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“Crap!” Claire Hastings said loudly, although no one could hear her. “Crap, crap, crap. Unmitigated hogwash! Silly, shallow, and demeaning!” How did I get myself into this? But she knew the answer: to finish writing her book, the one that would clinch her tenure at Sophia College, that would assure her future. If she ever finished it.
“Gah!” she said, more loudly, and flung the paperback book over the edge of the sleeping loft. It flapped and fluttered its way to the floor beneath, landing with a satisfying thud. Claire looked contemptuously at the notes she had just made on her data form.
Author’s name: Felicity Wellborn. What kind of an idiotic name was that for an author?
Cover art: The people on the cover had no heads, and their clothes seemed to be falling off, assisted by various hands that might or might not have been attached to the people in the picture. Nothing to do with the book, so far.
First meeting: Protagonists meet cute, p. 1
Physical characteristics: Heroine: short, 32C, fashion-trendy. Hero: tall, buff, fashion-smart. Both: Caucasian, upper middle class.
Character traits: She: perky, feisty, busty. He: laconic, alpha male.
First sex: steamy kiss, quick grope, p. 2
External conflict: Male protagonist hired to fix what was wrong with a Fortune 500 company—but what was wrong was that the CEO, who happened to be the female protagonist’s father, had just been stabbed to death with a Tiffany paperknife, while his Darling Daughter and the hunky consultant were groping each other in the storage closet next door. Yeah, right. 
Internal conflict: How to keep these dimwits, who so obviously deserve each other, apart for the next 250 pages.
At this point Claire had flung the book. Now she lay back in her bed and pulled the down comforter more tightly around her shoulders. What the hell had she been thinking when she decided to camp out in this cabin in the Maine woods? In January? It was a summer cabin! Which meant no heat, except for the fireplace that she had to keep feeding, and power that went out at the slightest provocation. Which it did at that precise moment, leaving her in the dark—again.
Claire sighed. It didn’t make much difference. She had learned to keep her flashlight nearby, and she was sick to death of what she had been reading anyway. It was too cold to leave her sleeping loft: she was already wearing several layers of clothing and had heaped every blanket she could find on the bed. She could hear the scritch of ice crystals against the roof, only two feet above her head. Great, another ice storm, which was probably what had taken out the electricity. Claire knew from a month’s experience that no one was going to do anything about that until morning—if then—especially in this stretch of empty cottages along the lake. Maybe she should just go to sleep. Maybe everything would look better in the morning, and she would come up with some piercing insights about the role of romance fiction in contemporary society, and she would finish the damn book and be done with it.
As she burrowed under the covers, Claire heard a scuffling on the front porch. Raccoons? A branch broken off by ice and wind? No—whatever it was kept moving. There was a thud as something hit the front door. Then a crash as the door flew open and hit the wall. Claire could feel a blast of icy air, matched by the chill in the pit of her stomach. Hadn’t she locked it? Maybe, but it was a damn flimsy lock, appropriate to a summer cabin with no valuables.
She held herself very still. Maybe whatever it was would just go away. If it was a bear, she would be hearing more noise—wouldn’t she? Were there bears in this part of Maine? Didn’t they hibernate in winter? It couldn’t be a thief—she had nothing worth stealing, and surely there were more promising places to break into closer to town. Maybe it was some poor transient, looking for a warm place to sleep. But why here? In the time she’d been here, she had yet to see another human being on this deserted road. That was why she had come here, because it was so peaceful and quiet and . . . isolated.
Cell phone—where did I leave the cell phone? And then she had a crystal-clear picture of it—sitting on the counter. Downstairs. On the far side of the room. Damn.
Apart from the eddies of cold air, nothing was stirring at the moment. Huddled under her quilt, Claire strained to catch any sound. Nothing. Claire, it’s time to investigate. Cautiously she slipped her sock-clad feet out from under the blankets and tiptoed to the railing. By the dim light from the dying fire she could make out the body of a man on the floor, and he wasn’t moving.
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This isn’t happening. Heart thudding, Claire peered over the edge of the loft at the inert body below, sprawled facedown. She shut her eyes, but when she opened them again the man was still there. The door was wide open and cold wind swirled around her ankles. She was going to have to do something—but what? 
Phone. If she could get to her phone before he came to—assuming, of course, that he wasn’t dead—she could call 911.
She backed away carefully, then fumbled among the bedcovers for the large Maglite flashlight that she kept handy. She hefted its reassuring weight in her hand: if she whacked somebody over the head with this baby, he’d stay down. Not that she had any intention of getting close enough to the man to whack him. Summoning up her courage, she crept down the stairs, avoiding the boards that squeaked, and tiptoed across the room toward the phone on the counter. She grabbed it gratefully and turned to examine her intruder by flashlight from a safe distance, in case she needed to give the 911 operator details. He still hadn’t moved, but he did seem to be breathing, if the rise and fall of his back was any indication. White guy, dark hair. Covered with mud and soaking wet, creating his own puddle around him. 
And where he’d skidded on the floor as he fell, there was a smear. Bright red, in the wavering light from her flashlight. Blood?
Claire’s mind slowed. Earth to Claire! Do something! Call 911! Get help! Claire stared at the phone in her hand: no light. No nothing. Damn it—she’d forgotten to charge it again. Stupid, stupid.
“Don’t. Please.”
She jumped violently and dropped the phone. Oh, God, he was awake and moving—but not very fast. He had pulled himself up to lean against the couch, and now he was looking at her, his eyes pleading. 
The sight of his face struck her with a near physical blow: she knew him. Better than she wanted to. “Jonathan Daulton,” she said slowly, as she picked up the phone from the floor.
He stared back at her. “Yes.” 
Even from across the dark room she could see his teeth chattering. She looked at the useless phone in her hand, then tossed it on the counter. “You need help. Let me—”
“No, please, wait,” he interrupted, struggling to get up.
Claire stared at him: Jonathan Daulton, the author of a contemptible popular quasi self-help book about gender relations, published a few years earlier. Genderal Relations, that was its title. She’d read it. She hated it. Why was he lying here on her floor?
“You want to tell me what the hell is going on?” she demanded.
“I can explain. Well, some parts. Listen, can you close the door? I’m freezing.”
He was right: the precious heat in the cabin was escaping by the moment. She skirted his legs, giving him a wide berth, and slammed the door shut, then leaned against it. Jonathan Daulton. Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world . . . What was he doing here? But whatever the reason, she had to do something. He was wet and cold, and was bleeding from somewhere. She felt her mind shift into a higher gear. First things first: light. She felt along the mantelpiece for the oil lamp and matches she’d left there after the last power failure, and fumbled to light it. Jonathan looked even worse by its yellowish glow.
“Look, you should get out of those wet clothes and get warmed up. Do you know you’re bleeding?”
He was visibly shaking now. “Somebody shot at me. I don’t think it’s bad. If it was, I’d be floating out there in the lake.”
Someone had shot at him? Jonathan Daulton, mild-mannered misogynist author? That made no sense. “Can you get out of those wet clothes, or do you need help?” 
“I’ll do it.” He managed to sit up, but he was shaking too hard to deal with buttons or zippers or laces. Claire knelt beside him.
“Let me.” She gently tugged the sleeves of his sweater off—why on earth wasn’t the man wearing a winter coat? This was winter in Maine!—and tossed it to one side, where it landed with a splat. Crawling around to his feet, she struggled to untie the wet and tangled laces of his shoes, and finally she pulled them off and threw them on top of the sweater. But stripping him to the skin in this drafty room was probably a bad idea: she needed something to put back on him. 
“Hang on a sec.” She darted up the stairs to the loft and grabbed a couple of blankets from the bed. When she returned, he was still struggling ineffectually with his shirt buttons. Without comment, she finished the job for him and pulled off his shirt, easing it off his arm, which appeared to be the source of the blood. She wasn’t ready to look at that yet. Hurriedly she wrapped a blanket around his shoulders, and he clutched it gratefully.
She looked him in the eye. “Pants?” He nodded. She grabbed at the legs of his soaked jeans and began wrestling them off. On the pile they went. Claire unfurled another blanket and draped it over his lower body. Jonathan slumped against the couch with his eyes closed. His lips were still bluish, and his breathing was shallow. Not good.
What next? Claire wondered. Was it more important to get something hot into him or would he bleed to death before the water boiled? Maybe she should worry about the blood first. She grimaced: she really, really didn’t like the sight of blood. 
“Okay, let’s deal with the bleeding.” To her own ears, she sounded a whole lot more authoritative than she felt.
He opened his eyes again and looked blankly at her, then looked down at his left arm. Claire took a deep breath and pulled back the blanket.
A shallow furrow slashed across the fleshy part of his upper arm. Claire shut her eyes for a moment. Claire, you can handle this. It’s only blood, and . . . yellow stuff and brown stuff. Ick. She took a deep breath and wrapped the blanket back around him.
“I think you’ll live. Basically, whoever was shooting missed. I’ll bandage it up in a minute, but you need something hot first. I’m going to boil some water. Understand?”
Some intelligence crept back into his eyes. “Bandage. Hot.”
Claire sighed. “Can you make it onto the couch?”
He struggled to clamber onto the couch, his movements clumsy.
“Hold on.” Claire slid his undamaged arm over her shoulder and with his awkward help managed to wrestle him onto the couch. He was still wet and bloody, but Claire figured that no one would notice a few more stains on this much-abused secondhand piece of furniture. Then she turned to the fireplace, where a few coals glowed dully. Thank goodness she’d brought in a good supply of wood earlier. She tossed fresh logs onto the fire, and it flared into life.
Now that the immediate crisis was over, the aftermath hit her: she was a little shaky herself. Maybe they both needed something hot and sweet. She filled the kettle and set it on the stove to boil—thank heaven the stove ran on propane. She fought back hysterical giggles: if this was one of those crappy romance novels, her intruder would turn out to be a macho hunk with lots of muscles and shadowy CIA connections, pursued by swarthy evildoers. It would most definitely not be Jonathan Daulton, erstwhile journalist. She tried to imagine any scenario that would lead to this situation—and failed. 
What on earth was Jonathan Daulton doing in her cottage? Much less a wet and bleeding Jonathan Daulton? Wait—hadn’t she seen a flyer on a bulletin board at nearby Greenferne College announcing Jonathan Daulton’s stint as artist in residence for the January interterm period? The college was distinguished only by its possession of the incomparable Abigail Greenferne Collection of Feminist Literature, donated by a prominent nineteenth-century feminist groupie—which was one of the primary reasons Claire had set up camp in this freezing cottage. Of course she had wondered at the time why Jonathan Daulton was at the college; the sexist drivel he had spewed out in that blasted book hardly qualified him as a feminist scholar. 
But while his book might explain what he was doing at Greenferne, it did not explain what he was doing in a bloody puddle on her floor in the middle of the night. 
When the kettle boiled, Claire filled a teapot and threw in some tea bags. Juggling the handles, she carried teapot, sugar bowl, mugs and spoons to the table in front of the couch. She filled a mug, added two heaping spoons of sugar, and handed it to Jonathan.
“Careful, it’s hot.”
He wrapped both hands around the mug, and despite his shaking managed to lift it to his mouth. Claire watched warily. So far, so good. The patient is conscious and taking liquids. Actually, she thought his color did look better, although it was hard to tell under all the mud.
But she was putting off the part she dreaded. “Hey, uh, Jonathan—I think it’s time to do something about your arm. Not that I’ve got a lot to work with,” she added dubiously. The Murrays hadn’t stocked their cottage for anything more serious than scratches and bug bites, and she was going to need more than a Band-Aid.
“Do your best. Or your worst.” He definitely was reviving. He was also staring at her with an expression she couldn’t read. Maybe he didn’t like the sight of blood either, particularly his own.
Claire stood up again, trying to look like she knew what she was doing, and went back to the kitchen. She found a clean towel, wetted it, then returned and sat next to Jonathan. She took a deep breath. 
“Here goes nothing.” 
Once again she peeled back the blanket. The ugly gash didn’t look any better. She dabbed at it tentatively, and Jonathan’s breathing quickened. At least it had all but stopped bleeding—thank heaven for small favors. The flesh along the edges looked a little raggedy, but at least there was nothing dangling. The yellow stuff was . . . fat? She swallowed hard and kept swabbing until she had cleaned away all the blood.
“I’m going to have to improvise a bandage.” A towel was too bulky . . . how about a sheet? What about antibiotics? Sterilizing the wound? Mentally she reviewed the contents of her meager medicine cabinet. Band-Aids. A small tube of Neosporin. Not a lot to work with.
The fire was blazing now, throwing waves of heat into the room, and Jonathan had stopped shivering. Claire climbed the stairs and took a pillowcase from the bed, but when she tried to rip it, it resisted. She carried it down the stairs and with a kitchen knife reduced the pillowcase to manageable strips. She sat down next to Jonathan again, and squirted a healthy amount of antibiotic goo toward the gash, then gingerly began to wrap strips of pillowcase around his arm. Now, how to secure her handiwork? Was there even a damn safety pin in the place? 
She had a brainstorm. “Hold that,” she ordered. Jonathan had been watching her progress with a befuddled expression, and he dutifully laid his hand over the loose ends, wincing slightly. Claire tore off a thinner strip of pillowcase and wrapped it around the bandage, ending with a tidy bow. 
“There. That’s not going anywhere. You can relax now. I’m done.” 
He made a face. “A bow?”
She glared back. “Hey, I don’t exactly stock surgical supplies. And I assume we’ll have to change the bandage, so I might as well make it easy to take off again.” 
“Oh. Right.”
Claire watched her bandage for a moment, and when no bloodstains appeared, she tucked the blanket more securely around Jonathan’s torso again. She stood up, then dropped into the chair next to the couch and assessed his condition: not shaking, not bleeding, holding a cup all by himself. It was time for some answers.
“All right, start explaining,” she demanded.
“You know who I am.” There was that odd look again.
Claire nodded.
“And you know why I’m at Greenferne?”
“You were invited, right?”
“Yes. I’m giving an interterm seminar. And I’ve been staying off campus, at a friend’s house. She’s out of town at the moment, but she offered me the use of her house while I was here. It sounded better than staying in a local motel for two weeks.” He took another healthy swallow of tea, draining the mug, then held it out to Claire for a refill. 
“Go on.” Claire filled the mug. When he continued to hold it out, she gave him a look of disgust and added sugar. “You want me to stir it too?”
“Huh? Oh, no.” He picked up a spoon and stirred. “Anyway, I’ve been here a week. There was a student staying at the house, too—some girl who couldn’t make it home for break, so Annabeth asked her to house-sit while she was gone.”
Claire was getting impatient. “Could you speed this up a little? Get to the good stuff. And who’s Annabeth?”
“Annabeth Rankin—she’s my friend. She teaches at the college.” 
Rankin . . . that name rang a faint bell. Wasn’t she the current holder of the Greenferne Chair for Women’s Studies? And Jonathan knew her? Odd. 
He went on, “Anyway, everything was fine until tonight. Then the doorbell rings, I go to the door to answer it, and it’s this serious-looking guy in an overcoat who flashes a badge and says he’s with the FBI. So, okay, fine—I know I haven’t done anything wrong, and it’s not even my house, and it’s starting to rain, so like a good citizen I let him in. And then Susie—that’s the student—comes down the stairs, takes one look at the guy, and pulls out a gun and starts shooting at him.”
Claire stared incredulously at him. “You want me to believe that? Why on earth would she shoot at him?”
“You think I know?” Jonathan shook his head. “So she’s blazing away, and the FBI guy pulls a gun and returns fire, not that I blame him. Then another guy comes pounding up the front walk, and bullets start flying every which way. I see the first FBI guy go down, and I decided to get the hell out of there. Somewhere in there I guess a bullet hit me, but I couldn’t even tell you whose.”
Claire mulled that over briefly, and decided it was a pretty thin story. “So you’re telling me that instead of sticking around, or looking for help, you hightailed it for the woods in the dark? Why didn’t you just head for a neighbor’s house, find a phone, anything like that?”
He grimaced. “I just wanted to get out of there. How well do you know the lay of the land around here?”
“Not well—I’ve only been here a few weeks, and I haven’t been to town all that often.”
“Well, you must know the college is on the lake, and Annabeth’s home is too, not far from the college. I went out the back and got as far as the water, and I guess I got disoriented. I mean, it was dark, and I wasn’t sure what was going on, and my first instinct was to get away from the bullets as fast as possible. I headed the wrong way along the lake, turned right instead of left. And I got lost. I thought I’d come to the college or something civilized, but I couldn’t see anything, and I kept stumbling into marshy spots, and slipping on the icy places. I had no idea where I was going, until I saw lights in your cabin here.”
Something still didn’t ring true, Claire thought. All right, he’d been wounded, and maybe he was in shock. But to confuse left from right? To run away from lights, and people?
“I don’t buy it. You’re not stupid, and you claim to be a law-abiding citizen. Why did you bail out? Is someone after you? The feds? Someone else?”
He had the grace to look embarrassed. “Nothing like that. The fact is, I panicked. I’ve spent some time in the last year or two in areas that were kind of, uh, politically unsettled, and I came under fire a few times, and it really spooked me. So when bullets started flying tonight, without any warning, I guess it all came back and I just reacted without thinking.”
What the heck had he been doing in places where people shot indiscriminately? That didn’t fit what Claire knew about him—which, she had to admit, was not much. Did his activities abroad have anything to do with the FBI showing up? Who or what were they looking for?
He was staring at her. “Say something.”
She didn’t know what to believe—but did it matter? “Jonathan, you need real medical help, and I’m sure you can sort this out if you talk to the police. I’ll take you into town—”
“No!” Jonathan interrupted, with surprising force. “Please. Look, I’m not in any shape to talk to anyone right now, and I sure don’t want to face the police or the FBI in my underwear. It can wait until morning.”
Why was he stalling? “Jonathan, if that agent is dead, or at least wounded, then there’s going to be a big mess, and you need to give the authorities your story as soon as you can.” But then she realized she could still hear the tapping of sleet hitting the windows. She opened the door a crack and shone her flashlight on the porch and the steps—now coated with a thin sheet of ice. No way was she going to drive to town tonight. Morning would be soon enough: Jonathan wasn’t going anywhere. 
Claire turned back and met his look. “You’re lucky to have made it here at all. There’s ice everywhere, so I guess we don’t have a choice. In the morning I’ll take you to the police or whoever’s in charge and you can get this cleared up.” 
His eyelids were drooping; he’d exhausted whatever energy the tea and sugar had provided, and with the warmth of the fire he was fading fast. He roused himself enough to answer, “Thank you.” He lay back, closed his eyes again and was asleep in moments. 
Claire tucked the blankets more securely around him, then surveyed the scene: dirty mugs, bloody towel, pile of soggy clothes. Clothes. That was going to be a problem. Even if his wet stuff dried by morning, it looked pretty well trashed, and as the garments warmed up in front of the fire, they had begun to stink of swamp. Something else to deal with in the morning. She mopped the bloody puddle off the floor, then gathered up the dishes and her impromptu medical materials and dumped them on the kitchen counter. She plugged the charger into the phone, in the vain hope that the power would come back on. She went back to the fire to make sure it would last the rest of the night, dimmed the oil lamp to a bare flicker, then headed back up to her bed—with the Maglite. She wasn’t going to take any chances. Or, she amended, any more chances.
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Upstairs Claire climbed quickly into bed and gathered the blankets and quilts around her again, but she couldn’t sleep.
Oh God oh God oh God. He doesn’t remember. The bastard doesn’t remember. 
Claire didn’t know whether she was more hurt or angry, but it was a nasty mix. She curled herself into a tight ball, pulled the quilt over her head, and wallowed in cold misery. She fought back tears, then reminded herself that Jonathan Daulton didn’t deserve her tears.
She remembered him—all too well, despite all her efforts to forget. That conference. She had just finished her second year of teaching, and she had been on top of the world. Her students liked her and had given her glowing reviews. She had made friends with a number of compatible people on campus, and the members of her department were collegial and didn’t play politics. The invitation to speak at the prestigious conference in Chicago had been no more than her due, she had thought. Maybe she was only a panel member, not a keynote speaker, but she could wait. She was a rising star and her time was coming.
The conference had been everything she hoped it would be: exhilarating intellectual exchanges with her peers, splendid accommodations, even outstanding food. She had been happier than she could ever remember until she had noticed one of the other members of her panel: Jonathan Daulton. Who was he to muscle in on a serious academic discussion of the representation of women in popular culture? Based on that silly, offensive book of his? It bordered on insulting.
When she had learned that they would share a podium, she had picked up a copy of the book and raced through it in a couple of hours, which had been easy. When she had finished, she was more than ready to rip him to shreds in front of her colleagues. But she had never had the chance. The panel convened, the questions began, and Jonathan Daulton sat like a lump, uttering monosyllabic replies and refusing to elaborate. There was no way she could take jabs at him, because he didn’t say anything worth challenging. With an effort of will she had gathered her wits and responded brilliantly and effectively to the questions tossed at her. And he hadn’t even noticed. He remained in a black funk, and Claire had wondered if he had been drinking.
Theirs had been the last panel of the day, and a gala dinner had followed. Claire had sat with a delightful mix of friends and mentors, and had preened herself as she accepted the accolades of her colleagues. It would have been a perfect evening, except for the presence of Jonathan. He had sat morosely at a table not far from hers, and she kept catching glimpses of him out of the corner of her eye—usually when he flagged down a waiter to refill his drink.
No one had wanted the evening to end, and somehow the group she was with had adjourned to the hotel bar, where they continued to regale each other with insider stories—and to drink. And drink. Giddy with relief that her part in the conference had gone so well, Claire had consumed more than she was accustomed to. She had been witty and effervescent, charming and erudite. At least, she thought she had; her memories grew increasingly muddled as the evening wore on into the early hours of the morning.
And still Jonathan Daulton had hovered in her peripheral vision, at the back of the bar. He seemed to be carrying his own personal cloud of gloom around with him, and his drinking had not slowed. Claire had managed to ignore him until they had bumped into each other—literally—returning from an inescapable trip to the loo. And something had happened, although Claire was never quite sure what. Maybe it was the drinks—many, many drinks—combined with the unexpected physical contact. Maybe it was the way he looked, like a brooding Heathcliff, even if his eyes were not quite focused. Maybe she just wanted to keep the celebration going, and using this sham of a writer for her own pleasure had seemed a fitting end to the day. Hell, Claire, you were drunk, and you had stopped thinking a few hours earlier. For some reason she had never been able to explain to herself, she had fallen in immediate—well, she’d have to call it lust with Jonathan Daulton, who she despised.
Whatever the reason, somehow they had ended up in his hotel room, and somehow she had ended up in his bed. She had awakened very early the next morning with a full bladder, a parched mouth, and a pounding head. She had taken one look at her companion, lost to the world and snoring lightly, before dashing to the bathroom and spewing whatever was left in her stomach. When she came back to the room, Jonathan hadn’t stirred, so she had quietly gathered up her clothes and slipped out, back to her room, where she had gulped down several aspirin and fallen back to sleep.
When she had awakened again, it was nearly noon—too late for any of the closing festivities for the conference. And she couldn’t face Jonathan Daulton, so she had checked out and slunk home. She had not seen him since, and she had done her best to blot out what fragmentary memories she had of that night. He had never tried to contact her, and after a while she had stopped worrying about it. But she had made very sure that she never drank that much at a conference again.
Still, a small part of her flinched whenever she came across his name. Luckily for her, his book’s early popularity, or more accurately, notoriety, had faded, but it was still occasionally held up as an exemplar of its genre, whatever that was. Despite all her efforts to put their encounter out of her mind, she still cringed at the memory. Animal lust, she figured. Heat of the moment. Never to be repeated, she had promised herself.
And now he was here, no more than twenty feet away—and he acted as though that night had never happened. What malignant force had dropped him back into her life now? It didn’t matter: she was going to shove him out of it again as fast as she could in the morning.
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Much to her surprise, Claire finally fell asleep. Maybe the adrenaline rush following her fright had drained her energy, or maybe it was the emotional firestorm that had followed, when she figured out who her intruder was. When she awoke, the interior of the cabin was bright with sunshine reflected off the snow outside, and Claire lay still, trying to make up her mind whether she’d had a particularly vivid dream the night before or whether Jonathan Daulton was really asleep—or unconscious, or dead—on the couch not twenty feet below. Only one way to find out. She disentangled herself from the layers of down and wool and tiptoed over to the railing. Yes, there he was, looking the worse for wear by daylight. Jonathan Daulton, of all the unlikely people. He hadn’t moved since last night. She felt a stab of fear: maybe he’d been worse off than she had thought and he’d died in the night? Which would be easier to handle: a live Jonathan or a dead one?
Claire pulled on jeans, a few layers of sweaters, and warm socks, and crept down the stairs. She put the kettle on to boil for coffee, then went to build up the fire again.
She stopped to study Jonathan in the unforgiving morning light. In the nearly five years since she had seen him, time had thinned his face, added some character lines and a few silver hairs. Despite the fact it was midwinter she could see the faint trace of a tan. Right—he had said he had been in some hot spots—the Middle East, maybe? Some unsettled country? She had no idea why he would have been there—maybe it was because many of those nations still regarded women as second-class citizens. She sneaked a quick look at the bandage on his arm. No fresh blood. Maybe she’d gotten it right.
She shivered, and stacked some more wood on the coals. The noise, as she had expected, woke her guest. He made a startled effort to sit up, then cursed. “God damn, that hurts!”
Ignoring his outburst, Claire went back to the kitchen and dumped ground coffee into a filter and poured boiling water over it. Impatiently she watched the coffee drip, then she filled a cup for herself and crossed the room. She dropped into the chair she had occupied the night before. 
“Good morning,” Claire offered, and sipped her coffee.
He tried to focus on her. “God, you’re cheerful. Is that coffee?”
“Yes, it is. Do you want some?”
“Please. Pretty please. Sugar, no milk.”
“Help yourself.” Claire gestured toward the kitchen. Jonathan, after a bemused look, hauled himself into an upright position, then stood up and wrapped the blankets around himself snugly before stumbling toward the kitchen. Claire watched as he located a mug, filled it, and added sugar. He made it back to the sofa and dropped onto it without spilling anything, and drank greedily, then looked up at her. He was the first to break the silence.
“Jesus, I feel like Alice down the rabbit hole. Nothing makes sense.”
“You remember last night? When you showed up here?”
“More or less. Where is this place? You live here?”
“No, actually it belongs to some friends of my parents. It’s their summer cottage. I borrowed it to finish a book I’m working on. I’m Claire Hastings. I teach women’s studies at Sophia College.”
“Ah. I should have figured. Who else but a crazy professor type would hole up in a cabin in Maine in the middle of winter?”
“And where do you prefer to work? Some sports bar?”
Jonathan muttered something that sounded like “that damn book.” “You know my book?”
“I do.” 
“I take it you didn’t like it.”
“Perceptive of you.” Claire stood up again. “I’m going to make some breakfast. I assume you’re hungry, after last night?”
“Starving.”
“You must be feeling better, then.” Claire went to the kitchen area and surveyed her supplies. Eggs, bacon, bread. “Fried or scrambled?”
“Yes. Whatever.” He stood up too, with his coffee mug, and wandered toward the bathroom. He emerged a few minutes later with his face and other visible areas free of mud, his blankets draped around him like a toga. He settled himself in a chair at the kitchen table.
“All right, Claire Hastings, what on earth are you doing in this godforsaken backwater?”
Claire pulled out a frying pan and laid bacon strips in it. “Trying to get some work done. And don’t try to distract me. I want some answers about what you’re doing here.” It was bad enough trying to cook with this half-naked man in her kitchen. He looked surprisingly good, considering what he had been through. In fact, he looked surprisingly good, period. She had forgotten. Deliberately.
“Hey, I want your full attention. Wait ’til breakfast’s on the table. But I assume you can talk about yourself while you cook? Tell me more.” 
Claire thought about insisting, but she realized she was starving too, and the bacon smelled wonderful. And the sooner she fed him, the sooner they could head for the police station. 
“I’ve been teaching for six years, and I was due for a sabbatical. I need to finish up the book I’ve been working on before my tenure review this year.” The breakout book that would establish her name in the academic pantheon, and maybe even garner a little public attention, which might in turn mean some extra dollars. 
“What’s the book?” 
“Gender and Genre: Paradigmatic Imagery in Contemporary Romantic Fiction.” Claire braced herself for a withering comment from Jonathan. “I’m exploring the conceptual, socio-historical aspects of gender identity, using contemporary romance fiction as the paradigm, and I’m examining why the women who are delineated in these bodice rippers present a skewed image of women.” And all seem to insist on seeking and pairing off with alpha males with throbbing pecs—and a few other body parts. “Not to mention the requisite HEA. Obviously a contemporary form of fantasy.”
“Interesting.”
Claire sneaked a glance at him to see if he was being sarcastic, but he actually looked thoughtful.
He went on, “But why are you here, in this cabin? Wouldn’t Northampton be a more stimulating place to work?”
