would you? I think we have her
work phone on file.” Gripping the receiver before the call was
punched through, he said aloud, “Okay, sweetheart, time for another
round.”

 


 


SO, WHO ARE you?
The words scrolled across the screen of Bailey’s computer,
like so many others, typed casually.

You know who I am or you
wouldn’t have come to my site, TazDevil2. Bailey was
unfamiliar with the screen name.

No response.

So she typed, I’m the Street Angel. And I can help you.

Yeah, sure.

Why don’t you tell me why
you came to my site. It’s just us two. She grinned in
the empty office. And I won’t tell anybody
else. No matter what the good senator from New York
does to me.

Chill out a minute.

Bailey waited. Kids needed time to take this
big step. As she drummed her fingers on the table, she scanned her
messy office. ESCAPE, her organization, which helped kids find a
way out of gang life, needed more space. They’d grown so much they
had to rent three offices on this floor, and still she shared hers
with a coworker. But she’d rather direct the funds to programs
instead of spending it on overhead. When they moved, as they did
every few years to maintain their anonymity—much like shelters for
battered women—their space probably wouldn’t be much larger.

Her private phone shrilled into the
silence, making her startle. She wondered if she should answer it
while the newest visitor to her interactive website garnered his or
her courage. Or got interrupted. Bailey winced. Once, she’d been on
the phone hotline with a boy and he cut off abruptly. Bailey later
suspected he’d been caught and killed. A body had turned up with
earmarks of the teen she’d been talking to. Don’t think about the loss. To avoid it, she
picked up the phone. “Bailey O’Neil.”

“Ms. O’Neil, this is Clayton Wainwright.”

Oh, shit. “Senator, this is a surprise.”

“Is it?”

Ah, he had seen the letter in
the Sun. “Hmm.”

“I was wondering if you’d make some time for
me on Thursday of next week. I’ll be in New York.” His voice was
deeper, huskier than she remembered.

“Um, I’m pretty busy.”

“You have to eat. How about breakfast?”

Okay, enough dancing. Not only did they have
a history together, but she despised his politics and the damage
he’d done to social agencies like hers. No way was she going to see
him in person. “Look, Senator, we don’t have much to say to each
other. You disagree with how I choose to help kids, and I think
you’re conservative and backward and that you’ve copped out on the
potential you showed early in your career. We’re never going to see
eye to eye.”

“Humor me.”

“I don’t think so.”

“I’m afraid I have to insist.”

“Are you for real?”

“What does that mean?”

“That you can insist all you want. It has no
effect on me.” Time to take the gloves off. “I’m furious with you
for your two latest tricks.”

“Tricks?”

“Blocking my funding for Guardian at the
federal level. At least so far. And then for writing memos to the
state officials about ESCAPE.”

“They weren’t—”

The instant message chimed, indicating
someone had posted. “Look, I’ve got to go. Thanks for the
invitation, but no.” She hung up before he could respond, and read
the message.

TazDevi12 was back on.
Maybe I’m thinkin’ this is jackshit.

You don’t have to be tough with me. Tell me
about your situation.

A pause. I got
me a set. The Good Girls.

Bailey froze. The Good Girls had been
the worst girl gang in New York City in the eighties. Swallowing
her reaction, she typed, That gang doesn’t
exist anymore.

Yeah, dude, they do. We been calling
ourselves that for a few months. Used to be the Shags. Decided to
reincarnate that other gang ’cuz they was so tough.

Uncomfortable, Bailey toyed with the
picture of Rory on her desk. I
know.

How?

I was close to somebody in the GGs.

Hey, you got the tag right.

Yeah.

Who was it?

My sister. She was one of the original
members.

Fucking A! You kiddin’ me?

I wish I was. I saw firsthand what the GGs
did to girls.

No comment.

How old are you?

Seventeen.

How old were you when you got in?

Fourteen.

The same age as
Moira. Beautiful, troubled Moira, whom Bailey had
loved unconditionally, despite the problems her half sister had
caused in her family.

That her name?

Yeah. Did you jump or train in?

Jumped. I ain’t no boy’s
slave. Bailey knew that “training” into a gang—fucking
several guys fast and in a row like train cars—was the preferred
method of gang initiation over “jumping” in, which consisted of
being brutally beaten by the members. Except if you trained in, you
were treated like scum afterward.

What happened to her?

Moira? She died.

No answer.

Again, Bailey glanced at the phone. Moira had
died in prison, where a young D.A., much like Clayton Wainwright,
had put her. Bailey herself had been partly responsible, too.

You sad about it still?

Every day of my life.

You got more family?

I do. Four brothers. Me, my mom, and dad.

How come she join a gang if she got family
like you?

Because Dad slipped up, and had a kid
with another woman. Long story.
Since the girl seemed to want to talk, she asked,
What’s your name?

Tazmania. I go by Taz.

Tell me about yourself.

A pause. Maybe
later. Gotta jet now, Angel. Ciao.

Ciao. And then
Bailey added, Stay in touch. Please. I’m on
tomorrow night.

No answer.

For a moment, Bailey just watched the blank
computer screen. Sighing, she leaned back in her rickety chair,
eased off her scuffed loafers, and propped her feet up on the desk.
Idly, she noted that her jeans were threadbare and almost white at
the knees. She plucked at the frayed cuffs of the oxford cloth
blouse she wore. Geez, she needed new clothes. But hell, who had
the time or inclination for shopping?

Shutting her eyes and linking her hands
behind her neck, she tried to center herself. She became aware of
the quiet. It had gotten late, and the day-shift workers had left
the office. The hotline and website night crew would be in soon.
But for now she was alone with her memories of Moira. With the pain
that twisted her heart like an emotional vise whenever she thought
about her half sister. The pain had dulled, but never really gone
away. She was alone with her now-rabid zeal to save kids, which she
knew was obsessive. That quest had taken over her life until her
son, Rory, came along. And it was still too important to her. But
she couldn’t help it. She was going to make a difference.

She thought of Clayton Wainwright—her nemesis
since his district attorney days. Though she didn’t blame him for
prosecuting her—she had been guilty, after all, of harboring the
kid when he’d told her he’d committed a crime—she did hold
Wainwright in contempt for his continual vigilance over her
organization, and his attempts to keep her funding at bay. Her
efforts had been stalled considerably, more than once, just
because of him. Now, however, a new battle would ensue; there was
money available from the government in a bill initiated by a
senator from Massachusetts and passed by Congress for both social
agencies and law enforcement. Bailey wanted some of the funds.
Wainwright was just as determined not to give them to her.

If he only knew what was really what. But he
lived in an ivory tower, with a silver spoon in his mouth, so he
could never conceive of what street life was like for kids. Because
of that he was dangerous. Best to keep her guard up. With a man
like him, you needed your guns poised and your belt full of
ammunition; she couldn’t hand him any bullets to stop her with no
matter how nicely he asked.

“Beware, Senator Wainwright,” she said
glaring at the phone. “I’m gonna win this round. The Street Angel
is not giving up.”

 


 


TAZ TURNED UP the volume of the latest
Marilyn Manson song, which already blasted from her computer, and
crossed to the mirror above a dresser in her dingy bedroom.
Carefully, she streaked three fingertips over her face. The
Vaseline went on smooth and thick. It made her deep brown eyes
glisten like the stars. Better yet, it’d protect her skin from
knife cuts.

Tonight she was after some hard beef with her
girls. Mazie Lennon’s boyfriend had been spotted with a member of
Anthrax, and Mazie had called out her home girls to teach the
broad a lesson. It was payback time. Taz didn’t think any guy was
worth the trouble, but when your home girls wanted help, you went.
Her opinion of the male species as lowlifes was why she hadn’t
trained in.

Did you jump or train in?

Smart girls knew it was better to jump
in; training in made you boys’ slaves. But most chola weren’t tough enough to do it. Taz had been
tough. She fingered her ribcage remembering that night. The older
girls had cracked two ribs with the billy club they’d jacked from a
cop and used in Taz’s initiation. They’d blackened and bloodied one
eye and it had stayed shut for a week. They’d given her killer shin
kicks; her hair had been pulled so hard she’d felt her fucking eyes
bulge. But she’d stuck it out longer than any chick on record, and
even some of the guys in the neighboring gangs, who did jump in.
Scared the shit out of all of them. Problem was she was so tough,
she was always having to prove it. Which was why she went online
tonight.

You don’t have to be tough with me.

Done with her own special brand of a facial,
Taz braided her hair so it was close to her scalp and couldn’t be
pulled; she tied an orange bandana, the GG’s flag, around her head.
Then she switched off the small lamp on her dresser. In the dim
light from an outdoor streetlight, she slugged back on a
forty—forty ounces of malt—and crossed to a makeshift desk. Picking
up the laptop she’d stolen from the school—and slept with a
computer geek to get bootleg Internet connection—she stuffed the
machine in her closet in a locked box. If the old man found it,
he’d sell it for booze.

He’d already tried to sell her.

How come she join a gang if she got family
like you?

Christ, why the hell had she gone to the
Street Angel’s website? Taz guzzled some more beer, found her
blade, and tested its sharpness in three shallow slits on her
forearm; she smiled as she tasted the coppery blood. Every GG
carried the same blade. She looked down at the tattoo ringing her
belly button, visible under her crop top. It was a pitchfork. Hurt
like hell the night they all got one.

When she heard the front door open, she spat
out, “Fuck,” grabbed her GG’s jacket and hustled to the window.
Jimmying it, she slipped out just as she heard the pounding. And
the swearing. And the foul names he called her.

Her steel-toed boots clanged on the fire
escape as she took the steps two at a time, clutching the forty and
the blade close to her chest. In minutes, she was away from him,
headed toward her real family.

Fingering her knife, she smiled. The dumb-ass
cunt who had moved on Mazie’s man was gonna regret her flirting all
right. By the time Taz got to the rendezvous point, she’d chugged
more malt and had convinced herself she couldn’t wait for the games
to begin.
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CLAY LEANED AGAINST a storefront on MacDougal
Street, under an overhang to avoid the rain which drummed on the
small roof, and folded his arms over his chest. He had no idea why
he was here, at midnight on a miserable Friday in July, scoping out
the pub across the street. After his dinner with the governor, he’d
been comfortably ensconced in his brownstone on the Upper East Side
and had just talked to Jane. She’d not been happy that he was out
of Washington tonight, and missing the birthday party she’d thrown
for her father, the senator from Virginia. Jane had left the
shindig to call Clay and whine.

God, he hated whining. His ex-wife had been a
whiner. He suspected Jon bore the brunt of that now.

After Clay had hung up with Jane, he’d tried
to work, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Bailey O’Neil. The
governor had talked about her and Clay’s open feud, expressing his
own chagrin at being caught between them. He explicitly said he
thought she and Clay should bury the hatchet. It irked him that
he’d felt defensive about their relationship. Hadn’t he tried to
meet with her? She’d flatly refused to see him when he’d made an
overture.

During their discussion, the governor had
also mentioned that her brothers owned Bailey’s Irish Pub in the
Village. On a whim, Clay had gone to the restaurant’s website. Sure
enough, the owners were listed as O’Neils: Patrick, Dylan, Liam,
and Aidan. The senior Paddy O’Neil had turned over the business to
his four sons and was semiretired. No mention of a daughter,
though.

For privacy because of her job? No, that
wouldn’t be. Only the governor and a select few knew the Street
Angel was Bailey O’Neil. She kept her identity hidden for her
safety. Damn it, did the woman know the danger she was in? If she’d
deigned to see him, he would have reminded her. But, of course,
she’d refused.

So, after he’d Googled the pub, Clay had
hopped in a cab and come here. What were the chances of her being
at her family’s place this late on a Friday night? Still, when the
rain let up, he pushed away from the storefront and headed across
the street, dodging cars, which seemed to honk willy nilly in this
city, avoiding the spray of water from their tires. It was
unseasonably cool, and he turned up the collar of his jacket.

The door to the pub was heavy as he pulled it
open. He took time to appreciate the intricately carved oak before
he stepped inside, where the lilting sound of Irish music filled
the air. Scents from the kitchen made his mouth water; on the
tables he saw steaming bowls of stew and crusty bread, which
accounted for the smells. He stayed in the corner, in the shadows,
and stared across the room. Five men and one woman stood in front
of a piano, which was being played by an older woman. The males
were all versions of one another, as if somebody had painted the
same person at various ages of their lives: thick black hair,
strong features, big eyes. The woman with them—the woman with the
crystal-clear alto voice singing about the green hills of
Ireland—also sported the same features, but this time the artist
changed brushes and painted her with delicate, feminine strokes. A
skein of inky hair rioted down her back.

Bailey O’Neil. Looking a little older than
the last time he’d seen her, but not much. Her fresh-faced
innocence amazed him once again.

All of them wore black pants and green shirts
with an insignia on the left chest. They finished their song and
the room erupted into applause, accompanied by raucous pounding on
the tables. Clay hadn’t noticed how crowded the pub was. One
strapping young buck threw back his chair, stalked to the singers,
and picked Bailey up. He kissed her on the mouth and swung her
around. She whispered something in his ear and he laughed. Clay
scanned the room, saw there were no unoccupied tables, but a stool
at the bar was available.

He crossed to it and sat down, easing off his
light jacket and draping it over the backrest to dry. The dark oak
bar was U-shaped and hand-carved like the door. It was, literally,
a work of art. The bartender, an older woman, hustled over to him,
wiping her eyes. She’d been watching the singers. “Sorry, sir. I’ve
a soft spot in me heart for that song. What’ll ya have?”

“A Guinness.”

“Build ya one right away, I will.”

The woman busied herself at the tap. Clay,
still in the shadows, watched Bailey chat with the others, and
then head for the kitchen, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll relieve
you in a sec, Bridget. Let me just check on Rory.”

“No hurry, darlin’.”

As Clay waited—building a Guinness took a
while—he scanned the interior. Tables scattered throughout. Thick
planked floor. Subdued lighting. And posters everywhere. Of
Ireland, houses, events sponsored by the establishment. There were
photos, too. Right next to him on the adjacent wall was a corkboard
of pictures. Little kids—a lot of them. “Them’s the grandkids,”
Bridget said as she brought his beer and plunked it down on the
bar. Some of the foam dribbled down the side of the glass.

Taking the mug, Clay lifted the drink to his
lips, sipped the creamy smooth blend, and sighed. “Your
grandkids?”

“No, the O’Neils’. There’s Michael, Shea,
Sinead, Kathleen, Cleary, and Hogan.”

Clay grinned at the catalog of names, which
sounded like an Irish school roster.

“And this here’s little Rory. The newest. The
devil’s in him, for sure.”

The boy was a miniature of all the O’Neils.
Dark hair. Blue eyes. Maybe four or five years old.

Clay was about to ask after another photo,
one of a young teenage girl who looked vaguely reminiscent of the
O’Neils but wasn’t the spitting image of them, when Bailey came up
behind Bridget. “I’m here, so go rest. You’ve been on your feet
all...” Her voice trailed off as she caught sight of who sat before
her. Her eyes—he’d forgotten how blue they were—widened. Her pretty
mouth scowled as she took Clay in. She had a few more freckles than
he remembered. “Jesus Christ, what the hell are you doing
here?”

“Bailey Ann, don’t take the name of the Lord
in vain.”

Bailey heard her mother chide her, but her
head was reeling with shock. Peripherally, she saw Bridget back
away, and her father come into the bar area, on the opposite
side.

“Bailey? Did you hear your ma, lass?”

Uh-oh. “Yeah, Pa. Sorry.”

Sensing something, as only mothers do, Mary
Kate O’Neil came to her side. “And who is this fine lookin’
gentleman?”

When Bailey said nothing, Wainwright stood
and held out his hand. “Clayton Wainwright.”

Her mother’s usually ruddy face turned as
pale as cumulus clouds in the Irish sky. What the hell was wrong
with Wainwright? He should have known better than to come here.
Her parents blamed him completely for her sojourn in prison—and an
Irish grudge could rival an Italian one any day.

“Woman, what is it?” Her father’s voice
penetrated the haze Bailey was in. He’d crossed to them and she
nodded to Wainwright. Paddy recognized the senator right away.
“Come with me, Mary, my girl.” Pa escorted her mother away.

“What are you doing here?” Bailey whispered
harshly.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t think...” He cocked his
head. “Look, I didn’t commit any crime, Ms. O’Neil. You did. But I
didn’t realize your parents would be at your place tonight.” He
stood. “I’ll be going. I’m sorry if my coming here has upset
them.”

“Not so fast, Wainwright,” came a deep
baritone from behind her. Oh, geez. Patrick. The Fighter. In her
presence, especially when it dealt with any male on the planet,
her brothers fell into their childhood roles. “Pa’s takin’ Ma home
anyway.”

Bailey sighed.

Patrick glared at Wainwright. “Hasslin’
Bailey again, Senator?”

“I’d say we’re about even on that score.”

“Yeah, well, we got different views than
you.” This from Dylan, the Taunter. He flanked Bailey on the other
side.

In minutes, Liam, the Manipulator, was behind
Wainwright’s stool. “Come down here slummin’ for a reason,
Senator?”

Wainwright looked over his shoulder and
seemed startled but not afraid to see her third oldest
protector.

Where the hell was Aidan the Peacemaker when
she needed him? The youngest son, only a year older than Bailey,
could diffuse this situation. She looked around frantically for
him, and saw him flirting with a pretty redhead across the room.
“Aidan!”

He glanced up grinning, took in the situation
and bolted over. “What’s goin’ on, guys?”

“You know who this is?” Patrick asked.

Aidan cocked his head. “Ah, I see. You got no
sense, man, comin’ down here?”

The senator remained cool and unflappable,
though she noticed his jaw tightened, deepening the cleft in his
chin. “I’m sorry I upset your mother,” he repeated. “I didn’t
realize your parents were still involved in the pub. I just wanted
to talk to your sister, and she refused to see me.”

Quickly Bailey untied the apron at her waist,
scooted around her brothers, and slid under the opening at the end
of the bar. “I’ll see you now.” She grabbed Wainwright by the arm.
“We can go down the street for that breakfast you wanted. I’m
starved.”

Three brothers spoke at once...

“Like hell!”

“Over my dead body.”

“We got business with him.”

Aidan blocked them all. “Go, B., I’ll take
care of this.” He looked at Wainwright, who stood unmoving. “Now,
man, unless you want your nose broken.”

Shaking his head, Wainwright slid off the
stool and grabbed his jacket. Bailey dragged him to the door, and
he heard behind them, “The asshole didn’t even pay for his
drink.”

Aidan’s voice was soothing. “Guys, it’s not
all his fault. You know that.”

Once outside and across the street, Bailey
let go of the senator. The rain had stopped and the early morning
was cool and misty; she shivered in her thin T-shirt.

“Here, put this on.” He slid his jacket
around her shoulders. She bundled into it. It smelled male and
musky. It also dwarfed her. He was a lot bigger than she
remembered.

“Thanks.”

He ran a hand through thick, sandy-colored
hair. “That was a lynch mob in there.”

She angled her chin. “They’re
overprotective.”

“They all older?”

“Yep.”

“You must have had a hell of an adolescence.
Did you ever get to date?”

“Not much.” Of course, after what happened to
Moira, she didn’t really care. She nodded down the street. “There’s
a diner a few doors away. Let’s go.”

He stayed where he was. “Anybody in there I
need to watch my back on?”

She smiled, in spite of the circumstances.
“No. They’re Greeks. They don’t even speak English.”

