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To Saundra M. Woodard
Who has the heart of a lioness
And the soul of a dove.
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That didn't stop her from going closer to him, pulled by forces she couldn't or didn't want to control. She only knew that she lifted her face for his kiss and his muscular arms went around her, pressed her soft flesh to his. His hot mouth found hers and his kiss was so hard it hurt for a moment before she inwardly fought him for a second, then yielded like a drowning woman needing, begging him to rescue her. Where kisses were concerned, she thought, this was as good as it got.
And Adam was as good as gold for the rescue. His big hands went up and down her back, stroking gently when he wanted to press her hard. She smelled of light jasmine, of natural pheromones and wanting him. Her skin was summer peaches plucked at their prime. And he was flaming with deeper desire than he had ever known. He had loved a young woman with all the intensity of a young man's love. Now he was beginning to feel the wild power of a man's love lick his heels.
Adam groaned inside himself. He wanted to take her now, envelop her in his arms, go deep into that pulsing, luscious body and stay there a lovely while.
With the tip of his tongue he traced her warm, sweet lips as one big hand cupped the back of her head. Her lips parted and his tongue slipped inside her mouth, pleading, begging, yet ravishing, slaking passion even as it aroused it.
She felt herself nearly fainting with desire that began in her brain and traveled in dizzying waves to her toes. And the fear she felt of her stalker was no greater than her fear of the heartbreak Adam Steele could bring.
Passion’s Fool
The Eighth District
in the Metropolitan D.C.'s Police Department
exists only in my imagination and is put there for
smooth-functioning story purposes.
--Francine Craft
Chapter 1
Raven McCloud walked along New Jersey Avenue in northwest Washington, D.C., in the still-hot mid-September evening, to her car parked two blocks away. She bad meant to leave the house where she had conducted an interview before it became this dark. But the information she was getting from a woman who lived a few doors back had been too useful to cut the conversation short.
Her breath caught as she realized there were heavy footsteps behind her. A small chill ran the length of her spine and she quickened her step. She was in a shabby, largely deserted residential section of the city and the streets were nearly empty. Gentrification was well underway with some houses having beautifully finished exteriors and some woefully dilapidated. The luminous dial on her watch read 7:30 P.M. She began to turn and thought better of it. She had been robbed twice before, once at gunpoint, but that had been some time ago. She had been carjacked once, too, but she wasn't going to think about that. Not now.
Raven turned her head. She wasn't a fearful woman, but there were so many things to consider here. The man behind her to her left could have many things on his mind. She refused to think about rape; she was pretty good at jujitsu. She hurried and the footsteps hurried, slackened her steps a bit and the other footsteps slowed. She clenched her hands, holding her tote and her purse close to her side. A woman had been assaulted in broad daylight four blocks from this spot two weeks ago. The culprit had been a junkie. A trickle of sweat ran down her back.
The footsteps were overtaking hers. Why in hell hadn't she asked someone in the house to walk her to her car? The woman she had interviewed had a brother and an uncle in the house, but they had been in the basement shooting pool.
Suddenly she knew it was fish or cut bait because whoever the footsteps belonged to was at her side. She could hear heavy breathing and out of the comer of her eye, she saw a man a half foot taller than her five-feet-eightinches. The man laughed softly, evilly and reached out. "It's about time. Give it up," he said in a deep bass voice. "No use fighting it, mama."
What the hell did he intend to do? Raven wondered, as ugly pictures flooded her mind. Fury filled her and she braced her legs to fight, but her knees threatened to give way and his hard knees struck the side of her thigh, throwing her off balance. He snatched her purse, but couldn't take her tote, to which she stubbornly held on.
"Stop! Police!"
There were pounding footsteps then as the man who owned the welcomed voice came to her side. Her assailant dropped her purse, vaulted over a nearby gate and ran down an alley.
"Are you all right, ma'am?" a baritone voice asked softly. Then, as she turned, he exclaimed, "Ms. McCloud!"
Her voice shook with outrage. "You came just in time. God only knows what that creep had in mind."
She was getting lightheaded and he reached out, steadied her. "I'm glad I was nearby." He picked up her purse and handed it to her.
The dizzy wave subsided and she saw him now in the streetlights as her eyesight steadied. "Detective Steele. Oh, am I glad you were nearby too."
"This isn't a great neighborhood for you to be out in at this time of evening. If you're driving, where's your car parked?"
"About two blocks away. I was interviewing someone and I badly needed the information."
He drew a deep breath, then expelled it hard. "Investigative reporters. Look, you're shaking and that was one big, bad hombre. I parked a block or so back since I was coming up this way to see someone. I could have chased him, but I needed to see after you."
"Just walk me to my car please and I'll be fine."
He shook his head. "No, I don't think so. You're dazed. Walk back to my car with me and I'll take you somewhere for a cup of coffee to steady your nerves. Then I'll have one of my men pick up your car and take it home for you. I'll take you home afterward. I'm worried about you."
She laughed hakily. "No need to be worried, detective. I'm okay."
"I don't think so," he said evenly. "You've been investigating a big case for your TV station for months and there are people who'd like you out of the way, or at least to stop you somehow. You don't deny that, do you?"
She shook her head. "We all have jobs to do. I haven't had too much trouble." She paused. "Except for heavy breathing calls, footsteps like the ones tonight that turned out to be a little dangerous. I still have my tote and I think. he always intended to run. "She didn't believe her own words and he looked at her hard.
"The creep tonight was right on you and it wasn't to wish you good evening. God knows what was on his mind. Junkies are known to act and never think."
"Yes. Well..." She told him briefly what the man had said. "I think he just goes with the territory. I could smell marijuana. He wanted my money and maybe my credit cards."
"Please. Let me take you for coffee and something to settle your stomach. You're more upset than you know."
She thought a moment "Okay. I certainly need something. Fortunately my little girl is with my friend and her husband, so I don't have to get right home."
"Good! Let me make a quick report on my cell phone and we'll go over to Chinatown to a restaurant I think you'll like."
Inside the cozy restaurant, Raven felt cold, not so much from the air conditioning as from continuing fear. As the detective looked for desirable seating, she wondered. Had it been plain robbery or something worse? Detective Steele looked at her as he cupped her elbow in his palm. "Once we get some coffee in you, you'll feel better."
Lord, she was still trembling, he thought She wasn't telling him everything. He guided her to a comer table. There weren't too many people in the restaurant and service was swift. A waitress brought the coffee and the aroma immediately began to clear Raven's head. She used plenty of cream and sugar and found herself gulping the coffee as Adam Steele watched her, his eyes slightly narrowed.
His heart was acting up like a teenager's. She was really attractive close up, but he already knew this because he'd held her in his arms at the CCG Ball the past spring for all of a hot ten minutes before the man she'd been with had claimed her.
With the last swallow of the strong brew, she leaned back, taking deep breaths.
"Feel better?"
She nodded.
"What do you think that man's attempting to assault you means?"
She laughed shakily. "Who knows. My boss insisted that I take jujitsu training, so I'm not as afraid as some women need to be. I've been robbed before. You never get used to it, but I've managed to keep my wits about me every time."
"D'you think the CCG investigation has anything to do with this? Torn Carr has become a powerful man and you're part of an outfit that's trying to take him down."
She thought about the investigation she worked on. Tom Carr, chief executive officer of the Citizens' Charity Group, was being accused of fraud and embezzlement at the nonprofit group he had helped to found and now headed. Tom was a proud man and he had come to hate Raven and her boss as the investigation continued. Tom was known as a charming but vindictive man who boasted about destroying his enemies.
She looked thoughtful. "He's hurt a lot of people who can't defend themselves."
"I know."
"And he might have had Cree Hawkins killed. Cree was my first cousin and we were very close. We were the children of brothers." Her face clouded as she said it.
"I know that, too. Cree was my friend. You and I met so briefly and you were married. Carr's outfit is in my jurisdiction. That's our case and I've kept up with it."
She smiled softly. "You don't look old enough to have a jurisdiction." Then looking more closely at him, she realized that while he looked young, he also looked ageless. He could have been a very well-taken care-of forty. There had been sadness in his life; she had read about it God knows he was good looking enough, but she had thought that when they danced at the ball in April.
The Citizen's Charity Ball was one of D.C.'s most illustrious events. Tom Carr went all out to see that all the right people were there. Entertainers sometimes donated their services, and they always raised a lot of money. Some of the city's most illustrious and wealthy members were on the CCG board of directors.
He half closed his eyes. "When did the heavy breathing calls start?"
She thought a moment. "A little before Cree was killed. Tom Carr knew very well that I knew most of what Cree knew. I've been wary, but I've just watched my step,"
"You were scared tonight. You're still scared."
"I can take it."
"Are you sure you're okay now?"
"Getting better all the time. I can't thank you enough."
His grin was lopsided, infectious. "I could say it's a part of my job, but with you, it's an outrageously welcome part. I run into you once in a while, but not often enough, and we've never had another chance to talk, even briefly."
She put an elbow on the table, musing. "I remember you best from the CCG Ball. You looked so dashing in your tux, the way a man ought to look in a tuxedo. You told me you had a teenage son, then the dance ended..."
"And your Black knight claimed you at the edge of the dance floor. I was afraid you'd be married by now." He liked the musical sound of her laughter. "Oh, that was Ken. He's my boss and we're not an item."
"He'd like you to be."
She glanced at him obliquely. "He's a very good friend. Nothing more."
"I'm glad."
"Why?"
"Because I've got designs on you that I'm going to be honest about." She drew a sharp breath and said nothing, but her heart beat faster. "Let me order you something to eat. I haven't had dinner. Have you?"
"No. I was just going to throw something together. My daughter. Merla, will be coming home later."
"And my son's visiting his beloved grandparents. It looks like we're free. What would you like? Or would you prefer going to some place fancier?"
She took a menu from the table rack and studied it a few moments. "I like it here and I'd love sweet and sour shrimp."
"I've got an idea. How about sharing that and a beef and broccoli and some other dishes if you'd like."
"Sounds really good. I'm hungrier than I thought."
He studied her closely, then looked away, closing his eyes. Her body had lots of deep curves, covered by amber skin the color of beautiful black tea blend of orange, brown, yellow, cream and tan. Her hair was off-black and hung to her shoulders in chemically straightened curls. The pale blue linen sheath she wore was discreet, but a gunnysack couldn't hide the woman. Her eyes crinkled mischievously at the corners as she did her own studying.
He ordered and as they waited she said, "You mentioned your son. I read in that recent Post interview with you that your wife died."
His eyes were suddenly bleak and narrowed as he said tersely, "My wife died five years ago in a plane accident. She was returning from England where she was taking further training in economics in London. Ricky was nine." Tears stood in back of his eyes.
His big hand lay on the table. For a moment, he looked helpless. She placed a long slender hand on each side of his and squeezed lightly. ''I'm so sorry," she said softly.
It was such a simple gesture, he thought, but it brought up all the fierce hungers he'd battled since Kitty died. Lord, he missed a woman's touch. There'd been a few women in his life, but they hadn't caught fire. He was raised not to take advantage of women. If you didn't care deeply, you didn't bed them, didn't take up too much of their time. Sex mayor may not be a need, but it linked with a lot of other things.
"Thanks," he told her. "Let your hands stay against mine at least a little longer. I don't mind telling you it feels good. I'd like to see you again, Raven. Would you like that?"
His knee brushed hers under the table and her lips parted a little. She looked down to hide the sudden heat that suffused her.
"Sorry," he said.
"It's all right."
"Okay. I'm going to push it. How quickly can you arrange for us to see each other again?" She closed her eyes for a moment. "Oh look, don't read anything into my saying I can arrange to see you again. I'm the well-known forty, detective, and happen to be turning forty-one on-"
He finished her statement, "October fifteenth."