At least he knew where Sophia College was—a point in his favor. She sighed as she turned the bacon. Why indeed? Halfway through her sabbatical, she was nowhere near finished—despite the fact that in the last six months she had read, by her count, some four hundred romance novels spanning the last five decades, not to mention all the critical literature she could lay her hands on.
“Too comfortable, and too many distractions.” The restaurants, coffee shops, a basement cinema that showed only the best and most obscure art films, visiting colleagues, and all those bookstores, filled with books she actually wanted to read, kept dragging her away from her research. “I was at my folks’ house over Christmas, and they know the people who own this place. It’s always empty this time of year—and now that I’ve been here a few weeks, I can see why—and my mother thought it might help to try a different setting. And then there was the collection at the college, of course—it’s a terrific historic resource.”
The bacon was crisping nicely. Claire pushed it to one side of the pan and broke eggs into the hot grease. She started to shove bread into the toaster, then stopped herself: no power.
“Ah, yes, dear Abigail. Quite a character, wasn’t she?”
Claire looked up from her cooking to glare at him. “I assume her endowment is paying for your stay here. I wouldn’t be so quick to snipe at her. Besides, she was a pivotal figure in her time, and her collection is remarkable.”
Shut up, Claire, before you tell him you’ve been here a month and already you’re reduced to throwing books and talking to yourself. If she had to read any more drivel, she was going to . . . She didn’t know what. The place was ideal, so the problem must be her. Why was she stalled? She had chosen a challenging and timely concept for her work, and she had looked forward to writing it. So what was wrong?
Well, if the piles of overwrought dreck that she’d been wading through were any indication, the answer was simple: she didn’t have a man, ergo she couldn’t understand romance fiction. But she didn’t need—or want—a man to define her life. She had her work, her place in the world. She was happy, she had friends, and she was successful—or would be when she finished this book.
The eggs were done. Claire distributed eggs, bacon and untoasted bread on two plates and carried them to the table. “Here. Breakfast. Eat.”
Jonathan looked up at her plaintively. “More coffee?”
Claire retrieved the coffeepot and refilled their mugs. “Anything else?” She wondered if he noticed her sarcasm.
“What? Oh, no. Thank you.” Jonathan dug into his breakfast with a hearty appetite. Apparently last night’s bullet wound and soaking in icy water had left no lingering effects. 
Between bites, Jonathan said, “How’s it going? The work, I mean?” 
Damn him, he seemed sincerely interested. But he was stalling, Claire knew. They had more important things to discuss than her interpretation of current feminist theory. “Never mind that. You seem to be in reasonably good shape, considering what you say happened last night. You need to talk to the police.” Jonathan avoided her eyes, and Claire felt a spurt of alarm. “Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts?”
He shook his head, forking up eggs and bacon. “I don’t know. This whole thing makes no sense to me. I open the door and this guy says he’s from the FBI, and I let him in, and all hell breaks loose. Before I throw myself on the mercy of the local officials, I’d like to know a little more. Like why the FBI was knocking on my friend’s door. And why sweet little Susie came out shooting.”
Claire stared at him, her mind racing. “I’m sure the police, or the FBI, or whoever’s in charge, will be happy to fill you in. Just as soon as you get there.” But, Claire realized with dismay, she was already an accomplice. Unless she delivered him to the nearest police station ASAP, she was probably harboring a fugitive, and that was a crime, wasn’t it? She was not about to put her career and her good name on the line for a jerk who didn’t even remember . . . 
He ignored that statement. “You have Internet access here?”
She shook her head. “No. And no phone, just the cell. If I want the Internet, I go to the college.”
“No television? Radio?”
“No,” Claire said, with some asperity. “I’m here to get some work done.”
“Damn. Maybe you could go out and nose around?”
Was he actually asking her to dig herself in deeper? “Wait a minute. We agreed you would go straight to the police this morning and get this sorted out. I want you out of here—I’ve got work to do.” And it would be nice if he could get some real medical attention for his bullet wound, in case her ad hoc ministrations had been inadequate. Then she remembered. “That is, once we can find you some clean clothes,” she added dubiously. It didn’t seem quite right to drag him to the police station clad in a pair of her sweats, which was the only thing that she had that might fit him. Clearly his feet were larger than hers.
Jonathan stared into space, then, as if reaching a decision, turned to Claire. “How about this—you go out and find me some clothes, and pick up a paper, see what you can find out?”
“You’ve got some nerve!” Claire snapped at him. “You stumble in here last night, scaring me to death, and because you’re still here I could be arrested for harboring a fugitive, or abetting a crime, or something. Hell, for all I know, they could charge me as an accessory to murder, if that agent is dead. And you want me to play sleuth and find out what’s going on for you? Why should I?”
“Claire, I know it’s a lot to ask. Look, if anybody traces any of this back to you, I’ll be happy to lie through my teeth to keep you clear. But I’ve known Annabeth for years, and I can’t imagine why the FBI would be interested in her. So what were they doing there?”
“Maybe they were looking for you?”
“I doubt it. I haven’t done anything that would interest them. And why would the FBI know I was at Annabeth’s house? Where does Susie fit? She was the one with the gun, not me. Look, can’t you just ask a few discreet questions, and then come back and tell me what you’ve found out? Then we can figure out what to do.”
Claire’s temper was rising like a thermometer in July. “We? Why on earth should I help you? I’d just as soon get you out of here as fast as possible.”
Panic flashed across his face. “Claire, I don’t know what I can say, but something about this just doesn’t feel right.”
That is a massive understatement, Claire thought. “Oh, well, obviously that’s enough to risk my reputation and my freedom for! I’ll be happy to play games with the FBI, based on this hunch of yours,” Claire snarled.
“You don’t have to be sarcastic. I know this all sounds crazy. Look,” he fumbled, “before that damn book came out . . .”
He was interrupted by the sound of tires crunching along the icy ruts on the access road. Claire rose quickly and peered out a window. “It’s a police car.”
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“Find out what they want!” Jonathan hissed, as he ducked behind the couch, dragging the tangled pile of still-soggy clothes with him, out of sight.
Claire slipped on her down jacket and her boots, and opened the door. A layer of ice still coated the porch and steps, and she had to tread gingerly. Still, she acknowledged, it was a blessing, because it hid any traces of Jonathan’s arrival. The police car had stopped in front of the cabin. 
A uniformed officer approached the porch. “Uh, ma’am, may I talk to you?”
“Certainly, Officer. I’m Claire Hastings. How can I help you?” She forced herself to smile pleasantly but didn’t move from the porch.
“Is this your cabin, ma’am?”
“No, I’m borrowing it from the owners—the Murrays. They got in touch with your department, to let you know I’d be staying here, and I stopped by a few weeks ago to introduce myself at the police station. Is there a problem? Oh, is this about the power going out? Because I’ve got a fireplace, and battery-powered lights—I should be fine.” Claire hoped her smile was convincing.
“No, ma’am, that’s not it. Have you seen anyone around here since last night?”
Her senses came to full alert. To buy time she asked, “Why? Is something wrong?”
“I hope not, ma’am, but there was some trouble near the college. A man was shot, and we’re looking for someone who was staying at the house where it happened. He’s disappeared, and we thought he might have come this way.”
“Good heavens! Is the victim dead?” 
“I’m afraid so.”
The dismay Claire felt on hearing that was authentic. “Oh, dear. And you think this man you’re looking for did it?”
“It’s possible, ma’am. We have a witness, a girl who was at the house. We’d really like to talk to the man, but he fled before we got there.”
Claire thought furiously. Decision time. Jonathan had told her one story, and apparently Susie had told the police a different one. Did they have the gun, and were there fingerprints on it? Claire had about five seconds to choose who she wanted to believe, and what she was going to do about it.
She was surprised to hear her next words coming from her mouth. “And you think the man came this direction?” Damn it, Claire, why didn’t you just tell him that the man they were looking for was inside?
The officer shook his head. “We don’t know, ma’am, but we’re alerting everyone to be careful, keep an eye out, lock your doors. He could be dangerous. And you’re the only person along this road right now, so he’d probably make right for this place. If he came this way.” 
That warning’s just a little late. “Who should I be looking for?” It wasn’t hard to sound rattled, because she was.
“A male Caucasian, thirty-five to forty, dark hair, beard. Maybe six feet, a hundred ninety pounds. Name of Jonathan Daulton.”
“Is he armed?” Claire’s voice quavered.
“He may be, ma’am. We found a weapon on the scene, but it belongs to the owner of the house. Uh, ma’am, are you alone out here?”
“Yes, Officer. And I haven’t seen anybody, or heard any cars go by. I’m writing a book, so I like the peace and quiet.”
“You have a phone, ma’am?”
“A cell phone.”
“If you see anything suspicious, you just give us a call, all right?” The officer climbed up the steps, his boots heavy on the treads, and handed her a card. His eyes scanned the porch, and she thanked the heavens that there was nothing out of the ordinary to see. “And make sure you keep your doors and windows locked, you hear?”
“Of course, Officer. And thank you so much for letting me know. I promise I’ll be careful. And I’ll call you immediately if I see anything suspicious.” 
“You take care, ma’am.” The policeman retreated to his car, and with a bit of maneuvering, headed back the way he had come. Claire let out a long breath as she watched his taillights disappear through the trees.
Behind her, the door eased open a crack. Without turning, Claire said, “You heard that?”
“Yeah, I heard. The agent is dead, and Susie’s pointing the finger at me. Told you there was something funny going on.”
If I believe you. When the police car was out of sight, Claire turned and came back into the cabin, shutting the door behind her. She stared at the man standing in front of her. How had he managed to embroil her in such a mess, and so quickly? 
“Why should I believe your story rather than theirs?”
He stared at her for a moment, and then smiled without humor. “You shouldn’t. I wouldn’t, in your shoes. But if I turn myself in and I’m arrested, I won’t be able to sort this whole mess out.”
“Why would they arrest you, if you haven’t done anything? And what is there to figure out?”
Jonathan started pacing around the interior of the cabin, hampered by the trailing blankets. “I don’t know if this’ll make sense to you, but I’ve seen too many examples of bureaucratic screwups. If they take me in, once I get into the system it’ll take a while to get out again, innocent or not. I’d just as soon stay clear as long as possible.”
“Keep trying—I’m not convinced. What about your friend Annabeth? Won’t she vouch for you? And what’s your hurry?”
“I told you, she’s on the road somewhere. I’m not sure how to reach her.”
“Right. Obviously she’s a close friend. You have heard of cell phones, haven’t you?”
“I don’t have her number. It’s on my cell back at the house.”
Claire noticed he’d ignored her second question. What was so pressing that he wanted to avoid being taken into custody? Did he truly not know where to find Annabeth Rankin? She’d be willing to bet the FBI could.
Jonathan looked at her speculatively. “Claire, don’t you think it’s a little odd that the policeman didn’t mention that the FBI was involved?”
“How the hell am I supposed to know? Why should that officer tell me anything? I’m just an innocent bystander. All I wanted was a little peace and quiet, so I could get some real work done. And then you show up.” Claire stalked across the room to the kitchen and stared out the window, trying to calm herself. Her sensible self said, turn the guy in and be done with it. 
But there was this other little voice asking: would Jonathan Daulton shoot anyone? Based on what she knew, that seemed improbable. But why would student Susie lie? What was going on in this sleepy Maine college town? And what was the fastest way for Claire to figure it out, get rid of Jonathan Daulton, and get back to work? 
The obvious answer was to hand him over to the cops. And yet . . . he had a point. In her rare dealings with law enforcement, she had to admit that once they latched on to an idea, they hung on like bulldogs—not unlike some academics she knew. She turned to face Jonathan. 
“All right, here’s what I’ll do. I’ll go to town, and to the college, and see what I can find out. I’ll get you something to wear, since your stuff is pretty well trashed. And then I’ll come back and we can reconsider. If I don’t find out anything odd, I’m taking you straight to the police. Fair enough?” If she was lucky, maybe he’d be gone by the time she got back.
“Thank you. For believing me. I’m not sure I would, under the circumstances.” 
Claire crossed the room and poured the last of the coffee into her mug. She needed all the alertness she could muster. “Hey, I didn’t say I believed you. I said I needed more information. All right, what do you want in the way of clothes?”
He thought for a moment. “Coat, pants, shirts, underwear, socks, boots.”
“I’ll expect you to pay me back when all this is cleared up. Here, write down the sizes.” She handed him a pad and a pencil. 
“Damn!” he said, writing and talking at the same time. “If the cops or the FBI are watching, I can’t use my credit cards—even if I had them, which I don’t, because my wallet is still back at Annabeth’s house, along with all my ID. And my laptop and cell phone. And the cops will be keeping an eye on my place, and on my friends and family. How’m I supposed to clear myself if I can’t get any information, can’t contact anyone, can’t go anywhere?”
Claire took some small pleasure in his dilemma. “Welcome to the wonderful world of electronic monitoring. Speaking of which, did you use your computer, or Annabeth’s, while you were there?” Which might have drawn the FBI to that house?
“Just my laptop. Not Annabeth’s desktop, although maybe Susie did. I wasn’t paying attention.”
“And did you look at any sites the FBI might be interested in?”
“No way! Nothing that would be worthy of FBI attention, anyway. Well, these days maybe I shouldn’t say that—but I don’t think so. I’m careful. I looked at my e-mail, and some stuff for my seminar.”
“Uh-huh.” Not very satisfying. “Was the FBI agent at the door looking for Annabeth or you?”
“I don’t know. He asked if the house belonged to Annabeth Rankin, and he identified himself as an FBI agent, but I guess when Susie heard that she went nuts. So I don’t know why he was there.”
“Why on earth would a house-sitting college student shoot anyone?” Claire demanded.
“Claire, I have no idea! We never even had a real conversation—she went her way and I went mine. I didn’t ask if she was skilled at small arms handling!”
Every answer just raised more questions. “I’m going to get ready to go,” Claire said and retreated to the bathroom, where she made a quick stab at brushing her teeth and washing her face. When she emerged, she extended her hand for Jonathan’s shopping list.
“Anything else? I’ll pick up some food, and the clothes, and see what I can find out. I should be gone a couple of hours.” Feel free to disappear while I’m gone.
“Right. And, Claire? Thanks. I’m sorry you got dragged into this.”
Claire shrugged. “Don’t make me any sorrier.” 
She scraped the coating of ice off her car, fuming at Jonathan’s arrogance. Navigating the slippery, rutted lane to the main road, Claire drafted a mental checklist. Campus first, to use the library’s public computers, and to see what news she could collect. The death had occurred in the home of a faculty member, so no doubt the campus grapevine would be buzzing. Claire, you’re mangling your metaphors. She had avoided making any buddies on campus because she really, really didn’t want any more distractions—didn’t want to be tempted to hang out in the nice warm library, and wander over to the campus bookstore, and to the adjacent coffee shop for a latte after browsing through the latest publications. That’s where she’d gone wrong back in Northampton, and that’s why she had come here. A fat lot of good that had done her so far, even before Jonathan Daulton had stumbled into the cabin.
But now, she realized, her lack of human contact was a problem, and she was lousy at making casual chitchat with total strangers. She sighed. She’d just have to do the best she could, starting at the campus center. And then find food and bandages and antiseptic stuff. Maybe she should look up treatment of bullet wounds while she was on the Internet—although if her unwelcome guest started oozing green pus, she’d hog-tie him and drag him to the nearest hospital.
Then clothes. Most of what she needed to buy for Jonathan could be considered unisex, so nobody would look twice if she bought them. She wore men’s flannel shirts and corduroy pants around here; they were comfortable and warm. But boxer shorts? Maybe she could pretend she was going to sleep in them. 
But what he had said so flippantly, about the feds watching credit card purchases, worried her. As he had pointed out, the authorities would almost certainly be watching to see if his credit cards or debit card showed any activity, although it was moot since he’d left them all at the house. That meant, in this electronic age, that he was flat broke, which certainly limited his options. And they’d most likely be watching his computer accounts. While she had no reason to think that anyone was paying attention to her own activities, if it came out later that she had bought men’s clothing and bandages this morning, she could be implicated.
Claire nearly slammed on the brakes at that thought. Whoa, woman, you have got to think seriously about this! It had been one thing when Jonathan had stumbled through her door, dazed and bleeding, in the middle of the night. Anyone would have given aid under those conditions, and asked questions later. Well, here it was later, and based on his flimsy story she had now lied to the police, was knowingly harboring a wanted fugitive, and was actually helping him by buying him underwear? Appalled as she was, she almost giggled: aiding and abetting by underwear. 
Why are you doing this, Claire? She pondered the question as she drove cautiously on slippery roads toward town. Because his story was vague and muddled enough to be true? Maybe. Any reasonably intelligent person, which presumably he was, would have come up with a more coherent story, not to mention one that didn’t make him look like such a spineless idiot, panicking and running out the door and getting lost in the dark. Unless he was really, really smart and had made up a stupid story because he knew that she would see through a smart one? No, that was far too complicated. Besides, the blood had been real. That much she knew.
A young female eyewitness with a blameless record had pointed the finger at Jonathan and had told the policeman that Jonathan had shot the FBI agent. Since Jonathan was conspicuously absent, and the student was right there, no doubt having hysterics, of course the officer would believe her. Whatever the truth, Jonathan was right—it wouldn’t be easy to divert the police.
Are you acting like an idiot because of what happened the last time you met? But that had been a chance encounter, never repeated. No, she was acting now based on a rational evaluation of the situation. She believed what he had told her about last night’s events. Therefore she was going to help him—to a point. The least she could do would be to find out the official story, so that Jonathan would know what he was up against when he turned himself in. Of course he was going to turn himself in—wasn’t he?
And even as she sought a parking space on the half-empty campus, another little voice nagged at her: Face it, Claire—you just don’t want to admit you slept with a murderer. Even drunk and giddy, she couldn’t have been that stupid. Ergo, he couldn’t be a murderer, and she would have to find a way to prove it.
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The campus scene looked perfectly normal. A few students and faculty members scuttling along the icy paths, everyone bundled to the eyes against the piercing cold. But any urgency in people’s actions was due to cold, not unease. No one feared a lurking killer hiding behind the shriveled rhododendrons. Claire headed for warmth, light, and human contact: the campus snack bar.
Inside, there were more people than she had seen here before, and she guessed that many of them had come together for the same reason she had: they wanted news of the murder. Claire joined a line to order a cappuccino and eavesdropped shamelessly. As she had expected, all the snippets she heard were related to the shooting. The line inched forward, and when she finally reached the front, she decided she needed not only caffeine but carbs, and picked out a gigantic muffin. She was going to settle in for the long haul.
She grabbed a table, sweeping off the stray crumbs, and then decided to seek out some informants. With eye contact and body language she made it clear that she was willing to share her table. She struck gold: three young women with laden trays made their way toward her.
“Gee, thanks for sharing the table. This place is really busy today.”
“Hey, no problem. Is something going on?” Claire smiled innocently.
Three pairs of eyes turned to her in unison. “You didn’t hear? There was a murder last night!”
Claire summoned up a look of horror. “A murder? What happened?” And she settled back to listen.
The apparent ringleader, a stocky girl with muddy blondish hair, led off, after making sure she had everyone’s attention. “I heard this from my friend Sydney, who’s in the same house as Susie, well, except the houses are closed for interterm. Well, anyway, Susie was staying at Professor Rankin’s place, right? Watering her plants and stuff, because she didn’t have the cash to go home over break. And Professor Rankin let this guy she knew stay too, see? You know, what’s his name, the guy who’s teaching that course?” She looked at her friends in appeal.
Follower Number One spoke up. “Jonathan Daulton. He wrote that book, a couple of years ago, remember? I think my mother read it.”
Follower Number Two chimed in. “Oh, yeah. I wondered what the heck he was doing here—I mean, it’s not like he’s got a lot of credentials. Maybe he was the best they could get.”
“Whatever.” Ringleader took back the reins. “Bet nobody ever thought he was a killer!”
Claire decided to move the conversation along. “So what happened?”
“Well, Susie was doing some stuff upstairs, and she heard the doorbell, and when she came down to see who it was, ’cause she was, you know, taking care of the house, this Daulton guy is already there in the hall. And the guy at the door says something, Susie doesn’t catch it, and Susie’s just standing there, and Daulton pulls out a gun and shoots the guy at the door, and then these other guys come running up. And Susie’s all, like, holy shit, what’s going on? You know? Oh, sorry, ma’am.”
Claire wondered whether she was more offended by the “shit” or the “ma’am,” but decided to let it pass. “Don’t worry—nothing I haven’t heard. So, is the guy dead? And then what happened?”
Ringleader leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Well, from what I hear, Susie kinda lost it there, that’s what Sydney says, anyway, so the story’s a little fuzzy. This Daulton guy takes off, and somebody calls the cops because they heard shots, and there are flashing lights all over the place. But they couldn’t find him—the perp, I mean—or the gun.”
Claire tried to look properly impressed. “Wow! Does anybody have a clue why this guy started shooting?”
Three heads shook as one. “No! And Professor Rankin, she’s really well liked, and her classes are always full. I don’t know how she knew this guy, or why she let him stay at her house. She’s been out of town for a couple of weeks, I think. That’s why Susie was there.”
“Poor Susie,” Claire threw out. “She must have been really upset by all this.” She watched with amusement as the three young women exchanged covert glances.
“Well, yeah, sure. She was, like, hysterical, big-time.”
“Not the first time,” Follower Number Two muttered.
“She’s a fricking prima donna, if you ask me. Always sucking up to the faculty,” Follower Number One added. “That’s how she got that cushy house-sit. Real teacher’s pet type. What do you want to bet she’ll be too traumatized to get much work done for months? She’ll play this out as far as she can.”
So Susie was not well liked by her peers. Claire wondered if that bit of information was good for anything. Did it mean she was less than honest? That she craved attention? And how did that fit with being a cold-blooded killer, if Jonathan’s version was true?
“Do you all go to school here?” Claire ventured. The girls nodded. “Have you taken classes from this Professor, uh, Rankin, is it?”
The nods were more vigorous this time. “Yeah, she teaches in the Comp Lit Department, but she does a lot of international courses, women’s history, feminist theory, that kind of thing. We’re lucky to have her here. A lot of the faculty has been around since Year One, and they just keep going over the same dead white men material. Boring! Right?” Ringleader looked at her posse for agreement, which was prompt in coming. Then she looked at her watch. “Jeez! I’m supposed to meet my thesis advisor like ten minutes ago. Gotta go!” 
She rose, and her entourage rose with her, leaving Claire in sole possession of the table again, with much food for thought. In sum, she thought, Annabeth Rankin is a popular teacher, Susie is a prima donna, and Jonathan has been cast as the villain of the piece. Now she needed to know what the official version was.
The local paper was a weekly and couldn’t possibly have coverage on this story. And since everything had happened late last night, she wasn’t even sure the bigger papers would have picked it up yet. Maybe she should try the Internet. She could track down the campus security office and ask if she should be worried, but that might call attention to herself, which was the last thing she wanted. The Internet it was, then, and that meant the library, where she could use a terminal. She set off at a brisk walk across campus.
An hour at a computer terminal left her more frustrated than informed. As she had feared, no more than the bare bones of the story had been made public, and the online sources said only that Jonathan Daulton, the author of the former bestseller Genderal Relations, was wanted for questioning in relation to a fatal shooting at Greenferne College. That much she already knew. 
She sat back in the creaking computer chair and stretched. The longer she waited, the more she risked. She didn’t think Jonathan would harm her, but if her involvement in hiding him became known, her career could be threatened, and she had worked too long and too hard to sacrifice that for the likes of Jonathan Daulton, even if he was innocent. If things got sticky, she would hand him over to the police without a second thought. Still, she had to admit he had been right about one thing: none of this made sense. A well-liked faculty member, a flighty student, a popular author—and armed men appearing in the middle of the night? Bullets flying? Something was missing here, but Claire didn’t have the faintest idea what.
At least she could deal with the simple things, like food and drink and clothing. And then she would report back to Jonathan and see if he’d had any brainstorms. At the grocery store, she took out an extra supply of cash at the ATM—just in case. She bought food, and then went to the liquor store and bought some wine. Then she hunted down the nearest megastore and, with Jonathan’s list in hand, roamed the aisles and filled a cart with all the necessities. She threw in a few other items for herself, like spare socks and gloves, and then added the bandages and antibiotic ointment she needed. Like a good Girl Scout, she was going to be prepared. Although after the past twelve hours, she wondered what else she should be prepared for.
The high school student at the register took no interest in her purchases. Maybe she—or Jonathan—was being paranoid. She hauled her bulky plastic bags to her car and headed back toward the Murrays’ cabin. Darkness was already gathering. More snow coming? Winters were long and hard in northern New England—maybe that was why so many Yankees in the old days had had a dozen kids: what else was there to do after dark? As she drove she wondered what Jonathan had found to occupy his time while he waited. Well, she snickered to herself, he was welcome to read any of the research materials she had brought along with her—and she had made sure that was all she had brought. Maybe he would find the contemporary feminist canon enlightening. 
When Jonathan had published that stupid book, it had popped to the top of the bestseller lists and stayed there. Maybe it was because the book was an easy read, even for a mouth-breathing truck-driver. She was willing to admit that Jonathan had come up with some zingy catchphrases that had been adopted by the public. The man did have a way with words. But the book had also been blatantly, wickedly insulting to all and any women.
Still, its success did nothing to explain the trouble he was in now. He’d been invited to Greenferne on the strength of it—that much made sense. He claimed he had known Annabeth Rankin for years, so she’d have to accept her invitation to let him stay at her home as legitimate. But why would the FBI show up at a faculty member’s house in a quiet New England town? And why would that inspire anyone to start shooting? Claire acknowledged that law enforcement agencies were quite capable of getting things muddled, but this just didn’t feel right. Odd that the police hadn’t said anything about the FBI being there, just that there had been a shooting. Unless, of course, Jonathan had lied. But why would he lie? 
She had arrived back at the cabin, and all she had was more questions. The lights were on. Well, of course they were: had she expected Jonathan to sit in the dark? Oh—that meant the power was back, thank goodness. There was no one around to see, anyway. Still, she felt a small stab of dismay. If he was really in hiding, shouldn’t he be more careful? She pulled out her unwieldy assortment of bags and hurried to the door. With the approaching dark the temperature had fallen another ten degrees; she wanted to get inside, get warmed up, and get some answers.
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Claire fumbled to find her keys, annoyed at Jonathan for not coming out to help, since most of the stuff she was dragging was for him. Maybe he’s taken a hike. Maybe he’s been eaten by a bear. Maybe his bullet wound was worse than I thought and he’s lying there dead. The lock finally yielded, and Claire all but fell into the room. It was blazing hot: Jonathan apparently had added half of her firewood supply to the fire. Then she spied him sitting at the table, staring at her laptop. That pushed her over the edge.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” She dropped the bulky bags on the floor and prepared to launch into battle.
He looked up amiably. “Took you long enough. I’ve been looking at what you’ve got written so far—not bad, but it’s kind of dry reading.”
“How would you know, you . . .” Claire couldn’t find a sufficiently scathing epithet. “Who gave you permission to use my computer, read my work? Get away from there!”
Jonathan pushed back from the table and raised both hands. “I surrender. I’m moving away from the laptop . . . Oh, good, clothes. May I?”
Claire growled something inarticulate and, while Jonathan began to rummage through the bags, she went to the computer and closed the file he had been so shamelessly reading. Dry indeed! It was a scholarly work, not a piece of popular fluff like his so-called book. “Couldn’t you find something to read?”
Jonathan snorted. “Yeah, right. Everything in the place is either a high-minded feminist tract or lowbrow romance. Some of which, I might add, come perilously close to porn. I’m shocked!” He flashed a grin at her.
“Yeah, right. I came here to work, and I brought only those references I thought were essential.”
“Uh-huh. And where do the quivering thighs and pulsing loins enter into that? Or is it pulsing thighs and quivering loins?”
“If you read anything of my text, you’ll know I’m analyzing the portrayal of women in what is currently an extremely popular genre—one which I find repugnant.”
“Why, because of the role models they embody, or because they’re popular and sell well?”
“Both! I’m appalled that women write this kind of trash, and that other women buy it! They’re both perpetuating the worst kind of sexist stereotypes. Pathetic women who melt the minute a man with big muscles and a strong jaw pays any attention to them.”
Jonathan had located all the pieces of clothing that Claire had bought for him and retreated into the bathroom to change clothes, leaving the door open. “Much as I’d love to continue this debate, I need to know what you found out today.”
Claire swept up the remaining bags from the floor and headed for the kitchen area. She really didn’t need to feel so defensive about Jonathan reading her work. She didn’t have anything to apologize for. “Damn little, unfortunately. Whatever happened, happened too late to make the big papers, and the local paper’s a weekly. I couldn’t find much of anything on the Internet. The best I could do was chat up a couple of students, who were more than happy to talk—seems interterm has been a bit dull, and a murder will certainly liven things up for them. They reported that: one, Susie has fingered you; two, Susie has the reputation of being a suck-up and a drama queen; and three, Professor Rankin is well liked. And Susie conveniently had hysterics at the scene, and has been spreading her version of the story ever since she recovered.”