They walked through the narrow street in dim
light, the silence broken only by the occasional honks of horns
and the curses of angry cab drivers. The diner was almost deserted
and Bailey led him to a table near the window. She kept his jacket
on to ward off the chill. He sat across from her in the too-small
chair and stared at her. It was the first time she’d seen him, even
in pictures, out of a suit. He wore a designer long-sleeved red
crewneck shirt with a black T-shirt underneath. A gold chain peeked
out. He’d always reminded her of Dennis Quaid, and like the actor,
looked pretty damned good for a man in his mid-forties.

“So, Senator, what was so urgent that you had
to come down here and practically start a riot in my family’s
pub?”

Clay stared across the table at the
woman still wearing his jacket. With her hair pulled back off her
face, she looked young and vulnerable. “I wanted to talk to you.
See if we could iron some things out. I had dinner with the
governor tonight and he’s concerned about our public feud, I think he called it.”

A slight smile crept across her lips. “Does
this have anything to do with Eric Lawson?”

“No. I’m worried that our differences are
going to hurt people.”

“Hurt you, you mean?”

“No, mostly women and children. Whom I fight
for.”

“Not anymore. You vote down funding for
helping teenagers all the time.”

A waitress came and poured them coffee.
Neither ordered breakfast.

“I voted down funding for Guardian because I
think you’re going about things the wrong way.” He added
meaningfully, “Like you always have.”

“And who made you my watchdog?”

“The majority of twelve million voters in
this state.”

She arched a dark brow. “Well, maybe that’ll
change. Your margin wasn’t that big last time. And you may have
stiff competition next year. If the Democratic primary goes as I’m
hoping.”

“Did you side with Lawson simply to defeat me
in the next election, Ms. O’Neil?”

“No.”

“His emphasis isn’t on women. Isn’t on
homeless teens and soup kitchens.”

“Neither is yours these days. You’re more
concerned with giving the police and FBI money, not with financing
community agencies. You used to be someone the people could
believe in.”

“I supported Clinton’s bill, Feinstein’s,
bill, and Stewart’s new one to stop youth gangs. Hell, I helped
Chuck draft that last one.”

Her eyes glittered with resolve, turning a
darker blue. Her complexion heightened in color. “The major support
in those bills is for legal institutions. You used to fight more
for social services and community programs.”

“I still do, but contrary to you, I see the
necessity for cops to have power.”

She ran a restless hand through her hair.
“Look, Stewart’s bill does that by giving four hundred million
dollars to legal institutions whereas social agencies get only one
hundred mil. Isn’t that enough for you for the cops?”

“I’m worried what the social agencies will do
with their portion, which, by the way, I believe is too much.”

“Which is
exactly why I don’t think you
belong in office.” She gave him a withering look. “I think you’ve
copped out on the very reasons people elected you
senator.”

He slapped the table with his hand, making
the dishes dance. “I haven’t copped out! I went to Washington to
make a difference at the national level.”

“You haven’t, though.”

“Of course I have.”

“Like hell,” she said, her face flushing even
more. “You tied up ESCAPE’s funding, voted down clinic insurance to
service these kids, and have so far blocked the special shelter for
them I’ve been working like a dog to get in place. You don’t care
about us.”

“I’ve gotten homeless shelters
for all teens funded.
Initiated a bill for more money to be spent on single mothers and
children for health care. Not to mention my work on behalf of soup
kitchens for the hungry. I just happen to think your way of helping
kids is counterproductive to what the police are doing. And
dangerous to you. Hell, you can’t even let anybody know where
ESCAPE is located, let alone the Street Angel’s real name, for fear
of being hurt.”

“We’ve functioned safely this way for five
years.”

“Yeah, well it’s only a matter of time before
some disgruntled gang member who loses his woman seeks you
out.”

Suddenly she threw back her chair, stood, and
fisted her hands on her hips. “This is exactly why I didn’t want to
meet with you.” She leaned over and braced her arms on the table.
“Stay away from me and my family. We’ll argue this out in the
newspaper.” With theatrical flourish, she stormed away.

After he dropped some money on the table, he
followed her to the front of the restaurant and out the door. She
got halfway down the street, then she turned and stomped her way
back. He stood leaning against the outside brick wall, hands in his
pockets, waiting for her. She marched up to him, her eyes blazing
with blue fire, her cheeks rosy with pique. She reached to take off
the jacket just as he put his hands on her shoulders.

They said simultaneously...

“Here’s your jacket.”

“Let me help.”

A rapid pop-pop sounded loudly and a flash exploded in
Clay’s eyes. He grabbed Bailey to him, pivoted, and pushed her
against the wall, blocking whatever it was from hurting
her.

It took him a minute, as he held her close in
a lover-like embrace, to realize he was shielding her from a
camera.

Whose flash continued to go off.

“Hey, Senator, who’s the new squeeze?”

Clay swore under his breath. He angled his
shoulders so Bailey was completely blocked from view.

She gripped his shirt as if she was scared.
“What’s happening?”

Moving in even closer, his breath fanned her
ear. “Nothing dangerous. I overreacted to a camera flash and
probably a car backfiring.”

“Oh.” She still held on to him.

“Turn around and go into the restaurant; find
the back way out. Use the kitchen if you have to. Scoot over to
your family’s pub.”

“But why?”

“I’ll call you and explain. Do it now unless
you want to have your face plastered all over the papers
tomorrow.”

“Son of a bitch.”

“I’m sorry.” He didn’t know why he did it,
but he kissed her hair. She froze, then slipped out of his grasp.
He waited till she was gone before he circled around.

A small man of about thirty, wiry, and
dressed in jeans and a denim jacket held a camera up. He took
another picture. Clay shielded his eyes. “The Village Voice, Senator. Who’s the
girl?”

“None of your business.”

“It’d be Lady Jane’s business.” Clay’s
not-so-significant other was dubbed “Lady Jane” because she was a
senator’s daughter and had been involved, off and on, with Clay for
a number of years.

“Don’t you have something better to do...” He
waited for a name.

“Hank Sellers.”

“Mr. Sellers.”

“The senator from New York’s big news.”

“How’d you know I was down here?”

“Just dumb luck, I guess.”

Clay didn’t believe that for a second. But
who could have known where he was tonight? “You’re wasting your
time.” He nodded to the restaurant where Bailey had gone. “Not only
was that completely innocent and platonic, but even if it wasn’t,
my personal life is my own.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Do what you want. I’m leaving.” He stepped
into the street to hail a cab, forcing himself not to glance down
to Bailey’s pub.

“Senator, wait.”

Clay turned.

“I’d like an interview.”

He glanced at his watch. “At one a.m.? That’s
above and beyond the call of duty.”

The guy nodded back to the Greek restaurant.
Clay got the message. If he didn’t give him something better to
print, the reporter would speculate about tonight. “Tomorrow. I
have a tour of the new women’s shelter on Twenty-first Street at
ten. Meet me there. We’ll talk after.”

“Sure thing.”

Clay shook his head. This was all he needed.
As he flagged down a cab and hopped in, he wondered what Bailey
O’Neil was thinking of him now!

 


 


SOMETIMES, HAVING BIG brothers was a real
pain in the ass. They circled Bailey around the table and fired
questions at her like interrogators during the Spanish Inquisition.
The fact she’d hurried into the pub still wearing Senator
Wainwright’s jacket hadn’t helped. But, God, it smelled so good she
didn’t want to take it off. The place had emptied out, the music
had stopped, and they all sat around a small table.

“He what?” This from Patrick, the oldest and most
protective.

“He threw himself in front of me. Literally.
I thought it was some kind of bomb or something. But it was a
camera flash that went off, apparently just as a car
backfired.”

“He must have believed you were in danger.”
This from Aidan. “So he tried to protect you.” Her closest sibling
scanned the others. “I told you he wasn’t a complete jerkoff.”

“Don’t mean nothing,” Liam put in. “He was
protecting his own ass from publicity. “ Though Liam was a scout
leader for his son’s and Rory’s troop, and mild-mannered, problems
with Bailey turned him into Mr. Hyde, too. She hated to upset Liam
the most, because he was still sad all the time about his wife’s
death a year ago.

Bailey shook her head. “Yeah, guys, he
was covering for himself. After
he realized what happened. But before that, he was a regular
Sir Galahad.” She tucked back hair that had escaped from her clip.
“Look, I don’t like it any better than you, but he did put himself
in harm’s way for me. Much as I’d like to, I can’t deny
it.”

“What’d he want, anyway?” Dylan asked. “To
come down here.” All of them looked alike, but her third oldest
brother’s eyes were darker, almost navy. Right now they were filled
with thunderclouds as they bored into her with a stormy gaze.

“He wants to make peace.” Bridget had brought
them all beer and Bailey sipped hers. Truth be told she was still
shaken. From the fear. And from proximity to the senator. He’d made
her edgy, even before the incident with the camera. “I think the
governor came down on him about our public feud.”

“I told you not to write that letter to the
editor.” Aidan’s tone was kind, despite the criticism.

“I’m pissed at his trying to block my
shelter.” Just the thought of his presumptuousness incensed her all
over again. “Who the fuck does he think he is?”

Patrick straightened. “Hey, watch your mouth,
young lady.”

“Gimme a break, Paddy,” She was thirty-six
years old, a mother, and they treated her like a kid. Instead of
biting Patrick’s head off, though, she stood. “I’m gonna go check
on Rory.”

“Brie took him home,” Patrick told her. “When
she came to get Kathleen.”

“Brie was here?” Things between her oldest
brother and his spirited wife, Brie, were not good since she’d
taken a job. Man, these guys, except for Aidan, were
Neanderthals.

“After she got off work.” He spat the words
out. “She said Rory could stay overnight.” Patrick’s daughter
Kathleen and Rory were only a year apart and as cousins, spent a
lot of time together. Bailey had had her overnight twice this
week.

“Oh, okay, I’ll pick him up in the morning.”
She glanced around the bar. “I should get to work.”

“It’s almost two. Go home, we’ll close up.”
Leaning forward, Dylan chucked her under the chin. “Aidan’ll take
you.”

Her apartment was three blocks away, and she
dealt with gang kids for a living, but still, they watched out for
her. She only let them so they wouldn’t get on her about her
job.

In minutes, she and Aidan left the pub and
walked leisurely to her house. The misty air was even cooler now
and she snuggled into to the senator’s jacket.

Aidan was quiet, thoughtful, as usual. “So,
what do you make of all this with the good senator?” he finally
asked.

“I don’t know what to make of it. He drives
me nuts with his conservative views and how he’s copped out from
the potential he had to be a good politician. Still, he would have
risked his own life for me tonight, Aidan, had that been a gun or
other kind of weapon.”

“Not something to ignore.”

She stuck her hands inside the pockets of the
jacket. One connected with cold aluminum. “Oh, hell.”

“What?”

“He left his cell phone in his pocket. I not
only got his damn coat, but now I have his cell. Both of which I’ll
have to give back.”

“And see him.”

“Yeah.” The thought discomfited her. “Damn
it, Aidan. I don’t want that guy in my life.”

“Well, kiddo, then you’ll have to stop this
feud.”

“Only when he leaves my gang activities
alone.”

“Be a cold day in hell when—”

The cell phone rang.

“Shit.”

“Better answer it. He probably wants his
phone back.”

She drew it out. Its ring was no-nonsense,
like hers. “What if it’s somebody else?”

“Who’d be callin’ him at one a.m.?”

“How the hell do I know? His girlfriend?”

As it continued to ring, Aidan took the
phone from her and checked the identification. “It says
town house on it.” He pressed the
Send button and handed it to her. “Gotta talk to the man,
Sis.”

She rolled her eyes and took the phone. Into
it she said, “Hello.”

“Bailey, it’s Clay.” The informality of his
greeting startled her into silence. For a split second, it made her
think of being plastered up against him in front of the diner.
“Bailey?”

“Yes, it’s me. I, um, have your phone.”

He chuckled. It was an all male sound. “I
know. Look, I’m sorry about that, earlier.”

“What was that?”

“I’ll explain when I pick up my things. Where
are you?”

They’d reached her house—an older building
ten minutes from the pub and twenty from ESCAPE. She had a walk-up
on the second floor. “Just about at my apartment.”

“Tell me where it is, and I’ll come
over.”

“Now?”

“Ah, yes. Is there a problem with that?”

“I’m not sure I want you to know where I
live.”

“Honey, if I wanted to, I could find out
where Susan Sarandon lives.”

“Susan Sarandon?”

“She’s my favorite actress.”

Bailey couldn’t help herself. She laughed.
She and Aidan had walked up to the front and climbed the four steps
to the porch.

“What?” Aidan asked at the door.

“Susan Sarandon’s his favorite actress.”

Aidan’s dark brows rose. “Oh, that’s good to
know.”

She shook her head, still chuckling.

“Who’s with you? No, let me guess, one of the
Fearsome Foursome.”

“Yep, the only one who
doesn’t wanna string you by
your cahones,
Senator.”

This time he laughed. Deep and from his
belly. It was a really sexy sound.

She smiled.

“I feel like I’m playing Peeping Tom,” Aidan
whispered. “What’s goin’ on?”

Bailey shook her head. “Hush.”

“Me?” Clayton asked.

“No, Aidan.”

“Your address...”

“Should I give him my address?” she asked
Aidan.

“What are his intentions?”

“My brother wants to know your intentions?”
Jeez, was she flirting? With uptight, staid Clayton Wainwright? She
remembered what he looked like tonight in the red crewneck rimmed
by the black T-shirt and readjusted her assessment.

“My intentions?” Again the husky laugh.

Bailey tossed back her head, trying to clear
it. “Never mind. I live on St. Patrick’s Place. Number twenty-four,
apartment 3A.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope. It’s about three blocks from the pub.
Come to the front door. Ring the bell, I live upstairs.”

“Is your house green?”

“How’d you know?”

“Lucky guess. Be right there.”

She clicked off and shrugged. “He’s coming
here.”

“So I gathered. Want me to wait?”

“Aidan, I meet face-to-face with gang kids
sometimes.”

He shuddered. “Don’t remind me.”

She pulled out her keys. “I’m plenty safe
with the senator from New York.”

“Sounded to me like you were flirting.”

“God forbid.” Standing on tiptoes, she kissed
his cheek. “Go home, A.”

“Okay, B.” He kissed her back. “Be
careful.”

“Always.”

Inside, Bailey climbed the stairs thinking
about “Clay.” Once she reached the top and opened the door, she
resisted the urge to pick up her house—toys lay scattered around,
there were a few dishes in the sink, but no dirty underwear or
dried food were in evidence, so she didn’t bother. Instead, she
went to the stove and made coffee. For him? Of course not. She was
planning to spend some time on the ‘net tonight. She’d been
researching shelters for the one she wanted to open for gang
kids—the shelter Senator Wainwright kept trying to block. Angry
all over again, she crossed to her computer, which was nestled in
a nook in the corner of the kitchen, and called up her proposal.
Damn it, she was going to get this off the ground, no matter
what.

Engrossed, she startled when the doorbell
rang. Grabbing his phone, she was out of the apartment and down the
stairs in minutes. She found him on the stoop. His hair was
windblown and looked...good. He held a brown bag in his hand.

“Hi.” He smiled. “Interesting
neighborhood.”

She smiled back. The little section of New
York was full of Irish culture—stores, churches, and immigrant
families galore. People said it reminded them of Ireland, where
Bailey longed, someday, to go.

“The cabbie gave me a running commentary as I
came over. I could barely understand his brogue.”

“Pretty different from a town house by
Central Park.”

She made the comment intentionally. She
wanted to distance this guy. Bailey, this
is Clay. She wasn’t going to fall for his buddy
business.

“I don’t live on Central Park.”

“Whatever.” She held out the cell.
“Here.”

“Thanks.” He looked over at her. “My
coat?”

“Damn, it’s upstairs.” Before she could dodge
away, he grasped her arm.

“Invite me up. I want to talk to you. And I
don’t bite.”

“Only metaphorically.” She glanced
meaningfully at his grip on her, and he dropped his hand. “You’ve
taken several chunks out of my hide in the papers and in
Congress.”

“As have you mine.”

She sighed.

“I should tell you what was going on tonight.
And I’d still like to bury the hatchet. It’s what I wanted when I
asked you to breakfast.”

“If I’d gone to breakfast with you,” she said
with exasperation, “this whole bizarre night wouldn’t have
happened.”

His smile was cocky. “Remember that next
time.”

“There won’t be a next time.”

He grumbled something about stubborn women as
he followed her up the steps. Once inside, he scanned the
area.

She turned and examined the living room,
where they stood, trying to see it from his point of view. She
hadn’t spent much money on the decor—she hadn’t had any to
invest—but she’d spent time.

He said, “I guess you like Broadway.”

The walls of this room, as well as all the
others, were graced by posters of various plays, playbills, and
some pictures of the original stars.

“Yeah, I do. I save what I can to go to the
theater.”

He grinned. “What’s your favorite show?”

“Phantom of the
Opera, of course. Isn’t it everybody’s?”

“Not mine.” He said no more.

“Okay, I’ll bite.”

“Barnum.”

“I never saw that one. It came out what,
twenty-five years ago?”

“Hmm. I was still in college. My father and I
went on one of our few excursions alone together. I can still see
the elephant on stage. We were in the balcony and a tightrope
walker used the ledge as his rope. It was phenomenal.”

“No net?”

“Nope.” He looked around. “Are there posters
in the other rooms?”

“Uh-huh.”

Rory’s small bedroom had a huge
stand-up cutout from Seussical
in his room. Bailey was scrimping to be able to afford
tickets to the play.

She grabbed the senator’s jacket off the edge
of the couch. “Here’s your coat.”

He studied her, then held up the bag. “I
brought you a peace offering.”

“Senator, I’m not asking you to stay. We
aren’t going to get chummy, here.”

“It’s ice cream.”

Her favorite treat in the world.

“Pistachio and chocolate.”

“You don’t play fair.”

“Don’t you want to know about tonight?”

Sighing, she shook her head. “All
right, for a bit.” Turning, she led him into the kitchen. He
scanned all the posters there: ones from Evita, A Chorus
Line, and Beauty and the
Beast. “Sit.” She pointed to the table.

He crossed to it, pulled out a chair and
stared down. He picked something up; it was Rory’s New York Yankees
sweatshirt. Wainwright glanced around the kitchen. His gaze was
quizzical. “What are those toys doing here?”

“They’re my son’s.”

“You have a son?”

“Uh-huh. Four years old.” She got out bowls
and spoons and approached the table.

“You have a son?” he repeated, as if she’d
told him she’d recently walked on the moon.

“A lot of women do, Senator.”

“Then what the hell are you doing risking
your life every day with those gang kids?” She pivoted in time to
see him run a hand through his hair and scowl deeply. “What about a
husband?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“Man, if you were mine, I’d tie you to the
bed before I’d let you do what you do.”

“Which is precisely why I never married.” The
words were out before she could stop them.

“Hmm.”

“He asked,” she said defensively. “But I
couldn’t reconcile my job with a relationship.”

“I can see why.” He shook his head and took a
seat, though now more than ever she wanted him to leave. “Can’t be
you were in love with him.”

“What do you mean?”

“You wouldn’t have been able to let him go if
you loved him.”

“It wasn’t just that. I cared about him. I
might have married him for Rory’s sake. But I’m Catholic, and
knowing it might not work out, I couldn’t risk a divorce; even
Dylan’s legal separation almost killed my mother.”

“Are you for real?”

“What do you mean?”

“Your reputation doesn’t fit with who you
are.”