"How'd you know that?"
"I'm a cop and cops make it their business to know things. I'm interested in you, lady. The next day after the ball, I had an assistant find out your birth date. WMRY is a newsgathering institution and they're open to disseminating information too."
"Touché. And how old are you? I'm afraid I don't know your birthday." "It was July eighteenth, and I'd be happy to tell you anything you want to know about me. I'm thirty-three." His leg brushed hers again. "Oh, look, really," he said, momentarily taken aback. "I'm not hitting on you."
She was usually a reticent woman but Adam Steele brought out all the joy in her. "Why aren't you hitting on me?" she teased him. "Oh, I'll bet you have plenty of women hitting on you."
"I'll answer your first question first. The only reason I'm not hitting on you is I don't want to frighten you away." He leaned forward. "I haven't run across anyone like you since Kitty died. You two are so much alike it scares me. And yeah, I never want to suffer like that again, but I'll risk it. I would have pursued you after the CCG Ball, but Ricky got sick. The doctors thought he had rheumatic fever. Thank God he doesn't, so I'm free."
"Adam I-,"
“Yes?"
"Run for your life. We haven't got a future, you and I." "Don't badmouth us. We're drawn to each other. I know I am to you."
His resonant baritone was getting to her. His eyes on her were very warm and very interested.
Her cell phone rang and she dug into her tote to answer it. It was Viveca Sloan, her best friend since childhood. Viveca and Carey, her husband, had picked Merla up from school and taken her home with them. Mrs. Reuben, the woman who took care of Merla, was down with the flu. Now Viveca laughed. "I'm afraid your kid got homesick a half-hour or so ago, so we brought her home, but listen, you don't have to rush. We're going to a late night movie and having dinner before, so we've got time to kill. Whatever you're up to, enjoy. How's Mrs. Reuben doing?"
"Much better. Listen, if Merla wanted to come home, she wants to talk with me. Can you put her on?"
"Oh, she's in dreamland. Carey had to bring her in. We're at your house. Don't worry. She's fine, but don't stay out too late. Remember our dinner before the movies."
"You know you're welcome to anything we have there and we've got frozen tacos, pot pies, a lot of stuff."
"Thanks, but I've got a yen for some killer fast food. Come home when you can, sweetie. May I be nosy and ask who you're with?"
Raven's smile was wider than she knew as she looked at Adam. "Detective Adam Steele. You met him at the CCG Ball."
"Hear me swallowing hard. Next to Carey, he's da bomb. Hm-m-m. Don't get carried away and forget to come home."
Raven hung up chuckling and explained to Adam that he had met Viveca at the ball. "I remember. A very attractive woman, almost as beautiful as you are."
"You're kind. Few people have accused me of being beautiful."
"Oh? This gives me a chance to look you over without seeming too fresh." For a few moments he was silent as his eyes went over her voluptuous figure. The heartshaped face and the almond eyes were dark and dreamy with long black lashes. Her expression was both strong and tender and he had to fight fantasies of holding her and making slow, feverish love until they both were sated.
His expression carried and she looked down as he asked, ''You look at me, then away. Why?"
She smiled. "Who knows why?" But she knew that he was turning her on sky high and she was loving it. And she didn't like loving it because after Kevin, it would be a long time before she wanted anything deep with another man. Her shattered heart held back when a man sought to get closer to her. She had tried all she knew to make a go of her marriage to Kevin and it hurt to fail so badly.
"I know Viveca's husband, Carey," he said, changing the subject. "We work together with a youth group as tutors."
"Carey's a nice guy. The two of you are a lot alike."
"Some women go for the rougher types. I'm hoping you like my type."
She answered him very slowly. "Right now it's almost impossible for me to like any man more than a little. I'm running scared. I hate being hurt."
"We all get hurt at some point."
"Okay. I hate being coldly savaged."
"That wouldn't happen with me."
Their dinner came and she was spared responding to him. The food was superb. The beef and broccoli and sweet and sour shrimp were just right, done far better than in the average restaurant. The carrots, onions, and baby corn were among her favorite vegetables. She stopped eating and broke open a fortune cookie.
"Haven't you got the cart before the horse?" he asked.
She laughed. "I always do this. I can never wait until the end of the meal." Eagerly she drew out the slender strip of paper. "Lead with your heart," she read aloud. Adam threw back his head, laughing. "Confucius could do no better."
They ate for a short while in companionable silence. Then he told her, "I want to know all about you. Is there time?"
She shrugged. "There isn't too much to know. I'm divorced with a precious little girl who's too smart for her own good." She stopped then, frowning. "Someone seems to be after me. You already know I'm an investigative reporter for WMRY-TV and we have a fire-hot case on our hands. Torn Carr hates my guts the way I'd probably hate his if the shoe were on the other foot. Glen Thompson of Special Investigations tells me an indictment is certain for fraud, racketeering and embezzlement. Tom's held on for a long time, but this time his number may be up."
"You think he's behind the trouble you've having? The heavy-breathing calls, the feeling that someone's following you? Anything else?"
"That's about it and for a month or so it's happened often."
She paused a long moment. There was something else, but she didn't tell him and she wondered why. She only said, "I get the idea they're playing a game to wear me down...."
"You think then they'll strike with something more drastic and you'll be less able to defend yourself? Or being jittery will make you careless?"
"Yes." She paused for a long while. "Adam, it's not myself I worry so mu I about. I do believe you make your own fate sometimes, but I'm worried sick about Merla. We're bonded as tight as two people can be and she'd be devastated if something happened to me."
"I'm making this my business, of course, and it isn't, but have you thought of another line of work? You said at the CCG Ball that you loved kids. How about something safe, like teaching?"
She shook her head. "You're sweet and thank you for trying to help, but reporting is in my blood. I'd feel like half a person without it. This is the first time it's proved dangerous and I think I'll see that it's the last. Tom Carr values his hide and his reputation; he isn't going to do anything too dastardly."
"So you keep telling yourself," Adam said softly. "In many ways I'm older than you are. My job puts me in contact with people you'll never see the backside of. And I've known reasonable people to turn into monsters when they're threatened, do unbelievable things, even murder. They're horrified at themselves when their deeds are done. You went out for Tom Carr and if Ken Courtland, your boss, has any security to offer, demand it. Demand it anyway. You're playing with dynamite."
"] know that now, and Ken knows it too." For a moment she looked thoughtful. "There's something else, Adam. My ex-husband, Kevin, hates me too..."
"Dr. Kevin McCloud?"
"You know him?"
"Let's say we've met. He roughed up his girlfriend one night and was arrested. He came to me to plead that] not make a case..." "Well.....
"I refused. I detest men who mistreat women. The woman dropped the charges. I understand they're still together."
"Miriam Delaney, or do you remember the name?"
"I remember the name. And yes, I found out he has quite a few women."
"That's useful information. Kevin will never stop trying to take Merla from me. I long ago came to the conclusion that he's incapable of loving anyone, but he wants to be loved and he showers Merla with gifts that I can't give her, lets her have her way. But then he turns and punishes her unfairly and she resents it He's mixing her up and if it continues, I'm going to take her to a psychologist. I won't have her mixed up. I love her too much for that."
"You don't think he'd hurt you?" "Yes, I do. I know far more about Kevin than I know about Tom Carr. Kevin's devious and he's malicious, vicious even. I know about a man, a former partner, that he destroyed. This man was brilliant, but emotionally ill and Kevin befriended him, then slowly drove him mad. It was deliberate and it was one of the reasons I filed for divorce. The man's wife sued Kevin for malicious emotional wounding and of course, she lost, but it's stayed with me. I don't think Kevin would hesitate to have me killed if it suited his purpose, and that purpose is to take Merla. He's pushed me around a couple of times. I fought back and that's yet another reason I left."
The thought of anybody hurting the woman before him enraged Adam and made him want to hold her closely.
"So he never really hurt you physically?"
She thought a moment. "I'm not being truthful, and I want to be to you. He slapped me once so hard it twisted my neck. We were arguing about Merla. I felt she should be disciplined for something and he didn't. I insisted and when she left with Viveca, Kevin and I began arguing again and that's when it happened. I defended myself well enough, got medical help and I went to see a lawyer right away. I began divorce proceedings immediately."
Adam didn't try to stop himself from saying it "If I were physically close to you, I'd hold you. You need that"
And she surprised herself by answering with a quaver in her voice, "I'd let you hold me. You're a nice man, Detective. I wish I'd met you first But then you'd still be too young."
"That's nonsense and you know it. You're nearly fortyone and I'm thirty-three. We're both ancient in wisdom learned from life's hard knocks. It's settled then that we'll at least see each other, weave ourselves into the fabric of each other's lives?"
She smiled, then looked somber. "Maybe it's not the smartest thing I've ever done for myself. I swore I'd never get entangled with another man, not for a long time anyway, but I'm lonely and you're so..."
Her smile was steady, warm.
"So?" he said after a long moment.
"Compelling. But Kevin was a compelling man too."
He shook his head, leaned toward her. "Don't compare me to Kevin McCloud. I could never stop kissing and holding you long enough to yell at you even, let alone hit you."
"And I'm grateful. But I can't have a physical relationship with you, Adam. I'm too old for you and I'm just not ready for one."
"Listen, you may not be ready, but you're not too old for me." He took her hand. "We'll go ahead at your pace. You call the shots because I want you on any terms."
"But is that fair to you?"
"You're being more than fair when you agree to see me. Let me take it from there."
Chapter 2
"Carey! How's it going, man?"
"Great, Adam. How're things with you?"
At Raven's big three-bedroom townhouse in southwest Washington, Adam and Carey Sloan greeted each other. Adam shook hands with Viveca who flirted a bit, but not enough to make him or her husband uncomfortable.
"Lord, when I think of the times I've wanted to introduce you two to each other," Carey said, "but I knew Raven was aching and not yet ready for romance..."
"And here she's fooled us both," Viveca chortled.
Raven threw her head back. "Stop it, you two. There's no romance here. Detective Steele was simply good enough to rescue me when somebody robbed me and he took me for a cup of coffee to settle my nerves."
Viveca's hand went to her chest and Carey frowned. "What the hen?" Carey grated. Husband and wife looked deeply disturbed.
"Ten me what happened," Viveca demanded, her cocoa-in-milk skin blanching. "And don't rush over it Details. I knew you should get off this damned case...."
Viveca was a couple of years younger than Raven, but they had similar minds. "It's not that easy," Raven began to get up. "Look, I've got to see about Merla."
"Merla's fine," Viveca said impatiently. "I looked in on her just before you got here and she's deep in slumberland. Don't wake her up. Tell us what happened, love."
Raven sat back and drew a deep breath, nodding. She gave them a good depiction of what had happened, and Viveca frowned deeply. "Oh honey. There must be someone else Ken can put on this case."
"No, it's my baby and I've got to see it through. Anyway, the robbery may very well not be connected with the Carr case. I've been robbed before and Carr was nowhere in sight. I'm the one who's got the whole thing staked out. I'm fast finding out where all the bodies are buried. It's a matter of getting the rest of the proof. We're nearing the end of this."
"And the beginning of a long court battle that Carr intends to win," Viveca argued. "You'll be in more danger than ever."
Raven's eyes met Adam's and held for a moment. "Tom Carr's a charismatic man. Even with the evidence and my testifying against him, he can win. He's one of a kind."
The Sloans both sat back on the sofa, mulling over Raven's information. Carey's dark brown curly hair, olive skin and light blue eyes contrasted with his wife's. They were almost even height, so in heels she was taller, but his well-exercised, muscular body was a good match for hers. Both families had been great about their mixed marriage, so they were comfortable with it, but had found they had individual problems they were intent on working through.
Raven looked at them fondly and thought she loved them both to pieces. Viveca worked with Raven as an ad executive at WMRY-TV.