Jonathan emerged from the bathroom, now fully dressed. “Not bad. The boots are kind of big.”
“That’s why I bought extra socks. Deal with it,” Claire responded with some asperity. She had picked well. With his dark beard and broad shoulders, Jonathan now looked like a very clean lumberjack. Nice. She shook herself: she was not interested in lumberjacks. “So, did you come up with any brilliant ideas while I was gone, or were you too busy going through my computer files?”
“I’ve been thinking about it, but I haven’t come up with a whole lot. Don’t you go nuts without at least a radio here?”
Claire was staring at her collection of food, trying to decide on what to make for dinner. “The laptop plays CDs. That’s enough for me.”
“Well, it might be nice to know what’s happening in the rest of the world. Anyway, the way I see it, there’s a limited number of possibilities. One, it’s a big mistake on somebody’s part, but I figure I’d better rule that out since Susie came out shooting, like she was expecting something like this, or she wouldn’t have had a gun. Two, Susie’s into something nefarious, like dealing drugs, and the feds are onto her. But then, they would have arrested her, right? And that hasn’t happened. Rule out number two. Three, Annabeth is involved in something, but I’m damned if I know what. I’ve known her for years, and she’s certainly respectable. So we’ll keep that one on the shelf in case we need it. Four, I’m actually a criminal mastermind, and I’ve been stringing you along just so you’d buy me this tasteful outfit. After you’ve fed me, I’m going to kill you, steal your cash and your car, and disappear.”
“Try it, buster.” Whether or not option number four was a real possibility, Claire was in no mood for banter. Maybe it was low blood sugar; she hadn’t eaten since that muffin several hours ago. “How about this? The FBI isn’t the FBI, but some band of cutthroats masquerading as FBI for their own purposes?”
Jonathan grinned. “I like it. We can’t rule it out. And don’t forget any number of combinations of the above. Well, I feel so relieved that we’ve worked that out. Now we can take it to the local police and explain everything.” His tone dripped sarcasm.
Claire smiled in spite of herself, and concealed it by rummaging through a cabinet for a large pot. For someone who had been shot at less than twenty-four hours earlier, and who could easily have frozen to death wandering in the woods last night, Jonathan was surprisingly cheerful. Of course, he could be a psychopathic killer, trying to lull her into a false sense of security. Why didn’t she think so?
As if reading her thoughts, Jonathan went on in a more serious tone, “Why do you believe me?”
Stalling for time, Claire filled the pot with water and put it on the stove to boil before turning to face him. “I’ve been asking myself that. For starters, I saw you when you stumbled in last night. If you were some sort of criminal, I would expect you to be more, I don’t know, in control of things? Then there’s your story, which is pathetic. If you’d planned this, you would have come up with something more coherent. And last but not least, from what I know about you and that stupid book of yours, I have a hard time seeing you as a killer.”
He sighed. “You have mortally wounded my pride. And I thought I was such a tough guy.” He looked at her and added, “Oh, I get it—women’s intuition. That little inner voice is telling you that I couldn’t possibly be a bad man.”
“You’re an ass, you know that? I should shove you back out into the snow and let you deal with this on your own.” That would be the smart thing to do.
“Can you wait until after dinner? I’m starving. All this running and hiding and thinking has given me an appetite.” His smile faded quickly. “Seriously, Claire, I appreciate all you’ve done. I know it looks bad, but I swear I haven’t done anything wrong, and I need your help to sort this out. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”
“Don’t worry—I’ll find a way. For starters, you can open the wine.” Claire handed him a large bottle of red wine and a corkscrew.
“My pleasure.”
 
* * *
 
Dinner passed amicably. Claire had to admit that all this skulking and snooping had given her an appetite too, and the food disappeared quickly. When their plates were empty, Claire pushed back her chair and gave Jonathan a direct look. “We have to come up with a plan.”
“Oh?” he said, cautiously.
“I got you the information you wanted, and some clothes. How about turning yourself in now?”
Jonathan sat back in his own chair. “The feds believe Susie, which means they want to arrest me for murder. I didn’t murder anyone.”
“And why can’t you clear yourself, if you’re innocent?”
“Claire, think about it. Susie is young, blond and attractive. The police and the FBI have already bought into her story. I fled the scene, therefore I am the likely suspect. Do you know how hard it is to derail the authorities once they get hold of a theory they like? It’s like proving a negative. How do I show I didn’t kill whoever it was, in the face of a story that contradicts it, from a credible eyewitness, which has already become the accepted version?”
“But you didn’t kill him.”
“I know that, and I seem to have convinced you. But if I’m arrested, I’ll be sitting in jail with no way to clear myself.”
“Why? Won’t they let you out on bail? You do have some rights.”
He sighed. “Normally, I’d like to agree with you. I believe in the law, really. But there are some, uh, complicating factors.”
Claire stood up and started clearing the dishes from the table, then stopped. She sat down again and refilled her wineglass. “All right, what? You have a criminal record?”
“No, but . . . Let’s just say that they might be predisposed to be suspicious of me.”
“You’re being evasive. Why? What the hell have you been up to?”
“Nothing illegal. It’s just . . . I’ve been in and out of some dicey areas in the Middle East and beyond a few times in the past year, and maybe I’ve talked to some people who aren’t exactly on the right list with the current administration. Maybe I’ve made some friends they wouldn’t approve of.”
That could explain why the FBI had been looking for him—if he was in fact who they were looking for. Claire laughed shortly. “You’re losing me. What were you doing there in the first place?”
“I’m a journalist. I’ve been looking for a story.”
Claire stared at him, trying to make sense of his statement. “Journalist” was not the word she would use for him. Hack writer, maybe. Trash peddler. But a serious investigative reporter, poking into something that would upset the powers that be? She had trouble getting her mind around that. But whatever the label, Jonathan believed that the authorities would not look kindly on him. True or not, Claire had to deal with his perception of the situation.
“If you say so. Okay, pal, you’re clean, dry and fed—and bandaged. I’ve listened to your story. I may or may not believe it. But I think it’s time you figured out what you’re going to do next. Go to the cops or not, but get out of my hair.”
Jonathan looked affronted. “Sure, I’ll just walk out of here and hitchhike my way along that nice major highway outside your door to the nearest police station, and tell them I just happened to find a whole set of clean clothes sitting and waiting for me. And I built a nice little campfire and dried myself off, and got dressed, and here I am, Officer. Sorry, lady—it won’t wash.”
He was playing dirty now, Claire thought, as she fought her rising temper. “You rat! I go out of my way to help you, and now you’re threatening to drag me into your mess?”
“Look, you’re already in it. I’m sorry—I didn’t plan it this way, but it happened. And I’m not going to turn myself in, not until I know what’s going on.”
“Great. What am I supposed to do?” 
“Why don’t you help?”
“Why should I do that?”
“Because, as you so astutely deduced, you’re already in this. The fastest way to disentangle yourself is to help me sort it out.”
Claire’s reply was cut short by the sound of a car engine approaching; the sound stopped in front of her cabin. Jonathan was already on his feet. “Expecting company?”
“No. Nobody knows I’m here. Except the cops, and they’ve already been here. Damn—I bet they probably told the FBI that I was here.”
There was an authoritative knocking at the door. “Ms. Hastings? This is the FBI. May we speak with you?” The male voice was polite but unyielding.
It was indeed the worst case. There was no place in the cabin to hide a full-grown man, and the evidence of two meals was still spread out on the table.
Jonathan surveyed the scene quickly and hissed, “Let them in. I’ll be in the bathroom.”
Claire wanted to sputter at him, but he was gone—leaving the bathroom door partway open. Claire heard the sound of running water. The pounding on the door increased in intensity.
“I’m coming,” Claire called out, wondering just what she was supposed to say when she opened the door.
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When Claire unlocked the door, she found two very large men wearing wool overcoats.
“Ms. Hastings?” the nearer one said. “We’re from the FBI. We’d like to come in.”
“May I see some identification?” Claire’s voice sounded thin even to her.
The agent looked momentarily startled, then reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a folder, which he flipped open with a practiced motion. Claire studied it without touching it. It looked real enough, but she had never seen an authentic FBI badge, so that didn’t prove much. But at least she had tried.
“Agent, uh, Maguire? Come in. I’m sorry, but it’s pretty isolated around here, and I have to be careful.”
Agent Maguire stepped into the room, followed by a smaller clone. “This is Special Agent Vitello,” Maguire said. “You’re alone here?” Claire noted his gaze taking in the open bathroom door and the lights and running water.
“Most of the time,” Claire said, stalling.
“Who is it, babe?” a male voice called out from the bathroom.
Babe? What was . . . a lightbulb went on in her head. “Except my boyfriend is visiting for a couple of days.”
Jonathan emerged from the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist, vigorously scrubbing at his hair with a second towel. When he stopped, draping the towel loosely over his shoulders, Claire had to stifle a giggle: his beard was gone. He looked ten years younger, boyish and clean-cut—and definitely not threatening. She also noted that he had kept the towel strategically draped over the bullet graze, which no doubt the eagle-eyed agents would recognize for exactly what it was.
She plastered a smile on her face. “Sweetie, these men are from the FBI. I’m not sure what they want. Agent Maguire?” Claire turned back to the large agent, trying to look naive and quizzical.
“FBI? Gosh, I guess I better put some clothes on. Give me a sec, will ya?” Jonathan disappeared back into the bathroom, and Claire heard him whistling. While half her brain was busy trying to keep up with this masquerade, the other half was impressed with Jonathan’s panache.
She turned back to the agents. “Can I get you anything, agents? Coffee or something?”
“No, ma’am. We’d just like to ask you some questions. Why don’t we sit down?” Maguire moved toward the table like a stately ocean liner, and Claire followed like an obedient tugboat. She sat first, and the agents settled themselves on either side of her, leaving the fourth chair for Jonathan. Oops—she couldn’t call him that. What was he going to call himself for this little skit?
“All right. What did you want to know?” Claire looked from Maguire to Vitello and back again. “Is this about that murder?”
Maguire ignored her question. “We just need to get some basic facts, ma’am. Your name is Claire Hastings?”
“Yes.”
“And you’re staying here in the Murrays’ cabin for . . . how long?”
“Well, that’s kind of open-ended. You see, I teach at Sophia College, but I’m on sabbatical this year, and I’m trying to finish up a book, and I needed to get away for some peace and quiet, and my parents knew the Murrays, and knew this place was empty for the winter. I thought I’d be here two or three months. I have to be out by summer, because the Murrays usually rent it out or let their kids use it.” Did she sound sufficiently silly? Don’t overdo it, Claire, or they’ll never believe you’re a professor. “I’ve been here about a month now.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Claire watched Jonathan, now fully clothed, amble from the bathroom to the kitchen area, where he found himself a mug and picked up the coffeepot. He noticed the agents’ watchful appraisal, and held up the coffeepot toward them, tilting his head. The two agents shook their own heads, in unison. Without haste, Jonathan filled his coffee mug, added sugar, then came over and dropped casually into the fourth chair.
“And you are . . . ?” Agent Maguire’s eyes bored into Jonathan’s.
“Henry Applegate. I’m a friend of Claire’s.”
“Oh, sweetie, you’re much more than just a friend,” Claire cooed. Henry/Jonathan gave her a goofy smile.
“And how long have you been here, Mr. Applegate?”
Jonathan took a gulp of his coffee and looked at Claire. “Let’s see—hon, what day is this? Must be three days now. Time flies, you know, gentlemen.” Was he leering?
Agent Maguire’s stony face did not change, and he swiveled back to Claire. “You spoke with a police officer this morning. Is that right?”
“Yes, I did. He told me there had been some trouble on campus. I was over at the campus this afternoon and heard about the murder.”
Agent Maguire was not to be sidetracked. “You didn’t say anything to him about a guest.”
“He didn’t ask. He asked if I had seen a fugitive, and I hadn’t.” Easy, Claire, she cautioned herself. Don’t play semantics with these guys. “Do you think whoever it was came this way?”
“Hard to say, ma’am. There’s a lot of water between campus and here, and it was icy last night, so it’s not easy to follow a trail. But we have to look at every possibility.”
“Well, I certainly would have called the police if I had seen anyone suspicious. But this area’s pretty quiet. Apart from that policeman, I don’t think I’ve seen anybody on this road since I got here. It’s mostly summer cottages, you know.” Stick to the truth, as far as possible, right?
“What about you, Mr. Applegate?”
“Huh?” Jonathan replied. “Oh, have I seen anybody? No. But then, I haven’t spent much time looking out the windows.” All right, that was definitely a leer. The creep. “Say, what can you tell us about what happened?”
“There was a shooting, a fatality. We’re looking for a man who was in the house at the time.”
“Gosh. Bet they don’t get a lot of murders around here. Who’s this guy you’re looking for?” Jonathan looked sincerely concerned.
“A houseguest. We would very much like to speak with him.” Agent Maguire wasn’t about to give anything away. He stood up, looming over the table. He extended his hand, which dwarfed a business card. Claire took the card cautiously. “Call us if you see anyone around here.”
Claire stood up. “Of course. I’ll do anything I can to help.” She paused for effect, and in a trembling voice, added, “You don’t think we’re in any danger, do you?”
Jonathan immediately came around to her side, and wrapped a solicitous arm around her. “You don’t have to worry, honey.” Claire stifled an urge to kick him.
Maguire gave each of them a long last look. “Thank you for your time. Vitello, let’s go.” They marched out of the cabin into the dark. Claire followed them, and watched the car pull away before closing the door and locking it. Then she turned to face Jonathan.
“You think they bought that little act?”
“Why not? You don’t think a guy like me would come up her to the north woods to shack up with a woman like you?”
How could he joke about this? “You know what I mean. Are all FBI agents stone-faced creeps, or do they think there’s something fishy going on here?”
“Hard to say.”
“You know, you’re too damn good at this. That was a real curveball you threw at me.”
Jonathan smiled. “I figured you’d catch on quick enough. You’re not stupid.”
That is still open to debate. You’re still here, aren’t you? Claire shivered. “I don’t like it, them coming here. I know they’re just being thorough, but the fact that I didn’t tell the policeman about you might make them suspicious. What if they run our names and don’t come up with any Henry Applegate?”
Jonathan stared at her for a moment. “And here I was feeling so good about my quick thinking. You’re a real buzz kill, you know that? But you may have a point. Maybe it would be a good idea to be somewhere else for a while.”
“Great—that’s what I’ve been telling you. You—not both of us. Wouldn’t the FBI think it was a little strange if we both suddenly disappear?”
Jonathan threw up his hands. “Hell, I don’t know. Should we just sit here and wait for them to pick us apart under a microscope? Fine, I’ll leave. Then they won’t bother you. Will that do?”
“Why are you getting pissy on me? I’ve done you a big favor. More than one, in fact. I’ve fed you, clothed you, bandaged your wounds, and now you’re yelling at me?” Claire realized she was yelling too. She stopped, as much to give herself a chance to think as to regain control of her wayward emotions. In a calmer voice, she said, “Let’s think this through. Where can you go? And how can you get there? Remember, they’ll be watching your place, wherever that is, and your car. You don’t have any ID or credit cards, or any money. So, Henry, what’s your plan?”
“I’ve got friends,” he said in a sulky voice.
“Maybe you do.” Claire had her doubts. And there was still the question of how he would get to wherever he found this mythical person who was willing to shelter him.
Jonathan apparently followed her thoughts. “Take me to a bus station. Give me enough cash to get . . . no, you don’t even need to know where. Just give me some money—I swear I’ll pay you back, once all this is sorted out.”
“Damn straight you will, and for the clothes too. But don’t they watch bus stations for fugitives?” Along with airports and train stations—not that there were any trains in this neck of the woods. Claire fought back a sigh: the lovely solitude she had sought was a real hindrance if she wanted to spirit away a fugitive from the law. Still, this wasn’t her problem, and the sooner she disentangled herself from Jonathan Daulton, the better off she would be. “All right, I’ll drive you to the bus station, and you can fend for yourself. I can’t get any more money out of my account until tomorrow. Will a couple of hundred be enough?” Claire tried to remember what her current balance was.
“Sure. Fine.” Jonathan’s voice was tight.
What was he peeved about now? Tomorrow morning, a quick run to an ATM, a drive to the nearest bus connection, and she could wash her hands of him and get back to work. He could go and do . . . whatever it was he did. That was the best possible solution. “All right, then. Anyway, it’s late, and we should get some sleep—especially if you’re going on the lam tomorrow. Oh, I should take a look at your, uh, graze.”
“Don’t do me any favors. I can handle it.” Jonathan sounded like a petulant little boy.
“Yeah, sure, one-handed. If you ooze blood all over your nice clean clothes, somebody’s bound to notice. And if your arm turns black and falls off . . .”
He gave her a reluctant smile. “Got it. But it looks okay to me.”
“Fat lot you know. Sit down.” Claire nodded toward the kitchen table, and Jonathan dropped into one of the chairs and removed his shirt. As she had suspected, he had slapped on some of the dressings she had bought, but they were already soaked with blood and peeling away. Taking a deep breath, she pulled off the messy wad and steeled herself to look at the wound. He was right: it was still seeping, but it didn’t look infected. “Stay there.” She went to the bathroom to collect the rest of her medical supplies.
Jonathan’s voice followed her. “Didn’t you like the way I hid it in front of our visitors?”
Claire returned, her hands full. “You got lucky—if you had started bleeding then, they would have been all over you in a minute.” She slathered on more antibiotic goo, then assembled a thicker pad of gauze, taping it down efficiently. “There—that should hold you for now. But we’d better replace it before you leave here.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said meekly.
“And you can take care of the dishes before you go to bed.” Damn. If he did the dishes so soon after his shower, there wouldn’t be enough hot water for her to shower. But no way was she going to wash the dishes.
“Will do. See you in the morning, then.”
Claire went into the tiny bathroom and shut the door. There was water everywhere, the towels were on the floor, and clumps of dark hair clotted in the drain. With a sigh, Claire hung up the towels neatly and sluiced out the sink so she could brush her teeth. As she brushed, she stared at her reflection in the mirror over the sink: Claire Hastings, felon and conspirator. And, apparently, idiot. At least by tomorrow Jonathan would be on his way. Please, please, please.
She headed for the stairs to the sleeping loft, tossing a terse “’night” over her shoulder. Jonathan grunted something inarticulate. Claire climbed into bed and burrowed under the blankets and quilts. But sleep eluded her: even after Jonathan stopped clattering china and pots around in the sink, even after he had settled himself on the creaky couch and turned off the lights, Claire lay in her bed, staring at the dark ceiling, wondering how she had gotten into such a mess.
One mistake. All it took was one mistake, and look where I ended up.
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Claire awoke with a start at first light and lay in bed worrying, her thoughts going round and round like a hamster on a wheel. Had anything she had said to the policeman yesterday led to the FBI visit last night? Were they just following up as a matter of routine? Could they have seen anything incriminating? Jonathan’s sodden clothes: she had stuffed them into a large trash bag, but she hadn’t had time to get rid of them. At least they hadn’t been strewn around in plain view. The FBI agents wouldn’t have concerned themselves with an ordinary trash bag. But if there was a search, there they would be. But why would there by a search?
And then there was Jonathan’s presence. With no place for him to hide in the small and open cabin, the only choice was to bluff or surrender. Jonathan had chosen to bluff, and she had played along. She didn’t want to examine why, but had the agents bought it? Were the agents satisfied with their story, or had they just drawn back, giving Claire and Jonathan rope to hang themselves? Was she being paranoid? And was she just going to dig herself in deeper by helping him escape today? If anyone ever found out . . . No, she wasn’t going to think like that. She would go about her business in a routine, aboveboard manner, and she would drive Jonathan to the bus stop, and that would be the end of it. He’d be out of her life. She hoped.
Energized by that thought, Claire threw back the covers and jumped out of bed. Shower first, then breakfast, then to town for cash, then find an inconspicuous bus stop and send Jonathan on his way. He could sort out his own messes. She did believe him, but if he was innocent, neither he nor she appeared to have much faith in the legal system. Jonathan felt he had to distance himself quickly from Maine. She was fine with that: to avoid messy complications, she was just going to push him out the door and pretend nothing had happened. Not exactly the moral high ground, eh, Claire?
Stifling her internal quibbles, she stuck to her plan. They ate breakfast, and then Claire drove to the nearest highway, where she located an ATM and withdrew as much cash as she could. More than she could afford. Great, Claire, now you’re putting a price tag on your involvement. Climbing back into the car, she handed the wad of folded bills to Jonathan.
“Here. That’s all I can get, but it should be enough to get you a bus ticket and . . . whatever.” She wasn’t going to ask what his plans were. She didn’t want to know where he was going—just in case someone like an FBI agent asked her. Her mind shied away from that “just in case” part. Clearly if anyone examined her actions over the last two days, they wouldn’t add up. There was a knot in the pit of her stomach, and all she could think about was getting Jonathan on the bus, and going back to her normal routine; working on that nice, sane, sensible book looked really good to her now.
“I’ll pay you back just as soon as I get all this sorted out.” Jonathan’s voice broke into her thoughts as she drove.
“Fine. Whatever. Send me an unmarked envelope with used bills. And make sure you use gloves—wouldn’t want any incriminating fingerprints, would we?” 
They were approaching a bus stop at a strip mall. Claire pulled into a parking space and turned off her engine. “Well,” she began, uncertainly.
“Yeah, right. Look, I’ve said thank you, right? I appreciate your taking time out of your busy schedule to take care of me. I’m leaving as fast as I can.”
Claire bit off a sarcastic retort. Just a few more minutes, she told herself. The bus will come, and he’ll get on it, and I’ll go back to my research. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a uniformed policeman sauntering along the sidewalk, ostensibly fascinated by what lay behind the dusty shop windows. She nudged Jonathan.
“We have company.”
He looked around, artificially casual, until he found the young officer. “Could be a coincidence.”
“Sure. This looks like a high-crime neighborhood. Or maybe it’s time for his lunch.”
“I don’t like it.” Jonathan’s voice was flat.
“You think I do? Now what?”
Jonathan watched the policeman a moment longer. “Well, let’s not assume the worst. When the bus comes, I’ll get out of the car and board, and if we’re lucky, Junior there will have a nice ham sandwich.”
Claire said nothing. She had no better plan, but she noted with curious detachment that the young officer was avoiding looking anywhere near their direction. That didn’t strike her as a good sign. And he was strolling around as if he didn’t have a care in the world, and no place to go. That didn’t seem right either.
A bus pulled into the parking lot and stopped at the curb, thirty feet away. The doors opened, and the driver got out and disappeared into the pizza shop.
“I guess this is it.” Jonathan zipped his coat and reached for the door handle, then hesitated. “Well, if anyone is paying attention, we should give them a good show, right?” With that, he reached across the seat and pulled Claire’s head toward him. Startled, she didn’t resist as he gave her a thorough and enthusiastic kiss. “Bye, sweetheart. It’s been fun.”
Claire was still gaping like a guppy as he opened the door and got out of the car. He pulled up his coat collar against the cold air, stuffed his hands in his pockets, and hurried across the parking lot toward the bus. He had some nerve! What did he think . . . ? Claire stopped in mid-rant as she saw the policeman say something into the walkie-talkie attached to his shoulder, and then move purposefully toward the bus on an intercept course. And she noticed two—no, three other men appearing from storefronts, all moving the same direction.
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Jonathan must have noticed them too, for his pace slowed, and his head swiveled, taking in all the converging men. He stopped for a long moment, then began retreating toward Claire’s car, slowly at first, then faster. Claire sat frozen and watched as the policeman and the others followed, but they were still twenty or thirty feet from the car by the time Jonathan jumped in and slammed the door.
“What are you waiting for? Drive!”
Claire glared at him. “I will not! Hey, I’m not digging myself in any deeper. They know who you are—they were watching for you. Give it up!”
“Like hell I will.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a gun. Claire gawked. Where had that come from? He jammed it against her neck. “Lower the window on my side.”
Her hand trembling, Claire fumbled for the power switch for the window. The men pursuing them had stopped ten feet from the car, guns at the ready, eyes wary.
Jonathan shouted out the open window. “I’ve got a gun. Let us go or she dies.”
The closest man spoke. “Take it easy. Nobody needs to get hurt. Put the gun down and we can talk about this.”
“I don’t think so. We’re leaving, and you’re not going to follow us.” In a lower voice he said, “Claire, start the car.”
Without a word, Claire turned the key. The engine fired.
“Now, drive slowly out of the parking lot.”
Claire fought down a bubble of hysteria in her chest. “Where? Where do you want me to go?”
“Do you think I know? Just drive. I figure we’ve got about three minutes before they set up roadblocks or something. What’s near here?”
Claire pulled away from the curb, tires screeching, and tried to think as she made her way out of the parking lot as fast as she could. “I don’t know. I haven’t spent . . . wait a minute, there’s a mall down this way. With a parking garage.”
“Great. Head for that and get out of sight, and then we can think of something.”
“We? We? You’re holding a gun on me and you want me to help you plan your escape?” Claire’s initial fear was morphing into anger. 
To her amazement, Jonathan laughed. “Yeah, you’re really in grave danger here. Look.”
Claire darted a quick glance at the gun he now held up in front of her. “But . . . that’s plastic!”
“Yep. The Murrays have grandkids?”
“How should I know? Where’d you get that thing?”
“Found it under the couch. Looks convincing, doesn’t it? Good thing I stuck it in my pocket.”
“Right,” Claire replied, her teeth clenched. She saw the large sign for the mall and pulled in at the first drive. Carefully she drove through the mostly empty parking lot until she came to the entrance for the garage under the big department store at one end. Once inside, she sought out the darkest corner, well away from any other cars. She stopped the car, then methodically shifted into park, engaged the parking brake, and turned off the engine. She sat in the now quiet car, trying to pull her thoughts into some kind of order. 
“What the hell have you done?” Her voice sounded shrill, but Claire didn’t care. She couldn’t remember ever having been so angry.
“Well, right now the FBI probably thinks that I’ve kidnapped you and I’m holding you hostage. A bad idea, I admit. Never works, at least not for long. It was sort of a spur-of-the-moment thing.”
Jonathan’s calm response maddened her further. “Couldn’t you have picked a handy stranger? Do you have a plan?”
“I guess taking the bus is out, and they’ll be looking for this car. You don’t happen to know how to hot-wire cars, do you?”
Claire stared at him incredulously. “I’m a college professor, for God’s sake. Why would I know that?”
“Just asking. You never know. Okay, so we can’t steal another car. Let me think.”
Claire reached for the door handle. “If you’re not going to shoot me, I’m going to go find the nearest phone and turn you in.”
Jonathan reached out and grabbed her wrist. “Claire, wait. Please. Think about it. They were obviously watching your car. They’re going to go back to your cabin, and they’re going to figure out pretty fast that I was there. Me, not Henry. Whether or not they believe your pretty little story—or mine—you’re going to have some explaining to do.”
“And whose fault is that? I haven’t done anything wrong! All I did was bandage you, and feed you, and buy you some clothes . . .” Her voice trailed off; she knew just how damning her actions would look in the eyes of the law. “Besides, they saw you threaten me with a gun. I’ll tell them you brainwashed me, made me do what you wanted.”
Jonathan gave a snort of laughter. “Yeah, right, pull a Patty Hearst. Fine feminist you turn out to be. Ooh, the big mean man made me do it? Come on. You’re Claire Hastings, Amazon. You eat men for breakfast.”
In spite of herself, Claire had a brief vision of how her students at Sophia would react to the news that she had turned into a quivering lump of Jell-O at the hands of . . . Jonathan Daulton, author of Genderal Relations? Not a pretty picture. She’d be a laughingstock. But what were her options?
“God damn it, I should have turned you in at the beginning. Or handed you over to that policeman who showed up. How did I let you get me into this disaster?” Claire’s anger boiled over again, but now she wasn’t sure whether she was angrier with him or with herself. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
“Claire, I’m sorry. Really. I can imagine how you feel. But you’re in it now, and we’ve got to figure out what to do. Do you think you can hold off the hysterics until we have a plan?”
Hysterics? He had the nerve to accuse her of being hysterical? Claire counted to ten in as many languages as she could remember, and waited for her breathing to slow. He might be infuriating, but unfortunately at the moment he was right. Her only hope for getting out of this was to let him find some answers. For that they needed a strategy. Slowly she unclenched her fingers from their grip on the steering wheel, amazed that she hadn’t left dents. She turned to face him. “All right. Let’s take this from the top. Explain to me again why you can’t go to the police and turn yourself in?” 
Jonathan avoided her eyes. He took his time before answering. “Claire, I haven’t told you everything.” Before she could protest he hurried on, “In the beginning, I wasn’t in any shape to be coherent—you saw me. And then when I thought about it, I figured the less you knew, the better off you’d be, if anybody did come looking. I didn’t want you to be involved.”