“Frankly, yours doesn’t either. At least not
the way I’ve seen you tonight.” She set the bowl in front of him.
“Look, I don’t know how we got on this. Tell me about what happened
tonight.”

His light brown eyes narrowed. They were a
really nice shade, like warm honey, or brandy. “All right. Sit,
first.”

She did, though she didn’t like his
peremptory attitude. He was a man used to being obeyed.

“That was a newspaper reporter.
From The Village Voice.” While
he told her the story, he opened the bag and drew out Godiva ice
cream. “Your choice.”

She picked pistachio. “From the
Voice? Fuck.”

He cocked his head.

“Don’t start on me about my language. My
brothers have a fit over my potty mouth. I try to give swearing up
for Lent.”

His chuckle, again, was warming. “You’re
something else.”

Charming was
the word that came to mind. And Clay was astounded that he could
even have that thought about a woman who’d been a thorn in his side
for years.

Since you put her in jail.

“What did the reporter want? Other than
to know who your new squeeze
was?” She opened the pint of ice cream. He did the same and
forgoing the bowls, they dug in.

“He was probably looking for dirt. In
exchange for that, I agreed to give him an interview.”

“What kind of dirt?”

“Women. Drugs. Kiddy porn. Anything that
might taint my reputation.”

She scowled. “Despite how much I dislike your
politics, I don’t remember anything like that being even hinted at
about you.

“All the more reason to catch me doing
something I shouldn’t.”

“Ah, like Rush Limbaugh’s drug addiction. If
he hadn’t been so conservative, it wouldn’t have been such a big
deal.”

Startled that she understood so quickly—Jane
still couldn’t get it—he smiled at her.

Biting into a spoonful, she licked her lips.
They were full, and unpainted. “Did he, um, find out who I
was?”

“What? Oh, no.”

“That’d be news, wouldn’t it? That we were
together.”

“Good news, I think. I’d like to end this
feud.”

“Then back off on ESCAPE.”

“Bailey, I can’t. It’s not healthy. For
kids...” He scanned the room. “Or for you.”

“Lord save me from protective men. You sound
like my brothers. “

“I knew there had to be something redeeming
about them.”

She grinned, despite her resolve not to like
him, he guessed. “They have a lot of good traits. They’re truly men
you can count on, believe in. But their over-protectiveness is not
one of their better traits. That aside, I know I’m affecting the
lives of kids. For the better. I have documentation.”

He remembered her trial, where the stories of
kids she’d helped reform, even at twenty-five, were impressive. He
lazed back. This was what he wanted. A chance to talk to her.
Debate with her privately. But in some ways, he was disappointed at
the shift in the conversation. He liked learning about her private
life. He liked seeing her face light when she talked about her
family, her son, her friends. “I know you’ve done some good,
Bailey. The governor throws it up in my face all the time. But you
give the wrong message to these kids. Gangs can only be stopped by
zero tolerance and increasing legal prosecution.”

She licked her spoon then set it down. “Gangs
can only be stopped by giving kids alternatives to joining, or
helping them find ways to get out.”

His own spoon clattered to the table. He said
heatedly, “Your shelter would provide a haven for those who commit
crimes, who are involved in a myriad of illegal activities.”

“These kids need support, not
punishment.”

“We have to send a message that we won’t
tolerate crime.”

“I—” The phone rang.

Frowning, he checked his watch. “Who’d be
calling at this hour?”

“I’m sure it’s Aidan. Though maybe Patrick.
Rory’s there. I hope he’s all right.” Motherly concern transformed
her face. She seemed vulnerable and...and very lovely. She bounded
off the chair and snatched up the phone. “Hello.” Her stiff posture
relaxed. “Oh, hi, A. Yeah. He came over.” She waited. “Um, yeah,
he’s still here. What?” She giggled and shot Clay a teasing look.
“Aidan wants to know if you can find out for him where Julianne
Moore lives.”

“Sure thing. I’ll get right on it.”

“What’s with guys and redheads?” she asked
into the phone. “Never mind, I don’t want to know.” A pause. A very
sentimental smile. “No, I’ m fine. Quit worrying. Yeah, good.
Sure, about ten. See you then.” She smiled at the phone after she
hung up. “They have their uses.”

“Who?”

“My brothers. He’s picking up Rory at
Patrick’s and keeping him for a while so I can sleep in. I have a
late shift at work tomorrow night.”

Without thinking, Clay said, “Let me come.
See what you do.”

“What?”

“Let me come to work with you. It’s Saturday.
I have some things scheduled during the day, but let me spend time
at ESCAPE and see how you operate.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Why?”

Leaning against the counter, she studied him
shrewdly, no longer seeming vulnerable. “Well for one thing,
ESCAPE’s headquarters are a secret.”

“West Fifty-third. About twenty minutes from
here by subway.”

“How do you know that?”

He gave her a withering look. “Please.”

She sat down again across from him, but
didn’t speak, just watched him. Her intense gaze, the set of her
delicate features, did something to him.

Finally he said, “I could learn something
from visiting you. If you’re so sure you’re doing the right thing,
then I might come to a better understanding of what ESCAPE does. We
might even make a truce.” Which he doubted. But he could probably
get even more ammunition to shut her down. That thought didn’t sit
well, though; he felt guilty dissembling. Especially since she
wasn’t at all what he had expected. And he kind of liked her.
“Bailey?”

“All my instincts tell me no.”

“Override them for once. Give it a shot.”

“Well, I’ll probably live to regret
this.” She sat back in her chair and sighed. “Okay, you can come.
But be warned, Senator, if you use anything you see or hear there
to seek out the kids, or to try to close me down, I
will string you up by the
balls.”

She looked cute, all angry. So he said,
“Watch your mouth, woman.” And made her smile.

 


 


THREE

 


 


“I THINK I’VE made the worst mistake of my
life.” In her office, with her feet up on her battered desk, Bailey
glanced at the clock and sipped strong black coffee while she
spouted off to Suze Williams, her colleague and good friend.

“What’d you do now?” As she spoke, Suze typed
into the computer, updating a database for shelters that would
accept gang kids trying to go straight. They had a network all over
the city. The clicking of the keys accompanied Bailey’s dark
thoughts.

“I agreed to let Clayton Wainwright visit
ESCAPE tonight.” She glanced at the clock. “He said he’d be here
about seven.”

Peering through wire-rimmed glasses at the
screen, Suze absently rubbed the tattoo of a reptile she sported on
her left wrist. It was a souvenir from her stint in the Lizards, a
girl gang in the eighties. Suze had been its leader. Consequently
she was a damn good social worker in youth anti-gang activities.
She manned the interactive website on opposite shifts from Bailey,
who still couldn’t believe her good fortune in snagging Suze for
ESCAPE. “I must have heard you wrong.” As always her unflappability
soothed Bailey.

“Nope. The illustrious senator who’d like to
close us down is coming here. I caved when he asked.”

Suze swiveled around to face her. Her dark
hair fell in soft curls, and her mahogany eyes shone with surprise.
Her skin was a gorgeous coffee color. “When on earth did you see
him? Last I heard, you wouldn’t give him the time of day.”

“Long story.”

“I got time.”

When Bailey finished the bizarre tale of
Friday night, Suze shrugged. “I think it’s okay for him to come
here. Actually, it could work to our benefit.”

“What if it backfires?”

“What more could he do to us? He knows about
all our programs, right?”

“Yeah, sure. I agreed to submit our
activities for review when I charmed Governor Friedman out of that
last cool hundred K.”

“Well worth it. Besides, we’re proud of what
we’re doing. It’s all on the up and up.” Suze smiled. “Nothing he
can put you in jail for again.”

“He didn’t put me in jail. He was just doing
his job.” She shook her head.

“What?”

“You should have heard Ma and Pa when I
dropped Rory off. They went up one side of me and down the other
for even talking to the guy last night.”

“Hard to forgive somebody who puts your baby
behind bars.”

“Did I hear the word
forgive?”

Bailey turned to the doorway. “Hey, Father
Tim, I didn’t know you’d be in today.”

The blond, blue-eyed Catholic priest, who
looked more like a movie star playing a man of the cloth, winked at
her. “Gotta see my girl.”

“How sweet. Do you need something here?”

“Just to give you this.” He held out a paper.
“I found another counseling site.”

Part of Bailey’s program included meeting
with gang kids who wanted out; they were called Face-to-Faces.
Problem was, they had to have secure, protected sites so that
ESCAPE workers weren’t unduly endangered.

What the hell are you doing risking your life
every day with those kids? Man, if you were mine, I’d tie you to
the bed before I’d let you do what you do.

“You are an
angel, Father Tim.” Bailey dropped her feet and swiveled toward the
computer. “Wish you weren’t a priest. I’d marry you in a
second.”

“Ah, don’t tempt me, sweetheart.” He perched
on the edge of her desk. “St. Pius. In Harlem.” After he gave her
the rest of the information, he glanced at Suze. “So, who do we
need to forgive?”

Suze told him about Clayton Wainwright.

“I could come back tonight.”

“I don’t need a chaperone. I’ll be fine.
Besides, Joe and Rob are working with me.”

“Well, then I’ll pray for the good senator.”
Both Joe Natale and Robert Anderson disliked Clayton Wainwright,
but Joe particularly was rabid about the guy. For a moment, Bailey
allowed herself to bask in the good friends, colleagues, and
family who cared about her.

After Tim and Suze left, Bailey worked at her
computer until the buzzer sounded from the entry to ESCAPE. She
checked the clock. “Right on time,” she said to herself, heading
out to the front. Unsnicking the four locks and disarming the
security system, she let him into the outer office area. “Hello,
Senator.”

He smiled, calling attention to the small
nick on his jaw. He must have just showered and shaved because he
smelled like fresh soap. “Bailey.” He’d dressed casually tonight,
as they all did here; he wore a Harvard sweatshirt with jeans and
loafers.

“Come on back.” She led him through the
narrow corridor, off of which were the three offices of ESCAPE.

“We don’t spend much on amenities here,” she
said, vaguely self-conscious of the worn, but clean, space.

“I wouldn’t either.”

“Yeah? I’ve seen pictures of the Russell
Building. All that expensive wood and those Persian carpets.”

“Traditional décor, I’m afraid.”

She reached her office and turned to him. “I
figured you to be big on fancy digs.”

He angled his head. “I appreciate nice
things,” he said, his jaw tightening a bit. There was that cleft
again. “I’m not going to apologize for that.”

“Didn’t ask you to. Come on in.” She showed
him into her space. It was about fourteen-by-twelve, housed two
computers, filing cabinets, a small fridge, and books tumbling out
of shelves and scattered in stacks on the floor. The scent of
strong coffee emanated from a brewing pot in the corner.

He held up a sack, which she hadn’t seen him
carrying this time, either. “Can I put this in the
refrigerator?”

A grin. “You bring me ice cream again?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Go ahead.”

She watched him cross to the fridge,
bend over, and put the treat away. Nice
ass, she thought.

“What?” he asked, turning around. “You’re
smiling.”

Oh, Lord. “Nothing.” Purposely, she glanced
at the clock. “If I’m gonna show you our digs, it should be now.
The website gets active around eight, and I need to be near the
computer then.”

He swallowed hard and turned his head away.
Now this was the senator she knew and hated. Disapproving.
Authoritative. She shook her head. “You sure you should be here?”
she asked. “You’re gonna freak about everything you see.”

“No, not everything.” He stuck his hands in
his jeans pockets. “But truthfully, since last night, I keep
thinking about your son.”

“Rory?”

“Yes, and how you endanger yourself.”

Because it was something she wrestled with
all the time, she jammed her hands on her jean-clad hips. “It’s no
different if I’d chosen to be a cop or firefighter.”

“In some ways.”

“Would you keep women out of those
professions if you could?”

“I don’t honestly know. Mothers, maybe.” He
spotted the picture on her desk. “Is that him?”

She picked up the sterling silver frame.
“Yeah, my little guy.”

Taking it from her, he studied the photo.
“Sometimes, I wish Jon was that age again.”

“Jon?”

“My
son.”

“How old is he?”

“Twenty.”

“He in school?”

“Yes. At Bard College.”

She chuckled.

“You know the place?”

“Not your cup of tea, is it, Senator?”

“It was fine with me. My father had a fit he
didn’t choose Harvard, though. Bard’s a good school.”

“Yeah, but liberal as hell. I heard that they
were looking to hurl the worst insult to their rival Vassar and
they put up signs all over that said, ‘Vassar students are
Republicans.’”

“Well, that suits Jon.” The sadness in his
tone kept her from teasing him about his conservative views.

“Don’t you get along with your son?”

“We used to. “ His eyes narrowed on her.
“Now, he thinks like you do.”

“Well, there you go. Your kid’s got
smarts.” He grinned and she was glad. “Come on, I’ll give you the
grand tour.” Ignoring the fact that she felt good about erasing
his sadness—she sure as hell didn’t want to like this guy—she motioned to the space
surrounding them. “This is the office I share with another worker
who’s on the opposite shift from me. We also have a few volunteers
who use this space.”

He crossed to one of the computers. “State of
the art.”

“Yeah, we got a grant from Donald Trump to
update our technology. Best thing is it’s ongoing.”

“Donald Trump, huh?”

“Uh-huh. You probably could find out where he
lives, too.”

“You want to know?”

“No, thanks.” She pointed to her computer.
“This one we use for the website that you hate so much, and the
other is mostly record-keeping.”

“For what?”

“Shelters that will take gang kids,
psychologists who’ve volunteered to work with them, the database
for the Gang Protection Program.”

“Ah, the innovative GPP. Was that your
idea?”

“Uh-huh.” She leaned against her desk. “You
have a problem with it, if I recall.”

“I think it’s unique to set up a form of a
witness protection program for ex-gang members.”

“Yeah, you called it that in your comments to
the governor.”

“But the cops should run it.”

“And how many kids would go to the cops?”

“Enough.”

“No, not enough. One loss is too many.” Like
Moira. For a minute she was tempted to tell Wainwright about her
sister. But she shook off the stupid idea. He was the last person
she should be sharing confidences with. “Come on, I’ll show you the
other offices.”

They traveled down the hall. At the first
one, Bailey stopped. It was a bit smaller than hers, and at a desk
sat her buddy. “Hey, Joe. Want you to meet somebody.”

Slicing gray eyes looked up from the computer
screen.

Bailey strode over to Joe and put a hand on
his shoulder. “This is Joe Natale. Joe, Clayton Wainwright.”

“I’d say it’s nice to meet you, but I make it
a habit not to lie. Still, Joe stood. Bailey suspected it was to
alert Wainwright to his size. Swarthy of complexion, he was
six-four, about two fifty, with muscles to die for. An ex-cop, he
worked out religiously; he also still had contacts at the
precinct.

“What are you doing?” Clayton asked, nodding
to the computer.

At Joe’s questioning look, Bailey said, “He’s
here tonight so we can get him off our back by showing him we’re
careful.” She crossed her arms over her chest and nailed the
senator with her best tough-guy look. “And that we obey the law.
Joe’s an ex-cop.”

Wainwright nodded.

Joe told him, “I’m handling the phone hotline
and trying to contact people for the Gang Protection Program.”

“Oh, good.”

“Yeah, right.” He looked to Bailey. “You sure
you know what you’re doin’, doll?”

“Absolutely. We’ll let you get back to
work.”

Squeezing Bailey’s shoulder, he sat back
down. He completely ignored the senator.

Nonetheless, Wainwright bade him good-bye.
“Thanks, Natale. I appreciate your honesty.”

With his back to them, Joe barked, “Thank the
little lady. Because you threw her in jail and have been attacking
her ever since, I’d have decked you as soon as I saw you if it
wasn’t for her.”

They left, the senator shaking his head. “You
seem to surround yourself with protective men.”

“Do I?”

“Yes.” He followed her to the next office.
“That’s good.”

“Spare me.”

Though he was as big and muscular as Natale,
Rob Anderson exuded a serenity that Bailey admired. A recovered
alcoholic—she credited the 12-Step Recovery Program for his calm—he
was now a top-notch psychologist and one of ESCAPE’S most valued
workers. “Hey, beautiful.” Standing, he kissed Bailey’s cheek. He
shot a glance at Wainwright, then back at her. “You okay?”

“Just peachy. Rob, this is Clayton
Wainwright.”

“I know the face.” He stuck out his hand.
“Joey give you trouble?”

“Enough.”

She nodded to Wainwright. “Rob’s a
psychologist, and when I get in trouble, he bails me out.”

“As if.”

“What do you do here?” Wainwright wanted to
know.

“Mostly I work on the Face-to-Faces.”

Bailey saw the senator’s jaw tighten again.
She knew he objected strongly to this program.

“They bother you?” Rob asked.

“I’m afraid so.”

“Maybe you can ease his mind, Rob.”

“Sit.”

Clay took a chair next to the computer and
Rob’s hands flew across the keyboard, calling up a series of sites.
“These are the places we meet with the kids. As you can see, many
of them are in churches. Some in social agencies. All of them have
two-way mirrors. A second person watches through it. We go by the
rule of three.”

“What’s that?”

“Three ESCAPE workers go at a time.” Rob held
up his fingers to count off. “Say Bailey is the face. I watch from
behind the glass. A third person checks the kid or family out for
weapons, dope, anything else.”

“Bet the clients don’t like that.”

“No, actually, it’s all right with them. By
the time they get to this phase, they’re pretty desperate.”

Wainwright shook his head. “Oh, well, that
makes me feel better.”

Bailey suggested, “Show him the stars on our
success rate.”

Rob called up numbers on the Face-to-Faces.
Leaning over to get a better look, Clay studied them on the screen.
Finally, he sat back. “That’s impressive. Do you track the
recidivism?”

Sitting forward, Bailey bristled. “Of course!
We don’t fake anything. Of the number that gets out, about a third
go back in.”

“Hmm.”

“And about a third of those get out again,”
Rob said. “And stay out.”

“Not bad.” He thought a minute. “Who conducts
the interviews?”

“Bailey and I share them. Some kids relate
better to her, some to me.”

“How do you decide?”

He cocked his head. “Good question. Sometimes
the kids say who they prefer. Sometimes, girls want Bay, boys want
me. Depends.”

“Still, they sound dangerous.”

“We take precautions,” Rob told him
easily.

Wainwright faced Bailey. “I know you’ve had
some trouble with these. You’ve gotten hurt.”

“Okay, a kid shoved me once and I got a
concussion.”

He shook his head as if she’d just told him
she’d been mortally wounded. “Then it’s crazy that you still do
this.”

Rob intervened. “Hold on. Me and Joe
corralled the boy. He broke down, told us about his two brothers in
the gang.” Rob’s warm brown eyes beamed and he shared a knowing
smile with Bailey. “We got all three kids out. One went on to
college, one works in a film studio.” Here he grinned. “And one’s a
deacon in Father Tim’s church.”

Clayton’s eyes narrowed. The color seemed to
deepen when he was displeased. “You shouldn’t be risking your own
lives.”

Bailey stood. “Let’s go. This is a
stalemate.”

The men rose and Rob put his arm around
Bailey. “We do a lot of good around here, Senator. Remember that
the next time you attack our Street Angel.”

On the way back to her office, Wainwright
said, “I don’t attack you. Both of them said I do, but I
don’t.”

“Well, as you said, they’re a protective lot.” She smiled.
“Rob’s a big Meryl Streep fan. Maybe you could...”

“I know—get her address.”

They were chuckling when they entered the
office.

Bailey crossed to the computer and checked
the website, making sure it was set. Then she thought of something
and whirled around. “You can’t read what comes on here,
Senator.”