"Well," Raven said. "Did you two work up an appetite?"
"Yeah," Carey said, laughing. "We saw a tray of pre-fried shrimp in your fridge and you said we were welcome, so we sampled some and we're ordering mixed seafood."
"What're you going to see?" Adam asked.
"An old movie, but a goodie, TM Bodyguard. I liked it the first time around and Carey's never seen it."
"I liked it," Raven offered.
"So did I." Adam looked at Raven again with his eyes half closed. She looked more relaxed, but was still tense. They had settled into quietness when a door opened and a little form came down the stairs. "Mommy!" "Sweetheart! I thought you were asleep. I was coming to see you."
"I heard voices," the eight-year-old, black-haired Merla murmured. "I wanted to see you."
Her dark brown skin smooth as satin, Merla stood in the middle of the room in her flower-print pajamas, rubbing her sleepy brown eyes.
Raven held out her arms. "Come here, baby." And as the child came to her to be enfolded in her arms, she asked, "Don't you feel well?"
"Urn-hum. I just didn't want to wait until morning to see you. I had a bad dream that you had gone away and I was crying."
"Oh dear. Trust me. I'm never leaving you. Never." She hugged the child tightly and rocked her.
After a few minutes, Merla sat up and turned around. "Hello," Merla said to Adam who looked at her with bemused eyes. He loved kids and had an engaging way with them.
"Hello yourself," Adam said. "How are you?"
"Okay, I guess. Who're you?"
"Sweetheart," Raven said. "Let me introduce you to Detective Adam Steele of the Eighth District Police. Detective, Merla. My pride and joy. The light of my life." "I can certainly see why. I'm delighted to meet you, Merla." He sat now in a chair and stuck out a big hand.
Merla's thin shoulders hunched. Then she got up and walked to him, shook his hand. "And I'm delighted to meet you. D'you read good bedtime stories?" She liked this man. "Uncle Carey was reading me one, but I fell asleep. Now can you? They've got to go to a late-night movie,"
"Sure," Adam said quickly, "I can do that But do you like music?"
"Yes, but what kind of music?"
"Harmonica?"
"Oh, yes. My favorite boy at school has a harmonica and he plays it for me once in a whie." Merla wriggled her little body with delight.
"My, my," Raven murmured as she looked at Adam. "You do make easy conquests. She doesn't take to just anybody." Adam grinned and took out his harmonica before he said, "Tell you want, Merla. Why don't we give them all a treat?"
"That's neat'" Merla came alive with glee. She sat on the edge of Adam's chair.
Adam warmed his silver harmonica with riffs and sailed into a lively melody he had picked up in his travels in Sierra Leone, Africa.
When he had finished everybody applauded and Merla said shyly, "I don't want to be greedy, but would you play one more?"
"Of course I will. Anything for an appreciative audience."
He played another tune and slid into yet another one. Then he played the old Irish tune "Danny Boy." Merla looked at him with her little mouth slightly open and Raven sat thinking that he really was quite good with children.
Merla said gravely, "That's so pretty. Thank you." Merla hugged her mother as Adam put his harmonica back into his jacket pocket. "Mommy, I'm sleepy again and I'm going back to bed. Give me a kiss."
"Anytime." She kissed Merla.
"Let me give you a kiss because you played your harmonica for me," the child said as she planted a big kiss on Adam's cheek. •Come again, anytime."
He thought she was so sweet. Like mother, like child. A short while later, after they had all looked in on a sleeping Merla, Carey and Viveca prepared to leave.
"I ran into Allyson today and we talked about special plans for fall tutoring. She's got great ideas, Adam. You're lucky to have her on your team." He turned to Raven. "Allyson is Adam's sergeant. A real winner and easy on the eyes."
Raven was dismayed to feel a ridiculous twinge of jealousy over a woman she didn't know and a man she barely knew.
The Sloans left and Raven turned to Adam. "Thank you again for rescuing me earlier. Why don't you slip off your jacket? It was thoughtless of me not to ask you before. Would you like more coffee?" Then she blushed. She was alone with him and she was nervous and twittering. She slowed herself, sat down and leaned back. "Thank you for playing for Merla."
"She's a precious little girl. I want to introduce you to my kid who's growing like the proverbial weed."
"I'd like that. Give me a little time and come when it's convenient... He looked at her. smiling slowly. "Can I sit with you on the sofa. I need to talk with you."
"Okay."
He got up. walked over and stood before her and she felt her breath coming faster. But she found she could focus on him at last. And yes, he was just as drop-dead handsome as she had remembered from the CCG Ball. Earlier. She had been too dizzy with fear and surprise to focus. He was black walnut-colored with shiny, black cropped hair, a long, finely shaped head and masculine, even features. The heavy silken black eyebrows lay over light brown eyes with gold flecks. Those eyes were kind to the world he looked at. His features were masculine, rough-hewn and his mouth was everything she'd ever dreamed of kissing.
Oh God, she thought, he might as well have been kissing her the way she felt. She guessed it made a difference that he had declared his interest. She told herself that she was only responding from simple physical need. He moved slightly toward her and she moaned to herself. No, don 't come any closer, then told herself sharply that she was going backward. All the way back to her sad-sack days when she daydreamed all the time.
He grinned. Realizing that he was getting to her as he reached out and put a hand on each of her shoulders. He began to lean toward her. She was conscious of his wide shoulders. Slim hips and his sinewy, muscular body. She was certain this man worked out with a vengeance.
"No," she said, "why borrow trouble?"
"Why run from happiness?"
Touché! she thought. Would she ever be happy again?
"Tell me about your marriage," she said. "Come sit down."
He talked and for a moment she couldn't listen. Her eyes were on his mouth that was wide and mobile and curved over big, white, perfect teeth. She could imagine his mouth on hers, flaming. His skin was smooth and beautiful, but it was his eyes that held her. Probing, intelligent, tender, those eyes had known deepest happiness and shattering pain.
He drew a deep breath and began. "We married at nineteen when we were both at the University of Maryland and no, we weren't too young to marry. We were both older than our years, and Simply knew what we wanted and went for it. And we were never sorry. Her name was Arlis Marie. She was so fond of cats-we had six- that I called her Kitty." He paused for just a moment before he continued. "Neither Ricky nor I cared all that much about cats and after she died, it was just too painful to watch them. I gave them all to friends.
"Our son, Ricky, came the first year and she dropped out of school for two years to care for him. My parents and her parents helped us. I majored in criminal justice and she majored in economics.”
"We couldn't have been happier." He pulled out his wallet and showed her a photo of a dark-skinned, absolutely beautiful young woman standing on a beach with him and holding a baby in her arms. All three seemed suffused with joy.
"Was I ever that happy?" she asked wistfully. "You were lucky."
"Yes, until my luck ran out."
"You were devastated."
"Yeah. I wanted to die but I had Ricky and he was part of Kitty, so we've held on to each other. Lord, he misses her as much as I do. You've got to meet him. You know, not until I met you at the ball did I feel there could be someone else for me. She was so beautiful and you're like her, except you're you. And I thought you were taken. Life can be kind; you're not taken."
She took his hand. "Adam, be kind to yourself. I don't want any more hurt in my life ever again, that I can help, that is. The age thing is between us. I've never been attracted to younger men."
"You're attracted to me and I'm not really a younger man. I've been through the mill. Doesn't being attracted, drawn to me, mean anything?"
"Of course it does. Can we be friends?"
"Lovers is what I want for us," he muttered to himself so she couldn't hear him.
"What?"
"I'll tell you sometime. Even when I was in my teens, my parents called me an old soul. I hung out with older kids. My brother Damien, who is a twin to my sister, Dosha, is thirty-four and Marty, my oldest brother, is thirty-six. Marty was always my buddy."
Adam looked at her steadily, his mouth curving into a smile. "Let me tell you a bit about my family. We're a close bunch. My dad married early, had just one kid, Frank, who in turn had three kids, Whit and Ashley, both famous gospel singers, and Annice, a noted psychologist. My dad's first wife, Lillian, left him for another man, but Frank wanted to stay with her and he let him.
"Dad married my mom a couple of years later and they had Marty, the twins, Dosha and Damien, and me. Both sets of kids are very close. We don't really consider Frank a half sib, but a whole sib and that's how he sees us. We've got so much love for each other." She smiled. "Your expression is so tender and loving when you talk about them all."
"Look," he said, "I'm pleading my cause. Be kind to yourself and me. I just sense something between us that couldn't be better. Give us a chance."
"Friends," she said stubbornly. "I'd like that because I sense that you'd be the best. We both like kids, take part in our worlds, are happy in our jobs..."
"Why don't you tell me about your marriage to Kevin? What was that like?"
She thought a moment. "Take hell and multiply it by ten and you've got our marriage."
"Were you in love when you married him?"
"It's funny you should ask because that's goaded me. I looked up to him, admired him. He comes from an oldline D.C. family and inherited money. He was a big-time professor at Howard, had a doctorate in biology from Canada's McGill University and is a brilliant man. He can be charismatic, but Kevin can also be a monster..."
"Did he batter you in the beginning?"
"No, that came later when he knew I had a mind of my own. At first, I was his minion. Whatever he said, that's what I did. He even wanted to think for me. You'll meet my maternal grandfather, Macklin. I call him Papa Mac. He saw through Kevin and warned me about him, but I was thirty and couldn't find what I thought I was looking for. I'm passionate, Adam, and I dreamed of even higher passion and never found it the way I wanted it. You'd never think of me as being passionate, would you?" "I would. I feel it in you, but you hold it tightly bound up." "Oh, bless you. I've always been so afraid of my feelings. So, I thought Kevin was like me, holding it in, only there wasn't much to hold. Kevin is a cold man and he despises... Oh, Lord, Adam, I just can't talk about all this now. I will sometime..."
He took both her hands in his and held them tightly before he brought them to his lips. "I'll wait for anything you need to wait for."
She closed her eyes as hot tears lay behind her eyelids and a sharp thrill went the length of her body.
"Thank you."
The voluptuousness of her was getting to him and the lilting cadence of her voice was music to his ears. And it wasn't just her body-he was so responsive, so tender. Yet you sensed steel in her when she needed it.
'So you're a passionate woman and you're terrified of where it'll lead you. Am I right?"
She nodded. "I feel so much; I always have. I avoided boys my own age. I didn't want us to be two fools together. Papa Mac made a great parent. My own parents were away in Africa working for the U.S. Government. Papa Mac talked with me a lot and kept me on an even keel, but I know now I missed my parents and felt they'd abandoned me and that hurt I felt that if I loved them enough, they wouldn't have left, or if they'd loved me enough."
"Children and what they go through." Adam shifted slightly. "Listen, about passion. I was your counterpart. My dad used to tell me, 'Son, don't ever be afraid to be passion's fool. It can bring you glory you'll never have otherwise. Find a woman you can trust and believe in and just let go. Feel everything you feel for her. Love her body and her spirit and yes, her soul, and you'll find happiness beyond anything you could dream."
"That's beautiful, Adam."
"Be passion's fool with me, Raven. There's so much we could have together."
To her surprise, she lifted his hand and lightly kissed it. "You're so great. I've never known anyone like you, but fate isn't always kind. I do think we can be the best of friends."
"I'm going to press for more because I think we can work as a team. I want you to meet my son, Ricky. Like his dad, he's got great taste in women. My whole family will love you."
"Won't they object to our age difference?"
"Nope, not at all. They'll know we're right for each other."
"Be careful, Adam. You deserve someone who can give you more children if you decide you want them."
"If we decide."
"You're not listening to me."
"I'm listening to both our hearts."
Sadly, she knew that he spoke the truth, but hearts were known for betraying people.