Claire could not believe what she was hearing. “You mean you did have something to do with what happened at Annabeth’s?”
“No! No, I don’t mean that. I still have no idea what was happening there. But . . . I did have reason to think that the FBI might be interested in talking with me.”
“Why? For slandering women?”
Jonathan grimaced. “No. I told you I was in the Middle East, right? And that’s why I panicked when Susie started blasting away?”
“Uh-huh.” Claire tried to keep her tone neutral. He’d said it, but she wasn’t sure she believed him. “What was that all about—a photo op?”
Now he turned toward her. “You don’t think very much of me, do you? I suppose I can see why.” He paused, swallowed. “I was there as a journalist, freelancing. I talked to anybody who would talk to me, within governments and among ordinary people, and in some cases that included dissidents. I stumbled on some things. And that’s why I thought some agency—more likely the CIA than the FBI—might be paying attention to me.”
Claire’s thoughts churned. Did she believe his story? It sounded a little too convenient, but it was possible. But clearly he was being evasive about what information he had found—if anything. If any of it was true. She turned away, closed her eyes and sighed. All right, Claire, think this through. What do you know? One, a federal agent is dead, and either Susie shot him or Jonathan shot him. Two: the FBI was involved for reasons that were unclear, and both they and the police wanted very much to find Jonathan. Three: whatever the FBI had believed, now they thought that Jonathan had kidnapped her and was holding her hostage, which made him look even more guilty—and which would make them work even harder to find him. And her.
She knew it was probably hopeless, but she had to try. “Jonathan, why can’t we just turn ourselves in and explain it all?”
“Claire, at the risk of repeating myself, the authorities’ll nail you for harboring a fugitive, interfering with a federal investigation, and probably a lot of other things. And don’t think that your unblemished academic career as a feminist is going to carry a whole lot of weight in the face of federal charges.”
Damn him, he was right. And if she did play the helpless female and throw herself on the mercy of law enforcement and the courts, her career would be equally trashed. She would look ridiculous. There were no good outcomes; which was the less bad?
“So what is it you think I’m supposed to do?”
“Help clear me. That’ll get you off the hook. And we can’t do that if we’re in jail.”
“What, find out why Susie killed the agent? How?”
“Claire, this isn’t about Susie. Well, not exactly.” He stopped again.
There he went again, shutting her out. “Why should I help you if you won’t even tell me why?” Claire protested.
He didn’t answer immediately. Finally he said slowly, “Claire, I’m sorry I got you involved, but now you are. If I tell you any more, it’ll only make things more risky for you. Right now what we need to do is avoid getting arrested, and try to figure out what really happened, and why. And there may be something else involved, but I can’t be sure and I can’t tell you about it. You’re going to have to trust me.”
Claire could not believe what she was hearing. After what he had dragged her into, he wanted her to dig herself in deeper? She was supposed to trust him, without even knowing what was going on? She looked into his eyes, trying to find any answers there. He seemed sincere, and he looked worried. And . . . she didn’t see any other path. Damn! She was going to have to play this hand out, much as she hated it.
She took a deep breath. “All right. What do we have to do?”
“Good girl—uh, woman. We can’t go back to the college, so we have to go forward—and I think Annabeth holds the key. It was her house they came to.”
“Fine. Get in touch with Annabeth.”
He shook his head. “I can’t—I don’t know where she is right now. The feds or the cops have my cell phone, and besides, we communicated mostly by e-mail. Before I arrived here for that seminar I’d been out of phone contact for a while, and the only number I had for her was the one at the house, not her cell phone. She said something about a book event on the West Coast, and visiting friends. I had the impression that she was going to be gone for a few weeks. I just don’t know.”
Claire thought. “Okay, if there’s a book event, her publisher and her publicist, if she has one, should know where to find her. What’s the book?”
“She told me the title, but I forgot. Something about women’s rights in third world countries.”
Claire nodded. “I think I read about that a couple of months ago. There’s some U.N. event coming up, and I think the book release was timed to coincide with that. That’s another way to track her down—check with the U.N. and see if she’s scheduled to appear there. And she must have a website, either a personal one or one through the college—maybe she listed her schedule there.”
Ne nodded. “Sure, right. Listen, Claire—all this assumes we’re free to move around, and to find public computer terminals.”
“And you don’t have a plan for that?”
“In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been making this up as I go.”
Claire looked around. The mall must be opening, because the parking garage was beginning to fill up. They couldn’t sit here indefinitely without attracting attention, and no doubt the FBI would have put out a description of the car. “All right. We’re going to start looking for Annabeth so you can talk to her, but I think the first priority is to get out of this particular neighborhood—if we can do it without being spotted.” Claire was pleased to find her brain seemed to be working again. “And we’re going to have to change how we look, if we want any mobility.”
Jonathan stared at her. “Like how? I’ve already shaved off the beard, and it looks like whoever’s after us knows that now.”
“Hair color. Glasses. Different clothes. We can’t let them see what they’re looking for. They’ll have a general description out on us, and we can’t look like ‘us.’ And we’ve got, let’s see . . .” Claire burrowed into her bag, pulled out a handful of bills. “Maybe five hundred dollars, counting what I gave you. This is a cash-only situation. Not a lot to work with.”
Jonathan looked skeptical. “All right, I’m buying this so far. So, we find out where Annabeth is, and we try to get together, preferably face-to-face. Damn, she could be anywhere. Even out of the country.”
“Let’s hope not—I’m not sure how long we can stay invisible. By the way, how good a friend is Annabeth?”
“Middling, I’d say. We hung out together in college, but we haven’t seen a whole lot of each other since. We’ve kept in touch mostly by e-mail.”
“How far would she go to protect you? I think we have to assume the authorities will be watching to see if you get in touch with her, so there is some risk, to both of you.”
Jonathan shook his head. “I think she’d tell them whatever she knew, which isn’t much. I let her know I’d be in town, and she got back to me and said she wouldn’t be around but she would leave the key with Susie. That’s all.”
Claire reached forward and opened the glove compartment. She needed to know where the mall was in relation to any towns. They couldn’t use her car, and to the best of her recollection, it would be a good hike to any safely neutral place, no matter which way they went. People walking along the roads in this weather would be suspect. She pulled out a map and studied it in the dim light of the garage. “How much do you know about Maine?”
“Not a lot. I’ve never spent much time around here. Why?”
“We need someplace where we won’t be conspicuous, and where people won’t ask a lot of inconvenient questions. I’m assuming that will take a town of a certain size. Augusta? Or Portland? I think Portland’s closer. So, we need a bus or a ride to Portland. There’s a town a couple of miles from here, and from there, there should be bus service to Portland.”
“Makes sense to me. Get to Portland, disguise ourselves, make phone calls, get to a computer. Eat. Find Annabeth.”
“Right,” Claire continued impatiently. “If we leave the car in the garage, it may take the cops a while to find it, which could buy us a little time. They’ll be looking for the car on the road somewhere, and if they don’t see it, maybe they’ll think we got past them before they could get the word out. I don’t know how efficient they are around here, but I think it takes time to pull these things together.” Jonathan was silent, and she stopped to look at him. “What?”
He smiled. “You know, you’re pretty good at this. Maybe you’re wasted at that college of yours.”
“I’d give anything to be there now, instead of sitting here with you. And I’m just using my head. You should try it.” Claire took one last look around the interior of her car, in case there was anything that might be useful. There was nothing. They had only what they were wearing, and what was in her bag, which was damn little. She looked at Jonathan. “Okay, let’s go.”
They climbed out of the car simultaneously. There were other people in the garage now, and Claire motioned toward Jonathan and started toward the nearest stairs, trying to move casually. Jonathan followed.
“You have any idea where you’re going?” he said in a low voice.
“Up, so far. Get to ground level, see where the local bus goes.”
“Huh. Maybe it would be better if we split up. They’re looking for two of us.”
Claire snorted. “Yeah, and they think I’m a terrified hostage. They’re not looking for an ordinary couple strolling around the mall. You think you can manage to look normal?”
“I’ll do the best I can.”
The department store was largely empty, but nobody paid them any attention. They strolled, stopping now and then to comment on a mannequin or to finger a shirt, trying to look at ease, unhurried. The store lay at one end of the main axis of the mall, and Claire assumed that there would be a bus stop at one of the central exits. She was not disappointed, spotting a bench near a bus sign outside the door. She nudged Jonathan, nodded toward it.
“You want to sit out there? It’s freezing,” he protested.
“If we want to talk, we can’t do it here—too many people coming in. And we might be overheard on the bus. It can’t be too long until the next bus. Come on.” Claire pushed out the door and sat down on the bench, wrapping her coat more tightly around her, and pulling her knit hat over her ears. Jonathan followed reluctantly and sat down close to her—for warmth, Claire assumed, as she resisted moving away. If they were supposed to look like a happy couple out shopping, then she supposed they should sit close together. 
Jonathan’s breath made white clouds in the freezing air. “You’re right—it’ll be easier to stay below the radar in a bigger town. The first thing we’ve got to do is track down Annabeth. That means a phone and a computer terminal, so we find the public library—Portland’s got to have one, right? And once we know where she is, we need to figure out how to connect with her.” 
Claire kept her gaze on the parking lot, willing a bus to appear. “Once we get to Portland, we look for the library, see what we can find out. Then we find some kind of secondhand clothes place, Goodwill or whatever, and pick up some stuff that looks totally unlike what we would normally wear, and that doesn’t look new, either. We find a pharmacy and get some hair dye, cheap glasses, makeup—whatever it takes to make us look different. We pick some out-of-the-way place to hole up for the night, and do the makeovers.”
Finally Claire saw a bus lumber into the parking lot and pull up to the curb. The sign in front read Farmington, so Claire knew that at least it was going in the right direction. Several people got off, hurrying to get into the warm building. She and Jonathan stood and waited until the passengers had disembarked, then stepped up. Claire fished in her purse and deposited fares for both of them, then made her way to a seat halfway back. There were few other passengers, and they looked half asleep.
Jonathan dropped into the seat next to hers. “So far, so good.”
The bus lurched into motion.
I’m officially a fugitive. With Jonathan Daulton. Wanted by the local police, the FBI, and the CIA—heck, maybe Interpol. Did they still exist? And all our sins come back to haunt us in the end. Way to go, Claire—a quote for every occasion. Bite you in the ass, more likely. Her mind skittered aimlessly. Where had she heard that? Some student paper she had read, maybe. Claire stared miserably out the dirty window, watching first one, then another police car speed by out on the main road.
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The bus bumbled its way through the rest of the mall, then back onto the highway, stopping every half mile or so to pick up or let off a few people. Claire and Jonathan huddled silently in the middle of the bus. The other passengers ignored them, dulled by the chill gray weather, conserving body heat and energy. Claire watched the seedy commercial strips unfurl—the usual array of fast-food joints and used car dealers, interspersed with hairdressers and telephone services, discount mattress outlets and storage facilities. 
Half an hour later the bus pulled up in front of a shabby building in Farmington. Claire and Jonathan followed the rest of the crowd off the bus. It was past midmorning now, and those with jobs had gone their way, leaving the place all but empty. Claire grabbed a schedule from a wall rack and made her way to the small coffee shop in the corner. She sat down at the counter, and Jonathan took the adjoining stool.
“Coffee,” she said to the bored-looking waitress behind the counter. Wordlessly the woman filled a thick white mug and set it in front of her. She looked at Jonathan, who nodded without speaking, and she filled a mug for him, then slapped a bill on the counter. Then she meandered to the other end of the counter, where she resumed working a crossword puzzle in a folded newspaper. 
Claire studied the bus schedule. “Looks like buses to Portland run about every two hours, and there’s one in an hour. It’s a two-hour ride, which would put us there early in the afternoon. Listen”—Claire glanced around cautiously—“do you know if you have to show ID to get on a bus these days? I know you do for Amtrak.”
Jonathan shrugged. “Don’t know. We can watch another bus boarding, see what people do. Wonder if there’s anything on the news yet.”
Claire shuddered. “I think we should stay away from televisions at the moment. We don’t want anybody looking at us and putting two and two together. Hey, does anyone have a recent picture of you without the beard? How long have you had it?”
Unconsciously Jonathan’s hand went to his chin. “Heck, I forget. More than five years, that’s for sure.” He grinned. “I’ll bet they could dig up an old high school picture of me. Which wouldn’t do them a lot of good: I weighed about fifty pounds more than I do now. If they go by that, no one will recognize me. How about you?”
“Unfortunately, once they make the Sophia connection, they’ll find a recent picture on the college website. So I’ve got to change something about the way I look.” She stared glumly into her coffee. 
Time passed. Jonathan paid for the coffee, and Claire added a tip. Even with limited resources, she didn’t want to stiff the waitress. They wandered out into the main waiting area, contemplated the small selection of magazines and the even smaller rack of bestselling novels. The academic part of her mind noted that Nora Roberts’s books represented thirty percent of the available titles. Was that how Maniacs kept warm—reading romance? They drifted over to the window to watch as a bus headed for Augusta boarded, and Claire sighed with relief as passengers paid the incurious driver without any fuss. They made the circuit of the waiting area again, killing time. 
Claire felt a growing sense of unease and tried to pinpoint the source. Nobody was watching them. Nobody knew they were here. Finally she realized that it was because she was embarking a two-hour bus ride with nothing to read. She didn’t want to talk to Jonathan, in case anyone overheard a stray remark. She hated glossy magazines—although she flirted briefly with picking up a Cosmopolitan, purely for research purposes, since the clear majority of articles appeared to have something to do with sex. Which left . . . Nora. Well, she could call that research.
Shelling out seven dollars from their precious hoard gave her an almost physical pain, but she had no choice. She was a word junkie, and two hours without something to read would be painful. She’d rather skip a meal. As she swept up her purchase from the counter, she caught Jonathan looking at her with an expression of amusement.
“What?” she demanded.
“I see you’ve gone the high-culture route.” 
“It’s research for my book. Do you realize how many books this woman sells? She made over sixty million dollars last year.”
Claire was gratified to see an expression of pain cross Jonathan’s face. “Ouch. Maybe I should reconsider my career choices. Let me have it when you’re done, will you?”
“Yeah, right. Although romance writing might be a step up for you.”
The tinny blast of a boarding announcement drowned out his retort. Claire caught the word “Portland” and joined the small throng drifting toward the door, Jonathan trailing behind. They boarded the bus without incident, although their cash reserve shrank again. Claire claimed a window seat and resolutely opened her book and began reading.
Two hours later when they pulled into the Portland bus terminal, Claire had read half the book. She was surprised when the bus came to a stop, since she had been engrossed in her reading. In spite of their fugitive status, she had managed to block out the outside world. As they emerged onto the street, Claire scanned the neighborhood: not exactly upscale. For a fleeting moment she was glad she had a male escort: at least she wouldn’t have to worry about being hassled on the street. The good news was, no cops in sight, and no one looking at them. She stuffed her book deep into her pocket and turned to Jonathan. “Let’s find out where the library is, okay?”
“Sure. Does your map show the downtown layout?”
She had forgotten she had the map. “Let me check.” She fished it out of her bag. “Yes . . . but I don’t know where we are now. We could ask somebody,” she said dubiously.
He looked at her with scorn. “You should know better than that, lady: men never ask for directions. But I’m willing to bet it’s that direction.” He pointed.
Claire followed his gaze—and saw a bright sign at the end of the street, with “Library” in large letters. “So you can read,” she muttered, then said more loudly, “Let’s go, then.”
A brisk four-block walk brought them to a branch of Portland’s public library. Inside, it was easy to find computer terminals, although at this hour of the day they were all occupied by students.
“If we need to sign in or register or something to use a computer, we’re in trouble, you know,” Claire muttered to Jonathan as they surveyed the busy scene.
“Looks like this place is pretty trusting. But maybe we can snag some leftover minutes from one of the kids.” 
The turnover was quick, and Claire darted to a terminal as a student left. She sat down in front of it and reviewed her options. “We can’t use either of our accounts to get to our e-mails—we have to assume someone is watching, and that would tip them off that we were here. So we’re stuck with public sites, for now.”
Jonathan pulled up another chair and bumped her aside, before she could protest. He typed in a string of commands, then pushed back, looking pleased with himself. “Voila!”
Claire didn’t give herself time to wonder why he knew that. “Give me some space, will you?” Claire found Google and typed in Annabeth’s name, holding her breath. Hallelujah! She had a website! Claire clicked onto the address, then scanned it for something about coming events, which she found tucked beneath the high-glam studio portrait that took up most of the home page. When she found a Scheduled Appearances page, she scrolled down the list. Annabeth was not modest: she had listed every place she was scheduled to appear over the next six months. Unfortunately, as Jonathan had said, at the moment she was on the West Coast, and Claire felt a spurt of despair: no way could they get there. Reading further she spied a New York appearance: Annabeth would be there this weekend for the gala kickoff event at a United Nations women’s conference. That was the good news. The bad news was, that meant they had three days to kill, and they had to get to New York beneath the radar. It wasn’t going to be easy.
Jonathan, reading over her shoulder, nearly bounced with impatience. “Right, she’ll be in New York. Great. Can I get on there?”
“Wait a minute. Don’t you want to know what they’re saying about us?” Claire glanced cautiously at the people around them, but no one was looking in their direction. “Move closer so you help shield the screen—I don’t want anyone to see a picture of us and put two and two together.” Back in Google, Claire input her own name and waited with bated breath. A long list of articles appeared, starting with the major news agencies. She had expected it, but it was still startling to see herself plastered all over the screen. She clicked on the first serious news site she came to on the list and read quickly. As she had anticipated, the report claimed that she had been taken hostage by a man believed to be Jonathan Daulton, who was wanted for questioning regarding a shooting in Maine. No surprises there. They had found a picture of bearded Jonathan, but her photo was a current one. And even flattering, she thought irreverently. She closed the site quickly, in case anyone was looking, then moved on and dropped in to a couple more; they all told more or less the same story. Jonathan was wanted, she was a hostage. There was a hotline to contact if anyone had any information. For a giddy moment, Claire contemplated calling the number and telling them it was all a mistake. Get a grip, woman! This is serious.
“All right, my turn.” Jonathan all but shoved her aside. She watched as he scrolled through a number of sites that looked to have something to do with terrorism, from what little she saw. He ducked off as quickly as she had. She noticed he was searching for phone numbers and addresses. He caught her looking at the screen. “Hey, I don’t have my cell, and I don’t carry all this stuff around in my head, all right?”
“I wasn’t thinking anything,” Claire retorted. “Are you looking for someone in particular?”
His eyes on the screen, he nodded. “Yeah, I need to get in touch with a friend of mine in Rhode Island—Providence. He should be able to keep us for a day or two—if we can get that far.”
“Huh.” It was a good idea, Claire reflected. They needed what amounted to a safe house, and somebody who was willing to conceal them. It was a lot to ask of anyone, but at least Jonathan was thinking about it. She rifled through her mental file . . . Of course! Leah, her college roommate, lived in New York. Leah would shelter them without asking questions, when and if they got to New York. And Leah would know how to find Annabeth, who should be on her way to New York by now.
Would the FBI tap Leah’s phone? Well, Claire thought, I’ll just have to find another way to contact her. She needed Leah’s help. 
She glanced at Jonathan. “Are we done here?”
He nodded. “I’ve got what I need. I take it you have a plan?”
Was he being sarcastic? “Of course. Wait a sec,” she added, and pulled up a search program to look for an address. “There’s a Goodwill store a few blocks from here. We can pick up some clothes there. And there’s got to be a pharmacy somewhere around here, or a supermarket.”
“Why?”
“I told you: we need to change our appearance. That means hair dye. Makeup. Scissors to cut our hair. Whatever makes sense.” And some underwear, Claire added mentally. No way she was going to run from the FBI wearing recycled underwear. “And then we find a place for the night, and you can call your friend.”
Outside again, the light was fading fast. There were more people on the streets now, doubtless heading home after work. Claire wrapped her coat around herself more tightly and shivered. No way they could ditch the coats, but . . . an idea hit her: they could swap. They were close to the same size, and the bulky coats were effectively unisex. If they were looking for a man with a blue coat, they wouldn’t notice a man with a green coat, right? And they could get some cheap knit hats, just for variety. That might work. “This way,” Claire announced, striding down the street.
“What did you have in mind?” Jonathan panted as they hustled along the street.
“Changing our image. Think about it: the authorities have issued a description of us—physical characteristics, clothing. Therefore we need to change those, as far as possible. Some things we’re stuck with, like gender, height. And we don’t have a lot of money to spend. So we try to make the biggest changes we can for the least money. You following me?”
“Sure, but how much can we do?”
“Enough. Listen, I study perceptions—how people see other people, what assumptions they make. The police, the FBI, whoever, is looking for us, but they have a certain mental picture of us. And if we change clothes but replace them with the same kind of thing, we’ll still fit the image. Same with hair—if we just made it a different color, the gestalt wouldn’t change. We need to find a way to work against what people expect to see. Tell me, what’s a type that’s most unlike you?”
“I get it. How about a biker? Or would that call too much attention to me?”
“No, not necessarily. Depends on the context. In this neighborhood, a biker might blend right in. And there are lots of people who wouldn’t want to look too closely as a guy wearing a lot of leather—they’d avoid eye contact. On the other hand, if you were going to a garden party, biker gear would look out of place. If you get hold of your friend, what would look unlike you but still blend in where he lives?”
They came to a CVS first, and Claire ducked in gratefully. The wind in Portland, which lay close to the water, was biting. Inside, Claire made a beeline for the cosmetics section, Jonathan lagging behind. She stopped in front of the hair dyes, which stretched for half an aisle. “What color do you want?” she asked in a low voice.
“Me? You want me to dye my hair?”
“In your case, you’re going to have to lighten it. Unless you want a multicolored look?” She swallowed a laugh at the look on his face.
“Are you nuts? I thought the idea was to make us look inconspicuous, not ridiculous.”
“The idea is to make us look not like us. People who look at our pictures will have a mental image of what they expect to see. If they see something different, they won’t recognize us. You could dye your hair pink, and people might notice you but they probably wouldn’t connect that pink-haired guy with the notorious fugitive, dark-haired Jonathan Daulton. At least, that’s the theory I’m going by.”
He did not look convinced. In fact, he looked like a sulky boy. “I don’t want to dye my hair. I already gave up the beard. Isn’t that enough?”
Claire was getting angry. “Daulton, deal with it. People see what they expect to see. They look for visual clues, and then they infer a whole set of characteristics based on that quick impression. Where do you think that stupid stereotype of the dumb blonde comes from? Sure, they’re wrong a lot of the time, but that’s human nature. We’re just trying to mislead them, and we’ll move on before they actually stop and think. Got it?”
“Fine,” he said tightly. “How about this?” He pointed to a box. 
Claire followed his finger and lighted on a box with a picture of a model who looked a lot like the men on higher-end romance novel covers. Trust Jonathan to pick a man’s dye rather than a woman’s. “Okay, you want to look like a surfer.” She sighed, and added the box to her shopping basket. For herself she selected a dark brown with auburn highlights. She’d always wanted to try being a redhead, but she had clung to the belief that changing her hair color pandered to sexist attitudes, that women were always dissatisfied with their appearance, or were trying to maintain a false youthfulness in the face of advancing years. She had planned to accept gray hair with grace—when it came.
Moving nonchalantly through the aisles, she added shampoo, scissors, combs, brush, soap, toothpaste, toothbrushes, a package of briefs and a bundle of unisex socks. She paused in front of the makeup section. Normally she used very little, finding it, like hair coloring, politically incorrect, particularly at Sophia College. But, she reminded herself, the goal here was to change her appearance, and the quickest and cheapest way to do that was with makeup—preferably a lot of it. What would go with her newly dark hair? 
At the checkout line Claire flinched when the total neared a hundred dollars. Why was hair dye so expensive? But at least they had enough supplies to make a significant difference in how they looked. The next stop was the used clothing store, a few blocks farther. 
Claire had little experience with secondhand clothing stores, although Northampton boasted more than one “vintage clothing” shop, and she enjoyed browsing in them. But vintage clothing was “interesting,” while secondhand clothing was . . . sad. The store stank of mildew and unwashed bodies, and the few people pawing through the racks looked down on their luck, or furtive, or both. 
“I assume you have some ideas about this too?” Jonathan muttered in her ear.
“We want to look as unlike our normal selves as we can, without calling attention to ourselves. That’s probably easier for me than for you. You all dress pretty much alike.”
His grinned. “Yeah, and it’s hard to tell us apart. Do I get any say in this?”
Claire didn’t like the look in his eye. “What did you have in mind?”
Without answering, he drifted away and started shuffling through the women’s clothes, pulling out various items. Claire watched, struggling to conceal her distaste. His selections favored bright colors and a lot of exposed skin around cleavage and midriff. Moderate slut, Claire decided, but not quite bad enough to be arrested for soliciting. Tacky though the outfits were, they did conform to the spirit of her description: they were nothing like her usual clothes. Maybe I should go for a pimp getup for him. She squinted at him, trying to picture him as a pimp, then giggled. No, that wouldn’t fly. He looked average, ordinary. He wouldn’t stand out in a crowd. How lucky that she had chosen to flee from the law with someone who wasn’t six feet six and didn’t have a glass eye. She went back to sorting through piles of clothing. As an afterthought, she snatched up a couple of battered student-style backpacks, to carry their stuff.
They met in the middle of the store to compare their selections. At least Jonathan had shown a remarkable consistency in taste. Claire looked over the collection of spandex in his hands and snorted. “I don’t know whether to be flattered or insulted. So hooker is the antithesis of my real persona?”
“It’s not who they’d be looking for, right?”
Claire had to admit he had a point. “You’re harder to change. I just figured normal Joe American, with no taste.” She held out several muted plaid shirts that had seen better days, and some battered chinos.
“Great—you want me to look like my father.”
“Hey, you should be pleased. At least that means I think your usual wardrobe is hipper than this.”
“Thanks a lot.”
They walked out half an hour later another seventy dollars poorer, with changes of clothing for two days. Their cash was evaporating fast, and they still had to find a place to stay.
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Standing outside the Goodwill store, Claire looked up and down the street, considering their choices for overnight housing. She didn’t know the layout of Portland, but she knew she didn’t want a large chain hotel where they would most likely require credit cards and ID, and where they probably had surveillance cameras tucked into corners. What they needed was someplace lower down the scale, where nobody paid attention to anybody else. Where they could pay cash and hide. Unfortunately, she had little experience with finding that kind of place. She turned to Jonathan.
“Okay, how do we find a crummy hotel? Or motel?”
“You’re asking me? Oh, right, of course I know a lot about the seamy underbelly of cities in Maine.”
“Hey, you’re the investigative reporter—you’re supposed to know these things. I certainly don’t!” Claire felt very exposed, standing in the open with no place to go, clutching plastic bags with their purchases. “We need someplace that no one will ask questions about two people checking in without any luggage or ID.”
“Right, although it probably happens all the time in this neighborhood. Might be easier if I went in alone, and snuck you in later.”
“Like a hooker, right?” Claire wanted to be angry, but the idea of hanging around on the street, waiting for him to find a place, unnerved her. “I’d rather stick together,” she added, in a tight voice.
For a moment she thought he was going to make a snide remark. He looked around, then pointed back toward the way they had come originally. “The odds are probably better around the bus station. And there should be more people there—we won’t stand out.”
“Let’s go.” Claire set off down the street at a brisk clip. It was getting dark, and she was cold. Jonathan caught up quickly and matched her stride for side. They didn’t say anything until they came to a drab hotel with a small, faded sign. Claire peered through the glass panel of the street door into the lobby and shuddered. There was a grizzled middle-aged man behind the battered reception desk, and a cluster of shadowy men hanging out in the dim lobby. No women in sight. She looked at Jonathan, who shook his head.
“Not a place for transients,” he said. “Most of those guys probably live here, when they’ve got the money. Let’s keep moving.”
They turned off the main street onto a side street, then another. The wind blasted their faces, seeped up the sleeves of their coats. People hurried past them, ignoring them, hands jammed in their pockets, hats pulled low. Finally, at the end of the street Claire saw a sign for a motel. She nudged Jonathan. “What about that?”
“Maybe.”
As they approached, Claire took stock of the place. Two stories of cinder-block construction formed an L around a mangy parking lot, where roughly half the spaces were occupied by cars of uncertain age. The glass-fronted office occupied the front corner, and Claire could see the top of a head, its owner concealed by the knotty-pine reception desk topped with chipped Formica the color of tomato soup. “This look okay?”
“I think so. At least nobody’s staring at the evening news.” He held open the glass door and waited for her to pass.
As she approached the desk, Claire saw that the clerk was a middle-aged woman. At the sound of their approach, the woman reluctantly put down the book she had been reading, careful to mark her place, and stood up. Her expression was wary.
Jonathan smiled pleasantly. “We’re looking for a room.”
“Uh-huh. How long?”
“Just the one night.”
The woman’s eyes flickered toward Claire and back to Jonathan. “You want it for the whole night?”
“Of course.”