He arched a brow. “I thought nothing was
secret at ESCAPE.”

“There’s a difference between private and
secret.”

“I see.”

“I want your promise that you won’t be
skulking around and lurking over my shoulder to see what’s going
on. It’ll make me nervous.”

“I do not skulk, or lurk.”

She bit back a smile at his indignation.
“Promise.”

“Fine. I won’t. Just tell me—”

The phone rang and the computer chimed at the
same time. Bailey sat down at the desk. “Our private line. Let the
answering machine get it. I’ve got to make this contact.”

She clicked on and recognized the screen name
immediately.

Hey Street Angel, how ya hangin’?

Hangin’ just fine, Taz. How are you?

Phat, as always.

Bailey was about to comment just as she heard
the answering machine pick up. “Bailey, this is Eric Lawson. I
wondered if we were still on for our date tomorrow night.”

“What the hell?” Clay said.

Just as Taz typed, I need some help.

 


 


THATS WHAT I’M here for, Taz. Let me help
you.

Taz stared hard at the screen, dissing
herself big-time for contacting the broad again. But she was pumped
and edgy from what had gone down. Something
happened tonight.

Something?

We had to jet out fast.

Why?

The 5-0 came.

The police? Why?

Taz didn’t answer.

Where are you?

My house.

What can I do?

Nothin’.

Talk to me...

Fucking shit. She shouldn’t be doing this.
Everything was going down the tubes. Her set had almost got caught
tonight. For simple shoplifting...jacking beer from the corner
store. The old guy who worked there had gotten royally pissed when
they showed up and started messing around....

“Get outta here, I don’t want no
trouble.”

Mazie cornered him. She’d shifted so he could
feel her blade in her pocket. If the law did come, he’d never be
able to say he saw it. “Shut up, grandpa.” Over her shoulder, she
called out, “Quinny baby, Taz. Do it.”

Quinn had lifted the beer and they booked.
Just as they got around the corner, they heard the sirens.

Taz, you there?
The Street Angel had been typing all this time.
Talk to me.

Yeah, I’m here.
Shit, she was sick of this. Sick of life.

You want to talk about getting out, Taz?

Don’t court out of no gang, lady. I told
you.

Yes, yes you do. ESCAPE has programs. We have
people trained to help. We can protect you.

She looked around the seedy room with
its dingy walls, filmy windows, and constant stench of old garbage
from the alley below. Nobody can protect
me. From herself. From the old man. From Mazie and the
girls.

As if to confirm that, she heard a
knock on the window. She looked over to see her homier on the fire
escape. Gotta go. Ciao.

Taz wait ...

But she signed off.

Crossing to the window, she yanked it open.
Tall and limber, Mazie climbed inside, with Quinn behind her. Mazie
shook long blond locks out of her face and socked Taz’s arm. “Why’d
you come home, girl? We were supposed to meet at the crib.”

“Felt sick,” Taz said, not glancing at the
computer.

Still, Mazie wandered over to it. Taz hoped
like hell it didn’t show the ESCAPE logo. She’d signed off fast and
couldn’t remember if she’d exited the site. Suddenly, the screen
went dark.

Mazie crossed to the bed and plunked down.
“Got just the thing for what ails ya.” She yanked a joint from her
pocket, lit up with a gold-plated lighter she’d stolen from her
stepfather. After he’d fucked her, she said.

Taz hesitated.

Quinn took the second drag.

“Tazzie, baby? Here.”

Mazie held out the blunt.

Taz waited again, then shrugged.

Street Angel versus getting stoned? No
question who won.

 


 


“FUCK!”

Clayton sat on the far side of the room,
watching her. He was still trying to process all he’d seen so far
tonight. He glanced at the clock. And it was only nine. “What
happened?”

“I lost her.”

“Lost who?”

“A girl who’s new. She wants out of her gang,
I think. But she signed off halfway through.” Bailey swiveled
around and laid her head against the back of the chair; she was off
somewhere, thinking about something other than her
surroundings.

He waited, wondering about the girl online.
“What do you do when they tell you’ve they’ve committed
crimes?”

Bailey’s head shot up, her eyes snapping blue
fire. “They don’t tell me that. Besides, it’s all anonymous. What
can be done?”

“When they come in for a Face-to-Face, they
could be questioned for what they told you online.”

“And just how many kids would take us up on
our services once the first arrest was made? The street is a small
world.”

“You’d stop impending crimes that way.”

“No, it would only be a Band-Aid. You need to
go to the root.”

“You can’t stop gangs by getting out all
their members.”

“We can save kids from them. That’s
enough.”

Clay stood, because she was impossible to
argue with, and because he really did think this was a dangerous
place. To quell his pique, he walked around the room, checking out
the books.

A Guide to Understanding
Street Gangs; Sugar Creek Gang Books; Gangs and Their Tattoos:
Identifying Gangbangers; How to Save Our Children from the
Street. There were several more, all on the same
theme.

Pivoting, he gestured to the shelf. “You
really believe all this, don’t you?”

“Of course, we all do here.”

“I don’t.”

Sitting forward in her seat, she gripped the
arms. “Senator, why can’t we just agree to disagree?”

“I don’t see how we can peacefully coexist.
And since I’m the official representative for this state, I have to
make the best decisions for it. Especially if it’s funding for
social agencies like this one.”

She hit the chair arm with her palm. “You’re
not God. You can’t control everything. Anyway, are you so sure
you’re right?”

“Yes.”

She rolled her eyes. “What was I thinking,
letting you come here? It hasn’t helped.”

“No, it has. I see dedicated, smart people
working hard. I just think your talents should be put to better
use. Something controlled by the government.”

“Oh, yeah. You guys have done a great job
stopping gangs so far.”

He glanced at the phone where the light
blinked. “Is that why you’re hooking up with Lawson?”

She actually blushed; the crimson flush rose
from the scoop of her white shirt to her face. “I think Eric Lawson
would make a good senator.”

That angered him, though he didn’t know why,
because he knew she felt that way. “He’s not experienced enough for
my position.”

“He’s the age you were when you were elected.
He’ll learn.” She raised that cute little chin and now her blue
eyes sparked with challenge. “And maybe he won’t cop out like you
did.”

Clay felt his hand fist. “We’ve been over
this before.”

“You’re right. “ She swiveled to the
computer, away from him, trying to shut him out, he guessed. “We’re
spinning our wheels. It’s probably best you leave.”

“Probably.” He jammed his hands into his
pockets. “Tell me one last thing.”

“What?”

Though he ordered himself not to go there, he
asked nastily, “Are you involved with Lawson?”

“What?”

“The date, on the phone message. Is it his
politics you support or are you sleeping with him?”

She came off her chair like a shot. “You
bastard. How dare you...” She sputtered. “Get out of here right
now, Senator. This little experiment is over.”
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JON WAINWRIGHT SAT in the back of the
crowded, stuffy room and stared at the man who hoped to put Jon’s
father out of a job. This preliminary meeting was to start
mobilizing workers for Eric Lawson’s bid for the next Democratic
primary. Lawson was just finishing his speech and things were
winding down.

Thank God, because Jon felt like a shit being
here. True, he and his father were eons apart on everything these
last few years, but when Jon called him, his dad had agreed to
speak at Bard, then asked to spend the day with him. His totally
indestructible father had seemed—what was it?—vulnerable. So Jon
had changed his mind about working on Lawson’s campaign. Then his
mother had called him this morning and whined about his father. It
resurrected a lot of old baggage, and Jon found himself heading
here despite his decision not to work against his dad. Not to do
what he knew would wound Clayton Wainwright big-time.

It had been a stupid idea all around. He
hoped nobody saw him. There was no official sign-up yet so maybe he
could claim that he was a spy if anybody found out he’d shown up
here.

With old anger at his father fading, Jon
clinked back into the shadows when the socializing began. Damn it,
how did he keep getting into these positions with his family? He
remembered when Clayton Wainwright had been his hero, when he’d do
anything to please the man. He remembered when he’d really
believed in his father. Now, sometimes his resentment at his dad
was so great he wanted to howl at the moon. And sometimes, it just
evaporated.

“Hey, Jon, nice to see you.” Lawson had
approached him; the guy was always so friendly. Of course getting
the son of your opponent to work for you would be a coup. Jon’s
insides twisted at the thought.

“Hi, Mr. Lawson.”

He had a pretty, dark-haired woman with him.
“I’ve got somebody I want you to meet.”

The woman studied Jon intently. “You look
familiar.”

Lawson chuckled. “Probably because he’s the
son of your nemesis.”

Her brows arched and there were questions in
her nice blue eyes. “My nemesis?”

Lawson continued, “Jon Wainwright, meet
Bailey O’Neil, the Street Angel.”

Jon shook his head; he knew the stories. “You
sure give my old man a run for his money.”

Her face blanked. She said nothing. Her lips
parted slightly but she just stared at him, making him shift on his
feet and jam his hands in his pockets.

Someone called out, “Eric, we need you over
here.”

“Oops, excuse me.” He squeezed the Street
Angel’s shoulder. “I’m sure you two have a lot to discuss.”

Lawson left and the woman still watched
him.

Jon asked, “Have I grown two heads?”

“Two faces, I’d say, like Janus.”

“Who?”

“The Roman god who had two faces. He’s the
archetype of hypocrisy.” Her blue eyes had become steely. “And
betrayal.”

Damn, his stomach flip-flopped now. “I, um,
thought you hated my father.”

“No, I don’t. In some ways I respect
him. But obviously, you hate
him.”

“Me? Of course I don’t. You don’t hate your
parents.” Jon scowled at her. “Didn’t he put you in jail?”

“Well, he was the prosecutor in my trial. But
I did break the law.”

This was out of focus, like a camera with a
lens you couldn’t quite get right. “I can’t believe you’re
defending him.”

“And I can’t believe you’d turn on a member
of your family like this. Won’t he be devastated if he finds out
you were here today?”

“Look, I haven’t signed up to do anything.
I’m probably not going to.”

Her eyes shot daggers at him. “Your just
being at this initial meeting will affect your father. It’ll hurt
him like nothing else could.”

How could the Street Angel know that? “I
don’t get it. You gotta be here because you don’t think he should
be reelected.”

“It’s why I originally came. Now, I’m not
sure.” She glanced around at the gathering, and shook her head.
“Truth be told, I’m not comfortable being here, though I can’t
fathom why.” Her gaze focused again on him. “I do, however,
understand one thing.”

“What?”

“That a son does not side openly with someone
else against his own father. I’ll give you some unsolicited advice.
Family is the most precious gift you can be given. Tossing it away
out of some notion of rebellion is not only foolish, it’s
stupid.”

Goddamn it, Jon thought as the woman stormed
away—and out the door he noticed—this whole thing wasn’t going
quite as he had expected it to. Hell, would nothing ever be
clear-cut with his father?

 


 


THE FISHER AUDITORIUM on the Bard College
campus was full with a lively audience of freshmen who had arrived
for an early orientation, environmental students who’d come down
before the regular school year began, and many community members.
On the stage, Clay sat off to the left with his son and the head of
the Environmental Science Department. The president of the college
walked to the podium to make a few remarks and then would introduce
Clay. As he waited, Clay took in the interesting décor: the light
oak woodwork was breathtaking, the acoustics were so good the
president didn’t need a mike; and, Clay was told, the unusual
upholstery of the graded seats displayed the names of the
graduating class the year this billion dollar, Frank Lloyd
Wright-ish building had been constructed. It was said to be the
biggest and best Performing Arts Center between New York City and
upstate New York.

Jon had greeted him more warmly than usual
when Clay flew in from Washington. They’d had lunch at a small
restaurant in Tivoli, a nearby town, and Jon had been excited
about tonight. He still maintained some of that damnable distance
of the last few years, but he’d asked about Clay’s well-being and
even the upcoming campaign. Because they always disagreed, they
usually avoided discussing their politics.

Is it his politics you support or are you
sleeping with him?

Man, Clay had blown that one with Ms. Street
Angel. It had been two weeks, and he still thought about her. A
lot. They’d had no contact at all and had managed to avoid any
public dispute in the papers, so he didn’t know why she was on his
mind so frequently.

Hell of a thing.

When the president announced, “And now I give
you one of New York’s illustrious senators, Clayton Wainwright,”
Clay stood and approached the podium. He’d been touted as one of
the best speakers in Congress, and he really wanted to do well in
this venue.

Everybody clapped. Including Jon. At center
stage, Clay smiled at the audience. “It’s nice to be here, to speak
to such an enthusiastic crowd.” He glanced to the left. “And
especially since my son asked me to come. As some of you might
know, a twenty-year-old son thinking his dad has something
important to say is a rarity.”

Jon smiled and the audience laughed.

Clayton spent ten minutes outlining
Congress’s latest bill to stop fossil fuel burning. He spent ten
more minutes on two other environmental initiatives. He discussed
the ozone layer in upstate New York, because a study had appeared
in the paper about the air in Rochester. After a half hour, he
panned the audience. “I’d like to open this up to questions. I find
the heart of the matter comes out then.”

Several students had good queries. Several
more asked pseudo-intellectual questions. All about the
environment. Then a blond woman stood. “I was wondering about your
campaign next year, Senator. Will you be emphasizing the
environment in your platform? And what else will be on it?”

Succinctly, Clay outlined what he’d been
planning for environmental programs. Then he presented some
preliminary information about battered women and teens.

You’ve copped out on your commitment to
helping kids...

“And I plan to continue my tough-on-crime
stance with juvenile crime.”

Hands shot up. He glanced to the side
and did a double take. In the third row sat Eric Lawson. What the
hell was that guy doing here? For a pulverizing moment, Clay feared
his son might have asked his potential opponent to attend. But he
forced himself to think rationally. Despite their differences, he
didn’t believe Jon would do that to him. Just the thought of it cut
to the quick. Calling on his expertise as a speaker, he fielded
other people’s questions; when Lawson continued to raise his hand,
Clay thought, Fuck it, I’m not running from
a fight.

With his most ingratiating smile, he peered
out at the audience. “You’re in for a treat,” he said. “One of the
wannabe candidates for the New York senate spot next year is in
the audience and has his hand up. I’m going to call on him.” Again
the smile. “This should be interesting.”

Lawson stood. He was Clay’s height but
thinner. Full head of black hair. Broad shoulders. Did Bailey like
those dark looks? “As a matter of fact, Senator, I have several
questions.”

To the audience, Clay quipped, “I imagine you
do.”

The excitement quotient in the room climbed
noticeably. People moved forward in their seats and there was a low
murmur rumbling through the crowd. Clay liked the challenge.

“What did you think of the article
in Time magazine about the
national trends in anti–youth gang activity? Specifically where it
said traditional methods obviously are not effective.” The man did
a bit of smoozing himself. “And how the reporter cited ESCAPE and
your nemesis the Street Angel as an innovative and progressive way
of helping kids.”

“I hope your next question isn’t quite as
difficult,” he said. “To answer this one, I will tell you that last
month I had a tour of ESCAPE.” He explained to the audience what
the organization was. “I found them all to be intelligent,
dedicated people. I wouldn’t want to close them down if they were
working within the system.”

“The article said that’s precisely why they
succeed.”

“Vigilantes succeeded in stopping crime, too.
That doesn’t mean they were right in what they did.”

“Surely, you’re not comparing the Street
Angel to a vigilante? No, wait, that would be the epithet she’d
throw at you.”

A laugh from the audience—at Clay’s
expense.

“The Street Angel and I had a very civil, if
spirited discussion. We voiced our differences and made some
headway in understanding each other, I think.”

When their time was up, the president stepped
forward and thanked Clay. He was proud of himself that he hadn’t
been blindsided by Lawson. He felt like he could scale mountains
when he saw the approval on Jon’s face.

They were at a reception in the president’s
residence before he got to talk to his son alone. “So what did you
think, Jon?”

“You did good, Dad.” He looked at Clay
without a trace of animosity. “I’m shocked as hell the Street Angel
let you visit her place.”

What was I thinking, letting you come here?
It hasn’t helped.

“It was an interesting night.”

Jon nodded across the room. Again the
approval. “He didn’t throw you, Dad.”

“No.”

“I agree with his politics more than yours,
but you held your own.”

“Thanks, son. That means a lot to me. So, are
we on tomorrow, for dinner and a show in the city?”

“Yeah, sure.”

A pretty blonde approached them and after Jon
introduced her, they stepped away; right behind them, a political
science professor came up to Clay. As Clay listened to the guy, his
gaze strayed to Lawson, and his mind to Bailey O’Neil.

He remembered the clear blue of her eyes, how
she looked in his coat, how she trembled in his arms when he tried
to shield her with his body. He remembered how she ate the ice
cream with relish, smiled at her son’s picture, her warmth and
affection for her coworkers.

When the man left, Clay heard behind him,
“Hello, Senator, how’s it going?”

Turning around, Clay drew in a breath. “Good,
Lawson.” He shook the extended hand and somebody snapped a
picture.

Lawson said, “The Sun’s here.”

“Hmm.”

“So you toured ESCAPE. Bailey didn’t tell
me.”

“No?”

“I wonder why.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

Lawson’s expression was smug. “She’s working
on my campaign, you know.”

“So I heard.” Clay set his drink down. “Give
her my best when you see her. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to
spend some time with my son. I don’t see him enough.”

“I was under the impression you two didn’t
get along.”

“How on earth would you come to that
conclusion?”

“Maybe because he showed up at a meeting I
held to see who was interested in volunteering to work for my
election to the Senate.”

 


 


BAILEY SMILED ACROSS the room at her
son, her niece, and her brother. Amid little ones running around
and the noisy chatter of both parents and kids, she watched Rory
and Aidan try on the Where the Wild Things
Are costumes. Kathleen studied them from the
sidelines. Paddy’s daughter, six, always thought before she did
anything. Her older brothers said she was scoping out the
situation. Bailey and Aidan had taken both kids into the city to
the Strong Museum for this special exhibit on her favorite book.
Maurice Sendak was her favorite children’s book author.

Clayton Wainwright would probably know where
he lived.

Damn, that man kept creeping into her
thoughts. She could still picture him jumping in front of her when
he thought she was in danger...eating ice cream with sumptuous
delight...the twinkle in his eyes when he talked about Susan
Sarandon.

In an attempt to get him out of her mind, she
picked up the newspaper lying on the bench beside her. What the
hell? There he was. Oh, my God, shaking hands with Eric Lawson?

Is it his politics you support or are you
sleeping with him?

How dare he ask her that! It was rude and
insulting. He was overbearing, controlling—and had years of
practice at it. Powerful men were always that way. Not her taste at
all in the opposite sex.

She scanned the article. He’d been giving a
speech at Bard. For some reason, she hoped it went well with his
son. She couldn’t believe that Jon Wainwright had gone to a rally
for a man who wanted to run against Jon’s own father. To her, the
betrayal of family was unconscionable. Her parents instilled
loyalty in all of them, and were loyal to a fault themselves. Oh,
sure they argued openly with each other, criticized each other. But
even when her dad had fathered an illegitimate daughter, her mother
had taken the girl in, and Paddy O’Neil wouldn’t allow any of his
other four children to bad-mouth Moira. How could Clay’s son take
sides against him?

“Mommy?”

She looked up to see a little imp standing in
front of her. He was dressed like the boy Max from the book when he
goes to the land of the wild things; right now Rory sported pointed
ears, tail, and claws. Behind him stood a still-uncostumed
Kathleen.

Next to them was Bailey’s brother, dressed
like one of the wild things. “Rumpus, rumpus,” Aidan growled.