Adam glanced at his watch. "Hey, I don't want to go home, but you need your beauty sleep. But then again, you don’t need beauty sleep. You're already beautiful without it"
She laughed. "Thank you, but I'm not, you know. Attractive perhaps, but far from beautiful."
"It's in the eye of the beholder, but it goes beyond that with you. You have an inner beauty that feels so damned good. It's like Kitty's beauty was. Do you mind my talking about her so much?"
"No, I asked you to and I love it that you do. You've known a great love and I admire that."
"Then help me to have another great love-with you."
"You said you'd hold back, and I'm holding you to that if we're to go on seeing each other."
"I'll do the best I can, but if you're hungry and a buffet is set before you, it's hard not to quickly reach for the food you need."
She smiled slightly. ''You're a buffet too. Do you know how gorgeous you are, body and spirit?"
"No, but I'm glad you think so."
The quiet fear began to set in and she whispered to herself, “Go before I make a fool of myself.”
She sat thinking to herself that she had loved her parents and they had left her, only to die off ever in a far-off country. Lord, that was so long ago, but the pain still lingered. She had married Kevin, a man she didn't love because she was afraid of love, especially afraid of passion. Her cell phone rang. She picked it up from the end table by the sofa.
It was the heavy breather again and she moved to hang up, but tonight he had an old message for her that he had partially given many times before: "There’s gonna be a killing--soon!" The voice was guttural, ugly. Deadly.
Her face went ashen and her hands trembled. Adam came closer as she hung up.
"What's wrong, Raven?" he demanded.
Her eyes looked haunted and her breath came faster. "It was..." she began, then stopped.
"You told me about heavy breathing and the threatening calls. He said something else this time. What did he say?"
She hesitated for only a moment. Not telling Adam didn't stop it from having been said. "That there's going to be a killing soon." Her own voice was rasped with fear.
"Has he said this before?"
She hesitated a moment. "He's always said that someday there'll be a killing. This time he said soon." An edge of hysteria was in her voice as she said, "I call him the hellhound."
"I don't wonder. I'll have a tracer put on your phone."
"Ken has tried to have the calls traced. They come from a pay phone and cannot be traced-”
He swore and pulled her to him. "You're shaking again. It's all too much for one night. Has this kind of thing been happening often?"
"No. Sometimes a couple of weeks pass and there's nothing. Maybe a low whistle like one in a horror movie and that could be just a coincidence." She began to laugh softly and it came out a whimper. "I'm beginning to believe there are no coincidences. Damn it! I have a job to do and I'm going to do it:
''You're scared and you should be. I want to spend the night, sleep on your sofa: She had never felt fear the way she was beginning to feel it now. "No, it's all right. It’ll be all right."
She began to shake harder, uncontrollably and he shook his head. "No, it's not all right. I'm going to camp here. You need someone here and tomorrow we can make plans. Please don't argue-”
She drew a deep breath. "Okay. I really appreciate this."
"Have you got a sleeping pill you could take?"
"Yes, I have some left over from when I had a virus last spring: "Good. Take one and I'll let down the sofa: "No. I have three bedrooms. You'll be comfortable.
Adam, I'm sorry to inconvenience you like this: He grinned crookedly as he looked at her with tender concern. "If I were a romance writer, I couldn't have written a better scenario.”
But with the fear still chilling her down to her bone marrow, she went up to check on the room where he would sleep and she wondered which was the deeper fear, the evil voice on the phone and everything that had happened lately, or the threat Adam Steele posed to her heart?
What the hell is going on?
Around two that morning, Adam came sharply awake. There was a strange, harsh sound of something cracking, as if someone might be trying to break in. His trained mind knew immediately that he was in Raven's house. In a couple of seconds he was on his feet, listening intently. The sound came from downstairs. He pulled on the big all-purpose terry cloth robe Raven had left on the bed and got his Glock gun from the night table. He had slept in his underwear and lost no time in getting down the stairs from the third floor. He moved stealthily to the second, then the first floor where the sound was louder. Over near the kitchen door it was loudest and he crept along, gun at the ready. Then he nearly burst out laughing with relief. The refrigerator was cutting up, probably going bad.
Opening the door to the avocado-green appliance, he admired the spaciousness. There was enough food stocked in it to feed an army. He selected a lager beer and pried the cap off with a bottle opener he found in the drawer. Good, he liked his beer in bottles. He drank up and looked around him as he went into the living room. The woman had taste. She had shown him around and he really liked her decor of golden oak woods, a lot of heavy glass, many bookcases, and electronic equipment. There were green, growing plants hanging from the ceiling and setting about and a thirty-gallon tank of big goldfish stood in a shady comer.
The second floor was given over to a physical fitness room, a small room with a movie projector, office space, and a playroom for Merla. The third floor held the spacious bedrooms. Yeah, he thought, he could live here quite comfortably, but he and Ricky loved their house in upper northwest on Seventeenth Street near the Maryland line.
"Adam."
He was at the fool of the stairs when he looked up and saw her coming down the spiral staircase. His heart caught in his throat and went dry. His whole body tensed. She was wearing a dusty-rose tricot robe that wrapped around her voluptuous form and her eyes were frightened and bright.
"I heard something and came to check it out," he said. "Go back to bed. You need all the sleep you can get."
"I know. What was it?"
"I think your fridge is going bad. It was cutting up big time."
She shook her head as she came on down the stairs. "We just sleep through the shenanigans of that appliance. It started last week. The repairman says it may be a lemon. When Mrs. Reuben is well, we'll take the time to file a formal complaint." She reached him and touched his arm. "I'm glad you stayed over. I'm grateful."
He narrowed his eyes. Her touch had been so soft, very tender, and it told him what a deeper touch would be like and how he would respond. He didn't want to wait for what they could know. They had wasted too much time already. If Ricky hadn't gotten sick, he'd have pursued her after the CCG Ball. He was rough now because he wanted to kiss her so badly.
"Go back to bed. It's going to be hell on you tomorrow."
"What about you?"
"I'm used to it. Cops lead a hard life."
She smiled a little, teased him. "Oh, I hear that it's not as tough as it's held to be. I like the cop shows- the pretty, lustful broads, the chases in which nobody ever really gets hurt except the bad guys. You guys love every minute of it."
He grinned. "You're easily persuaded. There's enough in being a cop to satisfy me, but I've yet to know what you see on 'IV."
His big frame in the dark blue robe was getting to her. He smelled of the woods and a hint of a good man's cologne, blended with his own special male smell that drew her, turned her on in deeper places than she'd ever known. Good Lord, she had met him, had been so attracted she had pretended an attraction to Ken that she didn't feel. All just to hold Adam Steele away. He was too young for her. Why yield to hopelessness?
But that didn't stop her from going closer to him, pulled by forces she couldn't or didn't want to control. She only knew that she lifted her face for his kiss and his muscular arms went around her, pressed her soft flesh to his. His hot mouth found hers and his kiss was so hard it hurt for a moment before she inwardly fought him for a second, then yielded like a drowning woman needing, begging him to rescue her. Where kisses were concerned, she thought, this was as good as it got.
And Adam was as good as gold for the rescue. His big hands went up and down her back, stroking gently when he wanted to press her hard. She smelled of light jasmine, of natural pheromones and wanting him. Her skin was summer peaches plucked at their prime. And he was flaming with deeper desire than he had ever known. He had loved a young woman with all the intensity of a young man's love. Now he was beginning to feel the wild power of a man's love lick his heels.
Adam groaned inside himself. He wanted to take her now, envelop her in his arms, go deep into that pulsing, luscious body and stay there a lovely while.
With the tip of his tongue he traced her warm, sweet lips as one big hand cupped the back of her head. Her lips parted and his tongue slipped inside her mouth, pleading, begging, yet ravishing, slaking passion even as it aroused it.
She felt herself nearly fainting with desire that began in her brain and traveled in dizzying waves to her toes. And the fear she felt of her stalker was no greater than her fear of the heartbreak Adam Steele could bring.
Then suddenly he stepped back a bit, still holding her, laughing shakily. "End of the line," he told her. "If this goes on a second longer, I won't be able to let you go."
She could have cried with frustration. What was happening to her deep reserve and the control she had learned to exercise relentlessly? Did he think she was easy?
"Okay," she said softly. "You're proving to be wiser than I am."
He expelled a harsh breath. "No, I just know how I feel about you and I want you to always feel safe with me. I want you to know I'll never hurt you, never ask for more than you can or want to give."
Everything in her still yearned for him and she told him, "I hate the circumstances that keep us apart."
"Nothing keeps us apart- except you're not seeing straight." "I think ahead; you live in the present. You'll come to think ahead, when you're older."
He shook her gently. "I'm thirty-three. Stop treating me like I'm twenty-three. I'm raising a kid and I think I'm doing a pretty good job at it. I can't do that without thinking plenty ahead. Give me a break, Raven. Will you?"
"I don't want to have you grow tired of me, decide you've made a mistake...." He kissed the side of her throat. "I know my own mind.
Ask my parents and my sibs, and you'll come to know I do."
"You're nice, Adam. Really nice. I know that much."
"Thank you. You're someone special and I warn you I'm going to move heaven and earth to have you for my own."
"We'd better get upstairs, get some more sleep."
He nodded and thought he didn't need sleep. He couldn't remember when he'd felt so wide awake. "I checked your security system. It's the same as mine, but individualized."
"It can't help me where I have to go," she said ruefully.
He spread a big hand on the side of each shoulder. "I'm going to get more security directly from the police department for you. I'll start on it no later than I get in this morning." Then fiercely, "I won't have you hurt, Raven."
She didn't even try to stop herself from lifting her mouth for his kiss which came as a feathery touch on her lips. Everything in her ached for him then and she was helpless against the onslaught of her feelings. She knew she could better control herself if he didn't represent much of the safety she needed now. He kissed the side of her throat and held her away from him. "Be merciful to me, lady. I wish I had better words to tell you how much I want you for myself. We've got to stay friends so I can press my case."
Standing in the circle of his arms she silently fought a hunger she couldn't subdue, but he was toning his pressure down, making it easier and she was grateful.
"I'm sorry," she finally said and when she would have stammered something else he put a finger across her lips, then lightly, teasingly traced her bottom lip.
"If you're really sorry, be my sweetheart."
"If only I could. Adam, you're right, we have to get to bed. I've got a crushing day ahead tomorrow-no, today."
"If we were lovers, I'd carry you up."
"I'd break your back."
"Then you could nurse me."
"You're a nut case."
"No, I'm a man who's falling in love."
She hesitated. ''You said you wouldn't press me, but how can you help it when I act like a giddy teenager? I do apologize for my behavior. I'm drawn to you and I'll just have to accept the fact that this cannot be."
"Tell that to your heart."
She did not look at him as they climbed the stairs and both stood at Merla's door. "My heart hates being broken," she said. "Trust me," he responded. He stood just outside the door while she looked at
Merla in the glow of the hall light. When she came out and closed the door, they walked to her room and he touched her face, aching to kiss her again.
"Good night," she murmured and he nodded thoughtfully and walked the few steps to the room he slept in. He was as tense as a strung-out guy wire; he knew he wouldn't sleep much for the rest of the night. Already sweet dreams of Raven had begun to crowd his mind.
Raven closed her door and leaned against it. Had he kissed her like that, filling her veins with hot honey, or had she imagined it? She smiled a little, thinking she didn't want to get into her bed, but his. Too bad they couldn't be the team he thought they could be. But they could be friends and perhaps one day he and she would find someone who was age appropriate.
Chapter 3
In spite of little sleep, Raven felt fairly good the next morning at WMRY-TV. Her nicely appointed office had posters of Diana Ross and Nancy Wilson, Billy Dee Williams and Seal. There were also flower prints. She got up and walked over to her African violets which were in full glory on a table near her window sill.