“Sixty bucks. You got a car?” The woman peered over the counter to see if there was any luggage.
“No.”
“Huh.” The woman hesitated, scrutinizing them uncertainly before she finally nodded. “All right.” She reached into a drawer in the reception desk and pulled out a form. “You gotta fill this out, and I gotta see some ID. How you gonna pay?”
“Uh, cash.” Jonathan glanced at Claire. Claire knew exactly what worried him: showing ID. He didn’t have any, and she didn’t want to commit her name to anything. 
The woman pushed the forms toward them, suspicion etched on her features. “My husband says you gotta fill ’em out. That’s the law. We run a decent place here, don’t want no trouble.”
Claire felt panic ripple through her gut. If they turned and left now, it would look suspicious, and the woman might remember them. If they stayed and couldn’t produce ID, the woman might report them. Claire desperately searched for solutions. Tie up the woman overnight, and let her go in the morning? No, that wouldn’t work—the husband would wonder where she was. Bribe her? Nope, no money. 
And then Claire’s frantic gaze landed on the book the woman had laid on the table, facedown, half read. The cover looked familiar . . . because it matched the cover of the book Claire had in her pocket. The latest Nora Roberts. And then Claire knew exactly what to do. She turned to Jonathan, leaned toward him and laid a hand on his chest.
“Sweetheart, we have to tell her.”
He looked incredulous. “What the hell are you talking about? We can’t tell her . . .”
“Trust me, darling.” Claire turned back to the woman. “Ma’am—I’m sorry, what’s your name?”
“Helen,” the woman said, dubiously, watching them closely.
“Helen, you’re a woman, and I know you’ll understand. Fred and I, we can’t sign in, because he’ll find us.”
The woman on the other side of the counter managed to look both startled and intrigued. “He? Who? Find you?”
Claire nodded solemnly. “It’s my husband, Irving. I’m leaving him to be with Fred here.” Claire nodded at Jonathan, and favored him with a wavering smile. “But, Irving, he’s not very happy about it, and he’ll follow us, I know he will. And he’s a cop, so he knows what to do.”
Clearly Helen was hooked. “So the two of you, you’re runnin’ away? But won’t he be able to find you anywhere? I mean, he’s a cop, and everybody’s got computers these days, right?”
Claire nodded. “That’s what I’m afraid of. But we have to try. You see,” Claire lowered her voice, “Irving hits me. And I’m afraid that if he finds us, he’ll kill me. And Fred.”
Jonathan placed his hands on Claire’s shoulders and drew her toward him, protectively. So you finally got it, eh? She leaned back against him. 
Helen stiffened. “I don’t hold with no man hittin’ a woman. But you oughta get him locked up.”
“I know, but like I said, he’s a cop. I can’t call any of the other officers in our town—they always believe him. Please, we can pay for a room, but if we sign in, I just know he’ll find us.”
The woman wavered. “You ain’t leavin’ no kids behind, are you? Cuz he don’t sound like a man who oughta be raising any kids.”
Claire shook her head vigorously. “Oh, no, I wouldn’t do that. Irving didn’t want children, but Fred here, he loves me, and we really want a family together. But we have to get as far away from Irving as we can, and then I can get a divorce and Fred and I can be together. Isn’t that right, honey?” She tilted her head to look back at Jonathan.
“Sure thing, sweetheart.” He wrapped his arm around Claire’s shoulders, and addressed Helen. “I just love this little lady, and all we want is to be together. I’ll bet you understand that.”
Helen was melting before their eyes: her features softened, and her eyes were misty. “’Course I do. I was young once. Look, it’s quiet tonight. You all can stay in one of the rooms in the back, and I’ll just pretend I never saw you. After you pay.”
“Of course.” Claire smiled warmly at her, and elbowed Jonathan in the ribs. “Pay her, lamb chop. Sixty, you said?”
Silently Jonathan peeled three twenties from their shrinking cash supply.
“And, Helen?” Claire went on. “Irving might call, or might send some of his friends here, asking about us. He can be pretty sneaky, so they might say they were cops, or PIs, or even federal agents, you know? So you won’t tell anybody anything about us being here, right?”
“Got it. I never saw you. Here’s your key. It’s the one downstairs in the back left corner.”
“Thank you, Helen. I’m so glad we found you.” Claire put all her energy into beaming at the woman, then turned back to Jonathan. “Come on, dear. I’ll feel much happier when we’re safe in our room, just the two of us.” She led the way out of the office and turned right, toward the back of the small complex, Jonathan trailing silently behind. She didn’t say anything until they had reached the room and shut the door behind them.
For a moment they stood and stared at each other. Then Jonathan burst out laughing. “Jesus, woman, you had me going there for a minute! I thought you were going to spill the whole thing right there. How did you come up with that story?”
“She was reading a romance,” Claire replied. “I figured I could appeal to her romantic side, tell her we were star-crossed lovers. And it worked.”
“I salute you. It was brilliant. I didn’t think you had it in you.”
“Gee, thanks. Obviously I had your sterling example, Henry. Oops, now you’re Fred.” Claire dropped her backpack on the floor and prowled around the small motel room. It was better than she had expected: at least it was clean, if Spartan. There was a television, but with only the bare minimum of cable channels. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. And we still have to do the hair stuff. Any ideas about food?”
“We passed a Burger King on the way here. Will that do?”
“Great. It should be busy this time of night, so why don’t you go now? I’ll see if there’s anything new on the news. Keep your hat pulled down, okay?”
“Yes, ma’am. Whatever you say, ma’am.”
After Jonathan left, Claire turned on the television, leaving the sound low, and sat on the bed. Uh-oh: a double bed. One. She hadn’t even considered sleeping arrangements. But that was way, way down on her list of worries. Was it only this morning she had thought she could get back to her normal life? Wrong. So here she was, holed up in a tacky motel, running from who knows who. She felt as though she had stepped into some weird parallel universe. Think, Claire. You’re an intelligent woman. How do you plan to get out of this? For a brief moment she contemplated finding the nearest police station and turning herself in. Let Jonathan fend for himself. She didn’t owe him anything, right? After all, she didn’t really know him, and she had no idea what he might be involved in—which he showed no signs of telling her about. Maybe he was lying to her about the killing, and had been from the beginning. Maybe if she left now, she could spin a tale about how he had held her captive and forced her to flee with him. Based on the line she had fed Helen, she wasn’t bad at inventing fairy tales on the spur of the moment.
But it wasn’t true. And she still believed him, even though she wasn’t sure why. But then, she had to, didn’t she? Because that was the only way she could salvage her own self-esteem. Jonathan had to be telling the truth, because otherwise she was a complete idiot.
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Jonathan returned within fifteen minutes, carrying a large grease-stained bag issuing smells that made Claire’s mouth water. She was still sitting on the bed, but at his arrival she held out a hand.
“Gimme. Did we eat today? Ever?” 
“Breakfast, about twelve hours ago. Here.” He handed her the bag. “I just got two of everything.”
Claire’s answer was muffled by the large bite of double cheeseburger in her mouth. She couldn’t remember the last time anything had tasted so good. Stress certainly wasn’t putting a crimp in her appetite. Jonathan reclaimed his share and went to sit on the single straight chair next to the small round table near the window. 
“I brought coffee, too. I don’t think it’s going to keep us awake, and I figured hot was good.”
Claire nodded, still chewing. When she finally swallowed, she added, “And we’ve still got the hair stuff to worry about.” She finished her burger, and then, more slowly, her fries. When there were no more scraps to be found, she sighed and looked at Jonathan.
“Did you try to call your friend?”
He nodded. “No answer. I’ll try later. Anything on the news?”
“Not that I’ve noticed.” Claire wondered what their fallback plan was, if this friend wasn’t home. Go straight to Leah, she supposed. She tried to remember the last time she had seen Leah, or had visited New York. Not this past year. Maybe last summer? She remembered they had seen a play that a friend of Leah’s had written, that had actually made it to Broadway. It had closed the week after they saw it. What had his name been? He’d been tall, with an unconvincing mustache . . . 
With a start, Claire realized she was drifting. A full stomach, combined with the stress of the day, was putting her to sleep, and that wouldn’t do. She stood up abruptly. “All right, you want to go first? I think your hair is going to take longer because you want it lighter.”
Jonathan bundled up their trash and stuffed it in the trash can. “If you say so,” he said dubiously. “Where do we start?”
Claire turned on all the lights in the room and the bathroom, which increased the total wattage to about 200. She studied him critically. “I think we ought to cut it, sort of a buzz, you know? Younger, hipper. But I think I read somewhere that you’re supposed to color first, then cut.” She picked up the first box of hair coloring. “And this one says never, never wash your hair before bleaching. I wonder why that is?”
Jonathan didn’t move from his position by the door, and crossed his arms over his chest. “You have any idea what you’re doing?”
“None,” Claire admitted cheerfully. “But any idiot should be able to follow printed instructions.”
Jonathan grinned. “Yeah. And look at how many dumb blondes manage it.”
“Demeaning stereotype,” Claire said automatically. She went on, “It also says not to inhale or eat the stuff. How stupid do they think we are? And keep it out of your eyes—well, that’s pretty self-evident. And then they warn you to test a patch forty-eight hours before you use it. That’s not going to happen. What is all this stuff?” Claire opened the box and started pulling things out. “Shimmering oil, lightening powder, developing cream, hydrator . . . this is insane.”
“Can’t I just keep my hat on?”
“Oh, stop whining. Take off your shirt and sit down.”
Jonathan dragged the chair over to the space at the foot of the bed and dutifully sat down. “We who are about to die, salute you.”
“Yeah, right. Make jokes.” As she went to the bathroom to find a towel, Claire ruminated on that statement. She hadn’t even considered dying. She wasn’t armed, and why would anyone shoot at her? But there were guns involved in this, and she had always made it a point to stay as far away from guns as possible. Usually there was a man on the other end of it, his rational processes clouded by excess testosterone, and the results were seldom pretty.
She draped the towel around Jonathan’s neck, then stood behind the chair and ran her fingers through his hair. It felt nice—thick, with a little curl. Strong hair. Nice shoulders, too. With a start, she realized she had seen him with far less clothing, when he had fallen into her cabin—and that other time . . . But at the cabin she had concentrated on getting him warm and figuring out why he was bleeding. Now things were different: he was shirtless, they were alone in a motel, and she was running her fingers through his hair. She gave herself a mental shake. Claire, focus! She opened the first tube and sniffed cautiously at its contents. “Here we go.”
“Talk to me. At least distract me from whatever it is you’re doing up there. It stinks, by the way. How much harm can you do with that stuff?”
“You’d be surprised. According to the label, you could be blinded, or suffer an extreme allergic reaction. Or just fry your scalp.”
“You can multitask, can’t you? And there are things we should talk about.”
“Like what?” Claire said dubiously. She checked her watch, to start timing the first phase. She pulled on the latex gloves that had come with the hair dye. Good thing, too—strangers might notice if her hands were a funny color. Apply contents of tube to hair, work in well, then wait twenty minutes.
“Well, I don’t know a whole lot about you, for starters.”
“So?” 
“If we’re going to be spending the next few days together like this, I’d like to know a little more.”
“Fine.” Claire squirted the gloppy stuff onto his head, then started massaging it into his hair. “I’m thirty-five. I attended Wellesley undergrad, got a Ph.D. in English at Brown, and I teach women’s studies at Sophia. I’m up for tenure this year. I live in Northampton. Will that do?”
“Alone?”
“Yes, alone. You have a problem with that?”
“God, this stuff itches. No, of course not. I just wondered. You’re an attractive woman, but you’re unattached. What’s that about?”
For a moment Claire was glad she hadn’t reached the hair-cutting stage, because she might have been tempted to use the scissors inappropriately. “That’s none of your business, to begin with. Am I supposed to need a partner to define myself? Or are you asking if I’m gay?”
Jonathan held up his hands. “No, no. Just curious. I like to know what makes people tick. And if you prefer women, that’s cool. It’s not like I dragged you to this scenic getaway spot to jump your body.”
Claire considered letting him believe she was gay. It would certainly make the next few days easier. But her innate sense of accuracy wouldn’t let her. “The answer’s no. I like men well enough—I just don’t see any reason to live with one. What about you? I don’t see you reporting back to anybody. Isn’t anyone worried about you?”
He laughed shortly. “Nope, no strings. I’m a lone wolf, footloose and fancy free.”
“Well, given the sensitivity and insight you demonstrated in Genderal Relations, I’m not surprised.”
“Damn it, why won’t anyone forget that book? It’s been five years, and I still get letters about it. It’s like I changed my name to ‘Jonathan Daulton, author of Genderal Relations.’ It just won’t go away.”
“Why are you complaining? At least you made some money from it. You know how much I might get from an academic publication?”
“I’m sorry, but that’s not my fault. Hey, isn’t this hair stuff about cooked?”
Claire looked at her watch. “You’ve got ten more minutes.” Her mind buzzed with questions, and she had trouble figuring out where to start. “You said you were in some hot spots in the Middle East. Why? And does that have anything to do with this mess?”
“I told you, I was freelancing. I had some local connections, and I was nosing around for a story.” He stopped.
“And?” There had to be more to it than that. “Come on, talk.” There were some serious unstable countries out there, like Syria or Egypt. Claire tried to see Jonathan in a setting like that—and it wasn’t easy.
“Claire . . . I don’t know. Maybe there’s a connection between then and now. There were some possibilities, but nothing definite.”
“They couldn’t be very urgent, if you were hanging out at Greenferne giving a seminar.”
“That was a prior commitment—and I needed the money.”
Claire went to the bathroom to rinse the first round of goo off her hands. What’s he hiding? Is this all hot air? Or did he find something out and he doesn’t want to talk about it? She came out of the bathroom and leaned against the doorjamb. “What were you looking for? Government cover-ups? Military incompetence? Insurgent activities? Terrorists? Abuse of women and children?”
Jonathan didn’t answer for several beats. “Claire, I’m not ready to talk about it. And if I did tell you what little I know, and we do get caught, then it would only make things worse for you.”
“Gee, thanks for protecting me. You suck me into this, and you won’t even tell me why? For my own good? That’s ridiculous.” And how much of what you say is true?
“Claire, I’m sorry.” When she started to protest, Jonathan held up a hand. “Yeah, I know, I keep saying that, and things keep getting worse. I did not mean to involve you in . . . whatever this is. Maybe it’s related to what I’ve been doing this past year, maybe not. That’s one of the reasons I want to talk to Rick. But for now, can you give it a rest?”
Did she really want to know anything more? “So why are we looking for Annabeth?”
“Because I need to know whether she was the target of whatever investigation is going on, and I can’t exactly ask the FBI. That would narrow down the possibilities, anyway. And since we can’t connect with her for a couple of days, I can use the time to get together with Rick and find out what he knows, maybe give him something to look for. As soon as I get hold of him, we’ll know what the next step is.”
Well, at least the mysterious friend had a name now: Rick. “Uh-huh.” Claire was not convinced, but she was tired, and there was still more to be done before they could sleep. “And I can’t believe that anybody in this day and age would be out of reach of someone who really wanted to find her.”
“Maybe Annabeth really did want to disappear,” Jonathan said quietly.
“But she wouldn’t miss the thing at the U.N., would she?” Claire asked anxiously. It seemed to be the only fixed point in their flight. She was surprised when Jonathan echoed her thoughts.
“I hope not. That’s the only solid date and place that we have.”
An hour and several intermediate steps later, Claire stepped back to assess the changes. Jonathan’s hair was certainly lighter, and as far as she could tell she hadn’t missed any major patches. “So far, so good. Now, go wash it and I can cut it.”
When he disappeared into the bathroom, Claire dropped heavily onto the bed. God, she was tired. Was it only this morning that she had blithely driven Jonathan to the bus stop? It seemed like a lifetime ago. They had been on the run for less than a day, but she was afraid to turn on the television to see what the official story was. She was a law-abiding citizen, so how had she let Jonathan suck her into this crazy situation? Why was his explanation more credible than that of the FBI, the local police, and sweet little Susie? Or did you really just want to get away from your blasted research, Claire? That thought prompted a burble of hysterical laughter. Nothing like a good conspiracy, topped off with a frenzied escape from law enforcement, to get the creative juices flowing. She shook her head to clear it: she must be getting punchy.
Jonathan’s shower lasted no more than two minutes, and he came back rubbing his hair with a towel. “Not bad, so far.”
Claire stood up and pointed toward the chair. He sat obediently. Claire assembled comb and scissors and approached him cautiously.
“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?” he said plaintively.
“Of course. I used to cut my sister’s hair.” Yeah, when I was five and she was three. “And my college roommates and I did it all the time.” Usually when we’d had too much to drink. She ran a comb through his hair, then picked up the scissors.
Ten minutes later, half of Jonathan’s hair lay on the floor. What was left looked a little raggedy, but acceptably so. 
“Can I look now?”
“Yeah. I’m done.” Claire stepped away and eyed her handiwork critically. Not bad, all things considered. Jonathan stood and went to the mirror in the bathroom, studying his reflection.
“You know, I think you’re on to something. I don’t look like myself, do I?”
“Oh, I forgot.” Claire reached into the pharmacy bag and pulled out a pair of glasses with tortoiseshell frames. “Try these.”
Jonathan put them on and turned back to his reflection. “What are these?”
“Magnifiers. Don’t worry—they don’t change your vision much. I don’t think I’d recognize you.”
“Good enough. Your turn?”
Claire shuddered. “I suppose. What do you know about haircutting?”
He favored her with an evil smirk. “I used to trim dogs, one summer in high school.”
That was confidence-inspiring. “Well, let me do the coloring part first. I’m going darker, so it won’t take as long.” She disappeared into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. Only one other towel. She sighed and opened her box. As she waited for the creamy paste to works its magic, she stared at her reflection in the mirror, lit by an unflattering fluorescent fixture. In the harsh light she looked washed-out, with bruised circles under her eyes. And she knew they weren’t going to go away any time soon. Was makeup going to help? She studied her face critically: high forehead, good cheekbones, eyes of no particular color. A blank slate. In her tolerant college environment, outward appearance was considered secondary to intelligence, ability, and any number of other worthy character traits. But how did the rest of the world see her? Did they think she was a weak, helpless victim, based on the news reports? Would her friends and students believe that?
She was getting bored waiting, but there was no way she was going to go back out into the other room and make more chitchat with Jonathan, especially when he wouldn’t tell her what she really wanted to know. How dare he question how she chose to live her life? She’d had relationships with men, and she enjoyed a healthy sex life, thank you very much. Well, maybe not so much lately. But after a while, the men all required too much maintenance, too much ego stroking, and she just didn’t find it worth the effort. She lived an interesting, challenging, stimulating life, and she didn’t need a man to give it shape or purpose. 
She neutralized the stuff in her hair, and finally slipped into the shower to wash it away. Climbing out again, she braced herself for her first look at the new Claire. The hair was definitely darker—and made her face look even more washed out. She sighed: this was not an exercise in self-improvement, this was a disguise to fool highly trained government officials. Who cared if she looked “attractive,” whatever that meant? She pulled on the oversize T-shirt she had bought to sleep in, and opened the door.
She was very conscious of Jonathan’s scrutiny. “What?” she said belligerently.
“It looks good. It suits you. You still want to cut it?”
“Some. Not like yours, though. Just take it up a couple of inches, sort of boxy. Can you handle that?”
“No problem.”
Claire took the seat he had occupied earlier. She shut her eyes. His hands touched her head, carefully, untangling, shaking the wet clumps loose. It felt good to be touched . . . Claire opened her eyes quickly. She was drifting again, but this was the last step. She could sleep after he was done. She stared at the wall in front of her, straining to keep her eyelids up. She could feel Jonathan moving around her, snipping with assurance. She hoped. Ah, well, it was only hair, and it would grow back. She hoped she wouldn’t be in prison the next time she needed a haircut.
Five minutes later he ran his fingers through her hair, shook it into place. “There. Not bad, if I say so myself. Maybe I have a future in hairdressing. Take a look.”
With tremendous effort Claire got to her feet and went to the bathroom mirror. He was right—it wasn’t a bad job. A chunk of now shorter hair fell forward across her face, but she’d seen that style on campus, and it would serve to further conceal her face. And her head felt lighter. Maybe too light. She needed sleep.
She went back to the other room, to find that Jonathan had lain down on the bed and was already asleep. She looked around her—at the wet towels, the clumps of hair on the floor, the torn boxes and flattened tubes. The hell with it—they could clean up in the morning. She fell onto the bed, pulling the faded spread over her, and was asleep in seconds.
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Claire woke with a start, disoriented, with Jonathan draped around her, nuzzling her neck—and sound asleep. Murky daylight filtered through the limp polyester curtains pulled across the front window. Claire looked at her watch: seven o’clock. She had slept like the dead. She lay still, to avoid waking Jonathan: she wanted time to think before she had to deal with him.
They were in Portland, and from here they could probably get a bus to . . . where? Where did they want to go? Jonathan hadn’t talked to his friend Rick yet. And she needed to get in touch with Leah, but she didn’t want the FBI to notice. If they had a list of her friends . . . bleakly she realized that she hadn’t contacted Leah for months. How far back through her phone records would they have to go to find a single phone call to her? 
Or would they even bother? After all, they believed she was the victim here, and she wasn’t likely to be calling anyone. So the authorities wouldn’t be looking at her, they’d be looking at Jonathan and his connections—would they discover this Rick person? Her deductions gave her mixed comfort: she was probably in the clear, but she didn’t know if Jonathan could make his call without alerting someone, somewhere. 
But still, they needed help. A Ph.D. in English wasn’t doing her a lot of good right now, and for a moment she wished she watched more popular television, which might have given her a few insights into police and FBI procedures. Too late: she and Jonathan were going to have to muddle through with only their wits to guide them. She had faith in her own wits, but she wasn’t so sure about his. Although she had to admit that he had picked up pretty quickly last night when she had spun her story to poor trusting Helen. But she had been equally quick to take her cue from his brilliant improvisation at her cabin.
Funny how he spent a lot of time taking off his clothes around her.
There was a timid knock at the door, and Claire stiffened, her heart pounding. She shook Jonathan’s shoulder.
“Wha?” he mumbled into his pillow.
“Jonathan, there’s somebody at the door,” she hissed. That got his attention. He sat bolt upright.
“Who?” he whispered.
“I have no idea,” she hissed back. “You want me to go find out?”
The soft knocking came again.
Jonathan scrubbed his face with both hands. “If it was the FBI, they would have to announce themselves—or they’d just bash the door in. This sounds more like our friend Helen.”
Of course. “Just a moment,” Claire sang out, as she stood up and looked wildly around for something to put on in addition to the T-shirt she had slept in. She grabbed her jeans and pulled them on, and ran her fingers through her hair—startled for a moment to find that it was a lot shorter than it had been yesterday. She opened the door.
Helen was standing there, holding a paper bag. She froze for a moment, a confused expression on her face, and Claire remembered her hair.
“Oh, dear, I hope I din’t wake you up. I got coffee.” She held out the bag.
Claire heard Jonathan scuttling into the bathroom behind her. “Oh, thank you. That’s sweet of you.” Helen didn’t move. “Did you want to come in?” Helen darted a wary glance around before nodding. Claire stood aside to let her in, then closed the door behind her. “Is something wrong?”
Before answering, Helen studied Claire’s hair. “Smart move, changin’ it. I gotta tell you—there were a coupla men here last night, askin’ about you. They din’t use your right names, but they had pictures. I told ’em I hadn’t seen you.” Helen smiled tentatively.
Claire felt chilled, but made an effort to respond warmly. “Oh, Helen, thank you. That’s what I was afraid of.” Jonathan emerged from the bathroom, decently clad, and Claire watched Helen’s second double take with amusement. “Fred, Irving sent some men to look for us. And Helen made them go away!”
Jonathan came up behind Claire and slipped his arm around her waist. “Thank you, Helen,” he said solemnly. “It’s not that I can’t handle anything Irving dishes out, but I don’t want to put Daphne here at risk. You did the right thing.”
Helen beamed. “I’m glad I could help!” Then her expression clouded. “They gonna come back?”
“Don’t you worry.” Jonathan’s tones were soothing. “Daphne and I are leaving just as soon as we can get ready, and then we’re off to California!”
“I always wanted to go to California.” Helen’s eyes misted over. “You two’ll be real happy there. Well, I gotta go watch the desk—my husband gets mad if I leave it for too long. Not that we get a whole lot of business anyway. Anything else you need?”
“No, Helen, but thank you.” Claire laid a hand on the older woman’s arm. “You’ve been wonderful, and I don’t know what we would have done without you. Now just go back and forget you ever saw us.”
Helen sighed. “All right. And good luck.”
Claire carefully closed the door behind her, and turned to face Jonathan. “So they really are after us.”
“Looks that way. Why are you surprised?”
Claire shook her head. “I don’t know. This is all so unreal. Do you think they had any idea we were here, or is this just routine?” 
“I’d guess they were just checking all the cities with bus stations, and all the motels within walking distance of those bus stations. But that means they must have found the car, so they know we don’t have transport. It also means that they’re serious about finding us, if they’re throwing that kind of manpower at it.”
“Gee, thanks. That doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better. Will they be watching the bus station here?”
Jonathan shrugged. “Maybe. We should be prepared for it, anyway.”
Claire looked down at her jeans and T-shirt. “Then I guess I’d better get dressed.”
“Bathroom’s all yours,” Jonathan said cheerfully.
Claire rummaged through her Goodwill purchases, wrinkling her nose at the faint odor of mildew. Her usual style was sleek and functional, without any pretension to fashion. What she had now, her mother would have called trashy: everything cheap and tight, in clashing colors, and if there was a button missing or a seam gapping, all the better. Stripping off her jeans and shirt, she pulled on a pair of pants that rode low on her hips, added a stretchy tank top and then a shirt over it—with straining buttons. Heeled boots completed the ensemble. Time for hair and makeup.
Claire stared at herself in the mirror. The dark hair worked fine, but it needed texture or something. Claire’s usual grooming routine consisted of a quick slap of a brush, and in desperation at the pharmacy she had grabbed a couple of bottles of the cheapest hair goo she could find. She squeezed out a glob of mega-super-styling gel and dabbed at her hair, then finger-combed it until it lay sort of flat against her head. She had seen students with this look—and laughed inwardly. And now here she was, trying to figure out just how they did it.
She had even less experience with makeup, relying on a dash of blush and a swipe of lip gloss (Northampton winters were hard on lips), and maybe some mascara for special occasions. For running from the law she had selected a range of cheap eye shadows, black eyeliner and mascara, and a couple of lipsticks in a hard dark red that she thought might go with her new hair. Awkwardly she started painting, and finally stepped back to study the effect. Not enough. She added more color, more mascara, and more again, then stepped back once again. This time she almost laughed; she felt like a clown, but at least she looked nothing like Professor Claire Hastings.
With trepidation she opened the bathroom door and stepped out. “What do you think?”
She wasn’t sure whether she should be pleased or horrified by Jonathan’s appreciative stare. “Wow. Definitely a high-class hooker!”
“Shut up. Actually, I was aiming for trailer trash. But the real question is, will anyone recognize me?”
“Not in that getup. You may have to fend off some johns, though.”
“Well, Fred, I’ll just have to cling to your manly arm and rely on you to protect me,” Claire snarled. “So, what now?”
“Breakfast,” Jonathan said promptly. “Since we don’t know where our next meal might be, we’d better load up now. And I’ve got to try to reach my friend again. Let’s pack this stuff up and head out.”
It took little time to collect their few belongings and stuff them in their backpacks. After one last survey of the room, Claire picked up her coat, then stopped. “Here, switch with me.”
Jonathan looked confused for a moment, and then grinned. “Boy, you just don’t stop thinking, do you? Good idea.” He took hers from her and put it on. Claire slipped into his coat, and stepped outside. Another damp, chill day in Maine. She was glad they were headed south, where it might be warmer. Jonathan came out behind her, closing the door. “Back to Burger King?”
“Fine by me.”
As they walked by the motel office, Helen was nowhere in sight; an older man with sparse graying hair stood sentry behind the desk. Claire sent up a silent prayer of thanks that Helen had been on duty the night before. She had a feeling Helen’s husband might not have been as accommodating. Or as easy to manipulate. 
Burger King, a short walk away, was doing a brisk morning business, and no one showed any interest in them. Claire staked out a table while Jonathan bought food. When he returned, he deposited a loaded tray and announced, “I’m going to find a pay phone. Be right back.” He made his way out the front door and turned right, disappearing from her sight.
While he was gone, Claire studied the other patrons surreptitiously. Did she and Jonathan fit in? She was reassured by what she saw, and relaxed a fraction as she dug into the hot greasy food. Why was it junk food tasted so good right now? This fugitive business was definitely giving her an appetite. As she ate, she reread the bus schedule she had picked up the day before. A bus to Providence left at eleven fifteen, and it would take them three and a half hours to get there, if they switched buses in Boston. Jonathan had said nothing about the person he was trying to contact. Would he be at work? At home? Did he live in the city? How were they supposed to get to his house from the bus station?