Bailey laughed. “Oh, my, you two are
frightening.”

“Max is mad at his mommy.” Rory bared his
teeth. His dark curls peeked out of the costume, and his blue eyes
shone with mirth. “Better watch out.”

She shivered. “Why’s Max mad at his
mommy?”

“She makes him go to bed early.”

Ruffling his hair, Bailey quipped, “Uh-oh.”
Her son was a night owl and one of her biggest struggles was
getting him to sleep. “I’d better watch out.”

Rory hugged her, then slipped away with his
cousin. “Gonna watch the show.” Three feet away, they plopped down
in front of one of the many TV’s set up with an animated version
of the book, and got engrossed immediately.

Aidan whipped off his mask and dropped down
on the bench next to her. “He tires me out.”

“Me, too.”

Aidan watched her. “You look it. Have a hot
date last night with Lawson?”

“Speaking of which...” She held up the paper.
“He’s been busy.”

Aidan took the paper. Skimmed it. “I liked
that guy.”

“Eric? You’ve been making nasty comments
about him every time we have a date.” In truth, she liked Eric, but
didn’t really trust him. Was he courting her just to get ammunition
against Wainwright in order to run against him in the future?

“No, not Lecherous Lawson. Clay
Wainwright.”

I liked him, too.

But no, that couldn’t be true. Wainwright was
clearly her enemy. Things had ended badly with them.

You bastard. How dare you...Get out of here
right now, Senator. This little experiment is over.

“Sis, where’d you go?”

“Nowhere.” Her cell phone rang. “I have to
get that. Something might be going on at ESCAPE.”

“Bailey Ann, it’s your day off. Don’t answer
it.”

She fished the phone out of her pocket.
Checked the caller ID. It read Unavailable. Pressing Send, she held it to her
ear. “Bailey O’Neil.”

“Ms. O’Neil, this is Jeremiah Friedman. I
hope I’m not catching you at a bad time.”

“No, Governor, you’re not.”

“The governor?”
Aidan asked.

Bailey nodded.

“I’ll cut to the chase. At the direction of
Congress, each state is setting up a task force to recommend how to
spend its allotment of money from Chuck Stewart’s Youth Crime
Bill.”

Bailey had been plotting to get some of its
funds. Was this her opportunity? Her pulse speeded up. “I see.”

“I want you on the task force.”

Yes! “I’d be
happy to be on it.”

“Good. Our first meeting is in two weeks.
I’ll have my secretary call you with the details but I wanted to
issue the invitation personally.”

Something made Bailey ask, “Governor
Friedman, will Clayton Wainwright be participating in this
committee?”

“Yes, he’ll be New York’s representative. As
I said, one senator from each state will be on each task force.
Then that person will take the recommendation back to
Washington.”

“Shouldn’t Alex Case” —the other New York
senator— “be on this task force? Since Wainwright’s on the parent
committee?”

“Clay asked specifically to be part of this,
and I don’t see any conflict of interest. Regardless, Case is tied
up with some ongoing work with Homeland Security.” A long and
meaningful pause. “Is there a problem with Clay being on this task
force?”

He knew there was. “No, of course not. I’ll
look forward to sparring with him.”

“Not exactly what I had in mind.”

Best to take the bull by the horns. “Surely
you expect some fireworks.”

“What I’d like is a truce.”

Let me come to work with you…We might even
call a truce.

“I’m not sure you’re going to get that.
However, I’ll do my best to be civil.” She said her good-byes and
clicked off the phone.

“What?” Aidan asked.

“Looks like round three’s coming up.” She
explained the situation, excitement pumping through her veins like
a direct shot of caffeine.

“You don’t seem unhappy about working with
Clay Wainwright.”

“Of course I am. The senator’s a pain in the
ass.”

“Uh-huh.” He stood. “Come on, B., let’s go
play with the wild things. Something you’re really good at,” he
added.

“Much to Wainwright’s chagrin.” She wondered
what he was thinking about this turn of events.
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ALONE IN HIS den in his New York town
house, Clayton stared at the computer screen; its low hum was the
only thing breaking the silence. He was studying a proposal for
the Appropriations Committee to be discussed in September and his
eyes kept closing. It wasn’t that he was tired. He was
bored. Focus on the committee,
he told himself. It was in a session of Appropriations that he’d
gotten the Street Angel’s funding stalled for Guardian.

You bastard. Get out of here right now,
Senator. This little experiment is over.

Maybe he should try to contact her again.
They were going to be working on the governor’s task force
together, and Jerry Friedman has asked him once again to come in
peace. Clay had her email address at ESCAPE. He drummed his fingers
on the mouse pad. Hell, maybe she was there. He stifled the thought
that he was using the committee as an excuse to contact her.

Dear Ms.
O’Neil. Nah, he knew her better than that.
Dear Bailey, I’m sorry our last meeting ended so
badly. I’d hoped we could get to know each other better. I
shouldn’t have made that crack about Lawson.
Truthfully, Clay had been jealous.

Shit, he sounded like a teenage
boy. Are we going to be able to bury this
hatchet? He signed it simply Clay and pressed Send, staying online in case she
was at work and responded back immediately.

She did.

Dear Senator, Apology accepted. I lost my
temper with you, too, which seems to happen when we’re in the same
room. I think I need anger management where you’re concerned.

He smiled. Her response was a peace
offering. He typed, Where are you now? Do
you have Instant Messenger so we can talk live?

A longer wait. Clay got up and went to
the teak sideboard to pour himself a scotch. He appreciated its zip
as he took a swig and chided himself for contacting her. A chime
indicating an answer coming in. He went back to the
computer. Not a good idea, was
the message.

He typed and sent, Please.

Finally, capitulation.
IrishCream.

He chuckled, and returned
ClayFeet.

In minutes, he added her to a buddy
list under “personal” and clicked into IM. How are you?

Tired, came the
instant reply. This was a lot better. It was like talking to her.
Grinning foolishly, he settled in.

Why?

I couldn’t get Rory to sleep last night.

How late was he up?

Until midnight. I read him five books and
sang an easy eighteen songs.

Without thinking, he said,
I wish I had those days back with my son, Bailey.
Treasure them.

What would you do differently?

That was easy. Be home more.

A long pause. I’m not home enough.

I have some suggestions that
would keep you home more. He put in a ☺.

I’m too tired to fight about that,
ClayFeet.

Okay. Do you exercise?

Exercise is highly overrated.

Not if it’s fun.

What do you do to keep in such good
shape?

Hmm. So she thought he was in good
shape. Racquetball. I’m really
good.

And modest, too.
A long pause. I used to
play.

When?

In prison.

Clay drew in a breath. Thoughts of her
behind bars made his blood run cold. I hate
to think of you in prison. And his own role in putting
her there.

Then don’t. Maybe I’ll challenge you to a
game of racquetball. The winner could compromise on his or her
philosophies.

He chuckled. You wouldn’t have a chance against me.

Pride goeth before the fall, Senator.

I’m bigger than you are.

I’m smaller and faster. And I pack quite a
punch.

No doubt about that. Bailey, look I...

Suddenly a message came on
screen. IrishCream has logged off at 12:30
A.M.

What the hell? She cut him off? Or, oh God,
had something happened to her? She was at ESCAPE. He pictured the
area where the building was. The small quarters. Were those locks
effective enough? Damn it, anything could have gone down. He
reached for the phone, angry all over again at her carelessness
about her safety.

 


 


TAZ IS THAT you?

A long pause from the interactive network.
The message had come on suddenly when she was talking with Clay.
She’d clicked off her personal IM fast to answer the website
visitor.

Taz, talk to me. I haven’t heard from you in
a while. I’ve been wondering how you are.

She waited, and as she did, the phone rang.
She snatched it up.

“Bailey?” Clay’s tone was concerned. Overly
concerned.

“I’m okay. I got a hit on the website. I
can’t talk.”

“Thank God. I thought something might have
happened to you.” His relieved tone, the intimacy of his voice
across the lines, warmed her.

Because it did, she said, “I gotta go.”

“All right. Stay safe,” he told her.

“I will.”

Just as she hung up, another message came
across the website.

I’m here, Angel.

What have you been up to?

Just been in the mix.
Nothin’ serious. A pause. My
old man and me been squabbin’.

What are you fighting about?

He wanted me to knock boots with some jerkoff
he owes money.

Oh, Taz. You don’t have to live like
this.

Thinkin’ about livin’ with my set. We got a
crib...

Uh-oh, if Taz told her where the GGs crashed,
was she legally bound to report it? Damn it, now Wainwright had her
thinking like him!

Before you do that, meet with me. We have a
thing called Face-to-Face. I’ll come with two others. We can just
talk.

Wasn’t born yesterday, lady.

It’s safe, and no one will try to make you do
anything you don’t want.

Snort, snort.

I mean it. Try to believe me. I’m
trustworthy.

Word on the street has it you went to jail
for not blowin’ somebody in.

I did.

Maybe I’ll meet with you. Alone, though,
outta the way.

Should she do it?

She remembered Clay’s words.
How can you risk your life when you have a son
depending on you?

Of course she shouldn’t. But when had
she let that stop her? Okay, girl. Here’s
the plan...

By the time she was done, she had a date to
meet Taz. The shrill of the phone into the quiet office startled
her. Bailey didn’t answer it. It was probably the senator, and she
didn’t want to talk to him now. He’d read it in her voice that
she’d just made an appointment to meet with a gang kid alone.

 


 


“AND NOW, GIVE a big hand to Senator Clayton
Wainwright, who made this whole project possible.”

Clayton smiled at the woman who introduced
him; she was the manager of Tales for Tots, a new bookstore in
town. When he took the microphone, he said, “I think that’s an
exaggeration, Donna. I helped get some funds for this terrific
place but your committee did all the work.”

The manager wouldn’t be swayed. “You pushed
our grant through, you persuaded a top architect in New York to do
the plans without charge, and you’ve been a consistent moral
supporter during the year it’s taken to get this bookstore
established.”

More clapping. Clay demurred. He’d
wholeheartedly worked on this project to benefit an underprivileged
area of the city and had made a point to attend the ribbon-cutting
ceremony of this very worthwhile venture. He wondered if Bailey
knew about it. If she acknowledged at least some of the good he
did.

Then he wondered why he cared. She’d
disconnected a couple of nights ago when they’d been making some
progress in getting to know each other, and he hadn’t tried to
contact her since. Concentrate, he told himself, as he peered out at
the fairly decent crowd of kids, adults, and some of the
press.

In his remarks, he cited the bookstore’s
layout: children’s reading centers scattered throughout, indicating
different topics by various primary colors. There was an adventure
section that sported action figures hovering in the air over the
stacks, pillows and chairs of all sizes. There were similar areas
for nonfiction: trains and race cars acting as seating areas,
trees, rocks, and the like. It was a child’s paradise, designed to
get kids interested in books. The undercurrent of children’s
chatter and excited squeals indicated the level of enthusiasm he’d
hoped for.

As he finished his talk and a crowd
began to gather around him, he had a flash of reading to Jon. When
he was a district attorney, Clay was home more than after he
entered politics, and remembered how his son liked the Grimm
Brothers fairy tales. Karen had said they were too dark, but Clay
had enjoyed reading them, then watching the videos of
Fairy Tale Theater. A far cry from
the time they spent together—or didn’t spend together—now. Thinking
of their last conversation, a sense of loss ambushed him like an
emotional sniper, setting him off balance for a minute.

I can’t believe you’d do this to me.

I didn’t do anything. I just went to Lawson’s
preliminary meeting.

Going’s enough.
He hadn’t even tried keep the hurt from his voice.

And, as he always did when they argued,
Jon went on the defensive. He’d straightened to his full height and
squared his shoulders. Worried about the
public’s reaction?

No, Clay
remembered thinking, you broke my
heart.

There had been no dinner and a show that trip
for father and son.

He was distracted from his unpleasant memory
by a tug on his suit coat. Looking down, he saw a little
black-haired boy with startling blue eyes staring up at him. “Wanna
read to me, mister?”

Clay grinned. “I’d love to.” Something about
the kid...“Is your mom or dad here? I wouldn’t want them to think
you’re lost.”

The boy nodded. “My uncle’s over there.”

Clay glanced up to see a man with looks
similar to the boy watching them from about fifteen feet away. He
raised his coffee cup in salute to Clay. Ah, he got it.

Squatting down, he faced the kid eye-level.
“Your name wouldn’t happen to be Rory, would it?”

Owl eyes now. “How’d ya know?”

“I met your mom and uncle. And I saw your
picture.”

“Mommy’s got lots of pictures. Uncle A. takes
them.” He held out a book. “Read me this,” he said in the tone of a
child used to being read to.

“Okay. Let me check with your uncle
first.”

Rory grasped on to his hand; his fingers were
a little sticky, and very small. Clay was touched by the
gesture.

When they reached the uncle, Clay extended
his other hand. “Aidan, right?”

Bailey’s brother shook his hand warmly.
“Yeah, hi, Senator.”

“Clay, please.” He smiled down at Rory. “Your
nephew asked if I’d read to him.”

Eyes exactly like Bailey’s were amused.
“I know. He said he wanted that important
man to read him his favorite book.”

Clay glanced at Rory’s choice of
reading material. Where the Wild Things
Are. “Now why doesn’t this surprise me? Like mother
like son.”

“You got that right. It’s Bailey’s favorite,
too. We all went to see the exhibit at the museum downtown.”

His heartbeat speeded up a bit and he glanced
behind Aidan. “Bailey with you?”

“Nope. She’s workin’ in ‘that awful
place’.”

Clay smiled. “She know you’re here?”

“She knows I was taking my man here to do
something educational. I wanted to hear what you had to say. I’ll
tell her we saw you.” He pulled out a camera. “As a matter of fact,
I’m gonna document it. My sister’s real big on Kodak moments.”

A tug on his pants. “Mister?”

Leaning down, Clay scooped Rory up. Nostalgia
washed over him once again at the heavy weight of a child in his
arms. His estrangement from his own son felt suffocating. It kept
growing every day, and this latest thing with Lawson had caused
another huge gulf. Pushing away the more-than-unpleasant thought,
he carried Rory over to a chair that fit the two of them, plopped
down, and began to read.

Rory knew all the parts. Clay could imagine
Bailey acting them out with him—he was sure she’d choose to be one
of the wild things. Halfway through, Rory nestled close into his
chest. Absently, Clay kissed his head—as Aidan did indeed take some
pictures.

When they were done, Rory perked up. “I’m
hungry.”

Refreshments were provided at the front of
the store. “Want some juice and cookies?”

“Ice cream sundae. Hot fudge,” he said
emphatically.

Like mother like son, Clay thought again. And
again, the image of Bailey eating pistachio ice cream assaulted
him.

He rose with Rory in his arms and found Aidan
across the room, flirting with a redhead. “Aidan?”

“Oh, sorry. You have to leave?”

“Actually, I’d like to treat my new friend
here to ice cream.”

“And his uncle?”

Clay grinned. “Sure. I wouldn’t mind talking
to you about a certain person we both know, anyway.”

“There’s a diner across the street.”

“You’re on.”

Soon they were settled in a booth in the
restaurant with their treats. A small afternoon crowd had gathered
in the bright, sun-drenched diner. Rory shoveled down his ice
cream, then asked if he could go look at the aquarium full of
colorful tropical fish that was the restaurant’s main decorative
touch. Since it was only a few feet away, Aidan gave his
permission and Rory scampered off. Soon his face was pressed to
the tank, mouth open in awe.

“So:” Clay began after he and Aidan had eaten
most of their dessert and had ordered coffee. “How’s your
sister?”

Aidan scowled. “Working too hard, as usual. I
try to help her out, but hell, she has erratic hours at ESCAPE and
fills in at the pub three times a week.” He nodded to the boy. “She
spends the rest of her time with this one. I don’t know when she
sleeps.”

“Can’t she forgo the pub?”

“She needs the money. ESCAPE doesn’t pay
much. The rest of us can’t afford to help her financially.” He
gazed at his camera. “I’m tryin’ to...” He shook his head. “You
don’t want to talk about me.”

“Sure I do.”

“No, you wanna know about her. I can tell.”
He smiled. “So, if you promise to get Julianne’s address for me,
I’ll tell all.”

“Julianne?”

“Moore.”

Clay laughed. “I’ll put the FBI right on
it.”

Aidan watched him. His gaze was intense, and
again reminiscent of Bailey’s.

“Aidan, why is she into the gang thing? She’s
bright, funny, interesting. She could be a lot of things. I know
she’s been offered several social work jobs with the state
government, which pay more.”

Aidan’s dark brows knitted. “Because of our
sister.”

“You have another sister?”

“We did. She died.” He stared out the window,
obviously thinking about another time. “In prison.”

Clay stilled. “Tell me,”

Aidan toyed with a napkin as he talked.
“Moira was three years older than Bailey. But she didn’t live with
us until she was fourteen. Dad...he, oh, hell, he cheated on Mom
and got caught. To give him quarter, they were fighting like cats
and dogs then and had a temporary separation. But we didn’t know
about Moira until her mother died. By then, she was into a girl
gang.”

At fourteen. How sad.

“The Good Girls were the—”

“She was in the GGs?”

“Yeah. They got into a particularly bad
street fight just past her sixteenth birthday, and were rounded up.
A D.A. sent her to Greenfield Detention Center.”

“I know the place. It’s for hard-core
teenagers.”

“She found her niche there, too. She died
squaring off with an in-house rival gang leader.”

Clay’s heart went out to Aidan and Bailey.
“I’m sorry.”

“Bailey took it the hardest. They were the
two girls so they shared a room. She loved Moira.”

Things about Bailey made more sense now. He
wondered why he didn’t know this about her background. It hadn’t
come up in her trial, or at least he couldn’t remember it.

“Clay?”

He sipped his coffee. “Hmm?”

“I wish you two could bury the hatchet.
You’ve caused her a lot of grief already.”

He swallowed hard, glanced at Rory who was
busy tracing patterns with his finger on the glass of the fish
tank. “You mean when she went to prison.”

Aidan’s pleasant face tensed. “Uh-huh.” His
brow furrowed. “She never talks about it. I don’t think we know the
whole story of what happened to her in there. “

Clay said, “Andersonville is less dangerous
than Greenfield. Where Bailey went was minimum security.”

Her brother’s jaw hardened. “I know. But in
some ways, that’s what I was afraid of. Other prisoners had...easy
access to her.”

Clay cleared his throat. “I checked on
her.”

“What?”

“After she was convicted. I visited
Andersonville before she went up and then kept tabs during the year
she was inside. There were a few scrapes.”

“Yeah, I saw a black eye once and some
bruises when I visited her.”

Clay swallowed hard. He leaned over. “I’m not
sure about the other—the sexual stuff. The guards said no, it
didn’t happen to her, that she’d gotten the protection of an
inmate...”

Aidan shrugged. “She said she wasn’t sexually
assaulted. That somebody had protected her—a gang leader who’d
known Moira on the outside. I just, um, didn’t know what Bailey
would have to do to get that protection.”

Clay went cold. “Do you think she was
lying?” Please Lord, don’t let her have
been.

“She could have been. I know my sister better
than anybody. She’s the baby but she’d feel the need to shelter
us.” Aidan gripped his spoon and stirred his coffee. “It’s why we
don’t know the details of what happens at ESCAPE. It drives my
brothers nuts.”

Releasing a heavy breath, Clay shifted in his
seat. “It drives me nuts, too.”

Aidan studied him. “Am I missing something
here?”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t know. Guy stuff. You seem...fond of
her.”