"The plant mama," a deep voice said behind her and she turned to face Ken Courtland, her boss. Tall, attractive, dark brown-skinned, he was in his element this morning in a tan linen suit with a dark blue shirt and color coordinated tie.
"How are you, Raven? Now me, I'd like to go back to bed."
"I'm fine when I forget about something that happened last evening. I hate telling you about this, Ken, because I know you'll worry." She told him about the incidents, but not about Adam spending the night.
"I called you and left a message: she told him, "and you were talking with the noon anchors when I came in this morning."
He looked concerned. "It was nearly dawn when I got in and I called, but you didn't answer." "I must have been in the shower and I didn't hear. I guess I was so rattled, I forgot to check for messages." He frowned deeply. "I'm worried about you, Raven. What does Detective Steele say?"
"He's concerned too. You know there are two people who could be behind this: Tom Carr and my ex, Kevin. Tom's running scared and he'll do anything to keep out of prison and protect his good name•. Kevin hates me, too, just as Tom does. Neither man would hesitate to kill me if it would save their hides. But they're going to be very careful and they know they're being watched."
Ken looked haggard. He came and squeezed her shoulders. ''You make damned sure you keep me posted."
"The first woman I know and interviewed worked for CCG. She says she overheard Cree and Tom quarreling shortly before he was killed."
"Well, well. Did she go to the police?"
"No, she was-and is-too scared. I'm afraid she hasn't got a lot of self-esteem."She couldn't tell Ken the woman was Desi Howe who'd once worked as an administrative assistant at WMRY. He'd insist that Desi talk to police and she was too frightened. But Raven did tell him about other talks she'd had with Desi.
''You pointed out to her, of course, that she could call anonymously?"
"Certainly, but she says her boyfriend had once been involved in drugs and doesn't want her to have any part of this."
Ken rubbed his jaw with one finger. "Let's see. She talked to you. She wasn't too scared to do that."
"What she's seen is worrying her and she has to get it off her chest. I had to promise not to use her name if I went to the police."
"Hm-m. Sounds ripe to me. And you did give Steele this info?" "I haven't yet. I have to mull it over. I wanted to talk with you first."
He came closer, looked pleased, but bothered. "Lord, I'm so sorry. Good thing a policeman came along, and you got a chance to talk about the mugging he helped you with."
"Yes." And she thought ruefully, to her own private policeman.
"I know Steele. He's good. I'm glad he got to you."
"So am I."
"At that CCG Ball, I got the idea he was getting sweet on you,"
"He's just a friendly person."
"Sure," he said cryptically. "I need to talk with you in my office in a half hour or so. What do you have going on?"
"I'll be there. I'm going to talk with Blaine and Will. I'm meeting Desi Howe for lunch."
"I miss Desi. Damn Carr for luring her away."
"I agree. I miss her too."
"Oh yeah, how'd the first interview go yesterday? You knocked it out of my mind when you told me about the creep who mugged you."
"Ken, that interview was pure gold. On my second interview, the woman has a story to tell about a grandson who died because a promised grant from CCG to the clinic didn't go through. I was going to call you, but I remembered you had a dinner engagement."
"That good, huh? I'll need to hear more, but I don't have the time right now. You know you can call me at any time." His eyes lingered on her. Why couldn't she understand how great they'd he together? "Hey kid, you look really good having gone through what you did."
"Thank you." Her navy crepe sheath always got compliments.
He glanced at his watch, frowning. "I've got a conference call to get in on, but...have you had breakfast?"
"Ah-yes." She and Adam and Merla had had waffles with blueberry syrup and Canadian bacon with eggs scrambled with scallions and sharp cheese. She didn't know how she looked, but she surely felt good.
A tap sounded on the door and a florist's deliveryman came in. "The lady at the desk said to just bring these back."
A dozen red roses artfully arranged with broadleaf fern in a crystal vase made her heart beat faster. She loved roses. Kevin had never sent her roses and that made her love them even more. "Thank you so much," she said to the deliveryman. "Just a minute and I have something for you."
He smiled broadly and shook his head. "No, that's all taken care of. You just enjoy them."
He left and Raven found Ken looking at her speculatively. "Admirers at such an early hour? All a part of Adam Steele rescuing a damsel in distress?"
She nodded. "He really is a nice man."
"A nice young man."
"Yes, that too."
He bit his bottom lip. "Maybe it's nothing, but Steele is a hunk and a lot of women are after him. Be careful. The kind of hurt your ex dealt you is enough to last a lifetime."
"I'll try to remember that."
"Good. Remember, too, that I'm free and only a few women are after me and none of them matter except you," he hinted playfully.
"And you're also a hunk. So much for decisions." She was getting flippant, but his remark had stung her. Not that she hadn't constantly thought about Adam being younger. The kiss they had shared had been youthful in its quick wildness, yet ageless. A man of eighty deeply in love might kiss as well.
"You do my poor old heart good with your compliments," Ken said. He was forty-eight and well preserved. "But enough small talk. Detective Steele is going to want to talk with you. He's known as thorough. Everybody wants him to investigate. His solve rate is way above the city average. I don't want anything to happen to you, Raven. You mean so damned much to me."
"Thank you. I'll be sure to be careful."
When he had left, Raven sat reflecting that he had said he didn't want anything to happen to her; Adam had said he wasn't going to let anything happen to her. She leaned back in her chair. Young men thought they had the world on a string and could handle whatever came their way; older men knew better.
She got the ringing cell phone out of her tote bag to be greeted by the lively, loving voice of her grandfather.
"Papa Mac," she said joyfully, "how are you?"
"Better now that I'm talking with you. I've got a bit of a head cold, but you know I'm never sick and I don't intend to be now. I eat right, exercise, live right. Now tell me what's with you?"
She didn't intend to upset her grandfather by telling him about the creep yesterday. "I'm doing rather well, I'd say. I met a man..." She paused a few moments. "He's so nice. Too bad he's too young."
"What do you consider too young, baby?"
"He's thirty-three and he's too young."
"Does he seem to really like you?"
Remembering Adam's kiss, she murmured, "Yes, he does. I actually met him some time back, but I didn't want to be involved. I'm forty-nine in a little over a month. Not a very romantic time of life."
"That depends on you. Your grandmother and I had romance going until she died. She whispered that love poem "How Do I Love Thee" to me when she was dying. I wanted and want that for you, sweetheart. Too bad you wound up with Kevin."
"The world has changed, Papa Mac. We just did a segment on the night news about how much romance has changed. Didn't you watch it?"
"I did indeed, but it's only partially true. This world will always have romance in it. Too many of us don't intend to survive without it. Tell me more about the young man you met some time ago and let slip through your fingers until recently. I'm pitching for romance for you and don't you forget it."
Raven could picture Papa Mac as he talked. Bright silver hair cut in a close, curly cap, loving blue-gray eyes in parchment colored skin. Papa Mac still cut the wood for his fireplace, loved to run, walk, bicycle and to sing in his church choir. He was seventy-nine and vibrant, had the tiger of the world by its tail and wasn't about to let go.
"I'll try to remember." She replied, "I'm afraid Kevin left me a legacy of doubt and anger." "God heals everything and time heals all wounds. In Kevin's case, I think it'll be time wounds all heels. Has he given you anymore trouble?"
"I'm not sure. He'll always be trying to get Merla and he wants to talk with me as soon as possible. I don't know what about. Papa Mac, I'm afraid of Kevin. I think he's crazy. You know what they say about the thin line between genius and insanity."
"That fits Kevin to a T. Well, I've got to get ready for my church choir tonight. I'm giving a barbecue." Papa Mac's voice got somber. "You watch out for Kevin, and that new case you're onto is one I don't much like. A man like Tom Carr is a rat even when his back isn't against the wall. You will be careful?"
"You know I will."
After she hung up, Raven held the receiver with the open line buzzing until the automated operator curtly asked that she hang up.
She glanced at her daily calendar. Desi. She really looked forward to talking with her former coworker again and Desi had said she thought she had more helpful information. They had been close, but Desi had drifted away. When should she tell Kevin she could see him for a few moments? Raven propped her elbows on her desktop. She still missed her frequent talks with her cousin Cree. He had been dead since early May, murdered in cold blood, and God, it hurt so much to think about it. A certified public accountant with CCG, he hadn't been particularly fond of his boss, Tom Carr, and was looking around for another job. She needed support. She was sorry Viveca was off today; she wanted to talk with her and would call later.
Blaine Woodland, the other investigative reporter, tapped on the door and came in. "You busy?"
"I'm going in to see Ken in a few minutes. What's up?"
Blaine ran a hand over his dark brown semi-Afro. "I wish I knew." He sighed. ''You said something about talking with Carr. Is that going to be anytime soon?"
"Tomorrow, in fact. Do you want to tag along?"
He smiled ruefully. "I've got my own fish to fry. I've been talking a lot to your cousin Cree's wife. I'm trying to jog her memory of everything she noticed and heard about her husband before he was killed. I know she was out of town, but there might have been something before she left. After that, Ken has put me on another case. He thinks you can handle Carr's case alone."
"I imagine the detectives have thoroughly gone along that avenue. I'm talking about Glen who's with Special Investigations for the city." She thought about it being Adam's case and felt certain he had covered all the angles.
Blaine's cinnamon-brown face looked thoughtful. "Cops sometimes don't get it all. Besides, they're pushed to the wall with low manpower ceilings and short budgets."
She couldn't deny that. "Good luck. I'm seeing Desi today. We have a lunch date."
"Glenda's invited me to have lunch at her house."
Raven sighed. "She's pregnant and that has to be a hellish blow, your husband's murder, especially since he was one of the best." Blaine nodded. "Like I said, I've got a lot of fish to fry, so I'll be moving it. I'll talk with you this afternoon. Swap notes."
A tall, lanky, light brown-skinned young man came in. Dressed in faded blue jeans and a white T-shirt, he had an athletic build. His puckish face was framed with closecut, crisp, brown hair. At twenty-one, his demeanor said he was checking out the world and would find his place in it. He was Will Ryalls and he was smart and only at the TV station for a year or so, then onward and upward.
"Morning, Will," Raven greeted him.
"Raven," he teased her. "I'm here on a mission. The big enchilada asked me to tell you that he's tied up on that conference call and needs to delay your appointment until mid aftemoon."
"He's the boss. How're you this morning?"
"I can't complain. It wouldn't help. From the looks of those roses, I'd say you're in clover." Will smiled. "I like sending women roses, but with my gaggle of girlfriends, it'd break me."
She could never determine if he was joking or serious.
Again, Blaine rubbed his hand over his hair. He had a wife and two small children. "I saw the roses, of course, but I wasn't going to be nosy. I just admired. We're spending so much time on the Carr case, I'd better get my wife some roses or something else nice. She's beginning to hint that I'm neglecting her."
Raven laughed. "Roses will do it every time."
Blaine smiled now. "I am going to be nosy enough to say you look happy, Raven, and I'm glad. You've moped around enough. Today you've got that old joie de vivre back. Keep it up."
Will pursed his mouth. "That's French, but what's it mean?"
"Didn't you have French in school, junior?" Blaine teased him. "Yes and damned near failed it. I like English better. That's why I'm majoring in communications."
"Hm-m-m, I can hear it now." She deepened her voice. "'This is Will Ryalls signing off for WMRY. The eleven o'clock news.'
“ Then you'd squire not one but two beautiful women to dinner, after you'd closed everything up." "Ah, you know me well, but WMRY is not where I plan to finally land. Something big like CBS or ABC." "CNN would be more your speed," Blaine intoned. "They're edgy enough for you."
"Hey, you know me well. It's nice talking to you guys, but the boss has me saddled with a lot of sometime chores. I don't let on how easily bored I can get."
Raven wrinkled her nose at him. "At your age you should never be bored."
"Sez who? Take care of the roses. They're gorgeous. If they're missing, you'll know I took them to give to one of my sweeties. Bye for now."