Jonathan dropped into the chair opposite Claire. “Got him. He’ll meet us at the bus station at three.” He wolfed his own breakfast with enthusiasm.
“Who is this guy? And how much does he know?”
Jonathan glanced around the room before answering. “I’ve known Rick for a while—he’s great at digging out information. I didn’t tell him anything about us, what’s going on—just that I needed a safe place to stay, no questions asked.”
“You mean he hadn’t heard anything on the news? And did you mention you were bringing me?”
Jonathan shrugged, his mouth full. “If he did, he didn’t say anything.” He took another bite. “Look, I didn’t get into it, all right? I trust him, and he won’t ask questions. That’s the best you can hope for at the moment.”
“Thanks to you,” she replied bitterly. But whether or not she liked it, he had a point: a trustworthy friend was a precious commodity right now. And she didn’t have a lot of options. She watched silently as Jonathan finished eating. 
Finally he sat back and looked at her. “When’s the next bus?”
Claire looked at her watch. “Forty minutes.”
“We should head over to the station.”
“I agree. Uh, should we split up? Maybe it’s overkill, but they’re looking for a pair of us, not just a single man or woman. Or maybe just you.” She felt a prickle of panic: what would she do if he got picked up? She had no contingency plan.
“If you want. I don’t think it matters a lot, but it might be safer. Okay, we go to the bus terminal, get tickets through to New York, find the right bus, and we board separately. We don’t sit together. Once we get to Providence, we get off the bus and meet up outside the front entrance, on the main street. Keep your eyes open, at both ends, see if anyone is watching for us. Maybe it’s a long shot, but you never know.”
“And if someone is watching, or if you get nabbed, then what am I supposed to do?”
“I don’t know! What do you want to do?”
“Forget I ever met you!” Claire fought to keep her voice level—they were in a public place. “Seriously, do I tag along and try to explain things? Make a break for it? What?”
“Claire, you do whatever makes you happy. My primary goal right now is to get to Rick’s house and see what he knows. You’re a big girl—you figure it out.”
“Thanks a lot. By the way, you still have all the cash, remember? If we get separated, I’m stuck. And I need to buy a bus ticket. Fork over half.” She held out a hand. After all, it was her money.
“Oh, yeah. I forgot.” He pulled out the slender sheaf of bills from his pocket and, concealing it in his lap, counted out half. Then he folded them and handed them to Claire, saying more loudly, “Here you go. Thanks for a great night. I’ll tell my friends which corner you’re working.”
“You are scum,” Claire spat as she followed Jonathan out the front door. On the street she took the lead, marching briskly toward the bus station without looking back. By the time she reached the station she was chilled, despite her pace, and hurried inside before remembering to keep an eye out for observers. She stopped to buy a newspaper from the kiosk, then sat on a scuffed plastic chair, planting her backpack between her feet. Only then did she allow herself to scan the room. Was she being paranoid? Most people were moving purposefully toward the exit to the bus bays, or out the front on the way to work. Then she noticed one—no, two men moving more slowly around the perimeter of the large room, and every now and then one or the other would look down at something concealed in his hand. A photo? Claire looked away quickly, turned her attention to the newspaper in her lap. She was greeted by her own photograph, alongside one of a bearded Jonathan. She froze. How weird was this? 
Suddenly she felt hugely visible. How could those agents—and she had no doubt that’s what they were—be stupid enough to miss her? Without looking up, she saw Jonathan flop into a seat on the bank of chairs opposite her. After counting to thirty, she peered up at the announcement board, as if checking for her bus, and let her gaze slide over him on the way back. As their looks crossed, she nodded minutely toward the paper in her lap, and he nodded in return, before looking away casually. Claire carefully folded her paper, with the photographs inside, and crossed her hands over it. She waited. Time inched slowly along, and even though she was expecting it, she jumped at the announcer’s voice, deciphering with difficulty the words “Boston” and “Providence.” Time for a quick bathroom stop, and then she could board the bus in the midst of an anonymous crowd.
In the bathroom, as she washed her hands, she checked her makeup to be sure it wasn’t running down her face. No, it looked all right. If it was a little smudgy, that was to be expected, wasn’t it? She certainly didn’t look like Claire Hastings—neat, orderly, efficient, in-control Claire Hastings, Ph.D. She emerged from the ladies’ room and made a deliberate effort to walk calmly to join the line waiting to board the bus. Wordlessly she handed the driver her money, and he punched a receipt and handed it to her. She took it and made her way to a seat halfway toward the rear. Jonathan had stationed himself behind her in the line, with several people between them, and on the bus he slid into the seat to the rear of hers. He leaned forward.
“Excuse me. Do you know what time the bus gets to Boston?” Sotto voce he added, “You saw them?”
“Let me check.” Claire fumbled with her bus schedule. Turning back to address Jonathan, she said, “Looks like one thirty.” Dropping her voice, she went on, “I did.”
“Thank you, ma’am. Have a nice trip.” He sat back in his seat. Claire stared ahead, and was afraid to take a deep breath until the bus had pulled away from the station and began threading its way through the back streets of Portland.
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For a time Claire watched the city drop away, which didn’t take long, and then she watched the low rolling landscape. When she got bored with the view, she read the paper, slowly, drawing it out, but taking care to keep the front page with her picture folded away from curious eyes. When she had exhausted that she fished the Nora Roberts book out of her pocket. She contemplated the cover for a moment. Reading Nora Roberts and her ilk was, in Claire’s mind, a betrayal of all that she stood for. Romance novels as a rule were predictable and entirely unrealistic; their characters simpleminded and obsessed with finding the perfect mate, whatever that meant. On the other hand, the woman wrote reasonably well, and reading the book—unfortunately the only one she had—was the perfect way to pass the time while riding on a bus and trying to look “normal.” With a sigh, Claire opened the book and resumed her reading. Two hours later she looked up with a start to see that the bus was pulling into Boston. 
Jonathan followed her off the bus but made no move to speak with her. Inside the terminal Claire searched the sparse crowd and didn’t notice any obvious watchers, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. Might as well use the ladies’ room again, before getting on the next bus. What was the old adage in politics? Never turn down a bathroom or a meal, because you never know when you’d find another? 
After using the bathroom and wiping some mascara smudges from under her eyes, she drifted toward the gate for the next leg of the journey. Jonathan was already there, and she made a point of keeping a few people between them. Nobody in the small crowd looked like an FBI agent—but how was she supposed to know what an agent looked like? Claire chided herself: she had been envisioning burly men in overcoats, like Agent Maguire, but an agent could just as easily be a five-feet-two Asian woman. In fact, a female agent would be ideal for an assignment like this, since women were usually more observant of details of dress and grooming, not to mention body language. Once again, time seemed to slow as Claire waited for the boarding announcement. When it came, she lined up with the others, boarded the bus, showed her receipt, and sank into a seat with a sigh of relief. So far, so good.
The second leg of the trip was shorter than the first. Claire felt an irrational spurt of pleasure as they approached Providence. She had spent her graduate school years here, and she had a lingering fondness for the funky shops and handsome old buildings that fringed the Brown campus. Too bad she was coming back under less than happy circumstances. She wondered where Jonathan’s friend lived. Then she wondered why she was putting her safety into the hands of someone she knew nothing about. Not that she knew a whole lot more about Jonathan—and look what relying on him had done for her.
The bus, miraculously, was on time, and they pulled into the Providence bus station just before three o’clock. Claire gathered up her backpack and stepped down off the bus. Everything in the terminal looked normal, peaceful and innocent. For some reason that disturbed her: according to published reports, she was a kidnap victim. Shouldn’t someone be looking for her? Didn’t she matter? Jonathan had followed her off the bus, and when her gaze drifted across him, he nodded toward the exit door. She followed him out onto the sidewalk and came up beside him.
“Are we allowed to talk now?”
“I think so. I haven’t seen anything out of the ordinary.”
“Me either—not even in Boston. Do you think we’re in the clear?”
“Got me.”
Claire wrapped her arms around herself. It wasn’t a lot warmer in Providence than it had been in Maine. “Where’s your friend?”
“He’ll be here.”
As if on cue, a nondescript middle-aged sedan pulled up to the curb in front of them. Jonathan took Claire’s arm and urged her toward the back door. She shrugged his hand off and opened the door, while Jonathan got into the front seat. The floor in the rear was littered with fast-food wrappers, and part of the roof lining sagged. She studied the driver, or what she could see from behind: early thirties, lean features, close-cropped hair. Their glances crossed in the rearview mirror, and Claire was momentarily shaken by the hostility she saw. Had he not been expecting her? 
Jonathan was speaking rapidly. “Hey, man, thanks for coming. I’ll fill you in, but it might be a good idea for us to get out of sight. Just in case.”
“Right.” The driver pulled away from the curb and merged into traffic. Claire decided to keep her mouth shut for the moment. She watched for landmarks: she wanted to know where they were going. Looking for escape routes, are you? South, apparently, away from Brown and the areas she knew best. After a few minutes, they were passing through a blue-collar neighborhood of mixed duplexes and single-family homes, built early in the twentieth century. Their driver pulled into a narrow driveway alongside a small single-family house and parked the car in front of a garage at the back of the property. “In this way,” he said. Claire got out of the car and trailed after Jonathan, and they waited on the wooden stoop while their host unlocked his door.
They stepped directly into the kitchen of the house. The decor had not been changed since the house was built, although the appliances were half the age of the grease-stained wallpaper, but it was clean, the tiled counters bare of dirty cups and dishes. Yet Claire didn’t sense any woman’s touch. Who was this guy? Wasn’t it about time for some introductions? She nudged Jonathan. “How about names?”
He seemed startled to find her there. “Oh, yeah, right. Listen, let me talk to Rick first, okay? I need to explain a few things. Why don’t you make some coffee or something?”
Claire stared at him. “You’re kidding, right? You men are going to go talk about serious stuff, and the little woman is stuck here in the kitchen making coffee?”
Jonathan held up both hands. “Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound like that. It’s just . . . Fine, don’t do anything, but let me give Rick the basics first, all right?”
Claire glanced at Rick, leaning against a counter on the opposite side of the room, watching. His impassive face didn’t change, but Claire wondered if there was a hint of amusement in his eyes. Still, he was Jonathan’s friend, and she might as well let Jonathan handle this. For now. “Fine,” she said tightly. “And coffee’s a good idea. If you don’t mind my rummaging around?” This time she challenged Rick directly.
“Help yourself. Daulton?” The man nodded toward the front of the house, and they left the kitchen. Terse SOB, isn’t he? But Claire was cold and hungry, and coffee sounded good. She began opening cabinets. The house wasn’t very large, and Claire could hear the rumble of voices in another room. They didn’t sound happy.
Ten minutes later the men returned. Claire thought they both looked more worried than they had before. Coffee made, she was sitting at the built-in banquette in one corner, leafing through an old magazine. Jonathan managed to look both sheepish and tense, and Rick looked angry. Jonathan gave her a brief look, then picked up the coffeepot and gestured toward Rick, who nodded once. What was this all about? Did they have a word ration and they were afraid of using it up? As they sat at the table, Claire looked from one to the other. “Okay, guys, talk to me. Why don’t we start with introductions?”
Jonathan looked abashed. “Oh, yeah, right. This is Rick . . . I don’t think you need a last name. He knows you’re Claire Hastings.”
Claire leaned back and eyed Rick coolly. “Because Jonathan told you, or because you’ve been watching the news?”
Rick’s face did not change. “Newspaper. You two are all over it.”
“Saying what?”
“Jonathan’s wanted for questioning in the shooting of an FBI agent, and to escape he took you hostage. Which makes it look like he’s guilty of the shooting.”
“Uh-huh. And why are we here?” Her glance shifted to Jonathan.
“Because I’ve known Rick for a long time. And because he doesn’t trust the FBI or any of the other agencies. And because he can find out what we need to know.”
A heavy silence fell. Claire suddenly felt tired. The stress of the past few days, and the uncertainty about the future, were ganging up on her. “So what now? Is anyone going to be looking for us here?”
Rick shook his head. “Don’t think so. I’m careful.”
Jonathan jumped in. “We can get online, figure out what the public spin is. And, Claire, you can get in touch with your friend.”
“If the authorities know that Rick is a friend of yours, won’t they be keeping tabs on him?”
“They probably will. But Rick’s got the electronic bases covered. I’ll show you.” Jonathan stood up. Reluctantly Claire did too, and then followed him into the next room.
The kitchen at the rear was connected by a short hallway to the living room, which stretched across the front; a staircase hugged the interior wall. Claire’s fleeting impression of the living room suggested that, like the kitchen, nothing had changed in a long, long time. Since Rick failed to volunteer any information, Jonathan tossed over his shoulder, “This was Rick’s family’s house. His parents are both dead.” 
Rick led the way up the stairs. At the top was a small landing, leading to doors front and rear. The back room appeared to be Rick’s bedroom, but Rick turned right, toward the front. 
Claire was not prepared for the array of high-tech computer equipment that took up half the room. At least, she assumed it was computer equipment: apart from a sleek laptop and printer, she didn’t recognize many of the components. And then she noticed that a lot of it was covered with a fine film of dust. Rick’s workspace was covered with newer, smaller equipment. She turned to Rick. “What’s this all about?”
“I, uh, collect a lot of information. And I like to make sure that nobody’s paying attention. You can log on, make calls, safely. That’s all you need to know.”
Claire shifted her attention to Jonathan. “You’ve worked together?”
“Claire, I told you, I’m a journalist,” Jonathan said. “Rick supplies me with a lot of background, leads, or corroborates what I dig up.”
“Ah,” Claire replied. She could be terse too. “So, what are you, Rick? A hacker?” Or just a paranoid who liked to monitor things? Did it matter? 
Rick shook his head. “Hell, no. I’m a librarian. I’m just interested in information—how and what gets around. Or doesn’t.” He lapsed into silence again.
If nothing else, Claire knew she had to talk to Leah. “So nobody’s going to be watching your phone?”
Rick’s mouth twitched. “Maybe they’ll be watching, but they won’t see anything.”
Claire checked her watch. It was after four. Leah would still be at work, and she didn’t want to talk to her there. But she wouldn’t be home until after six, if she knew Leah. There was nothing she could do at the moment. “I can’t call my friend in New York for a couple of hours. You two have any ideas?”
Jonathan glanced quickly at Rick before answering. “There are some things I want to check out up here. Maybe you could cook dinner?”
Claire’s thermostat started to rise, until she realized that he was yanking her chain. Why not play along? She could use some real food for a change. She smiled sweetly in return. “Why, certainly, I’d be delighted. What would you two big strong men like for dinner?”
Jonathan nudged Rick. “Watch it, pal—she gets testy when she’s hungry.” He grinned at Claire.
Claire couldn’t think of a sufficiently witty comeback. She settled for deadpan. “I’ll just take myself back to the kitchen and rustle up some grub, then, and leave you two up here to all this computer wrangling. I’m probably too dumb to understand it anyway.” She turned on her heel and went back downstairs.
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Conversation at dinner lurched along in fits and starts. Claire had the feeling that there were far too many things left unsaid, too many land mines in the conversational field. Worse, Claire thought Jonathan and Rick looked worried. She waited until most of the food had disappeared from their plates before wading in.
“All right, guys. I’ve done my part. Are you planning to fill me in?” The men exchanged enigmatic looks once again. This is getting old, Claire thought. “Come on, cut the crap. What is it you’re not telling me?”
Jonathan sighed. “All right. I guess you have the right to know.” He swallowed, clearly stalling. “You remember when we first talked, I said the FBI showed up at the door?”
“Yes,” Claire prompted.
“But things got crazy fast, so I didn’t find out what, or who, they were looking for.”
Claire considered the implications and started to simmer. “Wait a minute. You said that’s why you needed to talk to Annabeth. You think they might actually have been coming after you after all? Why?”
“That’s where it gets complicated. Look, I’m not saying that’s what happened, I’m just saying it’s possible.”
“Damn it, Daulton, you keep ducking the question. Give it to me in simple English: why would the FBI want to talk to you?”
“I need a drink.” Jonathan looked briefly at Rick, who stood wordlessly and retrieved a bottle of bourbon from a cupboard, and three mismatched glasses from another. He set them all in the center of the table and sat down again. Jonathan poured two glasses, then cocked an eyebrow at Claire. She nodded.
“Okay.” Jonathan resumed his narrative. “I told you I was in the Middle East, just sniffing around in different countries. I’ve got friends, contacts there.”
Claire’s patience was shredding. “Yeah, yeah. You’ve already told me this, like three times. You wanted to play serious journalist, so you went to somewhere where there was a lot of unrest, and maybe guns and shooting and blood. How predictable. Get to the point, will you?”
He and Rick exchanged looks again. “Right. So this one person I know over there tells me, way, way off the record, that she knows somebody who knows somebody who said that someone was planning something serious.”
“Like that’s news. How many alerts have there been in the last few years? And this pal of yours sure didn’t give you much to go on, did she?”
“Claire, I’m not gullible. I know that there are plenty of rumors, not to mention a lot of deliberate misinformation out there. It keeps us on edge, and that’s probably the point. But I’ve known this person for a while; she has no reason to lie to me, and she’s definitely not the type to cry wolf. I figured it was worth checking out. I came back to the U.S. a couple of months ago, and I started digging. And when I couldn’t find a lot, I got in touch with Rick here. He’s a wizard—if there’s information out there, he’ll find it.”
Claire considered what he had said. “All right, let’s say it’s true, that somebody is planning something. Why didn’t you report it to somebody who could do something about it?”
“Claire, do you live in the real world? The federal agencies are swamped with leads, and they’re struggling to keep up with the easy ones. Even more than a decade after 9/11 they haven’t managed to staff up or improve their coverage. If I gave them some vague story about some unspecified threat, they’d pat me on the head, thank me, and then stick it in a file somewhere. I didn’t want that.”
“Come on, Daulton. You smelled a story, and you wanted to hang on to it. Right?”
Claire was pleased to see that she had hit the mark: he looked embarrassed. “Okay, that was part of it,” he said. “But I still think there’s something going on, and I think it’s going to happen sooner rather than later, and of course I want to stop it, whatever it is, and, yes, damn it, I want the story.”
“And you couldn’t have told the FBI and still pursued it?” Claire paused as another thought surfaced. “But that doesn’t explain why the FBI would be looking for you in Maine, if you never contacted them.” Claire took a swallow of her drink, barely avoiding choking. “What have they got on you?”
“It’s one of those cases where if you’re not with them, you’re against them. When I got back to this country, I was doing a lot of online research, and I may have been a little sloppy about what sites I accessed. I may have stumbled across a site that sent up a red flag. Probably, in fact. Combine that with the places I’ve traveled—all quite legally—they may have decided to keep tabs on me.”
“Hold it. You’re telling me that the FBI is keeping an eye on websites and who’s looking at them, and they came after you because of something you might have looked at?”
“Exactly.”
“You’re kidding me.”
Rick spoke for the first time. “Lady, have you heard of the NSA? The FBI’s Carnivore, or its newer incarnations? Echelon?”
Claire shook her head in bewilderment. Rick looked disgusted. “Boy, you ivory tower types really get me. It’s like you live in a bubble.”
“So enlighten me.” Claire fought to keep sarcasm out of her voice.
“NSA. National Security Agency. The government group in charge of international surveillance. They’ve got a six-billion-dollar budget, and more employees than the FBI and the CIA combined. And they keep a very low profile.”
“All right, if you say so.”
“Echelon is a worldwide surveillance network that intercepts private communications. Phone, cell phone, e-mail, fax. It’s been around for a while. The story is that it’s supposed to help track terrorists and drug traffickers.”
“You’re telling me they can eavesdrop on anyone, anytime, anywhere?”
“Just about. They can do it—that is, they have the capability. But not the capacity. Practically speaking, they’ve got what you might think of as filters. They’ve got a couple of lists—a watch list, for people or organizations they want to keep an eye on, and a keyword list. Like, if they pick up something with ‘bomb’ in it, they’re going to flag it.”
Claire struggled to wrap her mind around the whole idea. “But . . . the sheer volume of communications must be incredible! And you say they can intercept voice communications?”
Rick nodded. “The bottleneck is translating them. But if the buzzword is there, then the conversation is stored somewhere, and eventually someone will get around to it. That might explain why it took them so long to track down Jonathan.”
“But does the NSA talk to the FBI?”
“Not necessarily. In fact, at the moment there’s a sort of firewall between them: but the FBI had Carnivore, which they used to watch e-mails and online activity in this country. That’s what was called a ‘packet sniffer.’ Cute, huh? You can set up a filter looking for the same kind of specific information, and they can keep track of what websites you visit, what you look at. Who you e-mail. What you download.”
“But,” Claire sputtered, “is this legal?”
“Sort of. The party line is, if the FBI has a reasonable suspicion that someone is engaged in criminal activities, they can request a court order. They have to have a good reason, but suspected terrorism is definitely on their list. It doesn’t get used a lot, but it’s out there.”
“But,” Claire countered, “that’s invasion of privacy! It’s not right!”
“Matter of opinion. The technology exists, and people are using it.”
Claire fell silent, her brain scurrying to recall what websites she might have looked at, in all innocence. Anything that might have called attention to herself. She was more shaken than she wanted to admit. Why wasn’t there more public outcry about this?
Her brain seemed to be working too slowly. “But, Jonathan, you told me you didn’t use the computer at Annabeth’s house. So why would they come looking for you there, now?”
“Look, Claire, I told you that I don’t know if that’s why the FBI was there,” he responded. “I’m guessing. I just acknowledge the possibility, and it was public knowledge that I’d be at Greenferne this month. Or maybe it took them this long to sift through what they’ve picked up. I do know that I’ve been looking online at stuff that they’re interested in. But if you recall, I wasn’t thinking very clearly once the agent went down—I just got out fast, and ended up at your cabin—I didn’t stop to ask questions, or to read the warrant. Sure, I could have gone straight to the police or the FBI then, and maybe I should have. But things happened, and here we are.”
Claire bounced to her feet, unable to sit still. “What the hell have you dragged me into? And why shouldn’t I call the FBI right now and tell them you’re here? How do you know they won’t listen to you? You arrogant son of a bitch—what makes you think you know how to handle this?” And why on earth did she think that Jonathan and Rick wouldn’t do whatever it took to shut her up, if she didn’t play along? She was too mad to care.
Jonathan stood too, his eyes on a level with hers. “Claire, please, just listen to me. The problem is, I’m hearing things that make me very nervous. That’s why I had to stay out of custody. And that’s why I really needed to get together with Rick, find out what he’s heard.”
“But aren’t people watching him too?”
“They see only what I want them to see,” Rick said.
Jonathan cut in, “It looks like something may be happening soon, maybe even in the next week or two. If we went to the FBI now, we would get tied up in some endless bureaucratic nonsense, and we’d lose our chance to do anything about it.”
“What are we supposed to be doing about it?” Claire protested. “You think something big may be happening, but you don’t know when or where, or who’s running the show. And you think you can stop it? You are nuts! Let the FBI, or Homeland Security, or somebody who knows what they’re doing handle it!”
Jonathan and Rick exchanged guarded glances again, before Jonathan answered. “Claire, I can see how it looks. But I think things are coming to a head. We believe that it’s going to happen in New York.”
“Oh, yeah, great. That makes it all perfectly clear. What’s your plan? Wander around the city and look for terrorists?”
“Claire,” Jonathan said in a tone that matched hers, “I don’t have a plan! That’s why I need some time with Rick, to see what he’s come up with. Look, I’m sorry! How many times do you want me to say that? I need to get to New York and talk to Annabeth, hope that she can clear me, and maybe give me a clue about why the FBI was at her door.”
Claire took a deep breath, and then another. How could she have been so naive, so trusting? Could she believe anything that Jonathan had said? And what on earth were they supposed to do about it? He was right about one thing: she was in this up to her neck, through her own stupidity. The only thing she could do now was to help him straighten this out, ASAP.
She stood up abruptly. “I’ve got to call my friend.”
“Claire—wait! I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Can you trust this person?”
“Look, pal, you don’t exactly have the right to ask that. I had to take your buddy Rick here on faith, so cut me a little slack. The short answer is, yes, I’d trust Leah over almost anyone else I know, and that includes my own family. I certainly trust her more than I trust you.” She turned to Rick. “Can I use your phone?”
Rick shrugged. “Knock yourself out. Nobody’s going to trace the call anyway.”
“Fine. Where is it?” Mutely, Rick pointed toward the living room. Maybe he wanted to give her some privacy—or maybe he planned to listen in on the wireless phone that sat on the kitchen table. Claire didn’t care. She stalked into the front room to make her call.
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In the living room Claire found the phone, a black model that looked as old as the house. Breathe, Claire. Be calm. Yeah, right. She was still pissed at Jonathan for getting her into this. One minute she was minding her own business, enjoying her solitude, and getting some work done; the next minute she was the target of a national search by who knew how many federal agencies. And then Jonathan kept springing these little surprises on her. Now there was a terrorist plot? Was he telling the truth? All of it, or just as much as was convenient for him?
It was, she admitted grudgingly, in part, somehow, just a little, her own fault. She could have called the cops the minute Jonathan stumbled into her cabin and collapsed in a soggy puddle—if she could have found a working phone. She could have called them at any time after that. She could have told them face-to-face, when the officer had driven up to the cabin, or when the FBI agents had knocked on her door. She could have walked away, on more than one occasion. So why hadn’t she?
Because you think you’re smarter than everyone, and because of that you’ve done something incredibly stupid. Because as soon as she turned him in, somebody would have dug up their prior connection, and as Jonathan had said, that would drag her into the tar pit and she wasn’t sure how she could climb out.
This wasn’t helping. As Jonathan had astutely pointed out, she was in it now, and she needed to figure out the next step. That meant they were going to New York to try and set up a clandestine meeting with Annabeth. She had to talk to Leah. Thank heavens Leah’s was one of the few numbers she knew by heart. She picked up the phone and dialed. She refused even to contemplate what she would do if Leah wasn’t home, or was on vacation, or had moved, or was living with someone . . . With a mounting sense of panic, Claire listened to the phone ring, once, twice, three times.
“Hey there!” Leah’s voice sang out. “Who’s this?”
Claire could hear more than one voice talking in the background—live, not the television or radio. And from Leah’s uncharacteristic exuberance, Claire guessed she had been drinking. But she had no alternatives.
“Leah, it’s Claire.”
Leah let out a whoop. “Hey, girl, where the hell are you?”
“Leah, shut up and listen. You hear me? Do not talk.”
Leah answered in a more cautious voice. “Gotcha. What’s going on?”
“You must have seen the news?”
“Well, duh. Hard to miss.”
“It’s not what it looks like. You’ve got people there, right? Can you get rid of them?”
“Just a few friends, nothing big. Uh, yeah, I think they’re going on to dinner. I can beg off. Where are you?”
“Look, I don’t think you need to know. Let me call you back in an hour, and I can fill you in. Oh, wait—has anyone been asking you about me?”
“What, like friends?”
“No, I mean the FBI, the cops. Has anybody put you and me together yet?”
“Uh, no. Why would they?”
Claire ignored her question. “Good. Don’t worry—I’m fine, but things are kind of complicated. I’ll explain it all to you when I call back, okay?”
“Got it. I’ll get rid of these guys and I’ll stay off the phone. And I’m really glad you’re all right. Later, babe.” Leah hung up.
Even though she’d only taken one baby step forward, Claire felt immeasurably relieved: finally she had someone on her side. Leah would help, Claire was sure of it. She checked her watch; it would be after ten by the time she could call back. Slowly she walked back to the kitchen.
Jonathan and Rick had been engaged in a heated discussion, but both pairs of eyes turned to her as she walked in. “Well?” Jonathan said.
“She’s home, but she had people there. She’s going to get rid of them, and then I’ll call her back.” Claire sat down and picked up her unfinished drink, then swallowed it in one gulp.
“Great, fine, but who is this woman, and what’s she going to do for us?” Jonathan demanded.
Claire glared at Jonathan. “Leah is my best friend. She was my college roommate for three years, and we shared an apartment in graduate school for a couple of years after that. Then she decided that grad school was a bore, took a master’s, and got a job in New York. She’s one of the smartest people I know. Anything else you need? Her GPA? Her shoe size?” Or her security clearance, if she has one? Although maybe she does. I wouldn’t be surprised.
“No, no, that’s fine. It’s probably better if I don’t know too much—as long as we can trust her.”
“You can, absolutely. What’s the plan on our end?”
“Rick’s got to go to work tomorrow. We figured we’d brainstorm tonight, see what we can find out on the Web. If you can set up when and where to meet this Leah tomorrow, we can work backward from there. Does that suit you, ma’am?”
Now he was being snide. “Fine,” Claire said between clenched teeth. “I’m going to call Leah at ten. I’ll be in the living room.” Let them clean up the kitchen. Claire turned quickly and strode to the living room, where she started looking for something to read. Rick’s interests were narrow: there was little that appealed to Claire. She made a note to pick up something more to read, if they got to a train or bus station. She’d almost finished with Nora, much to her surprise.