He started to object. Then he held Aidan’s
gaze. “I...am. I never expected to like her.”

A laugh, deep and from his belly, escaped
from Aidan. “Oh, wow. This is something. Particularly because I
think she feels the same about you.”

“She told you that?”

“Nah. But as I said, I know her better than
anybody.” He sobered. “You’re not married, right?”

“Divorced.”

“Got somebody?”

“I see a woman, but nothing formal.” Jane’s
pale hair and slender form came to his mind. “It’s been on-again,
off-again for a while.” He thought about it. “I don’t believe it’s
going anywhere.”

“If it is, if there’s another woman, stay
away from Bailey, Clay. I don’t want her hurt.”

“And if there isn’t one?”

He snorted. “I’d watch my step if I were
you.”

“Why?”

“Bailey’s never taken a man seriously.”

“Not even Rory’s father?”

“She liked him well enough. But I don’t think
she’s ever been in love.” He smiled. “She and I joke that we were
both born lacking the love gene.”

“No special girl for you?”

“Nope. My brothers, they’re a different
story. Bailey and me...nada.
Truthfully, I don’t think she’s ever found anybody who’s man
enough to handle her. Or one she can believe in enough to trust her
heart with.”

Clay was still digesting that when Rory raced
over. “I’m thirsty.”

Aidan smiled. “Okay, champ.” He signaled the
waitress.

Sitting back, Clay watched the two of them.
“Thanks for telling me all this.”

“Just remember what I said. I’m more
mild-mannered than my three brothers, but I’ll break your legs if
you hurt her.”

“You gonna break his legs, Uncle Aidan?” Rory
asked.

Aidan ruffled Rory’s hair. “Just a figure of
speech, kid.”

But it wasn’t. Oh, Clay didn’t believe Aidan
would do him bodily harm. Probably not. He didn’t think so anyway.
But Clay could tell this brother meant to protect his sister.

As he watched the O’Neils leave, he pondered
what he’d just heard. Bailey was an even more complicated woman
than Clay had realized.

That he wanted to know all those layers, peel
them off one by one, shocked him. This was not good.

 


 


THE GIRL WAS beautiful. She looked like
Jennifer Lopez, though her hair was darker and her eyes more hazel
than brown. No wonder her father tried to whore her out. Son of a
bitch.

“Can’t believe you’re here, Angel.”

Bailey smiled at Taz. “Why? I’m just having
coffee at my favorite bookstore cafe.” The one near Columbia
University’s campus, where scads of people were around, but Taz
wouldn’t stick out. She was dressed in fatigue pants, an army-green
T-shirt, and combat boots. Around her neck were distinctive beads,
which indicated her gang affiliation. She didn’t fly the gang
colors, though.

Bailey herself had on jeans and a T-shirt. To
the casual eye, they’d look like two students having coffee.
Students and teachers alike gathered in the airy space, which
brought the outdoor sunshine in through a huge wall of windows. The
interior was redolent with coffee and a variety of breads they
were famous for.

“Nice shirt.” Taz nodded to the GIRL POWER,
glittered across Bailey’s chest. She watched Bailey keenly, with
eyes full of a wary intelligence.

Taz said, “You’re pretty young to be doin’
this for a living.”

“So are you, Taz.”

“I can take care of myself.” Her eyes clouded
though, and she began to rip apart a napkin in front of her. “I,
um, this last thing...fuck, I only did it once ’cause they said
they were gonna cut off his fingers, one at a time. I ain’t doin’
it again.”

“Of course you’re not. We have to get you out
of that house.”

“I said I can live with my homiest’

“I can get you into a shelter.”

“No way. Five-ohs bust those places on a
regular basis.”

“The shelters ESCAPE uses are havens. The
police leave us alone.” She smiled. “Anyway, they don’t know all
the locations where we stash our kids.”

Taz’s smile made her even prettier.
“Everybody says you don’t play by no rules.”

“I play by rules that are fair. So, what do
you think? Are you going to let me help you?”

Bringing her coffee mug to her lips, Taz once
again studied Bailey. Finally, she said, “For a place to flop,
maybe. Nothin’ more. Least not right now. “

“All right. That’s enough.” At least for
right now.
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AS CLAYTON RODE in the taxi from his office
to the governor’s, he drew a folder from his briefcase. Opening
it, he startled at the face staring out at him. God, her eyes were
blue. They sucked you in. Against his will, he reached out and
traced a few freckles on her nose. Shit! Why had Josh included
this picture in the file? Probably to bust his balls. Josh Lewis,
his roommate from college, who ran a private investigation firm,
happened to be in New York the night after Clay had toured ESCAPE’s
offices, and had been the unexpected recipient of Clay’s
venting.

“You got a thing for her, buddy?” His most
trusted friend had asked as they’d kicked back with a beer in
Clay’s town house.

“No. Except that she gets under my skin.”

“Not a lot of women been able to do
that.”

Thoughtful, he peeled the label from the
bottle. “What if I wanted to know what she was up to for a few
weeks? Could you do it? Discreetly?”

“Yeah, sure. Nothing illegal about keeping
track of a foe. ’Course, if it was personal, it could be considered
stalking.”

“It isn’t personal, it’s professional.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” Josh said dryly. When
Clay didn’t respond, he said, “What the hell? Let’s do it.”

He knew what Josh was thinking, but he was
wrong. This was purely professional. Nothing personal. Clay wanted
ammunition against her, that was all.

Then why’d you change your suit today, twice,
when you knew you were going to see her?

Fuck, he couldn’t believe he was attracted to
the Street Angel. She wasn’t drop-dead gorgeous. She didn’t have
that sophisticated veneer he liked in women.

Disgusted with himself, he zeroed in on the
contents of the folder. By the time he got to the governor’s
office, all thoughts of attraction had flown from his mind; he
wanted to strangle her again. Hurrying from the cab, he strode into
the Public Safety Building, which was buzzing with the drone of
computers, phones ringing, and work chatter. He strode to the bank
of elevators hidden around a corner, thinking that some man really
needed to take Bailey O’Neil in hand. God help the guy who tried,
though.

The doors to an elevator opened and just
before Clay stepped in, he heard, “Hold it for me!” as a bundle of
blue flew toward him. “Thanks, I—oh...”

“Bailey.”

“Senator.”

While they stood staring at each other, the
elevator doors closed.

“Damn.”

She swore, too. Averting her eyes, she pushed
the call button and waited, shifting from one foot to the
other.

He tried to think of something glib to say,
something polite. But she looked tired and vulnerable. Why not,
after what she’d been up to? Remembering the file in his briefcase,
he gripped the handle tightly, and tried to rein in his pique. “I
trust you’ve been well since we last spoke.”

“Yeah, thanks. You?”

“Fine.”

They stared straight ahead; she said, “I saw
your picture in the paper last week. How was Bard?”

“Liberal as always.” He didn’t want to
think about how that weekend had ended with Jon. “How’s
your son?”

“Rory? Great.”

Mention of the boy got Clay riled up all over
again about the danger she put herself in, when she had a child to
care for. Somehow it had become mixed up with his problems with his
own son, too, but he couldn’t figure out how. In any case, he kept
remembering Rory’s little-boy haircut and joyful grin, how he
cuddled into Clay’s chest, how content he seemed. What if something
happened to Bailey because of her insistence on meeting gang kids
face-to-face? Frustrated by that, just as the elevator rolled to a
stop and pinged, he reached out and dragged her around the corner
into an empty hallway.

“What are you doing?” she hissed.

“I could ask you the same. Don’t you ever
think, woman?”

“What are you talking about? And why did you
pull me away from the elevator?”

“Because what I have to say to you is private
and has nothing to do with the governor’s task force.”

Straightening her shoulders, she faced him.
She wore a plain navy suit and light blue blouse. The outfit could
be nun-like if it wasn’t for how she filled out the stretchy
material. Today her glossy hair fell in waves around her face and
down her back.

“Spit it out, Senator.”

“I thought Face-to-Faces were conducted by
the rule of three.”

She had the good sense to blush. “They are.
Everything we told you when you toured ESCAPE is true.”

“You left a little something out.”

She tried to sidle around him, but he stepped
in front of her. They were close momentarily; she smelled like
flowers. Then she stepped back. “What?”

“You met alone with a gang member.”

Her blue eyes widened.

“Don’t bother denying it. You were seen.”

“I don’t have to confirm or deny anything for
you. Or anybody else. I run ESCAPE as I see fit. As long as I’m
not committing a crime, you can’t touch me.”

“If that braided, pierced, and tattooed
bombshell told you she did anything illegal, you’ve broken the law.
Again.”

“Oh, and did you, or whoever it was that saw
me, overhear our conversation?”

“No, I’m not privy to what was said.” He ran
a hand through his hair. “Don’t you care about your safety? You
have a child to consider, for Christ’s sake.”

That stopped her. And made her tongue loose.
“Look, I met with Taz in a very public coffee shop at ten o’clock
in the morning. It was perfectly safe.” She frowned. “How do you
know she was in a gang?”

“She was gang material, though she wasn’t
flying her colors.” He peered at her. “She was one of yours,
right?”

“Well, I’m trying to get her out of a
gang.”

“Did you?”

Her smile was sun bright. It knocked him off
kilter for a second, and he braced himself against the wall. “No,
but I got her into a shelter.”

Clay didn’t say anything.

“See, Senator, I do some good.”

Again she tried to move around him to get to
the elevator. He blocked her way a second time. “You met a gang kid
alone. That is definitely not a good thing.”

“I wasn’t at risk. For one thing, she was
tiny. I could take her if I had to.”

“Oh, that’s just great. What if she had a
knife? God help that four-year-old who depends on you.”

Furious because he kept hitting that hot
button, Bailey snapped at him. “What do you know about me and
Rory?”

“Enough to know you shouldn’t be risking your
safety, for him if nothing else. He’s a wonderful boy. Inquisitive.
Happy. How would he be changed if he lost his mother at such a
young age?”

“How do you know all that?”

“All what?”

“All that about Rory.”

“Because I met him.”

“Where?”

“Your brother and son were at the opening of
Tales for Tots. I gave a speech and cut the ribbon.”

“Why didn’t Aidan tell me he saw you?”

“I have no idea.”

“What else happened?”

“We got ice cream. Aidan and I talked for a
while.”

Her gaze narrowed, and she assessed him
shrewdly. “About me?”

“Some. Don’t worry, he didn’t tell me
state secrets.” Uncomfortable with the direction of the
conversation because of what Aidan had told him, Clay glanced at his watch. “We’ve
got to get going.” He circled around her and they strode to the
elevator. Immediately, the doors opened and she stepped inside. He
followed her.

Bailey was acutely aware of Clay’s size as he
stood next to her. His shoulders were linebacker material, and
she’d forgotten how tall he was. He smelled like expensive
cologne. And she liked his brown pinstripe suit. It did nice things
to his eyes.

Damn, she was acting like a school girl
noticing how a guy was dressed. She needed to annoy him and keep
her own annoyance with him in
the forefront. Luckily, it wasn’t at all difficult. “So, what, you
had me followed?”

“Somebody ought to have you followed, for all
the common sense you have. And don’t even ask. I won’t tell you
how I know. “

“It had to be that. Who else could have seen
me?”

“Any number of people. Including other gang
members who wouldn’t want you to get your claws into one of
theirs.”

“In that place? Never.”

No comment.

“Look, I’ve worked with girls like Taz for
years. They respond well to me.”

He sighed heavily. “Is she in high
school?”

“Yes, and she’s smart. I think she’s going to
be one of my success stories.” When he didn’t respond, she added
forcefully, “Damn it, Senator, give me a break.”

He let out a frustrated breath, then reached
out and hit a button. The elevator came to a jolting halt.

Bailey jerked forward. “What the hell are you
doing?”

“Look, I’m worried about you, all
right? On top of disagreeing with just about everything that pops
into that pretty little head of yours, I’m worried.”

“Why?”

“Damned if I know. Meeting you. Your family.
Hearing about your life. I’ve been thinking about you a lot
lately.”

I’ve been thinking about
you, too. “You shouldn’t be thinking about me as
anything but an enemy.”

He looked like he’d been slapped. Then his
eyes darkened to a smoky quartz. “All right, sure, fine. Forget
it.” Giving her his back, he went for the button to release the
elevator.

Without thinking of what she was doing,
Bailey reached out and grasped his arm, effectively stopping him.
“Clay.”

The use of his name, the way she uttered it,
seemed intimate. Felt intimate. She slid her hand to his wrist and
lightly grazed his bare skin. It was sprinkled with dark blond
hair.

Suddenly the air felt oppressive, hot; the
elevator became an emotional powder keg. She tugged her hand
back.

He pivoted. There was heat in his eyes.
A kind of heat she’d seen before from men. Oh, my God, she thought just as he grasped on to
her, pressed her against the wall, and covered his mouth with
hers.

From there, it got very wild, very fast.

 


 


“FIRST, I’D LIKE to thank you all for
consenting to be on New York’s Youth Gang Task Force.” Governor
Friedman’s look was sincere as he scanned the ten people at the
oval conference table in his stately office of cherry wood
paneling and expensive furniture. “I know you’re all busy. But I
chose each of you carefully for your diverse views. That said, I’m
hoping you can pool your expertise and come up with concrete
suggestions for using our share of the hundred million dollars
provided by Stewart’s Youth Crime Bill, earmarked for social
agencies to counter gang activity in our state.”

People nodded. Smiled. Some sent
surreptitious glances at Bailey, then Clay, who were, of course,
well-known adversaries on this topic. Yeah, sure, and that
adversary just had his hands underneath her blouse in the elevator,
for God’s sake. God, she hoped she’d tucked it in right. He’d tried
to help her.

Here let me.

She batted his hands away.
No!

Right now, he could barely look at her, and
she’d die before she caught his gaze. They’d both been late to
this meeting, though thank the good Lord, no one else knew
why.

The governor gave his committee an
ingratiating smile. “Let’s introduce ourselves. Tell us who you
are, and why you’re here.”

He nodded to a plump woman of about sixty.
“Marion, would you start?”

“I’m Marion Hocker. A Sister of St. Joseph. I
work at the Baden Street shelter that takes in gang kids. I’m here
because we need to make some progress in housing for these kids.”
She smiled at Bailey. The nun finished with, “I fully support
ESCAPE’s proposal for Guardian House.”

Next up was a police captain, Ned Price, who
had extensive anti-gang experience. “I’m tired of competing
efforts. We need to work together.” His steely gaze focused on
Bailey. “And to know our places.”

The senator went next. “I’m Clay Wainwright.
I’ve made no secret of my tough-on-crime stance, especially with
youth gang members. And I agree with Ned. We need to work
together, and know our roles. I have some ideas where I’d like
that money spent.”

The others followed.

A state senator.

A single mother who used to be in a gang.

A social worker.

A teacher and a principal.

A female pastor.

When it was her turn, Bailey smiled
congenially at everybody—with lips that felt slightly swollen.
From his mouth. “I’m Bailey
O’Neil, otherwise known as the Street Angel. I run ESCAPE and know
some of you but not all. Since this is money earmarked for social
agencies, and the federal government already got its four hundred
million” —here she took a bead on Clay— “for prosecutors, the FBI,
and other legal eagles, I wonder why the local senator and the
federal senator are even participating.”

Clay leaned forward to answer that. There was
still a flush on his face, and on his neck was a red mark from her
mouth. “We’re here to make sure you spend this money wisely.”

She gave him a blistering look. “That should
not be your decision.”

“Oh, and who should decide? You?”

“These allocations should be decided by the
people who will get the social agency money.”

Clay started to say more when the door opened
and hit the wall with a thud.

“Sorry I’m late.” Gazes flew to the entry

“Ah, Councilman Lawson. Glad you could make
it.” Friedman addressed the rest of them. “When he got wind of
this committee, Eric called and asked to be part of it. As a
lawyer, with his background in juvenile crime, it seemed
appropriate.”

Lawson crossed to Bailey and sat down close
to her. She inched back and shot a surreptitious glance at Clay. He
scowled at Lawson’s proprietary gesture. She scowled back at
him.

After the introductions were completed, the
governor clicked into his Power Point presentation. “The three
objectives of this committee and the outcomes are listed here.
Take a minute to read them, then I’ll tell you how we’ll go about
achieving them.”

Bailey read the objectives.

 


1. To assess current community-based
programs.

2. To compile crime prevention research.

3. To explore a variety of intervention
services for gang members and at-risk youth that might receive
government money.

 


“For expediency’s sake,” the governor began
once everyone had time to read the objectives, “I’ve broken you
into subcommittees according to the above. I’d like you to get
together a couple of times before our next full task force meeting,
and come back with a report on the headway you made. Let’s split
into groups now and take a few minutes to brainstorm some places to
start, then set a time for your subcommittee to get together.”

Bailey peered up at the screen. Sure enough,
she was grouped with Sister Marion, Ned the cop, and the senator.
The governor had obviously given his choice of participants and
subcommittees a lot of thought. Their task was to assess current
community-based programs.

From the corner of her eye, Bailey saw Clay
peruse the screen. Then his gaze swung directly to her. The look
was hot and heavy—a lot like his mouth had been. It took her a
minute to realize she’d raised her hand to her lips, was touching
them. His eyes narrowed possessively on the gesture. Oh, hell.

The meeting broke up, and Bailey wanted
desperately to get out of the room without a confrontation with
Clay. She didn’t know what she was feeling. Unfortunately, Eric was
at her elbow when she reached the door. “Hey, wait up.”

“I’m in a hurry.”

“To get away from the good senator, I’ll
bet.”

“Eric, don’t put—”

“Excuse me.” Clay’s deep voice raised goose
flesh on her still sensitized skin. “I was wondering if I might
speak to you, Ms. O’Neil.” He nodded to Eric. “Lawson.” Bailey
noticed his address was even cooler than usual. She wondered if he
knew about Jon showing up for Eric’s get-together.

“I’m trying to have a word with her myself.”
Eric’s blue eyes gleamed as he regarded Clay. “By the way, Senator,
did Bailey tell you how much she enjoyed meeting your son at my
campaign organizational session?”

 


 


CLAY PUNCHED IN the number of her cell. After
two rings, she answered in that husky voice of hers, that tonight,
ran along his nerve endings. “Bailey O’Neil.”

“It’s me, Clay.”

A long intake of breath. “Hi.” Her tone was
conciliatory. She didn’t bite his head off, as he half expected.
“How did you get this number?” When he didn’t respond, she said,
“Like you get addresses? And emails?”

“The governor. I told him we’d forgotten to
exchange numbers for our subcommittee. He obviously felt it was
safe to give it to me.”

“Goes to show how much he knows.”

He chuckled.

“I’m glad you called. You left so quickly
after Eric dropped that bomb.”

“Yeah, well, my son and my greatest enemy
working in collusion on an opponent’s campaign made me speechless.”
And hurt, but he didn’t voice that.

“It wasn’t a campaign meeting. It was just a
pre-session to see how much support Eric might have.” Clay didn’t
respond. “Still, I’m sorry about what Jon did. And we weren’t in
collusion. I thought it was very wrong of him to be there. If it’s
any consolation, I told him so that night.”

“You did?”

“Yeah. Did you talk to him about it?”

“Yes, and it ended in another yelling
match.”

“For what it’s worth, he seemed really
uncomfortable with what he’d done. And chagrined when I said
something about it.”

“Well, that helps. I’m stunned by his
actions.” He waited. “And I hate the fact that you were there, that
you’re going to work for Lawson. “ A pause. “Especially after
today.”