He went out and Blaine turned to her. "Wish me luck talking to Glenda. She's trying to be brave, but she's still hurting bad. They had a great thing going, I understand."
"Yes, they seemed a perfect match. Cree was so settled, so sober..."
"Yeah, a really good guy. I still miss him a lot. "You're taping your time with Desi?"
"Yes, of course. I learned a long time ago that small things can crack a case wide open. Nuances, timbre of voice can all mean so much."
"Yeah. You're looking really well today. I have to say it again. You know you're one of my favorite people, so keep me posted. Roses, and you're glowing. Is this the start of something good, or what?"
"I'll keep you posted and you do the same."
As she began to get into her car in the parking garage under their office building, Raven's cell phone rang. It seemed she knew before he spoke that it was Adam.
She couldn't help grinning.
"Hi, totally lovable woman."
"Hi yourself. You're the lovable one."
"Keep that up and you can have all my year's paychecks. How are you? Sleepy?"
"Just a minute. I'm getting into my car and going to meet a friend for lunch." She got in, closed the door and sat holding the phone and beaming. "It's funny. I'm not a bit sleepy. I feel like I've had a good supply of sleep."
"That goes for me, too. Would you like me to take you to dinner tonight?"
She hesitated for a moment before she remembered. "I have to take Merla to a friend's house; they're having a doll party and she wants me, rather than Viveca, to take her. I think my child's getting a bit spoiled."
"How long exactly have you been working on this case?"
"I started about a month after Cree was killed. Ken didn't think you guys were going fast enough and he wanted Blaine and me to dig up special dirt, if we could find it. He felt you'd discourage us if you knew about it. Now Blaine's got another hot case. I haven't found the smoking gun either, but I keep trying. I'll never give up. And Adam, I do thank you for all the effort you've put into this. Why do you ask how long I've been on this case?"
"I'm thinking about Merla. You've almost certainly been preoccupied and a child senses that, and maybe she thinks she's losing you. Raven, be careful, too, that Kevin doesn't use this against you to get Merla. He works for himself and can be off whenever he wishes...."
''You don't know Kevin," she told him. "He's a workaholic."
"He might get a judge who's the same and so, sympathetic."
"Don't remind me. How do you feel?"
"Like I've found the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow- if a certain someone doesn't take it away."
She smiled thinking that if things were different, she'd have found that same pot of gold, but fate made her unable to claim it.
"You say all the right things, push all the right buttons and I'm grateful for the rush you give me, but take what I've said about the age difference seriously."
"I am taking it seriously and I know how little it matters, unless you let it. Raven, let's get the boat into the water and see that it can sail. Okay?"
"I can't help feeling fragile about love." He sounded exasperated then. "I'm only asking that you give us a chance." "You know," she finally said, "I really am going to give us a chance-but just to be friends."
"I'll take that if it's all I can get. Listen, we think we caught the guy who mugged you. He's an old offender and we've been looking for him for three sexual offenses along with his robberies. He'd staked out that area. A lot of women are going to be happy he's off the streets."
"I'm glad. Maybe my poor knees will stop shaking now. I guess from dealing with Kevin, I really get rattled at the thought of a sexual offense and battering. I never used to think about that."
"The world's changed. We've all got to be more careful. Dinner tomorrow night?"
"Oh, yes, I'd love that."
"Great. You'll hear from me again. Do you mind frequent phone calls?" She felt tender toward him. He had saved her from an almost certain worse attack. And he had kissed her with fervor that went to her bone marrow. "I love frequent phone calls when they're from certain people."
"That had better mean me," he growled.
"Back off, just a little," she said laughing merrily, thinking this felt too good to give up just now. She would go along for a short joy ride. And her heart responded, a thrilling short joy ride.
Chapter 4
Adam sat at his desk in his office with his feet propped on the desk, leaning back in his chair with his hands behind his head. A smile kept tugging at the corners of his mouth when he thought about Raven. Last night's kiss lingered in his mind and he held on to it. He felt his whole body tense with wanting her.
But other things kept crowding him too. He wasn't given to daydreams, but he was daydreaming now and he had to snatch the time to do it. The Carr case infuriated him every time he thought about it. Cree Hawkins had been a friend of his, at Howard at the same time Adam attended the University of Maryland. His fingers beat a tattoo on the desktop. "I'm coming for you, Carr," he muttered. "I know you're sharp and you've got the best lawyers imaginable, but I think you killed Cree or had him killed. It's a gut hunch, but my gut hunches have usually been right.
A rookie cop knocked and came in. "Detective, I've had the DNA tests run that you wanted. Here are the reports.” The rookie shook his head. "I don't think this is what we're looking for."
Adam took the slender sheaf of papers. "Thanks for working this to the bone," he told the officer. "I hope it helps." He looked at the summary and swore. Negative. They had picked up a suspect in another murder and Adam had been fairly certain they had the culprit. Now the name leapt mockingly from the page. The guy was clean, at least of this murder.
Sighing, angry, he thought about the creep who'd tried to attack Raven as he picked up his mugshot. Albert Jones was his name, and they had picked him up in the early morning hours with Raven's credit cards in his wallet. He'd assaulted and robbed two more women by the time they nabbed him. They'd run his name through the computer. Three cases of murder and rape. Adam was usually a forgiving man, but there was nothing he hated more. He breathed a little harder when he thought about it, clenched and unclenched his fist. He was going to see that they threw the book at this bastard. Albert Jones. He could still see him in his mind's eye. Big and stupid and threatening. Preying on women.
Adam Steele was a passionate man. His mother often teased him about it and his father had looked at his son, musing on that passion. He had a temper held in tight check from childhood, aided by his childhood training. "If you're gonna love," his father had often told him, "you've got to exercise restraint Feelings run powerful when you care and they can easily get out of control. Go where your heart tells you to go, but think about it first. Now, I'm not saying not to be spontaneous, but use that old left brain too."
From the beginning he had had it all, so nothing he had experienced had prepared him for Kitty's death. The heavens had poured their tears onto him and God had seemed to turn his back. For five years he had been sad and lonely. Ricky and his family had meant everything in the way of solace and comfort, but not until he'd met Raven at that CCG Ball had his life taken an upward path. Met her and lost her in one fell swoop. Now he had found her again and he didn't intend to let her go.
Thank God for work he loved. In the beginning, he had seen himself as the Black Knight charging to the rescue. There were the good guys and there were the bad guys and he was mostly a good guy. His father had warned him about this. "You're gonna find your fellow citizens are a mix of everything," his father had said ruefully and often. "Don't waste time hating. Oh, I know people have got to be punished for the crimes they do, but at least try to understand. There, but for the grace of God, go you and I."
And he had held on to this until last night when facing the cretin who he was sure had intended to attack Raven, he had felt no mercy, only the raging need to protect his woman. He smiled grimly. She wasn't his woman, not yet, but she would be if he had anything to say about it.
Raven waited for Desi Howe at a restaurant in the Adams Morgan area of D.C. They specialized in Caribbean food.
When Desi came in with her fine ginger-skinned figure swinging, Raven got up and hugged her. Desi was cute, vivacious with natural blond hair. She seemed to Raven to live on the edge of danger. Desi dated shadowy figures, but they always had plenty of money to lavish on her. She went on cruises, to Vegas and lived in the fast lane.
"Hey, don't you look special," Desi exclaimed. "What you been up to while mama's been away?"
"Not much."
Desi laughed. "Your face says your mouth lies,"
"It's not like I've had three months in Puerto Rico."
"Ah yes, girlfriend, envy me. I envy myself." Then added, "I'm going to have the jerk chicken and some fine cooked mustards and turnip greens. I understand nobody does the greens like this place does, and some macaroni, heavy on the cheese. I haven't been here lately, but Cree and I used to come. Lord, I miss that guy."
She looked down for a moment and Raven placed her hand over hers. "We all miss him. Cree was such a great guy. Think about what Glenda's going through."
"I know. I've had lunch with her a couple of times and she's being brave, waiting for the baby. Do you see her often?"
"Often enough. She's going through hell, but she's really cooperating with us."
Desi nodded. "I'm praying that with just a little luck..." She took a small playing card-sized object from her purse. "Look at this. It went with me everywhere when I worked at CCG and was wearing a lot of jumpers and skirts with big pockets those days." Her mouth set in a straight line. "I recorded every conversation I had with Tom while I was at CCG. I played tapes last night, a couple of tapes. I gave Cree a third tape that's dynamite.
“The day before he was killed, you were in New York for a couple of days following another story. You see, I had this gut feeling Tom was going to fire me. He began to criticize everything I did. I should have quit. I had fair leave and a little money stashed away. You and I talked about how I wanted to stay to see if there was any more info I could dig up to find who killed Cree."
Raven nodded. "Ken has hinted that he'll give me and Blaine the high sign to work more closely with the police. At first he didn't trust them, griped about their blunders and really fretted about the time it was taking them.”
"They can be stupid, but sometimes they're brilliant. I know I've heard that this Detective Steele is brilliant. The case is his."
Raven felt a shiver of delight course along her body at the mention of Adam's name. "I met him again last night."
She recounted her meeting and Desi grinned. "Sounds like there might be something going on."
"No, I just find him good company. I've never been a bit attracted to younger men."
"You want to give him to me? I'll handle his care and feeding."
"He's not mine to give. I just met him. Young men these days get tired of their conquests pretty quick, and by the way, I don't intend to be one of his conquests."
Desi put her head to one side. "From the dreamy look on your face, kiddo, I'd say you already are. How old is this wunderkind?"
"Ripe old thirty-three, and let's be fair to him. He seems sober enough to be forty or better." Their food came and both exclaimed at the fare. Raven grinned at the waiter. "That looks good enough to eat."
The waiter laughed heartily. "I'm new and haven't seen you ladies here before, but come again and again. You add that touch of class we need."
"I think we're going to be hooked if this is as good as it looks." Desi hunched her shoulders a bit as the waiter left and Raven said grace.
"You look a little down," Raven offered. "What's up, girlfriend?"
"Love problems, or just plain old lack of love." "That's a bit cryptic. You haven't mentioned any new men in your life." "I've got enough trouble with the old men in my life. Forget new ones."
"Oh well, I'm not privy lately to the old men in your life either."
"I mentioned that I have a couple of men who date and dine me. Nothing serious with any of them... Nothing hot and heavy going on."
"Until now. Your face says this is serious."
Desi nodded. "You bet your sweet bippy it's serious."
"Is he married?"
"I wish. I've dealt with that before. No, he's just unavailable to me, that is." She stopped eating and seemed on the verge of tears.
"Do you want to talk about it?"
Desi shook her head."Not now, but when I do, I promise you're gonna get the shock of your life." "Oh, this sounds great. You're not hanging out with Tom Carr, are you?"
"Funny girl. The more I saw of Tom, the more I wished I didn't know him. I hadn't been at CCG too long when Cree was murdered, but we were really close, closer with him being your cousin and all."
Raven nodded sympathetically.
Desi sighed deeply before she continued. "The little machine here is yours. It's a tape recorder. I have a couple more. Right now there's just this one tape, but there will be one more when I can find the other one. And there's the one I gave Cree. Raven, the more I talk about Tom, the more I dislike him and his assistant, Allen Mills. They're as slimy as cooked okra. When I think of the mandate they're entrusted with- to raise money for the needy-and the way they're rumored to be siphoning it off into their pockets, well, I really get mad."
"I feel the same way. But I do want you to be careful." Raven reached out and scooped up the recorder, put it in her purse. "Should I listen to this as soon as possible?"
Desi shook her head. "No need to. I want you to be where you can concentrate. Listen and tell me what you think. Tom had a conversation with someone when I was in the room. I pretended to be absorbed in reading something he asked me to read. He spoke of the possible indictment several times and I wondered. I couldn't put two and two together, but you know more about the case than I do. Do you think Detective Steele might be interested, that is if Ken gives you the okay sign?"