At ten, Claire dialed Leah’s number again. This time Leah answered on the first ring. “Claire? Is that you? The caller ID’s coming up as unknown.”
“Just as well. You don’t need to know where I am.”
“Claire Hastings, you sound like something out of a bad novel. Okay, can I assume you’re not being held prisoner by this what’s-his-name?”
“His name’s Jonathan Daulton, and, no, he’s not holding me hostage. He never was. It’s just a big ridiculous misunderstanding. Look, before I get into this—are you sure nobody’s come around asking about me? I mean, you are my best friend.”
“I’m flattered, but no, nobody seems to care. Sorry—does that shatter your ego?”
Claire smiled. Leah always knew how to push her buttons. “No, I can live with that.”
“So, spill. What the hell is going on? Wait—this Jonathan guy isn’t just pulling some ridiculous publicity stunt to promote a new book or anything? Didn’t he write something big a few years ago?”
“No, and yes. But I gather he’d rather forget that. No, Leah, I hate to say it, but I think this is more serious than that. The FBI really is looking for us, and for the moment, we don’t want them to find us. And there’s something else, that’s sort of related, that I really need to talk to you about, but I don’t want to do it on the phone.” And not until I get a lot more information. “Listen, can I stay at your place for a day or two, until this all gets sorted out? I know it’s asking a lot, under the circumstances, and you should understand that. It could mean your job, or even criminal charges.”
“You’re not doing anything illegal or dishonest, are you?”
“No, of course not.”
“Then no problem. I’ll take your word over the government’s any day. I know you, and I don’t like them. How long will it take you to get here?”
“Well, I’m in another state right now. I was thinking maybe tomorrow, after work? So you can go to work, like you would normally.” Do I remember what normal is like?
“All right. You want me to leave you a key? Or am I supposed to sneak you in through the cellar? What?”
“Leah, I’m kind of new to all this skulking stuff, and I really don’t know. Can’t I just ring your doorbell like an ordinary person? You don’t have surveillance video in your lobby or anything, do you?”
Leah snorted. “You’ve seen this place. We barely have lightbulbs in the lobby. And half the time the front door lock’s busted. You come ahead—sixish, maybe? I’ll make sure to be here.”
“I will owe you forever.”
“Ha. You already do.”
“Oh, by the way. I look, uh, kind of different.”
There was a moment of silence, then Leah giggled. “Oh, I gotcha. Disguise, huh? This should be fun. I can’t wait.”
Claire was swamped with a sense of gratitude. “Leah, I can’t thank you enough. And I don’t have to tell you, don’t say anything to anyone, all right? You haven’t heard from me, and you haven’t seen me in months.”
“Which is true, pal. But don’t worry, Leah’s mom didn’t raise no stupid kids. I’ll see you tomorrow. And if your plans change, just leave me a message, huh? I don’t want to have to worry about you.”
Any more than she was going to worry anyway, Claire added to herself. “Will do. Later, babe.” She hung up. There: one piece had fallen into place. Now they just had to get through the next twenty hours and get themselves to New York. Wait a minute: had she mentioned to Leah that Jonathan was traveling with her? Apparently not. She’d think about that later.
She made her way back to the kitchen, where Rick and Jonathan were busy making diagrams on a pad of paper. Jonathan at least looked up when she came in. “All set?”
“Yes. After six tomorrow. She hasn’t heard anything from anybody.”
“Great. We’re going to head upstairs, see what the news is. The FBI must be mad as hell at this point, and that can’t be good.”
“Uh, sleeping arrangements?” Claire could recall only the one bed upstairs—Rick’s—and the second room filled with equipment.
“The sofa in the living room opens out,” Rick answered.
Great. Claire thought it looked as old as she was. But it was one step up from sleeping on the floor. “Sheets?”
Rick looked nonplussed. “What? Oh, yeah, right. I’ll see what I can find.”
That did not bode well, but they hadn’t signed on to this tour for the luxurious accommodations. They were fed, and they were safe, and they had access to information, and that was the best she could hope for right now. And she was so tired that it probably didn’t matter if there were sheets, clean or otherwise.
Jonathan had not come downstairs when Claire fell asleep to the muted sound of voices above. They did not sound happy.
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Claire awoke to yet another dim and unfamiliar room, and absorbed only slowly that Rick had just bumbled past the foldout bed on his way toward the bathroom and kitchen. Jonathan was sleeping next to her, one arm thrown across her, dead to the world. She hadn’t even noticed when he had come to bed. Great: she’d slept with him for the last three nights, and as far as she could remember, sleeping with a man was supposed to be a lot more fun. I must be out of practice. She felt exhausted, and she didn’t want to move. 
Idly she studied Jonathan’s face. Asleep, and now that the beard was gone, he looked a lot younger—and not at all like a candidate for terrorist agent or kidnapper. And, she had to admit, he was a good-looking man. Drunk though she might have been that dismal night, at least she had good taste. She hadn’t picked up a toad, just because he was breathing and in the right place. And somehow that lapse of judgment had led her here, years later, which made no sense to her at all, unless she chose to believe that she was being punished by an angry universe for that one uncharacteristic mistake.
She crawled out from under his arm, which produced no further signs of life from him, and made her way toward the kitchen, with a stop at the bathroom along the way.
Rick eyed her warily then looked away. “’Lo,” he mumbled. He busied himself making coffee.
“You going to work today?” Claire settled herself into the corner of the banquette, out of the way. “You’re a librarian?”
“Yeah. It pays the bills.”
Not exactly chatty. Looking around her, Claire wondered just what he did spend money on. Jonathan had said he’d inherited the house, and he certainly hadn’t invested in furnishings or clothes. “Did you and Jonathan find what you were looking for last night?”
“Huh.” 
Rick’s inarticulate grunt didn’t tell Claire anything. She wondered if he was frustrated by their lack of results, or if he simply didn’t like her and didn’t feel obligated to share any information with her. But his attitude made her mad.
“Look, Rick, I know you don’t know me, and you don’t owe me anything. But whatever is going on, I’m in the middle of it now. Can you be a little more specific?”
He gave her an uneasy glance as he assembled bowl, cereal and milk, which he slapped on the table before sitting down. Claire watched with growing impatience as he methodically poured his cereal, added milk, and spooned up a large mouthful, chewing pensively. Apparently the process helped him to think, because when he swallowed he began to talk.
“It’s like this. There’s been a bit of chatter on the Web, mostly hints. Conspirators have gotten a lot better at being discreet over the past few years, so you have to know what you’re looking for. Right now the noise points to something big happening this week, but it’s hard to know what, when and where. I can pick up patterns, recurring words or names, but Jonathan knows more about the players.”
It sounded like a good collaboration. “Uh-huh. Where are you picking up this information?” At Rick’s baleful stare, Claire help up her hands. “Okay, okay, don’t tell me. I’ll assume you’ve got your sources, and I’m probably better off not knowing. But is this coded, or in some foreign language? How are you two supposed to interpret it?”
Rick shrugged. “Some of each. Some is in English, but a lot of euphemisms, code words. The more you see, the easier it gets to decipher, but there’s still a lot of room for error.”
“All right.” Claire thought for a moment. “Aren’t the authorities watching the same sources?”
“Sure, all the time. But they’re shorthanded, they don’t have enough translators, and they’re part of a bureaucracy. And the agencies don’t always talk to each other, share information. Slows down the whole process.”
“But, if what you’re seeing is serious, shouldn’t you tell someone?”
“Won’t help.” Rick took another bite of cereal and chewed. “They’d just get bent out of shape about how and where I got my information, and waste a lot of time looking at me instead of the real problem.”
Which was essentially what Jonathan had said about himself. “So you two agree there’s something happening, but you don’t know what. Did you come up with any sort of plan?”
“Jonathan gave me a couple of leads, and there’s some more stuff I need to look at. And FYI, from what I’ve seen, the feds weren’t looking at his Internet activity—his accounts are clear.”
“So what does that mean? That they were looking for him for some reason not connected to the Internet? Or that they were actually looking at Annabeth?”
“Can’t say. Could be either.” Rick had finished his cereal. He stood up and carried his bowl over to the sink, where he carefully rinsed it out and placed it in the dish drainer. “Coffee?”
“Please.” Rick’s account hadn’t given Claire much comfort. In fact, they were just about where they had been the day before. Another thought occurred to her. “Did you get any idea of what kind of incident might be in the works? I mean, are we crazy to be heading into New York now, if somebody is planning to set off a bomb or release something toxic?”
“Doesn’t sound like a bomb to me. Sounds more like a political thing, an assassination or something. Could be wrong.”
Claire accepted the mug of coffee he handed her and sipped silently. Her expression must have betrayed her concern, because Rick went on, “I think you’re safe enough. Go ahead and meet your friend. I’ll keep working on this, and fill you in when I find anything.”
“You can call us safely? Or we can call you?”
“Sure.” Rick did not elaborate.
“How long have you known Jonathan?” Claire was honestly curious.
“Long time. High school.” Rick didn’t seem to be comfortable volunteering personal information, but then he added, “You can trust him. He’s not jerking you around.”
“Hmm.” Claire decided to reserve judgment about that. 
Jonathan stumbled his way into the bathroom, and Claire heard the sound of running water. Then he came into the kitchen and fell heavily into a chair. “Man, I need more than three hours sleep.”
Silently Rick filled another mug with coffee and handed it to him. Jonathan drank greedily. Gradually his eyes focused, and he took in Claire sitting across the table. “Hey, lady, you look like you slept in your clothes.”
“That’s because I did. And you could use a shave.”
“Huh.” He rubbed his hand over his chin. “I keep forgetting about that. Rick, you headed out?”
“Yeah. When you leave, just pull the door shut behind you.”
“All that computer equipment, and you don’t worry about getting robbed?” Claire asked.
“Nah. Alarm system. I can activate it remotely when you go. You can use the computer and stuff up until then without setting off any alarms—and without anybody noticing. What time you leaving?”
“Three o’clock?” Jonathan sounded unsure. “The bus is still our best bet, but there’s no point in getting to the city too early and having to hang around in a public place. I don’t want to get picked up.”
“Yeah, well, take care, man. If there’s something nasty happening, you don’t want to get caught in the cross fire.” Rick took a coat from a hook behind the kitchen door and pulled it on.
“I’d rather stop it before it starts,” Jonathan replied, “but that’s going to be tricky if we don’t even know what we’re looking for. I’ll call you when we get there, okay? That should give you some time to check out the stuff we talked about.”
“Sure. And I gave you my cell number, right? That’s safe too.”
“Great. And, Rick? Thanks. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”
“No problem. Talk to you later.” Without looking at Claire again, Rick turned and went out the back door. Claire heard the car start up and pull out of the driveway.
Alone now in the kitchen with Jonathan, she said, “Well, now what?”
“I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry. And, as you so tactfully pointed out, I should get cleaned up, as far as possible.”
“Does Rick have anything resembling clean towels?” Claire hadn’t wanted to examine the bathroom too closely the night before, but she had the feeling that two more showers would exhaust Rick’s meager resources.
“I’ll find something.” Jonathan was rummaging through the refrigerator. “God, doesn’t this guy eat anything?”
“Try the freezer. Or cans. I’ll eat anything.”
“Aha. Eggs. Cheese, only slightly moldy. Bread. We are in business.”
Claire watched as Jonathan set about assembling an omelet. Clearly he knew what he was doing. “What did you tell him about me?”
“Nothing. He didn’t ask.” Jonathan popped some bread into a toaster that looked retro—until Claire realized it was probably an original.
“What? You show up with a strange woman you’re supposed to have kidnapped, and he isn’t even curious?”
“The way he sees it, there’s stuff he needs to know, and stuff he doesn’t need to know. Guess which category you’re in?”
Claire watched as he efficiently assembled a meal, fuming all the while. Men! Wasn’t Rick supposed to be a friend? The unannounced appearance of Claire, supposedly kidnapped by his friend and the focus of an FBI hunt, didn’t inspire any comment from the laconic Rick? Apparently not; in his eyes she was of no importance.
Jonathan laid a full plate in front of her. “Here. Eat.”
Claire realized she was hungry and dug in. “You really don’t know anything more than you did yesterday?”
“Not a lot. Except that I’m right: something is happening.”
“So what are we supposed to do?”
“Rick says the FBI wasn’t looking at me, at least not electronically. So the ball’s back in Annabeth’s court. The big question is, why would Susie go ballistic? She’s a college kid, at an obscure women’s college in the middle of nowhere. Why did she have a gun, and why did she use it? The best person to give us those answers is Annabeth. We know she’ll be in New York this weekend. So we find her, and then we figure out a way to have a private conversation with her.”
“How are we supposed to find her? And even if we do, what if she doesn’t know anything? What then? And won’t the FBI be keeping an eye on her?”
“Claire, I don’t know. Maybe. Probably. Eat, will you?”
Claire ate. She didn’t know what else to do. She felt helpless, and she didn’t like that feeling. She liked order, control. She liked assembling her facts, lining them up, putting them together in a way that cast new light on a subject, and polishing her prose until it shone. That was why she was a college professor. As she munched on toast, she wondered why she couldn’t apply the same process to the mess they were in. For starters, she didn’t have the facts, and it was damn hard to get hold of any. But all of her academic training warned her not to theorize ahead of her facts, not to assemble a thesis based on insufficient information. Without information, all she could do was sit here paralyzed, doing nothing. And that wasn’t an option. 
Why was Jonathan so untroubled by their precarious situation? He appeared downright chipper this morning, now that he’d had some coffee. Did he enjoy being the object of a national manhunt? Did it feed his ego, inflate his sense of self-importance? Did he really have any clue what they were doing?
“Jonathan,” she began tentatively.
“Mrphg?” His mouth full of eggs, Jonathan was scanning the newspaper Rick had left.
“What’s your theory about what’s going on—I mean, the terrorist stuff?”
He gave her a wary look, and swallowed. “I’d call it a skeleton right now—needs fleshing out.”
That gave Claire little comfort. “Nothing you’d want to see in print yet?”
“Is that your benchmark? Yeah, I know, you’re academic—you want to footnote everything, sometimes twice. I’m a journalist, so you think my standards are lower. Well, the short answer is, no. I don’t have a coherent story yet. I see glimpses of possibilities, but I need more facts.”
Another nonanswer. “Jonathan, talk to me. You’ve got to have some idea. And I think you owe me that much.”
He swabbed his empty plate with his toast. “Maybe. The way I see it, the less you know, the safer you are.”
Claire was getting mad. “Will you stop saying that? Don’t you mean, the safer you are? You’re keeping me out of the loop to protect your own ass, so if we get picked up, I can’t rat on you! But whether you like it or not, I’m hip deep in crocodiles here, so I think I deserve some information. Talk!”
He gave her a long look, then nodded, once. “Fair enough. When I was in the Middle East, and I’m not going to tell you where, I was there long enough that people began to know me. I made some friends—at least, the closest thing to a friend that you can have in the middle of unsettled areas when you’re obviously a foreigner and not a soldier. But I didn’t push, and I listened a lot. Eventually people started to trust me.”
“You speak the languages?” Claire interrupted.
“No. I traveled with a translator, a local guy. That helped, because he could introduce me to people. Anyway, I started hearing hints that there was something big in the works, but either people didn’t know a lot about it or they weren’t willing to talk about it. You know, dropping hints to the fancy American journalist made them feel important, but when it came down to spilling the details, they got scared and shut up.”
“Why did you believe they weren’t just making things up to impress you? What about that woman you said you talked to?”
“I thought about that, but I heard the same thing from enough people, including her, and I began to believe it. But all I could piece together was that it would be on American soil, and it would be political and it would be something that would really make a statement.”
Claire shivered. “Not another major bombing?”
Jonathan shook his head. “I don’t think so—it sounded more subtle than that. Last night Rick and I were sifting through what he’s collected, trying to find something useful. And all we came up with was that it was most likely going to happen in New York, and soon. I know, that’s not a lot to work with. That’s why I need to find Annabeth and talk to her. I can’t be hiding out from the FBI and trying to piece together a terrorist plot at the same time, and things are moving fast. So at the moment, Annabeth is my best bet. Maybe my only bet.”
Claire felt a spurt of despair. “And if Annabeth doesn’t pan out, or we never find a way to get together with her, do we turn ourselves in and hope for the best?”
He looked at her with bleak eyes. “I don’t know. It hasn’t happened yet.”
Well, she had asked for it. At least he’d been honest. He wasn’t pretending he had all the answers. The problem was, she didn’t have any answers either, which scared her. She looked around, at the sad, shabby house that belonged to some reclusive librarian who spent half his waking life trolling the Internet looking for—what? And he was supposed to provide information that would help them out of this mess? She looked down at herself, in unfamiliar and repugnant clothes. And she looked across the table at Jonathan Daulton, a man she despised. Well, she amended, she despised what he stood for.
And with something approaching a sob, Claire acknowledged to herself that the main reason she was sitting in this room, in these clothes, with this man, was because of one stupid drunken encounter that she had tried very hard to forget. If that hadn’t happened, she could have turned him in without a second thought. She hadn’t even liked him. It had just been a physical thing, hadn’t it? Men did it all the time, without a second thought. So why couldn’t she have let it go?
She was losing it, and she knew it. The stress of the last few days, the uncertainty, the fear, was catching up with her, and if she didn’t do something right now, she was going to burst into tears, which was the last thing she wanted to do. She stood up abruptly.
“I’m going to take a shower,” she announced, in a choked voice.
Jonathan had gone back to reading the paper, but he looked up again. “Okay. Plenty of time.” Then he looked harder. “You all right?”
The concern in his voice sent her over the edge. “No.” She turned and fled to the bathroom, locking the door behind her. She turned on the water in the sink, then sat on the toilet and sobbed. Stupid, weak, emotional idiot, letting your feelings overcome your intelligence, your judgment. What’s wrong with you, Claire Hastings? You’re no better than those drippy females in romance novels. Drippy being the operative word, as she wiped tears off her cheeks. Get a grip on yourself! Are you going to sit back and trust Jonathan Daulton to figure this out? Not hardly. Which meant that she had to do something. She stared at her reflection in the dirty mirror: pale skin smudged with the remnants of yesterday’s makeup, dark hair going every which way, bags under her eyes.
Jonathan pounded on the door. “You okay in there? You’re not sick or anything?”
Claire took a deep breath. Not sick, no. Just mad. “I’m fine. I’m going to take a shower, if I can find a clean towel.” She sounded almost normal, she thought. I am the mistress of my fate. Yeah, right. She realized that she needed clothes, if she was going to shower and dress. No way was she going to run around the house with nothing but a towel on.
She unlocked the door and stepped out to find Jonathan waiting for her, leaning against the wall across from the bathroom door. Claire stopped abruptly. “What?”
“Claire, I, uh . . .” He fumbled for words. “I wanted to be sure you were all right. Look, I know this isn’t anything you ever expected, and . . .”
“Jonathan Daulton, if you apologize one more time, I’m going to brain you with the nearest lamp. Okay, you’re sorry. You should be. But that doesn’t fix a damn thing. We’ve got to figure a way out of this, and at the very least, I want to be rested, fed, and clean. Thank you for breakfast, by the way.” He was still looking at her, and Claire was suddenly very aware of the small distance between them. 
He looked as though he wanted to say something more, but then he stepped back toward the kitchen. “I’ll get out of your way and let you shower. I think there are towels in the closet upstairs.” He turned away and started rinsing their plates at the sink. Claire was left with an unsettled feeling that something had gone unsaid. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know what it was.
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They had overlooked the fact that since Rick had taken his car to work, they had no transport to the bus station. They couldn’t exactly call a cab. Or maybe they could, but was it worth the risk, showing themselves to someone who might identify them? Plus they had to conserve their cash. What they did have was time, so after checking the afternoon bus schedule, they set out on foot for the station, which Jonathan estimated to be about five miles away.
Claire felt more or less clean, although the clothes she had changed into after her shower made her skin crawl. She was glad she had grabbed up a pair of battered army boots as a fitting complement to her ensemble: at least they were easy to walk in. Once her limbs loosened up, Claire fell into a comfortable rhythm. After Rick’s place, it was a pleasure to be outside in cold, clean air.
“You know where we’re going?” Claire asked, as she and Jonathan marched in single file, avoiding trash barrels and other obstacles on the buckled and icy sidewalks.
“Sure. You can almost see it from here.”
“So, we get the three fifteen bus, which puts us into Port Authority about five thirty, right? You know New York?”
“I’ve been there, on and off. You?”
“My grandmother lived there when I was growing up. I know parts of it, mostly department stores and museums. And my grandmother would never have contemplated taking a subway anywhere, so there were gaps in my education. But I’ve visited Leah a few times, stayed at her place for a couple of weeks. I can find my way around.”
“Tell me about her.” Jonathan’s breath made clouds as he panted along.
“Leah? She’s my best friend. I’ve known her . . .” Claire did some quick mental arithmetic. “Almost exactly half my life. We met our freshman year in college. She’s one of the smartest people I know, and she sort of collects people. If she doesn’t know someone, you can bet that she knows someone who knows someone, if you know what I mean.”
“She live alone?”
“I don’t know if she’s seeing anyone, but she likes her privacy, so, yeah, she has her own place. It’s small, but she’s been there for years.”
They walked without speaking for a couple of blocks. 
“When you called, what did she ask?”
“You mean, after ‘are you all right?’? Not much. I don’t care what Rick says—I don’t feel safe talking about this stuff over the phone. This whole business is making me paranoid. But don’t worry—she’s not going to turn us in, or throw us out on the street. Just consider her my Rick.”
“Got it. Look, I wouldn’t worry about anyone identifying us on a subway in New York. For one thing, nobody’s looking for us there. For another, it would take the manpower of several states to cover the city. As long as we don’t call attention to ourselves, we should be effectively invisible.”
Claire was not reassured. “What about Port Authority?” 
“It’s possible someone could be watching there. I’d clear out of there as quickly as we can, but we should be hitting it about rush hour, so there’ll be lots of people around.”
They arrived at the Providence bus station with time to spare. Claire glanced nervously around, but nobody was paying any attention to them. Good thing she hadn’t decided to play hermit in some town in the Midwest, where she would be more noticeable. Of course, she corrected herself, if she had gone to South Podunk to find solitude, she wouldn’t be in this mess at all. What was she doing here, her hair a rat’s nest, her clothes straight from a trash bin, flinching every time someone looked in her direction? Her full but orderly life in Northampton seemed a distant memory. 
She intensely disliked not knowing what was going to happen next. Why had she ever agreed to help Jonathan Daulton? She studied him covertly as they waited for their bus to board. He looked cheerful, damn him! Of course, he fancied himself a daredevil journalist, so he was probably having the time of his life, living out all his fantasies. He could probably taste the big exposé he would write at the end of this escapade. He even had the requisite moll on his arm: her. At that irreverent thought, Claire stifled a laugh. Jonathan looked at her with a question in his eyes, but their bus began boarding and she was spared trying to explain what she found so funny.
Without speaking, they chose separate seats several rows apart. A seriously overweight woman carrying mismatched plastic bags heaved herself into the seat next to Claire, forcing her into the corner of her seat. Claire sent up a silent prayer that the woman wouldn’t want to chat for the next two hours, and Claire realized she didn’t even have a cover story. Something to think about. Who was she? Surely someone at home with spinning words and ideas should be able to come up with a coherent tale, in case anybody asked. Which she devoutly hoped wouldn’t happen.
Constructing an alternate persona kept Claire busy for an enjoyable hour or so. Finally, bored with her own thoughts, she pulled the romance novel out of her pocket and burrowed into it. Her seat companion had remained blessedly silent up to that point, but when she saw Claire’s book, she gave her a nudge with her substantial elbow.
“Good one, that is,” she said, nodding at the book.
Claire debated briefly about freezing her out, but she decided that it couldn’t hurt to exchange a few words. Besides, maybe she could learn something. “Yeah. You read a lot of her?”
The woman smiled complacently and settled herself more comfortably among her parcels. “Oh, yeah, sure. Whenever I can. Which ain’t often, what with my job, and the kids and all. But a girl’s gotta have some fun. Right?” She nudged Claire again.
“Sure.” Claire tried to frame her next question. “Who else you like?”
“Jeez, I dunno. With Nora, you always know what you’re gonna get.”
Exactly, Claire thought. Predictable drivel. She realized the other woman was still talking.
“I just love all them guys—they’re gorgeous, and smart, and they’re really nice. And you know they’re gonna be together by the end.”
She was right so far, Claire reflected. “But, you gotta admit they’re not for real.” Claire, as befit her new identity, carefully omitted a few syllables.
The woman let out a bark of laughter. “Hey, who wants to read about real? I live that, 24/7. It’s nice to read about somethin’ else, where everybody’s clean and polite, and they end up happy. Dontcha think?”
“I hear you.” The classic line from Marilyn French’s book The Women’s Room popped into her head: “shit and string beans.” That was the real world, as skewered by an iconic writer of women’s fiction. And that was most likely the real world for this unlovely woman sitting next to her. Why should she want to read about it? She was right: she lived it. When she read a book—and apparently she did read, more power to her—she wanted something to take her away from the mundane reality of her life. Was that unreasonable? How could she, Claire, fault her for shunning books filled with ideas and insights and frustration, when all she wanted was to forget reality for a bit? This was something to think about. Claire turned toward her—at least, as far as she could, hemmed in by the other woman’s bulk.
“So, who else you read?”
Claire was surprised at how quickly the rest of the trip passed. When the bus pulled in at Port Authority, the woman gathered up her bags and stood to let Claire get past her. “You take care, dear. And check out Jessica Andersen’s stuff, huh? It’s really hot.”
“Thanks, Bea. Safe trip.” Claire made her way toward the front of the bus, smiling to herself. She wondered if she could somehow work this encounter into her own book—and what she wanted to say about it. She was still musing as she entered the bustling building, and Jonathan caught up with her.
“Hey, babe, looks like you made a new friend.”
“She’s okay. And drop the ‘babe,’ will you?”
He moved closer to her. “Look, it beats calling you by name, right?”
“Oh. Right.” For an hour Claire had managed to forget their hypothetical pursuers. She glanced around her, but nobody seemed even remotely interested in them. She settled the backpack over her shoulder. “Well, then, let’s find the subway.”
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Claire sent up a silent prayer of thanks that she managed to find the right subway in her distracted state of mind, as she and Jonathan forced their way onto the rush-hour train. Between the noise and the crowd, there was no opportunity to talk, and they stared blankly into space, in different directions, carefully avoiding eye contact with anyone, including each other. When they arrived at their stop, Claire snagged Jonathan’s attention and nodded toward the exit. He nodded in acknowledgment and followed her off the train. They maintained silence until they reached street level. Claire oriented herself on the dark street, crowded with hurrying people hunched against the cold, then said, “This way,” and started off at a brisk clip. Jonathan followed without comment.
When Leah had moved to New York, she had found the Chelsea apartment quickly, and she had never seen any reason to move in the ten years since. As she had told Claire, it was woefully lacking on some of the amenities New Yorkers often took for granted—like security measures—but it was funky, comfortable, and cheap. As they approached the building, Claire anxiously looked up at the crumbling brownstone façade. There were lights in Leah’s apartment—she was home. The intense relief that swept through her shocked Claire. She must have been more anxious than she had thought. 
She made a surreptitious survey of the street: no curious eyes. When they drew parallel with the building, Claire grabbed Jonathan’s elbow and pulled him toward the front door. Quickly she stabbed a finger at the button under Leah’s name, and an answering buzz came fast—Leah must have been waiting for her. Inside the lobby, Claire was annoyed when Jonathan slowed to study the architectural details that spoke of more gracious days: marble mosaic on the floor, dusty gilt cornices, an old-fashioned brass letter chute ending in an ornate lobby box. Claire interrupted his contemplation. “Yeah, it’s pretty, but there’s no elevator. Come on.”
She led the way up the wide marble staircase with its intricate cast-iron balustrade. At the second floor, the marble gave way to more prosaic wood. By the third floor they were both out of breath, but they had reached the end of the stairs. Claire rapped on the door of apartment 306, and heard the brisk click of heels. She saw a flicker at the peephole, heard the thunk of multiple locks, and then Leah threw open the door. Claire allowed herself a fleeting moment to enjoy the rapid succession of expressions that crossed Leah’s face before she threw herself into Leah’s arms. She found herself perilously close to tears.
Leah held on hard for a long moment, then pushed Claire away to give her a thorough look. “I almost didn’t recognize you, girl! What the hell have you done to yourself? Although it might be an improvement over your usual college blah outfits.” Then she looked over Claire’s shoulder and took a fast step back. “What the . . . ? Why’d you bring him along? Or . . . didn’t you have a choice?” She fixed Jonathan with a glare that would have melted steel. “You got a gun on her? ’Cause if you do, you’re going to have to shoot both of us, and I don’t plan to make it easy.”
Claire burst out laughing. “No, Leah, it’s all right. I’m here of my own free will. And I can explain everything—but it might be a good idea to get into the apartment and close the door first.”