More silence.

“Where are you?” he finally asked.

“Home, I just put Rory to bed.”

“Enjoy this part of your life with him.”

“You’ll work it out with Jon, Clay.”

He didn’t want to think about that, so he let
himself wonder what she was wearing. He remembered the peek he’d
gotten at some scraps of blue lace when her blouse pulled apart.
By his teeth.

“Where are you?” she asked.

“At my town house here in the city. Congress
is on recess a few more weeks so I spend a lot of time in New
York.”

“Ah.”

Ohhh, ahhh, Jesus...

Hurt?

No. God, no.

“I’d like to see you. We need to talk.” Even
he could hear the intimate pitch of his voice.

“That’s not a good idea. I think we should
stay away from each other.”

“We have a meeting next week.”

“On neutral ground. With a lot of people
around.”

“Have dinner with me afterwards.”

“No.”

Silence. He saw in his mind Lawson escort her
out of the governor’s conference room, close, holding her elbow.
“Did you go out with Lawson tonight?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“It was about five hours ago when you wrapped
yourself around me in that elevator.”

“Oh, God. I don’t know what happened there.
We don’t even like each other.”

“You don’t like me just a little bit?”

Nothing.

“You’re smiling.”

“How can you tell?”

“I just can. Come on, the world won’t tilt
off its axis if you see me. “

“It did today.”

“What? Tilt off its axis?” He guessed she
didn’t mean to say that. “For me too, honey.”

A huge intake of breath. “Don’t call me
that.”

“Sorry. What was I thinking?”

“I have to hang up.”

He rose and began to pace. “Are we ever going
to talk about it, Bailey?”

“No. We’re going to forget it happened.”

“I’m not sure I can do that.”

“Well, try”

“Listen, I—”

“Good night, Senator. Don’t call me
again.”

“You can call me. You’ve got my cell number
in your phone now. On incoming calls.” He paused, smiling. “And my
email and IM addresses’“

“I’ll erase everything as soon as we’re
done.”

“Wait. You might need me.”

“I won’t need you.”

He chuckled. “You seemed to in the elevator
today, babe.”

“Don’t keep talking about that.”

“I’ll stop. For now. Sweet dreams, Street
Angel.”

“You too, Senator:’

“Hmm.” He could guess what
those would be. “Good
night.”

 


 


SEVEN

 


 


WITH A POWER Point clicker in her hand,
Bailey stood before fifty teachers from Carson City High School
who’d signed up for a special in-service course called Teens at
Risk. She’d just been introduced. “Good afternoon. Thanks for
asking me here.” She nodded to Nick Michaels, the School Resource
Officer who’d set up this presentation. “Nick speaks very highly of
all of you.” She nodded to the screen, said, “Let’s get started,”
and clicked into the computer.

“When you’re a Jet...” The opening to
one of the most famous scenes of West Side
Story came on. The Sharks and the Jets danced down the
street, pretending to punch each other and spar with knives. If
only...

When the film clip ended, Bailey faced the
teachers. “Real gang life’s not like this. It’s brutal.” She then
clicked into actual footage one of the local stations had taken.
Emergency vehicles swarmed to a scene, sirens screeching, red
lights blinding; gunshots rang out. People screamed. A person was
filmed running—and suddenly he took a bullet in his back. The
camera shifted to a young boy, on the ground, his life blood
spilling into the street. The segment ended with a shot of a boy
named Marcos, taken in his Face-to-Face, his own features obscured,
talking about the gang. “I was ten when I joined...my sister
trained in...I sold drugs to five-year-olds...”

A hush pervaded the room when this portion of
the presentation ended. Bailey paused for effect, then said,
“That’s real gang life. And your school district needs to take
precautions so that it doesn’t happen here.”

She called up her first slide. “All right,
this is a test.” She smiled engagingly. “Teachers like tests, don’t
they?”

“Except for correcting them,” someone called
out.

“Nick’s passing out the paper version. See
what you know.”

The test was a series of fifteen questions,
which would highlight risk factors to determine if a school or
community was in danger of gang activity. Usually, there was
spirited debate among educators on whether or not gang
encroachment was happening in their area.

This nice little school outside of the city
was no different. After giving them several minutes to take the
test, she initiated a discussion. To the first question, Do you
have graffiti on or near your school?, most agreed that graffiti
was there, but felt that it wasn’t necessarily gang related. For
number two, Was the graffiti crossed out?, they agreed it was.
Bailey told them this signified rival gangs. The low rumble of
voices indicated the teachers were surprised at this fact.

“Are there drugs, weapons, and physical
violence here?” she asked, pointing to number five of the
questions.

“Yes,” answered a counselor. “But all schools
have those. This doesn’t mean they’re related to gangs.”

“Right. But it could mean that. We’re looking
for risk factors here. If you have a lot of them, you need to
know.”

More murmurs.

“Here’s an important point. Do students wear
distinctive jewelry, clothes, and flash hand signals?” She knew
they did. It was one of the reasons Nick had called her.

Louder rumblings went through the crowd. To
bring the point home—teachers were a tough crowd to convince, yet
her favorite to work with—she demonstrated several hand signals
adult gangs used, and youth gangs often imitated. She heard some
comments: “I’ve seen those...Oh, dear, I recognize that one...I
caught a kid...”

The questions on beepers, pagers, and cell
phones set off a whole round of discussion. Obviously, the use of
that technology in their school was a hot button, and the faculty
debated whether or not it could be gang related.

“The last one is very significant, and I’ll
confess, I know this is happening here. Nick has told me.” She
referred to the question asking if there was an increase in the
presence of informal social groups with unusual names. “I
understand there are two groups. You’ve reported tattoos, drawings
on notebooks and clothing, graffiti in the bathrooms, and the
wearing of certain colors associated with the gangs we know as the
Beasts and the Cannibals.” She nodded again to the resource
officer. “And Nick tells me there’s a preponderance of tilted caps,
suggestive earrings, and belt buckles being worn.” She panned the
audience. “I’ m sorry to tell you that your school has the earmarks
of youth gang activity.”

The teachers looked a little stunned. There
was absolute quiet in the room until a pretty blond woman raised
her hand. “Susan Smith, health teacher. Why would this happen
here?” she asked. “We’re small. We love our kids. Most of them come
from good homes. I agree there’s a problem, but I don’t get
why.”

Bailey was prepared for this. She put up
another slide. “Here are some reasons kids join gangs. You tell me
which might be applicable here.”

The list included: looking for a sense of
respect and power; gangs become family, when kids have real or
imagined problems at home; encroachment from a larger city nearby,
sometimes engendered by transfer students; for self-protection
from other gangs; to make money, have nice things.

“Though I’d like to debunk some myths, if I
may. Gang activities, especially youth gangs, don’t always make
the kids a lot of money. By the time they pay off the gang, there
isn’t much left. However, I do understand your community has
experienced some downsizing lately. Parents have lost their jobs,
giving kids a need for employment, which they can’t get either.
That could make their homes dysfunctional so they turn elsewhere
for support.”

Once the issue of gang encroachment was
accepted by the faculty, Bailey turned off her computer. “It’s a
big step to admit you have a problem. From here, we’ll look at what
you can do about it.” She smiled. “I’ll be back in the fall to do
some in-service training for every member of the staff at meetings
like this. Our experience at ESCAPE can help you to take steps so
that your school and community are not run by gangs.”

When she finished, she felt energized, as she
always did after working at schools. Educational institutions were
the places to start eradicating gang activity because they had so
much influence over kids. Her work with them was tangible proof
that she was doing some good. As she received a standing ovation,
and teachers gathered around her asking more questions, she wished
Senator Wainwright could have been here to see this.

 


 


CLAYTON LOUNGED BACK in a comfortable chair
as Chuck Stewart called the meeting to order. The subcommittee,
appointed by the Health, Education, and Welfare Committee and the
Appropriations Committee, had been charged with doling out the
money from the Youth Gang Bill by November first. Though Congress
itself was not in session, and most senators were in their home
states dealing with local business, Stewart had asked the members
of this subcommittee to fly in for this special meeting to give the
reports on their own states, and the others they had reporting to
them.

“All right, let’s see what we have going
here. I want to know what’s happening in each of the states so
far.” He smiled. “Clay, since you worked so closely with me on
getting that bill passed, you go first.”

Clay leaned forward. He liked the
mild-mannered senator, who was rumored to be a front-runner, along
with Clay himself, for the next vice presidential candidate.
Stewart would make a damn good one, as would Clay. “New York’s
Youth Gang Task Force has met and gotten organized. We’ve just
split into subcommittees.”

“How’s it going?”

He thought of being with Bailey in the
elevator. “Not as expected.”

“I assume your worst critic is on it,” Tom
Carter asked.

Clay struggled not to squirm at the irony of
Jane’s father inquiring about Bailey. “Yes, she is, Tom.”

“Were there fireworks?”

You don’t know the half of
it. He recalled vividly how her skin had burned under
his hands. “Yes. But I did finagle a tour of ESCAPE.”

Another senator, who leaned toward social
programs to stop gang violence asked, “That soften you toward her
activities, Clay? You know I like that organization.”

“I can see why, Carol. They’re good people,
hard-working. They just take too many risks and walk a fine line as
far as obeying the law.”

“In your opinion,” Carol said.

“Mine, too,” Tom put in.

Others joined in. A discussion ensued.

When it began to wind down, Stewart called
the meeting back to the question and polled the other
representatives for how other states were spending the money.
Several were considering programs like Bailey already had in
place. Her model seemed popular. It made Clay uncomfortable as hell
at the prospect of ESCAPE being a national prototype.

After the meeting broke up, Tom approached
him. “I understand you’re coming to dinner tonight with Jane.”

Holy hell, he’d forgotten. Jane had gotten
back this afternoon from a cruise with her mother. Truth be told,
he hadn’t thought much about her since that day in the elevator
with Bailey. “Yes, I am. How was the trip home?”

“Good. We’ll see you at Citronelle at
eight.”

Feeling faintly annoyed by this commitment,
Clay tied up some loose ends at his office, thought about going
home to change but decided instead to call Jon. He hadn’t talked to
the boy since they’d clashed over Lawson. He punched in his son’s
cell number.

“Yeah, Jon here.”

“Jon, it’s Dad.”

“Oh, hi.”

“I just wondered how you were.”

“I’m okay. I got an A on my Buddhist Thought
and Practice paper.”

“Good, good.” A strained silence. For some
reason, he remembered reading to Rory O’Neil and the sense of
nostalgia that had come over him. “Saturday’s your grandfather’s
seventieth birthday party.”

The boy offered, without Clay’s asking, “I’m
going, Dad

“Good.” After a pause, Clay took the
initiative. “Can we talk then? Things between us were left badly,
and I don’t like it.”

His son jumped on that. “Me either. I can
come up early Friday.”

“Good. It’s a date.

Clay felt a little more lighthearted when he
left to meet the Carters at Citronelle in Georgetown’s Latham
Hotel. He’d always liked the unique glass-front kitchen and wall,
which changed color every sixty seconds.

At a table with a good view of the goings-on,
Jane stood and greeted him warmly. “Hello, darling."

He tried to participate in the hug. “Jane.”
They’d talked several times when she was away so he knew how the
cruise had gone. He smiled at her. “You’re looking tanned. A bit
thinner.”

“Thank you.”

He hadn’t necessarily meant the latter as a
compliment.

After greeting her mother, whom Jane
resembled, Clay sat down for dinner.

During drinks, his mind drifted from Jane’s
elegant Chanel suit to Bailey’s stretchy knit one.

During salad, his attention went from Jane’s
neat chignon to Bailey’s wild curls.

During dinner, superimposed over Jane’s thin,
elegant face, were Bailey’s full lips, rosy cheeks, and mischievous
eyes.

Damn it, this was not good.

Things went downhill from there when they got
into a cab and he gave the driver her father’s D.C. address. She
put her hand on his arm and, sidling in close, she changed the
directions to Clay’s town house. “It’s been too long,
darling.”

Maybe she was right. Maybe he needed to be
with Jane and he’d forget all about Bailey O’Neil.

 


 


THE NIGHT OF her presentation at the school,
Bailey met Eric Lawson at a small crepe place in the city. Diners
crowded the small, wood-paneled interior and there was a healthy
mixture of conversation, china clanking, and some soft background
music.

“So, how did the talk go today?” Eric asked
congenially.

Had she told him about the presentation? She
didn’t remember. “Good, the faculty was cooperative. And
interested. I’ll be going back every Wednesday in September.”

“Is that common?” He asked the question but
was busy scanning the restaurant. To see if he knew anybody,
probably.

“Only when I take off my clothes.”

“Oh, good.”

She shook her head, hating it when men she
was with didn’t listen. Suddenly, she remembered Clay’s intense
gaze when she talked about ESCAPE, his focused attention when they
toured the place. She saw him laugh and ask questions about Rory.
Analyze her Broadway posters.

She thought about telling Eric she didn’t
like being ignored, but didn’t have the energy—or interest—to do
it. She’d just eat and go home. After devouring cheesy chicken
crepes and a few glasses of wine, Bailey was feeling mellow.
Outside the restaurant, Eric hailed a cab.

“Thanks,” she said, as he opened the
door.

“Not so fast,” he told her and slipped
inside. “I’ll see you home.”

At her door, she was reminded of Clay’s visit
there nearly a month ago. How he’d stood on her porch with ice
cream and wheedled his way upstairs. Damn it all! This wasn’t good.
So she slid her arms around Eric’s neck; he needed no more
invitation.

His lips were warm, his hands smooth on her
back, in her hair, finally on her hips, pulling her close. When she
found herself shrinking from his touch, she tried harder to
participate. He took it as a green light, and his hands moved to
her breasts. “Invite me up, Bailey,” he said as he nibbled at her
lips.

In the lamps from the streetlights, she
stared at his flushed face and wondered if making love with Eric
Lawson would banish her thoughts of Clayton Wainwright.

 


 


“HI. IT’S BAILEY.” She gripped her phone and
raised embarrassed eyes to the ceiling of her bedroom.
“O’Neil.”

“I got it on Bailey.” Clay’s voice was sleep slurred, but
amused.

“Were you asleep?”

“Um, no. What time is it?”

“Midnight. What were you doing?”

“I’m in bed.” He cleared his throat. “Give me
a second.”

Ohmigod, he’s with
somebody. Quickly, she clicked off the phone.
Shit, shit, shit. She bolted from the
bed, strode to the kitchen, and opened the refrigerator. She’d been
prowling around here since Eric left and had stupidly given in to
the impulse to call Clay.

And he was with a woman. At least he sounded
like he was. Jane Carter, she bet. The beautiful, feminine, cool
senator’s daughter. Bailey had seen pictures of the two of them
together. They were well matched. She glanced down at the pretty
peach nightgown she’d bought years ago but didn’t wear much. She’d
been thinking about Clay when she’d slipped into it tonight—alone.
Unable to go through with anything physical with Eric, she’d given
him the boot hours ago.

Her cell phone rang from the counter where
she’d left it. She checked the identification of the sender.
Unavailable. “Hello.”

“Why did you hang up?” His husky voice
rumbled over the phone. It made her shiver, though the night was
warm.

“I, um...” She was flustered. “Fuck, I
realized you were probably with somebody.”

“Why would you think that?”

“Because you left the phone. And your voice
sounded...oh, never mind.”

“I’m not with anyone.” His tone pitched even
lower.

She blew out a breath.

“That sounds like relief, sweetheart.’

“Don’t call me pet names.”

“All right, Bailey.” He sounded frustrated.
“What did you want?”

“Damned if I know.”

He laughed. “How have you been?”

She found herself telling him about the
school talk she gave that day. He listened without interrupting
then asked several specific questions. “I’d like to see that
presentation sometime.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s something you should be doing.
And I’ll bet you’re good at it.”

“You think I should be doing it because it’s
safe.”

“That too. There’s a lot of need for experts
like you in education today.”

Hoisting herself up, she sat on the counter
and kicked her feet back and forth like a teenager nervous about
calling the school football hero. “How have you been?” Oh, Christ,
could she get any more inane?

“We had a meeting today about spending the
Youth Gang Bill money.”

“I thought Congress was on recess until
September.”

“This committee has to hit the ground running
in the fall. We all flew in to meet. Stewart wants the money
distributed ASAP.”

“How’d it go?”

“I told him about our task force.”

“Hmm.”

“You remember the task force meeting we had,
don’t you, Bailey?”

Silence.

“And what happened before. In the
elevator.”

“Clay...” The word came out breathless.
Because just his tone heated her body.

When she didn’t finish, he asked, “Did you go
out tonight?”

“Yes.”

“With whom?”

“Eric.”

“Shit.”

“Did you have a date tonight?”

“With Jane.”

Double shit.

“I don’t like the idea of you out with other
men.”

Ditto. “There’s
no other, Clay. That implies
you’re one. Or the most important one.”

“Sorry. I thought maybe because I had my
hands under your blouse two weeks ago, I had a right to say
that.”

“Did you have your hands under Lady Jane’s
blouse tonight?”

“Do you care?”

No answer.

His voice rose a notch. “Did Lawson get to
first base?”

“I won’t talk to you about that.”

An exasperated sigh. “I didn’t make love with
Jane.”

“Oh, God. I shouldn’t have asked about
her.”

“She wanted to. She’s been away for a few
weeks.”

“Did you miss her?”

“Not as much as I should have.” He waited.
“Do you miss me?”

“No.” Yes.

“Bailey, something’s going on between us. I
keep thinking about you. I couldn’t be with Jane tonight because of
you.”

“Clay, don’t.”

“Give me some crumbs.”

“I didn’t sleep with Eric.”

“Tonight or ever?”

“Ever.”

“Good.”

“What s happening here isn’t good, Clay.”

“You kept my cell number.”

No response.

“You called me tonight.”

“I know. It was a moment of weakness.”

“Then you admit there’s something
between us.”

“All right, but I don’t like it.”

“See me this week? I’ll be in town for the
task force.”

“We shouldn’t. Besides I’m swamped.”

“Then at least go out with me after the
meeting Thursday.”

“I’m afraid to.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t know what will happen if
we’re alone.”

“Nothing would ever happen that you don’t
want to.”

“How did we get here, Clay? We’ve been
adversaries for years.”

“It doesn’t feel like we’re adversaries
now.”

“But we are.”

“Maybe professionally. Personally, we seem to
hit it off rather well.”

“Look, I gotta hang up.”

“Say yes, about dinner, and I’ll let you
go.”

“Maybe. It’s the best I can do tonight.”

“All right. I’ll call you in a few days.”

No answer.

“Bailey, before you go. Tell me what you’re
wearing.”

She looked down at her silky nightgown. “Good
night, Clay.”

“That good, huh?”

 


 


EIGHT

 


 


CLAY HAD CALLED the meeting of the Youth Gang
Task Force subcommittee on community programs for six on Thursday
at his office in town. His New York headquarters were big and
imposing—a lot like him—with wooden paneling, heavy furniture, and
expensive-looking drapes. The place even smelled powerful. Bailey
viewed his day-to-day surroundings as just another thing that
separated them.

He hadn’t phoned or sent her emails all
week—which was good, really it was. He had called her this morning,
though, and told her he’d made a reservation at a restaurant a
block away from the office. She’d hedged, but he’d insisted and she
hadn’t objected. Her mind was reeling with a thousand different
thoughts and her heart was conflicted with as many emotions.

“Thanks for coming, everybody.” He smiled at
Ned the cop, Marion the nun, and Bailey, the Street Angel.