"Could be. If he does, I'll call Adam, run it by him. I'm expecting Ken to bring this up when I get back. If he doesn't, I will."
"Great, girlfriend."
"Now, about this new man in your life..."
"He's really not so new, just getting more painful every day." "Oh, you poor baby." Desi looked really stressed. "I think I'm in love, Raven, for only about the second time in my life. You know I was married once and it didn't work. No children, thank God, and the clown I married moved to South Carolina. I don't talk about it to anybody, but he was a real loser and the relationship left scars. Now comes this-what shall I call him? He's certainly not a man in my book. He's a sadist. I know that much."
Desi's eye filled with tears she blinked back. "Boy, I can really pick 'em, can't I? You'd think a twelve-year-old would do better. Here I am the ripe old age of thirty-one and I'm getting taken like bets at a race track."
"Don't beat on yourself, sweetie. We all make mistakes. Maybe you should talk with a mental health worker, or your minister. You're suffering, Desi. Maybe you don't have to."
"Thanks. I'm not much on shrinks, that kind of thing...• "Doesn't have to be a shrink. Social worker. Psychologist..."
"Well, I'm pretty close to my minister and his wife. I think I'll try that route. I've got to get away from this monster. He's messing with my mind, pulling all my emotional strings so I'm choking. Thanks for the sympathy, love."
"Let me know how you come out."
"Believe me I will. A woman I still talk to at CCG told me Tom Carr is out of town today, back day after tomorrow. He and Allen traveled together this time. From what she tells me, they seem to be getting tighter." She glanced at her watch. "I've got to be going because I'm meeting someone,"
Raven glanced at her sharply because Desi suddenly looked sad.
"One other thing," Desi said. "We've talked about it. Tom's arrogant. I think he feels he's got something all sewed up. He'd figure he's way ahead of you because you're a woman and thus stupid, or largely so."
"That's the impression I get of him. I hope he's in for a rude shock, but I think he likes Blaine."
"Everybody likes Blaine. He's Cree's counterpart. A real doll. Hey, this has been great. Let's do it again and soon."
"For sure."
***
It was two-thirty P.M. when Raven sat in a padded chair across from Ken in his office.
"We could have had the appointment we're having over Peking duck, my dear, but you had a prior engagement," Ken teased her, then grew more somber. "How's Desi?"
"Ah, she's seen better days." "Is Carr still giving her trouble? He fired her. Or is she having my gender trouble."
"Well, since he fired her, so far Tom isn't hassling or hustling her, but she is having man trouble. Why do you think you men are so hard to get along with?"
Ken smiled and looked at Raven, running his tongue over his bottom lip. In her pale yellow sheath and tan leather pumps, she was something he'd like to take home. "Don't look at me. You could have me body and soul and I'd give you no trouble. I'd be puppy-dog-eager to please."
"You all say that before we get you."
"I'll bet Dr. McCloud never said it."
"Touché. He was reserved and cool from the beginning. I thought he was being respectful, tamping down ardor. I was naive and way too old to be. I should have seen it coming."
"Talk to me," Ken said. "Even I get hot under the collar when we talk about McCloud. What did Desi have to say?" Raven told him about the conversation and he listened intently. "I wonder what the voices on the tape will say; I don't have time to listen now; he pondered.
"With Tom talking, it could be anything."
"Well, I know you'll be on top of it. Be careful, Raven. I don't mind telling you I'm worried about you. I think you're working too hard and I'm worried about those telephone calls. Tomorrow morning, I want to listen to that tape with you. What did Steele have to say?"
"Okay. There's not much he can say. He'll have my phone monitored. I called the phone company and they're on it."
''We all have a special interest in the CCG thing, but we've got lives too. And that damned mugging last night... That's close enough for me. It's bastard-city out here these days. You don't think he had anything else in mind? Rapes are becoming more common in the past month or so, “but I don't want to frighten you any more than you are. Was Steele around when you got the telephone call later at home?"
"Yes. His being there soothed me at least some."
Ken looked at her sharply. "I remember that stud from the CCG Ball. He didn't want to let you go after you danced with him. Thank God he got a call and had to leave. I was prepared to be a real boor and monopolize you the rest of the night."
"That's not very sporting of you, Ken. It's not like we're lovers... "Your choice, not mine.”
Her face got warm and her eyes narrowed. "Fight fair. You know I'm off men for a long time. After Kevin..." She sighed heavily.
He leaned forward. "I ran into Kevin yesterday. He was cordial, looked happy." "Then he's up to no good. That's the only time Kevin's happy."
"He really did a number on you, didn't he?"
"Yes." She didn't feel like taking this conversation further. She had never talked very much to anyone about Kevin and her marriage, not even to Papa Mac.
He respected her reticence and didn't say more about that particular topic. "Word's out that Special Investigations has a good case against Carr. If our grapevine is right, he'll be indicted within a couple of weeks."
"Forgive me if I'm cynical. Even if he gets caught holding the moneybags, he's got lawyers who can get him off. An indictment's one thing and a conviction is something else. We need smoking-gun evidence."
Ken shook his head. "No, I don't think so this time. We've got plenty. Glen Thompson's a firebrand; he intends to be a judge one day, so he's pumping hard. I wouldn't want to be in Carr's shoes this time."
"If he killed Cree or had him killed I hope he gets the maximum."
"So do I." He was silent a moment. "I wonder how Laverne Carr's taking this."
"Yeah, sometimes I wonder too. I was at Howard with Tom and Laverne. She's a charming woman, but a rather cold one. I run into her from time to time and she's restrained, friendly. He provides the means to keep her supported the way she's used to being supported. Her late father was a real estate mogul. Owned a lot of land in the old Foggy Bottom. She still owns some of it, I understand."
"You know, Raven, if Tom does go to prison, it's going to do him in. He's a very proud man. A dirt-poor boy who made good. Selfish as hell, but I guess that's understandable."
"Well, he should have considered his pride when he began to raid the cookie jar. And he's hurting people, Ken. Families need the money he's taking. Kids need it for treatment. There could be enough to go around, but not if the selfish top-level people are going to steal it all for their own selves." "You're right, of course. Dinner tomorrow night?"
She blushed. "I have a date."
"We haven't had dinner in quite a while." He sounded wistful. "Have dinner with me soon."
"Sure."
He sat up straight. "Well, I guess it's back to the grind. I've got two more conference calls to complete before five. But what I'd like to do is put you on a pedestal in here and just look at you for the rest of the afternoon."
She held up a protesting hand.
"Okay, I'll cease and desist. At least give me credit for being well-behaved most of the time."
* * * *
High up in a hotel in Manhattan, Tom Carr and his right-hand man, Allen Mills, sat at a big table in the living room of their luxurious suite.
"We're taking off, kid," Tom chortled. "Everything's coming up roses. Never underestimate handpicking your board of directors. Only Paul Turner is a holdout and he's outvoted. Our bonuses add up to a million and a half; a million for me, a half mil for you. You're satisfied with that? There's more later."
"Chief, you know I am. I'd work for you for a quarter of that. Hell, for nothing. With you as a mentor, the sky's my limit."
Tom smiled. He liked being a big man, physically, and in his job. He'd known in school that he was going to be a big man, known it since he was a small boy hustling newspapers and later handling a large distribution route and another job as assistant manager at an exclusive men's clothing chain.
His single mother used to tell him, "Son, take some time for yourself. Life ain't all about work. Play's something you need too."
But play had never interested Tom. He had to be some¬where near the top of any heap he landed on and he intended to go higher, much higher. His job as CEO at Citizens Charity Group was made to order for him, but a few more years there and a few million dollars more and he was on his way to opening one of the largest consulting firms for financial planners.
He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. He'd done all right for himself. If Cree Hawkins had had an ounce of common sense, Tom could have made him a rich man. But he had threatened to blow the whistle on the whole game. His eyes narrowed to a slit. He, Tom, had never been a man to mess with.
He relaxed a little. Funny thing how he could ponder things with Allen right there. They were that close.
Tom didn't think anybody suspected him of having anything to do with Cree's death. Cree must have talked plenty with Special Investigations because the investigators had come prowling around. Trouble was one of his board members now hated his guts and would do anything to bring him down, and that member had managed to get another board member in his corner. Tom rubbed his chin with his forefinger.
Where had he gone wrong? Still, he couldn't shake the feeling that he could have handled it all to his advantage if the McCloud woman and her boss, Ken Courtland, hadn't started their damned investigation. He narrowed his eyes. He had plans and they were both going to pay for this. But he hated the woman more than the man. Women who rebuffed him or whose interest he wanted and couldn't arouse angered him. In the beginning when she'd come around questioning him, he'd asked her out several times and she hadn't even bothered to be charming when she'd aimed him down. She'd let him know quickly and in no uncertain terms that she didn't care for him and that had rankled him, hurt his ego. Getting even was going to be a pleasure.
Ken Courtland's TV station had begun asking questions, too, and were ready to begin a series on various CEO's, big and small, the power they exercised, the risks they took, the perquisites, the fat salaries.
Well, he wasn't really one of the big guys, but this was better. He operated with little oversight and he'd always taken advantage of that. He and his late partner had cobbled CCG together and he'd done well.
Allen worked with a sheaf of papers. Tom peered over his shoulder.
"You work too hard, lad," he said. This is a pleasure trip as well as business."
Allen smiled. "Thank you. I'll be finished here in a sec."
Tom went back to thinking. Then, there was Laverne, his wife. Thank God for his other women. He tried not to overdo it, but he liked to collect beautiful women and the money helped. He hadn't married for love. Laverne knew he hadn't and he suspected she didn't love him either. Laverne was plain, but was a snappy dresser and a great hostess. He gave her really expensive presents to show his gratitude for the way she stood behind him.
In the beginning it was her father's money that gave him a stake and he liked his widower father-in-law, had been close to him and missed him after he died. Neither he nor Laverne wanted children and if she ever minded the other women, she didn't say. He felt she was happy that he didn't bother her for sexual favors. They had separate bedrooms and separate lives. He was satisfied and hoped she was.
Tom got up and went to the wet bar. He'd had it stocked with the best Scotch. He asked, "What're you having, Allen?"
"Same as you, chief."
Tom poured two on the rocks and brought them back to the table. Allen looked at his boss narrowly for a few minutes as Tom gulped down his drink. Allen got up and got a bowl of cashews from the sideboard and brought it back. Tom immediately grabbed a handful.
"Cashews are my favorite nut," Tom said. "Did you know eighty percent of them come from Aruba? The raw ones are far superior to the toasted ones."
"No, I didn't know that Yes, sir, I prefer the raw ones." But Allen didn 't prefer raw cashews; he liked the toasted ones better. But Tom liked you to agree with him and that was easy for Allen. He intended to pick Tom's brains to the limit, so it didn't hurt to follow his lead even in small things.
Tom cleared his throat. "I don't mind telling you again I'm worried about Raven McCloud." He rolled his eyes. "I'd like to have a go at that one. She's something else. Classy. Smart enough, but not too smart."
"She's sniffing around all right, but we can handle her."
“What’ d’you think about her friendship with Desi?"
"What I think about it is that we're so far ahead, so covered, there's not a damned thing they can do to us. We're drum tight, Boss. I've seen to that."
"You've seen to a lot of things, Allen, and I'm grateful. I want you to know that But what do we do if Raven and her boss at that crummy TV channel she works for come too close?" Allen hesitated a long while. "I'd be in favor of taking her out."
Tom looked up. "I've been thinking about that This would be a last resort. Killing's a dirty business. I don't like it, but I know I'm never going back to the life I grew up in. I couldn't take it. I'm going up, not down. And you're going with me, all the way. We're gonna be kings of the hill. I just feel it in my bones."