His gaze encompassed her only briefly but she
was acutely aware of herself; she’d worn a slim-fitting off-white
raw silk skirt—one of the few expensive skirts in her wardrobe—and
a bright lagoon-blue top that Aidan had brought her from the
Bahamas. She’d fussed with her hair, finally pulling it back off
her face with some clips. Thank God she’d resisted the urge to put
on makeup.

With brisk efficiency and the
authoritative command of a man used to being in charge, Clay passed
around an agenda. He was all buttoned up in a starched white shirt,
gray suit, and paisley tie. How could she like that conservative dress? “First, let’s
review our assignments from last time: Ned, you’re to report on
which youth gangs are operative now in town so we’re all up to
speed. Marion, you’re to give us an accounting of the shelters that
take gang kids, and what medical facilities are available.” He
faced Bailey. “I know you have your hand in all these reform
activities, but your task is to summarize what exactly ESCAPE does
and the other organizations like yours in the state.” He glanced
at them all. “Everyone agreed?”

They did.

“I think we should alternate taking notes.
I’ll do it tonight.” He sat down, loosened his tie, opened a thin
notebook computer, and fiddled with some buttons.

Price eased back in his chair. He was about
fifty, in top shape with shrewd, if world-weary eyes. “The police
are aware of four youth gang elements in the city. Two are
front-runners—the Barracudas and Anthrax. The other two are up and
wannabees—the Conquerors and the Legends.” He sighed. “They all
accept girls. The first two have splinter groups which operate for
females. “

“That’s the extent of it?”

“Far as we know.”

Clay glanced up from his computer screen at
Bailey. “Anything to add, Bailey?”

“Anthrax is gaining a following. They’re one
to watch.” She looked at Clay. “And the Conquerors’ girl group has
a name.”

“The Shags,” Ned said.

“No, they’ve changed it to the Good
Girls.”

The cop frowned and sat forward. “How would
you know that?”

“Really, Captain Price, you don’t expect me
to answer that.”

“The Good Girls was one of the most brutal
youth gangs that ever hit this city.” Ned glared at her. “If
they’re reincarnated, we’re in trouble.”

Bailey ignored the emotion inside her at the
thought of Moira’s gang legacy. “I know. They’re going to be a huge
problem.”

“Where do these gangs operate?” Marion
asked.

“The Conquerors have the West Side of the
city.” Ned scowled. “I imagine the GGs are over there.”

“Bailey, is Ned right about all this?”

“I have no idea. I never ask those
details.”

“Well, you should.” The captain scowled.
“What’s more, you should have reported to the police that the GGs
are back in business.”

Bailey leaned forward, feeling her
temperature rise; it was easier being pissed at the police than
thinking about Moira. “Listen, Captain, and listen good. I received
no illegal information from that girl. She came on the interactive
network and told me she was tired of gang life. I have a better
than fifty percent chance of getting her out. Telling you anything
about her would put an end to saving her and countless others.” She
straightened and peered down her nose at him. “If you’re going to
badger me like this, I’ll have to rethink my position on this
entire committee.”

“Fine, quit. You won’t get any money for your
programs.”

“All right, both of you, that’s enough. The
last thing I want is for anybody to quit.” Clay faced her. “Is this
the girl I...know about?”

“Yes.”

He looked at Sister Marion. “Did you shelter
her?”

The older woman folded her hands and stared
hard at him. “Yes, but I won’t divulge where, Senator. And I agree
with Bailey. If this is how the committee’s going to go, I’ll
reconsider my participation.”

Clay sighed. “Well, I guess we didn’t get
started off on the right foot, now did we?”

After things settled down, they talked about
their task more calmly. Marion had managed to give a list of
shelters and an overview on medical help available, and Bailey gave
a recounting of her organizations without drawing any more
blood.

When the meeting ended, Sister Marion and Ned
went out talking civilly. Bailey gathered her things and started
for the door by the time Clay was able to grab her arm and pull her
back. “Hold on a second.”

She turned to face him. He’d done a good job
with diffusing the situation, but she was stinging from the cop’s
remarks. Still the understanding in his eyes did something to her
insides. “I have to go. “

“Why, because somebody other than me
questioned your actions?”

She shook her head. “There are other
reasons.” She didn’t expect the ambush, and talking about the GGs
had made her feel vulnerable.

Clay drew her back and closed the door.
“Bailey, I know about Moira.”

It was the last thing she
expected. “What?”

“I know about the GGs and Moira.”

“Did you have me investigated?”

“I didn’t have to. Aidan told me.”

“My brother? I’ll kill him.”

“Don’t. I probed that day we took Rory for
ice cream. We got talking about you, and I asked why you were so
obsessed with getting kids out of gangs.”

Exhausted, she leaned against the wall. “I
guess it doesn’t matter if you know.”

“Come and sit.” He led her to a stuffed chair
in the corner then crossed to the cooler and poured her some water.
He dropped down across from her and gave her the drink. “I’m sorry
if tonight resurrected old feelings.”

She sipped. The water choked her.
“I...sometimes it creeps up on me. Overwhelms me. Especially when
I’m least expecting a reminder.”

“Want to talk about it?” His question was so
sincere, his face full of understanding.

“How much do you know?”

“Not much. That she came to live with you
when her mother died, and that you loved her.”

Bailey closed her eyes. She could see Moira
with her Mohawk hairdo, with her pierced naval and tongue. But
unbeknownst to the others, she also had memories of Moira climbing
into bed with Bailey and talking to her about her dreams.

“I loved having a sister. She’d braid my
hair, show me how to put on makeup. She wanted to be a ballerina.
But her mother never told my dad, you know, that he was her father,
so there was no money for her to do things normal kids do. We used
to sneak down to a studio near the house and peer in the window,
stare at the girls who could afford lessons. It was like she was
two different people.”

“Gang kids often are.”

“I couldn’t believe it when she died. I
missed her so much.”

Clay reached in his pocket and handed her
something. A handkerchief. “You can shed those tears you’re holding
back, you know.”

She shook her head vehemently. “I stopped
crying when I went to prison.”

His face blanked, then looked pained.
“I...”

“Don’t, Clay.”

“All right. Tell me about Moira.”

She gave him a weak smile. “I used to beg her
not to go out at night. When she first came to live with us, she
got me to swear I’d never tell my parents about the gang stuff.”
She looked up at Clay. “I never did.”

“Now why doesn’t that surprise me?”

“Yeah, even then, huh?” She swallowed hard.
“Maybe if I’d told somebody she’d still be alive.”

He reached out and grasped her hand. “You
knew she was out the night she got arrested, didn’t you?”

The gentle soothing touch felt so good, she
let him hold her hand, trace her fingers with one of his own.
“Yeah. I kept vigil at the window all night.” She swallowed hard.
“She never came home. She’d been picked up by the cops.” She
sighed. “Grand larceny."

“Aidan said she was sent to Greensboro.”

“She died in Greensboro.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“Dad blamed himself. Said if he’d known about
her being born, maybe he could have done something.” Her throat
closed up. “Do you think ballet lessons might have helped?”

Sliding an arm around her, Clay tried to pull
her close.

“No, I’m all right.”

“You’re not all right.” He tugged harder.

Still she resisted. “Clay, don’t. I lose it
when people try to comfort me.”

“So tough,” he said, brushing back her
hair.

She watched him. He was sincere. Empathetic.
And she was tempted to rest her head on his shoulder and bawl like
a baby.

But she wouldn’t. She had to be strong. And
clear where this man was concerned. “Don’t let me do this, Clay.
Please. It won’t help. If I think about it too hard, guilt
overwhelms me. And I can’t break down. I won’t.”

“Maybe you should talk about it to ease some
of that guilt.”

“No. Just let me handle this my way.”

“All right. If that’s what you need.” He
stood. Held out his hand. “But I won’t take no for an answer on
dinner, now. We’ll go to Pipers.”

“I don’t want to talk about any of this.”

“Okay, you can tell me about your
brothers.”

“And you can tell me about your family.”

“It’s a deal.”

Slowly, she put her hand in his.

 


 


BAILEY COULDN’T EVER remember a better
conversation with anybody. And Clay had never found it this easy to
talk about his feelings...

“My brothers are all two years apart.
Patrick’s the most conservative; he doesn’t even want his wife to
work. I’m afraid they aren’t going to be able to stay together if
he doesn’t wise up soon...When I insisted on going away to college,
my parents sent me upstate to a small Catholic girls school. Aidan
was at the boys’ school down the road. It’s how we got so close...I
liked regular social work enough but I wanted to help kids like
Moira so I left the traditional agencies after a year...Rory was a
complete surprise. His dad was a singer and had a stint at the pub;
he was handsome as sin. I liked him but didn’t love him. We used
birth control every time, but my cycle’s erratic so I didn’t even
know I was pregnant until he was gone. By the time I confirmed it,
he was busy with something else; he offered to marry me, but we’d
gone our separate ways...My family’s close—we have each other’s
kids all the time so the cousins are like siblings...The future?
Well I don’t see any more kids in the picture, but I’d like to find
a soul mate. Wouldn’t you, Clay?”

 


 


‘MY PARENTS WOULDN’T hear about anything but
Harvard and raised hell when Jon refused to even apply there.
They’re cold, proper people. I could never get close to them, and
tried hard, at least when Jon was little, not to be that way with
him...I always wished I had siblings but mother was too busy with
charity work and supporting my father’s political career...No, I
wanted politics. I saw it as a way to change the world. I have in
some ways, but—now don’t use this against me—I feel stymied in
Washington sometimes...My marriage was preordained. My parents were
best friends with Karen’s parents. She went to Radcliff, we got
married our senior year in college. Yes, the divorce was totally
unacceptable. Finally, when they found out she cheated—don’t look
so surprised, but thanks for the compliment...My biggest regret in
life is not being close with Jon now. We used to be like you and
Rory. Somehow we drifted apart. Every time I try to get back to
what we were when he was little, it goes south. Any advice,
Bailey?”

 


 


HE SAW HER home in a cab. Rory was at a
sleepover with his cousins so Bailey hadn’t been in a hurry. Clay
had been so enthralled by her, by the way talk of her son and
family lit her eyes and made that pouty mouth smile, he hadn’t even
noticed the time. And he’d ignored four calls on his cell.

They were quiet on the trip across town,
having talked for four hours. The whir of traffic and occasional
static from the radio were the only sounds in the car. They sat
close enough so he could smell her perfume...lilac scent. They
pulled up to the curb on St. Patrick’s Street.

“Wait here,” he said to the cabbie. Then to
her, “I’ll see you in.”

She put a hand on his arm. “No, Clay.”

“Why?”

Her eyes glimmered in the light from the
street lamps on the lawn. “You know why. Stay here, don’t say
anything, and by all means, don’t get out of this cab.”

Reaching over, he tipped her chin.
“Afraid?”

“You’re damn right. And you should be,
too.”

“I’m not afraid of starting something with
you.”

She smiled sadly. “Did you hear us tonight?
Not only are we sworn public adversaries, but our whole lives, past
and present, are so different. There’s no way to mesh them.”

“What if I don’t agree?”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m sure enough for both
of us.” It seemed in spite of herself, she lifted her hand and ran
her palm down his cheek. He leaned into her touch. “You’re a good
man, Clayton Wainwright, and I’m glad we got to know this side of
each other. But you’re not for me.” Leaning over, she kissed his
cheek. “Good-bye.”

He let her go, watched her get out of the cab
and make her way to the front door. God, he wanted her. His body
was as taut as a tightrope, and his heart yearned for her. But he’d
respect her wishes.

From the front seat, he heard, “If I were
you, buddy, I’d strike while the iron’s hot, if you get my
drift.”

Clay watched her fish in her purse for her
keys.

I’ll leave if she gets inside fast. But if
she looks back...

His body tightened even more as he continued
to watch her. She found her keys. Was probably putting them in the
lock. The front door opened. She stepped inside and Clay couldn’t
remember a time he’d been more disappointed.

Then, she turned and looked back at him.

He stuffed several bills into the taxi
driver’s outstretched hand and bolted out of the cab. He strode up
the sidewalk and steps, never taking his eyes off Bailey. She stood
in the doorway, as if frozen. He reached her, stared down at her,
and waited.

After an interminable time, she stepped
inside, and back to allow him in. He entered before she could
change her mind, shut the door, and locked it. Then he faced
her.

Her eyes were huge, dark, and very
vulnerable.

“Bailey, I—”

She raised shaky fingers to his mouth. “Shh,
don’t say anything.”

He wasn’t sure if he liked that, but then she
stepped close and he could see her lips tremble. She slid her hands
up his chest, wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her body
into him.

It was all the encouragement he needed. His
arms clamped her in a vise so hard it probably hurt. She only tried
to get closer. He buried his mouth in her neck as she stood on
tiptoes and did the same to him. He kissed her, sucked there,
primitively hoping to leave marks. She bit him, soothed the nick
with her tongue. Pivoting, he shoved her against the wall and hiked
her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist. With his hands on
her shoulders, he took her mouth. Ravaged it. He reached for her
buttons, fumbling, he was so enthralled in her. Her top was open,
then some scrappy lacy pink thing that passed for a bra unclasped,
and she spilled into his palms. She was full, lush, and womanly. He
massaged her, whispered, “You are so beautiful,” and took a nipple
in his mouth.

She moaned and clasped his head, anchoring
him there. His groin bumped her crotch, ground against her, and for
one terrifying moment, he was afraid he was going to go off.

“Clay, oh, God, yes, there.”

His hands went everywhere, to her bare
shoulders, naked rib cage. All the while he suckled her.

“Your skirt,” he growled, “I can’t get it off
with your legs like that.”

“You first.” She was tearing at his tie,
popping the buttons off his shirt. With her still anchored against
the wall, he shed his jacket and shirt. Bare skin met bare skin.
She jolted, he swore. She took a bite out of his shoulder, and he
lowered his head to her breasts again.

They were breathing like bellows when
he said, “This fucking skirt! Get it
off, Bailey.”

He stepped back, she slid her feet to the
floor and went for the buckle on his pants. A moment of sanity
claimed him, and he became aware they were at the bottom of her
stairs, in a tiny foyer.

“Upstairs.” Grabbing her hand, he started to
drag her. They only got three steps up, before she clamped her arms
around him from behind. He fell to his knees; she was kissing his
spine. Her hands went for the buckle on his belt. She dragged the
whole thing off, threw it down and its buckle clanked on the steps;
still from behind managed to yank at his zipper. Her fingers dove
inside, closed around him and the world dimmed. “Goddamn it.”

Somehow, he managed to still her actions and
turn around so he was sitting a few steps above her; she promptly
dragged off his slacks, shoes, socks. Kneeling on a lower step, she
buried her face in his lap. Without conscious consent, his hands
grasped her head; he tunneled his fingers through her hair, kept
her where she was. After moments of ecstasy, he stopped her.

“Nooo...”

“Shh...” Shakily he stood, drew her up and
pushed her skirt down over her hips. “Fucking son of a bitch...A
garter belt? Oh, God. That’s it.” He dragged her up into his
arms.

They climbed the rest of the stairs, though
she didn’t make it easy. She fumbled for her keys and nearly
dropped them twice before she unlocked the door.

Once inside, he stumbled to the couch.
Dropped her down. Again, sanity resurfaced. “I don’t have a condom.
Tell me, God, you’ve got some.”

“Top shelf of the medicine cabinet in the
bathroom.”

He darted away, found the bathroom, and
practically pulled the cabinet door off its hinges. He was back in
seconds.

Bailey couldn’t think, could only react. When
Clay returned holding the box of condoms, she caught a glimpse of
dark, tight jockeys, of him—full, aroused, and pulsing. He
struggled with the condom packet so she took advantage by yanking
down his briefs and taking him in her hands, kissing him, fondling
his back side. When he finished his task, she felt herself
pushed—not gently—to the couch. He placed a knee on the cushion,
bent her legs up high. He said only, “Look at me,” as he plunged
into her.

She was filled like no one had ever filled
her before. He was holding on to her knees, but was still.

“Don’t stop.”

“Shh. I need a minute or I’ll...”

She grasped his hips and yanked him toward
her.

He tensed, swore, and thrust violently.

Only twice before she was eclipsed by
explosions of colors and sounds and feelings so intense she almost
lost consciousness.

The next thing Bailey became aware of was
Clay, impossibly heavy on her, his breath coming in heaving gulps.
He was still inside her. Her hand went to his neck, played with the
soft, silky hair she found there. She kissed his shoulder. His ear.
Still, he didn’t move. She inhaled him. He smelled male and
musky.

“Clay?” she said finally. “Are you all
right?”

He mumbled into her neck, “I can’t believe
I’m still breathing.”

She chuckled, felt an answering rumble in his
chest. Finally he managed to pull back. Bracing his arms on the
pillows next to her head, he stared down at her.

Never in her life had a man looked at her
like that. She’d left a light on and in its dim shadow, his
expression was so profound, it humbled her. He brushed his hand
down her cheek.

“Wow!” he said.

“Wow, yourself.”

“You pack a powerful punch there, lady.”

“So do you.”

“It was—”

“Incredible.”

“I’m— “

“Destroyed.”

“It meant—”

“A lot, Clay.” She stared at him, fearing
she’d just done something irrevocable. “Too much.”

“Shhh, none of that,” was all he said.

 


 


CLAY STROKED A hand down her naked back; a
lush tingling radiated to her nerve endings as she buried her face
in her pillow. Leaning over he kissed her spine. “Your skin is like
cream.”

“Hmm. Your hands feel so good on me.

He massaged the small of her back. She
groaned. He ran fingertips over her bottom, the tops of her thighs.
She shivered. Slowly he raised her foot and kneaded the instep,
hard. Bailey sighed. “That’s decadent.”

Again, he bent over and kissed her neck.
“You’ve got marks, sweetheart, from my mouth. My hands.”

Lifting her head, she glanced over her
shoulder. “Now there’s a surprise.”

“Was I too rough?”

“I have no idea, I was out of my mind.”

He laughed, sounding like a well-satisfied
male. “So was I. I’ve got a bruise or two.”

“I’m sorry.”

“God, I’m not.”

He sifted his fingers through her hair,
massaged her scalp. She let his ministrations continue for a while
but eventually, something had to be said.

“Clay, we aren’t going to do this again.”

“Of course we are.” She felt him rise and
swell deliciously against her thigh. “And damn soon, I’d
guess.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

His hands stilled. “What did you mean?”

“After tonight. This was just, you know, a
thing.”

He began petting her again, making her
shiver. “Do I have a say in all this?”

“What do you mean?”

“Whether we see each other again, like this,
after tonight.”

She rolled over. He was angled on his side,
his right hand bracing his head. God, he looked good, his eyes
gleaming like amber gems, his face ruddy. He was sexy and masculine
as hell. But he didn’t belong to her. “Surely you aren’t thinking
there’s any future for us.”

His face darkened. He grew serious. “I don’t
know what I’m thinking, Bailey. Truthfully I’m still reeling from
having the top of my head blown off.”

“I blew your head off? Cool.”

He kissed her nose. Brushed back her hair.
“That you did, darlin’.”

Her heart thumped in her chest, but she had
to keep this in perspective. “It was wonderful for me, too, Clay. I
meant what I said earlier. It’s never been this good.”

His grin was wolfish. “You can’t know
how good that makes me feel. I am
forty-five.”

“It’s true, but—”

His fingers came to her mouth.
“No buts now.”

He kissed her, deeply, then worked his way
down her body. When he reached the juncture of her thighs, she
closed her eyes and sighed and let him take her with his mouth.
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