That night Raven and Adam listened to the tape Desi had given her. The conversation was between Tom Carr and Allen, his right-hand man. Raven breathed shallowly, not sure what to expect, although Desi had said it sure wasn't a smoking gun. Then she relaxed as the two men talked about CCG and the direction in which Tom was taking it "Yeah, but she's pretty feisty. She won't scare easily."
I’ve got some underworld connections that'll pay off now."
Raven and Adam looked at each other, anticipating what would be said next. Then Allen said, "Look, Boss, I don't want to interrupt, but you told me to brief you on your meeting with the mayor in the morning and I've got a lot of things I think you need to know. You said you had to leave earlier than usual. Now I've got all the time in the world."
Tom laughed. "Sure thing. It always riles me to talk about Raven McCloud. Sends my blood pressure way too high. One day...okay, let's get started because I intend to make a great impression on the mayor tomorrow. A buddy told he he's solidly in my corner."
The two men began to talk about Tom's appointment with the mayor and both Raven and Adam were disappointed as the tape whirred on with details that were useless to them. She let the tape play out and tried the other side to find it empty. She shut the recorder off and could have wept with frustration.
Adam hugged her. "Did Desi say there was something important on this tape?"
"No, not really. I guess she wanted me to hear what Tom had to say about me, but he only hints at what he'd like to do. He makes no mention of Cree. Of course, she gave the tape to Cree where he does threaten Cree. She referred to that one as dynamite."
"And that's the missing tape? Of course, you've talked with Glenda about it?"
"Not just talked, I went to her house after I left work and we looked the place over. Glenda's very well organized, the way Cree was. It wasn't there. Adam.”
They went back to listening in a different place. "It was a two-bit operation when I took over," Tom snorted. "They weren't raising nearly enough money, weren't paying the top brass nearly what top brass deserves. They weren't advertising widely, didn't have first-rate connections."
Raven could imagine Tom pounding his desk lightly the way she had seen him do on interviews. Adam listened steadily, his eyes narrowed. He had been taught to read voices to a far greater degree than Raven had learned. He shook his head lightly. Tom certainly didn't come off as a very nice guy; all his warts were showing, but you can't send a man up for being unlikable, Raven thought.
For a moment Adam and Raven tensed when halfway through the tape Tom asked, "What are we going to do about the McCloud woman. Allen? She's gotten to be a pain in the ass. We have to be careful, but it may be a good idea to put a good, old-fashioned scare into her. That may make her back off. She's too damned uppity."
"Yeah, but she's pretty feisty. She won't scare easily."
"I've got some underworld connections that'll pay off now."
Raven and Adam looked at each other, anticipating what would be said next. Then Allen said, "Look, Boss, I don't want to interrupt, but you told me to brief you on your meeting with the mayor in the morning and I've got a lot of things I think you need to know. You said you had to leave earlier than usual. Now I've got all the time in the world."
Tom laughed. "Sure thing. It always riles me to talk about Raven McCloud. Sends my blood pressure way too high. One day...okay, let's get started because I intend to make a great impression on the mayor tomorrow. A buddy told he he's solidly in my corner."
The two men began to talk about Tom's appointment with the mayor and both Raven and Adam were disappointed as the tape whirred on with details that were useless to them. She let the tape play out and tried the other side to find it empty. She shut the recorder off and could have wept with frustration.
Adam hugged her. "Did Desi say there was something important on this tape?"
"No, not really. I guess she wanted me to hear what Tom had to say about me, but he only hints at what he'd like to do. He makes no mention of Cree. Of course, she gave the tape to Cree where he does threaten Cree. She referred to that one as dynamite."
"And what’s on the missing tape? Of course, you've talked with Glenda about it?"
"She didn’t say much. I went to her house after I left work and we looked the place over. Glenda's very well organized, the way Cree was. It wasn't there. Adam, we may never find that tape. Glenda's been looking for it since Desi told her about it. And Glenda says Cree didn't go up to the cottage on Green Mountain between the time Desi gave him the tape and he was killed. Glenda'll keep looking, of course, but she's sure it's not there."
Adam pressed his hand to his head. "So near and yet so far," he said, "but I get the feeling that Carr's arrogance is going to be what takes him down after all."
Raven called Desi then. She was surprised at how drunk Desi sounded. Raven sighed. "Girlfriend, dial tape doesn't tell me much."
Desi hesitated a long moment. "Yeah, well the second tape’ll tell you more. I've got to think where I put it. I’ve gotta go now. Got late company coming."
With the open line humming in her ear, Raven wondered who Desi's company was.
Chapter 5
Adam's wolf whistle was long and low as Raven answered her door chimes. He leaned against the doorjamb, admiring her. "You do light up the scenery," he told her.
Raven blushed furiously, her lovely amber skin suffused with pleasure. "Hey, you're the one. You look like you stepped off the pages of an Esquire special.'' She looked at his tall body draped in a greenish blue Harris tweed jacket and his dark brown gabardine trousers. His shirt was pale blue and his tie was color coordinated. But it wasn't the clothes. It was the man.
Adam laughed. "Thank you. And you look like you stepped down from heaven." He was a man who appreciated the finer things of life, he thought now, and she was surely the finest. Dressed in cream silk pants and a leopard-print sash, her only jewelry was a wide gold bracelet. He inhaled deeply, the better to enjoy the jasmine fragrance that surrounded her.
"Thank you. And double thanks for coming here for dinner instead of going out I hope you like the fare. You said you like oysters and we're having them fried."
"I love oysters and I never met a fried one I didn't like. I don't eat much fried food these days, but I'll make an exception for oysters anytime."
"And I have oven-fried white potatoes and a humongous garden salad. Simple, but I think it'll be good. I don't eat much fried food either. D'you like green peas and baby pearl onions?"
Adam grinned. "You've put it all together and I don't mind telling you I'm pleased."
"Are you laughing because you're pleased?"
"That—and the fact that my sibs and I used to mark certain foods as aphrodisiacs. Oysters and green peas were high on the list"
"Oh? Well, I didn't have that in mind, but if they are, they are."
"Not that I need certain foods around you." At a mock disapproving glance from her, he laughed again. "Okay, I'll knock it off. Raven, I just can't help feeling I've known you a long time."
She hesitated. "I feel the same way and I feel it in my bones that we're going to be really good friends." But she realized she was nervous around him, skittish. He aroused feelings in her she hadn't felt for a long time and she didn't want to deal with these feelings just now.
"How's little Miss Merla?"
Raven glanced at the big grandfather clock as it struck eight P.M. "She really wanted to talk with you, but she had a long day and she simply fell asleep on her feet By the way, you can play your harmonica for me anytime. My grandfather plays a harmonica."
He nodded. "Later, I'll be glad to oblige, and Cree told me about his grandfather's harmonica. That's why I brought it."
She smiled and shook her head. "You remind me of my grandfather."
"I'm grateful for any crumb."
Then he glanced around him. "I see you brought the roses home. I'm glad you liked them enough to do that."
"I love them. They're the most beautiful roses I've ever seen. Where on earth did you find them?"
"Over in Georgetown. I've got a friend who owns a floral shop over there and he sets out to make his place the best. He says they'll last at least a week if you use the life extender in the package."
"I did that. And I cut the stems on a slant I'm going to press a few of them. I can't thank you enough."
"None needed. Beauty calls for beauty."
"I'm—" she began and stopped.
"You were going to say..."
"Again that I'm not beautiful, but I'm glad someone thinks so."
"Just someone? Not me especially? I'm wounded."
Raven chuckled. "You're something of a wag, Detective Steele."
"Adam to my friends and I'm hoping we'll be friends." He added under his breath, "And more."
"How does it grab you to come back to the kitchen with me and handle the oven fries while finish the salad?"
"I'd like that." His heart was thrumming as he thought, Just keep me near you, close to you and I'm happy. But he wasn't happy enough; he wanted to be closer than close. In a word, he wanted it all.
As she stood at the counter tearing romaine lettuce into small pieces, she told him, "I've got something special to talk with you about. Something serious."
His face reflected tender concern. "Not something bad, I hope."
"No, something that could prove very useful. I won't talk about it until after dinner. Do you like Ben and Jer¬ry's Chocolate Chip ice cream? I have several other flavors. Pick your poison."
"Chocolate's fine."
"And coconut rum pound cake?"
"That I haven't eaten before, but it sounds great."
"I made it."
Adam finished checking out the fries and stood up, walked over to the counter to stand beside her. "Hard to believe you can be the goddess you are and cook too."
She smiled. "You're laying it on with a trowel."
"It comes from the heart. I'm not one to bridle my tongue."
"You've got a honey tongue. But never mind, I've been through a dry spell and I need a bit of flattery. Just don't take it too far."
"Why? You admit you need some of it and I'm sincere. I think you know that. Tell you what. Let yourself relax a little. I'll be on my best behavior. I won't kidnap you and run away with you and I won't kiss you again until you want me to. You call the shots and I'll let you try it. You may find you like it."
Raven shuddered a little. His nearness made her tense. He left no doubt where he stood, but she had her life all lined up. She knew she wanted him; she didn't lie to herself about that. But she didn't need him. She didn't think she'd ever need a man again. She had needed Kevin, and what had it gotten her?
But she surprised herself by saying, "Okay, I’ll try to relax a little. You do make me laugh and you're something of a rascal, I think, but I find myself enjoying being with you and I haven't enjoyed myself for a long time. Not since Kevin and I were first married and that spell didn't last long."
He looked at her long and hard and she thought he had a way of kissing her with his eyes and it flustered her. He did it now.
"I'm sorry," he said, as simply as she had told him she was sorry about his wife's dying.
It was time to take the potatoes out and the salad was together. "I've got an idea," she said. "Do you like oyster loaves? I've got soft French bread."
"Yeah. I do. I make myself one now and then. I discovered them in New Orleans."
"Then I'll make us a couple of big ones. Did you like New Orleans?"
"Loved it. I only went once for Mardi Gras."
"I lived there for a few years. Loved it."
Everything was all finished a bit later and they sat at the rose-damask-covered table set with her best silverware and china. She had put together an arrangement of maiden hair fern and gladioli.
"All this for me? It's really something."
"Who else?"
The food was superb. They laughed merrily as they ate with napkin bibs and napkins covering their laps to catch occasional drippings from the delicious feta cheese and sun-dried tomato dressing on the oysters and the salad.
"You've got a birthday coming up."
She felt suddenly somber. "Don't remind me. I've left the land of youth and entered unknown waters."
"Stop it. That's how I felt when I left my twenties. You're lovely, talented, successful, and—put this first—you've got a great kid. Those things are going to last you until forever."
She nodded. "Merla's going to grow up. I'm almost sorry to subject her to an adult's heartache."
"You survived it. I did. And if we're good to ourselves..."
She looked up, but he didn't finish the sentence.
"Like I said, you've got a birthday coming up and I want to take you to a place called Enchanted Farm to celebrate it You and Merla, Ricky and me. Down in the Tidewater area. All the scary rides, cotton candy, prizes to win. My niece, Ashley, and her husband own it. How does it grab you?"
Her face lit up. "Oh, I'm loving it and Merla will be in heaven. I've been to conceits by the gorgeous Ashley. This will be one of the best birthday, or any other day, presents I've ever gotten."
Raven leaned forward and put her elbows on the table. "I remember the fabulous Singing Steeles with your half-brother Frank and his wife Caroline and two of their children: Ashley and Whit Ashley's a great gospel diva now and Whit is one of the best gospel singers around. I have so many of their records and CDs. And yes, I remember the original Singing Steeles with your father, Mel, and Frank and others. You come from a very proud lineage, Adam, and you do them proud."
Adam leaned back, tickled that she was pleased.
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