Leah studied Claire’s face. “You sure?” When she nodded, Leah stepped back and let them pass. Claire noted that when she closed the door behind them, she didn’t throw all the bolts—planning for a quick getaway? It didn’t matter. For the first time in days, Claire felt safe. She looked around Leah’s apartment, and was cheered to find that nothing had changed. It was crowded, colorful, eclectic, messy—and it was wonderful to be here.
Leah had positioned herself in the middle of her living slash everything room and was still keeping a wary eye on Jonathan. “Okay, first things first. You hungry?”
“Starving! What’ve you got?”
“Girl, this is Leah, remember? I don’t cook. What do you want to order in?”
“I don’t care—just make sure there’s lots of it.”
“Deal. You want a drink? You still into wine?”
“Sure. Anything stronger and I won’t be able to think straight.”
“Like you ever do. What about you, pal?” Her voice was noticeably cooler as she turned to Jonathan.
He was still standing, scanning the room, taking in the details. “Me? Whatever you’ve got. Beer, wine, hard stuff.”
“I’ve got beer.” Leah turned back to Claire. “Let me call for food, and then you can sit down and tell me the whole story. Two secs. Don’t go anywhere.” She disappeared into the tiny alcove that constituted her kitchen, where Claire remembered a phone on the wall.
“No way I’m moving!” Claire sank gratefully into a blowsy overstuffed chair covered with purple chenille. She bent down to unlace her army boots, and pulled them off and wiggled her toes. “Bliss. Jonathan, sit down. Leah is not going to bite you.”
“I wouldn’t be too sure about that.” He perched on the edge of a love seat whose stuffing oozed from a few corners. “What does she know?”
“Not much. I told you—I didn’t feel comfortable talking about it on the phone. And I guess I sort of forgot to mention that you were coming. I didn’t want to give her the wrong idea.” Whatever that might be. Claire flopped back into the comfortable chair and stretched. How many times had she sat in this same chair while she and Leah discussed everything and anything? Tonight’s story would top them all.
Leah came back, clutching bottles and glasses. She lined them up on the coffee table in the middle of the floor and said, “Half an hour ’til food. Okay, fill up and spill.” She sent another hostile glance at Jonathan, who was taking up more than half of the love seat, then settled on the floor next to Claire’s chair, her legs crossed. “You can start with him.” She nodded toward Jonathan.
Claire shut her eyes for a moment, to sort out her thoughts. “Okay, what have you heard on the news?”
“Bits and pieces. I assume this is Jonathan Daulton? Doesn’t look much like his picture. Well, the story they’re giving out is that he’s wanted for questioning about a shooting, and then he took you hostage and you both disappeared. That was, what, two days ago? Since nobody’s seen you since, the updates have been kind of sparse. Plus all this happened in the north woods somewhere, and you know what New Yorkers think about anything outside of the five boroughs. Unless the Yankees are playing on the road. Come on, tell me. What happened?”
“First, Leah—has anyone talked to you? I mean, asking about us? Called?”
“Hell, no, girl. You asked me that before, and the answer’s still the same. And why would anybody call me?”
Claire shrugged. “I don’t know. You are my best friend, officially. But I suppose they’d be looking for someone willing and able to pay a ransom, or bargain with the kidnappers, or something. Unless you’ve gotten a whopping raise lately, you’re out of the running, right?”
Leah glared at her. “Hey, I’d hock my brother to bail you out. Well, the younger one, anyway. But the short answer is no, nobody’s been ’round to see me. And I’m guessing the kidnapping part isn’t exactly true?”
“Not exactly. Damn—I bet they’ve talked to my folks.” Claire battled a wave of guilt when she thought about how her parents must be feeling at the moment. 
“You mean you haven’t? They must be flipping out!” Leah looked aghast. 
“I know, I know. But I’m sure the FBI has got to have a tap on their line, and I can’t risk letting them get a fix on us. For the moment I’d rather not let them know where we are. And we should get this sorted out really soon—I’ll explain it to them then.”
Leah fidgeted in her seat on the floor. “Come on, you haven’t told me squat. Start at the beginning, will you? You’re the professor: synthesize and summarize. And make it fast.”
“All right. Remember I e-mailed you that I was going to spend a few months in Maine? Well, I was up at the Murrays’ cabin, minding my own business, trying to get that book moving along, and this jerk”—Claire nodded toward Jonathan—“comes crashing in, in the middle of the night.”
“And why didn’t you throw him out? Or call the cops?”
“Well, he was soaking wet, and freezing, and bleeding, and the power was out, and it was icy . . .” Yeah, right, Claire, make excuses. “Besides, he looked kind of familiar.” Claire mentally crossed her fingers: this was not the time to bring up that monumental lapse of judgment five years ago to Leah. “You know who he is, right?”
Leah cast a look of disgust Jonathan’s way. “Yeah, he wrote that piece of sexist crap a few years ago. It’s all over the news reports. Hey, buddy—maybe this’ll boost your sales.”
Jonathan looked pained but said nothing.
Claire resumed, “Yes, well, anyway. So I cleaned him up and dried him off and put him to bed, and then the next morning he gives me his story. He claims he was staying at a friend’s house while he was supposed to be giving this winter seminar at Greenferne, and he answers the door one night. It’s the FBI, but before he can find out why they’re there, a student who’s been house-sitting comes out shooting, and an FBI agent ends up dead. And Jonathan panics and lights out of there after somebody wings him, and then he gets lost in the dark, and falls in the lake a couple of times, and that’s how he ended up at my place.”
Leah filled a glass of wine for herself, and refilled Claire’s. “Sure.” Her tone oozed sarcasm. “That’s a start. So why didn’t you go to the feds or the cops the next day and straighten things out? Seems like it’s a long way from that to kidnapping you. Hey, pal, you got anything to say for yourself?” This time she spoke to Jonathan.
Jonathan’s gaze flickered toward Claire before he turned to answer Leah. “You’re right, that would have been the sensible thing to do, ordinarily. But I asked Claire to get me some dry clothes, and to see what the public story was, and she found out that Susie—that was the student—was telling a very different story, and the cops believed her. So I convinced Claire not to turn me in. I was just going to get on a bus and disappear, but when she was dropping me off at the bus stop, the cops showed up. And that’s when this kidnapping happened. Or didn’t happen. Or non-kidnapping. Whatever it was.”
Claire was enjoying her wine. “Hey, you had me going there for a few minutes. I was convinced you’d pulled a fast one on me.” She turned to Leah. “You’ll love this—he threatened me with a plastic gun, that belonged to one of the Murrays’ grandkids.”
Anger and dismay fought on Leah’s expressive face. “Claire Hastings! You are such a goddamn babe in the woods. This guy waltzes into your cabin and feeds you this bullshit story, and you buy into it? Give me one good reason I shouldn’t pick up the phone and call the FBI right now.” 
Leah was magnificent when she was angry, Claire reflected. It was a good thing she was on their side—or would be, as soon as Claire could explain. She hoped.
“Leah, look, I know the whole thing sounds unlikely. But all he—or we—wanted was to talk to Annabeth Rankin. It was her house that Jonathan was staying at, while she was out of town. And we looked her up online and found out she was traveling, with a sort of vague itinerary, but she was headed to New York for a conference this week, so we figured we could find a way to talk to her here. And maybe she could tell us why her student would go ballistic without warning, or at least vouch for Jonathan’s character.”
Leah’s buzzer rang. “That’ll be the food. Hold that thought.” Leah pulled her wallet out of a bag and disappeared out the door. 
Claire and Jonathan exchanged glances. “It really does sound lame, doesn’t it?” Claire offered.
Jonathan nodded. “I don’t think I’d believe us either. You think you can convince her?”
“Jonathan, Leah is my friend first and foremost. We trust each other.”
Jonathan looked unhappy. “Yeah, but does she know what she’s risking, harboring us? I mean, Rick is used to playing games in the cyber world, battling electronic evildoers, but Leah? You realize this makes her an accessory too?”
No, she hadn’t. She had been so focused on getting here, she hadn’t thought what her presence might mean for Leah. Claire had to admit that the idea of implicating her friend disturbed her. She had turned to Leah because she trusted her, because their friendship ran long and deep. But she hadn’t given much thought to what she was asking Leah to do. And Leah hadn’t counted on Jonathan in the mix. Did she have any right to ask Leah to help Jonathan? Did she want to put that kind of burden on their friendship?
But what could she do? Hiding her qualms, she said with all the confidence she could manage, “Then that’s all the more reason we should get this sorted out—fast. Uh,” Claire hesitated, “do we tell her about the terrorist angle? You know a lot more about that than I do. Or would it just make her life more complicated?”
Jonathan stared at the ceiling, with its ornate plaster moldings and flaking paint. “I think we have to—if she’s going to get involved, she deserves to know what the stakes are. And it might help her to understand why you’re in the middle of this. Since you trust her, I’m going to have to trust your judgment. Can she handle it?”
Claire laughed briefly. “I’ve never seen anything that Leah can’t handle, usually with one hand tied behind her back.” She could hear Leah jogging up the stairs, and the rustle of plastic carrier bags. The aroma of dinner preceded her into the room, and Claire started drooling. Breakfast had been a long time ago, and lunch had been nonexistent.
Leah dumped the bags on the coffee table. “You’re talking about me, right? There’s enough food here for an army, so dig in. You need to keep your strength up if you think you can explain all this crap to me. Hey, kidnapper, you can handle chopsticks, can’t you?”
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The food disappeared with alarming speed. Everything tasted wonderful, but maybe cardboard would have tasted good under the circumstances. When the last carton had been scraped bare, Claire sat back in the fuzzy chair and sighed with contentment. With a full stomach and a couple of glasses of wine in her belly, and with Leah at her side, she felt like she could handle anything.
Jonathan, on the other hand, looked like he wanted nothing more than to go to sleep. Not that she blamed him—he hadn’t gotten much sleep last night, since he’d sat up with Rick through half the night, surfing the Web. And all this dodging and hiding took its toll, as she could testify. 
They had suspended serious conversation while they ate, but with the food gone, Claire knew she had to lay out the cards to Leah.
“Jonathan? You still awake?”
He hauled his eyelids up. “More or less.” He looked at his watch. “Damn, I’ve got to give Rick a call, see if he’s got anything new. Leah, is there a pay phone—or I should say, a working pay phone—anywhere nearby?”
Leah gave him a searching look before answering. “I get it—you don’t want to leave a trail here, right? Thanks for thinking about me. Yeah, there’s a mini-mart on the corner, and they’ve got a phone at the back. Who’s this Rick guy?”
Jonathan unfolded himself from the love seat and stretched. “I’ll let Claire explain while I make my call. Left or right when I leave the building?”
Leah gracefully uncurled from her position on the floor and stood up. “Right. You can’t miss it.” She followed him to the door and shut it carefully when he left, then turned and leaned against it, her arms crossed. “Okay, girl, you gonna give me the truth now?”
The purple chair felt like a soft, cozy nest, and Claire roused herself with an effort. “Yes.”
“Then maybe you’d like to start by explaining why you’ve gotten yourself into such a goddamn mess? Look, I know you. You aren’t stupid. Did the guy brainwash you?”
Claire almost giggled. “No.”
“Oh, God, tell me you’re not sleeping with him!”
“Leah, no! Well, we have shared a bed, but it didn’t have anything to do with sex. Mostly exhaustion. But you know as well as I do who he is. Or, wait . . .”
Leah refilled her wineglass and sat down in the seat Jonathan had vacated. “Come on, spit it out.”
Claire’s amusement evaporated. “All right. You know about that stupid book, but that was five years ago. He says he’s a journalist now. Maybe he always was—heck, I didn’t exactly have time to do a background check. But he claims he’s legitimate. So, he’s been in the Middle East—he hasn’t said where—at least once, maybe more, in the past year, looking for some kind of scoop or something. I think he wants to redeem himself, prove he’s serious.”
“Yeah, right. He’s got a long way to go. But, funny thing—he sure is collecting some great publicity, with this bogus kidnapping and all. That should make people sit up and take notice.”
“Leah, I don’t think this is a publicity stunt. Just hear me out, will you? He says while he was over there, wherever it was, he started hearing rumors of something big in the works, and since he got back he’s been trying to figure out what. That’s why he didn’t want to end up in a cell trying to explain all this to some granite-headed FBI team.”
Leah looked skeptical. “What do you mean, big?”
“Some major act of terrorism. Yeah, I know, there’ve been lots of rumors, most of which turned out to be bogus. I even hear them in Noho, and you keep reminding me how otherworldly we are there. But he’s taking it seriously. That’s why we stopped in Providence. His buddy Rick there put us up for a night, but the main reason for going there was to get access to Rick’s know-how. He’s got about every electronic toy known, and he swears he’s undetectable by any outside agency. And he believes Jonathan.”
“And what do you believe, honey?”
Claire felt the prick of tears again. “I don’t know! All this is happening so fast, and I’m missing so many of the pieces. Look at me—I’m a college professor. I stand up and tell fresh-faced young women how to dissect a sentence, or a thought, or a book. I don’t run around hiding from government agencies! This is ridiculous!”
“Yeah, but right now it’s real, or so you tell me. If it is, you’re going to have to talk to someone sometime, and soon.”
“I know.” Claire didn’t like the sound of her own explanation, and Leah’s comments didn’t help.
Leah’s look contained equal parts concern and affection. “Tell me again why you believe this guy?”
“I wish I knew.” Claire sighed. “You know me—I’m rational. I don’t go in for women’s intuition, or touchy-feely stuff. Still, something’s not right here. But one step at a time—all we want to do right now is talk to Annabeth. It was her house where all this started, and her cute blonde house sitter who had the gun. Jonathan needs some time face-to-face with her, without the feds breathing down his neck, so he can find out what the FBI might have been looking for at her house.”
“Huh. And what is Ms. Rankin supposed to say that will make all this go away? Aren’t you expecting a whole lot from her?”
“Maybe. I know, I know, none of this makes sense.” She studied her friend with a rush of gratitude. “And I’m putting you at risk. If anybody finds out you’re harboring two fugitives, wanted by the authorities in more than one state by now, you could be in trouble too.”
Leah’s full-throated laugh warmed her. “Hey, girl, I can take care of myself. And I’ll do whatever I can to help—you, not that dimwit who dragged you into this. Starting with getting you two and Annabeth together.”
“You can do that?” Claire goggled at her. She must be tired. Very tired.
“You know why she’s in New York?”
“Something about a women’s conference at the U.N. But, what’s that got to do with you?”
“Girlfriend, I work at the U.N., remember? Who do you think organizes these events? Elves?”
Claire stared at her, incredulity and something like joy doing battle. “You work for the U.N.? Since when?”
“Jeez, girl, if you got in touch a little more often, you’d know. Over a year now.”
It was as if the heavens had opened before her. Had she known? Had she forgotten? It didn’t matter now, since the path before them had suddenly become a whole lot easier. “What is it you do there?”
“I do a whole lot of shit there, I just don’t bore you with it, like you bore me with all that feminist jargon. Why you have to fill those poor students’ heads with that stuff I’ve never understood.”
“Hey!” Claire summoned up a vague feeling of offense. “Women’s studies is a respected academic discipline.”
“Yeah, yeah, whatever. And you’re good at it, I know. And you like it, fine. But I don’t want to trade. Anyway, Rankin’s going to be giving one of the keynote speeches at this shindig this weekend, and I’m coordinating the conference.”
Hallelujah! Finally, finally, finally they’d caught a break. Claire sat up in her chair. “That’s wonderful! That’s perfect! And you’re going to be able to find her before it starts, so we can talk to her?”
“Yeah, probably. But I don’t know if it’s a good idea to have you waltzing around the U.N. You’ve gotta know security’s really tight for this thing.”
“But there’s got to be lots of people coming and going all the time! School groups, tourists, that kind of thing?”
“Sure, but that’s the public stuff. The conference isn’t open to the public, only by invitation, and those invitations have been screened very carefully.”
“Why the big fuss? Doesn’t the U.N. hold conferences all the time?”
“Sure. But this one’s kind of politically sensitive—women’s rights in emerging countries, that kind of stuff. There are some fundamentalist groups that think it’s a lousy idea, you know. Then there’s the extra security for the First Lady.” 
Claire stared at Leah, uncomprehending.
Leah returned the look. “How long you been up in the woods? Yes, the First Lady is giving a speech in support of women’s rights, so the Secret Service has been having kittens. It’s a mess—a real security nightmare.”
“Oh, wow.” Claire tried to put the pieces together. “I can see how that would complicate things. And security is going to be crawling all over the place, which isn’t going to make it easy to talk to Annabeth. Unless you’ve got her schedule? Do you know where she’s staying?”
“Of course—I booked her room. But given what you’ve told me, won’t the FBI be keeping an eye on her too?”
“Leah, I don’t know. Probably. I don’t know how all this works. All I know is that Jonathan needs to talk to her alone, and it’s the only way to get this mess cleared up. Or start to, at least.”
The door buzzer sounded, and Leah went to buzz Jonathan in. A few moments later he rapped quietly at her door. When she opened it, he didn’t look happy.
“Did you talk to Rick?” Claire asked.
“Yeah, and it’s not good. The chatter has really picked up, but it’s still hard to make sense out of it. Rick’s convinced that there’s something big going down this weekend. And there are a couple of weird references that make him think it might involve the U.N.”
Claire could feel the color draining from her face. She glanced quickly at Leah before answering. “Jonathan, Leah works at the U.N. And the First Lady will be there this weekend, at the same women’s conference that Annabeth is speaking at.”
“Holy shit!” Jonathan dropped heavily onto the love seat. He was silent for a moment, and Claire could almost see the gears grinding in his brain. “I’ve got to tell Rick, see if he picks up anything that fits. Damn. But that means it’s going to be that much harder to get to Annabeth—there’ll be security all over the place. Right?” He looked at Leah.
“You got that right. But, look, if I can hook you up with Annabeth, you’ll get Claire out of this mess in Maine, right? Annabeth’ll talk to you?”
“Yeah, sure, if we can get to her, with some private time. But how . . .”
“Leave it to me—I’ll get her itinerary tomorrow, and we can take it from there. Right now, you look like you’re ready to pass out. You try to do anything else now, you’re gonna get sloppy, and that’s no good. You can have the love seat, or I’ve got a futon. Get some sleep, and we’ll figure out something tomorrow. Claire, you come with me.”
Claire had to admit she was wiped out, and she followed Leah mutely into the tiny bedroom. When she had shut the door, she said, “What are you thinking?”
Leah gave her a long look. “I don’t know if I trust the guy, but bottom line is, if he tells me something might be about to happen—and I stress the might—and I don’t do anything about it, I would never forgive myself if something did happen. So for now, I’m willing to act like I believe it. And I’ll fix it up so you all can talk to Annabeth. But if this turns out to be bullshit, I reserve the right to chop Mr. Jonathan Daulton into lots of tiny pieces with a dull knife, right before I turn him in to the FBI. Got it?”
“You’ll have to wait in line. Leah, I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
“You want the bathroom first? We get to bunk together, seeing as Mr. Wonderful’s got the love seat. Unless you two want to share?”
“I told you, it’s not like that. Believe me, I don’t want him. You weren’t planning to make a pass at me, were you?” 
Leah snorted. “Girl, you are so not my type—we settled that a long time ago. Besides, I’m seeing someone these days, and she’d skin me alive if I strayed.”
“Good for you! So fill me in . . .”
Despite her exhaustion, Claire managed to stay awake long enough for a full update on the last year of Leah’s life. Finally the flow of talk wound down, and Claire felt her eyelids sinking. Her drift toward oblivion was interrupted by Leah’s voice.
“You sure you don’t have something going with this guy? He is kinda cute.”
Claire couldn’t let that comment pass unanswered. “What do you mean, cute?”
“Oh, in a sort of teddy bear way, or maybe I mean Boy Scout. Hard to believe he wrote that piece of sexist twaddle.”
“Leah . . .” Claire really didn’t want to bring it up, but she felt she had to come clean with Leah. “You remember I told you about that conference I went to . . . and got very drunk?”
“Yeah, and screwed one of the panelists. Wait a minute! Are you telling me . . . ?”
Thank God it was dark, and Leah couldn’t see her blush. “I’m afraid so.”
“Jeez! So that’s why it was so easy for him to sweet-talk you! Where are you keeping your brains, girl?”
“No, Leah, that’s not it. He doesn’t even remember what happened. He has no idea we’ve even met before—he was pretty drunk too, remember. And as for him showing up in Maine, that was a pure coincidence.”
“Uh-huh.” Leah did not sound convinced. “So there’s nothing going on now? Except that he’s kidnapped you and turned you into a fugitive?”
“For the record, no, no way, no how. Really. And the only reason he’s here is because we’re stuck with each other until he can clear himself, which will clear me. Or, at least that was the idea before this whole terrorist thing came up. Which seems to keep getting worse. Oh, hell—I’m too tired to think straight. Talk to me tomorrow.”
As she fell asleep, she thanked the watching gods—or goddesses—that she had a friend like Leah—even if she didn’t know much about men. Jonathan was cute—ha!
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Claire raised her head groggily in the early morning half-light. Leah was tiptoeing around the bedroom, dressing for work. “You can go ahead and make noise,” Claire said. “I’m awake—I think.”
Leah perched on the edge of the bed. “Sorry—I was trying to be quiet, but there’s not a lot of room. You okay?”
“I will be, if I get some coffee. And don’t apologize. This is your place, and you can clank around all you want. Is what’s-his-name awake?”
“Dead to the world, looks like. And I’ve already started the coffee.”
Claire stretched and scrubbed her hands through her hair. “You are a goddess. Have you had any brilliant insights yet this morning? I’ve dumped this in your lap—now you’re supposed to fix it.”
Leah threw a pillow at her. “Yeah, right. You always were lousy on follow-through.” Then her face lost its smile. “Seriously, you are in some deep doo-doo, you know?”
“Tell me about it.”
“Well, here’s my piece. I’ll check out the elusive Ms. Rankin’s schedule, and the conference schedule, and I’ll see if there’s some way I can get the two of you together privately. Sooner rather than later.”
“Sounds like a plan, lady. You are the best. I’m assuming Jonathan will want to get in touch with Rick again, give him what we’ve learned, see if there’s anything new floating around out there. Not easy when you have to use pay phones. Is there a library or something nearby? Or maybe a cybercafé or something?”
“You are so out of it, girl. Most people around here are into Wi-Fi. Wireless connections? You’ve heard about that?”
“Of course I’ve heard of it,” Claire replied tartly. “Sophia has it. But I’ve never felt the need to park my butt on the lawn to commit my deathless prose to my laptop. Which I don’t have with me anyway.”
Leah sighed histrionically. “Well, I guess I can see why you don’t want to use my computer. If you must be a dinosaur, the nearest library is the Epiphany branch, about ten blocks from here. I’m pretty sure they have public terminals—but you’d probably have to show ID to use them.” She rummaged through a pile of stuff on her dresser, and emerged with a key ring. “Here. These open the door up here, and the other one is for the lobby, and half the time that door is open anyway. If you have to go out. Not that I think anybody’s going to recognize you in your current getup. You know, I think the hair suits you. You look kind of edgy.”
“Yeah, right.” Claire threw off the quilt and clambered out of bed. “Bathroom free?”
“Yes, ma’am. You want crumpets or something?”
“You do crumpets?”
“Of course not. But I could scrounge up a bagel or something.”
“Deal. I’m going to shower.”
In the tiny cluttered bathroom, Claire stared at her reflection in the mirror over the sink. Here they were in New York, finally in the same city as Annabeth, and they had no plan whatsoever. They had by unspoken agreement maintained a willful ignorance, breaking down their task into manageable pieces: get to a bus station; get to a bigger bus station; get to New York. Well, they’d made it this far. All they needed to do now was find an opportunity to talk to Annabeth alone, without FBI watchdogs, and listen to her explain everything in crystal-clear terms. Then they would take her brilliantly simple explanation and present it to the FBI with bows on it, and Annabeth would vouch for Jonathan, and everyone would walk away, free and happy. Sure, no problem. Claire, you are an idiot, and your brain has turned to mush. Her reflection did not disagree.
Showered, Claire found her way to the minuscule kitchen and perched on a stool, watching Leah bustle around. The water pounding on her head in the shower had cleared things up a little; or maybe she had decided to stick to the one-step-at-a-time approach. New Step One: Find Annabeth. Leah could do that. Therefore Claire would wait and see what Leah found out, which absolved Claire from doing anything at all for the moment. Step Two: she and Leah and Jonathan would work out when and how to get in touch with Annabeth. But that was for later. Right now Claire gratefully accepted the mug of coffee that Leah handed her and sipped, her mind blank.
Until Jonathan lurched into the doorway of the kitchen. He would have continued into the kitchen, but there was no room for a third person, and Claire was not about to relinquish her stool. “Do I smell coffee?” he asked with pathetic eagerness.
Leah filled another mug and handed it to him without comment. 
He took a long swallow and exhaled noisily. “Lady, I’m going to nominate you for a Nobel Prize when this is all over. You make amazing coffee.” He took another swallow. “So . . .” he began, then stopped. They all stared at each other. Claire wondered if the coffee had jumpstarted his brain, and now all the information he had acquired late last night had just kicked in. She waited to see what he was going to say.
He looked at his watch. “I’ve got to talk to Rick. Now. Before he leaves for work.”
“You might want to put some clothes on, if you don’t want to be noticed.”
Jonathan looked down at himself: boxers and T-shirt. “Oh. Right. Sorry, ladies—I wasn’t thinking.” He backed out of the kitchen door, still clutching his coffee.
Claire looked at Leah to see how she was handling the presence of a half-naked man in her kitchen. Leah smiled back at her with a wicked gleam in her eye. 
“You know, I think I’ll take back that ‘cute’ label.”
“That bad, huh?”
“Uh-uh. I just promoted him to ‘hunk.’”
Claire stared, then shook her head. “You serious?”
“Would I lie to you? You, old friend, have been hanging out on that all-girl campus for too long.”
“It’s a women’s college, not a girls’ school, Leah.”
“Sure, but the bottom line is, one gender. Hey, it’s my favorite gender, but maybe your, uh, aesthetic perception has gotten a little bit skewed.” Leah took another sip of her coffee. “What ever happened to that guy you were seeing—the one at Amherst?”
“I still see him now and then. We’re busy, and I’ve been off campus for a while.”
“Right. Obviously it’s a really hot relationship.”
“Leah!”
Leah put down her mug and looked at her watch. “Damn. I should have left ten minutes ago. Look, don’t mind me—it’s just too easy to yank your chain. Anyway, give me a couple of hours at work to see what I can find out, and then I’ll give you a call. Or, no—you shouldn’t answer the phone. Why don’t you call me at, say, eleven? I know!” Leah’s eyes gleamed with amusement. Clearly she relished the cloak-and-dagger aspect. “You can call me and give me a code word, and then I’ll know the coast is clear and I’ll call you back. Okay?”
“I guess,” Claire said dubiously. “What’s the code?”
“Let me think . . . How about ‘Mellon’?”
“Why?” Claire’s mind was not processing information very well. She took another large swallow of coffee.
“You are definitely not keeping up. The Elvish word for ‘friend,’ right?”
“Oh. Right. Okay, I’ll call you and say I’m looking for somebody Mellon, and you blow me off, and I hang up, and you call me right back.”
“You got it.” Leah fished around her countertop for a scrap of paper and a pencil, and wrote. “Here’s my direct number—that way you won’t have to go through the switchboard. Eleven. Mellon. Gotta run!” 
“Leah?”
Leah stopped in her rush out the door. “Yeah?”
“This is serious, you know. I mean, someone is dead and we don’t even know why. And we’re in trouble, no matter how you look at it. I just want you to know how much I appreciate this—I don’t know how I can ever thank you.”
Leah took one last look at Claire, and then unexpectedly hugged her hard. “Don’t worry, sweets, we’ll figure this out. After all, you’ve got me on the job now, in addition to Mr. Wonderful in there. We’ll fix it!”
And with a flurry of clothes and a jingle of keys, Leah swept out the door, leaving Claire sitting in the kitchen, unable to move. She realized that Jonathan had been in the bathroom for quite a while—to give them some privacy? Or was he just slow? Even as she formed the thought, the bathroom door opened and Jonathan emerged, fully clothed.
“She gone?”
Claire nodded. “Why, you think she’s going to snap your head off?”
“I wouldn’t put it past her. You’re lucky—she looks like a good friend to have.”
“Don’t I know it!” She watched as Jonathan brought his cup to the sink and rinsed it out. In some dim corner of her mind, Claire gave him points for that, but she couldn’t find the energy to make a snide comment. “Are you going to go look for a phone?”
He turned toward her and leaned against the counter, drying his hands on a towel. “You should stay here—there’s no need for you to come along. If Rick thinks I need to find a computer, I’ll find a library. What did you and Leah cook up?”
“She’s going to look at Annabeth’s schedule and see where we can connect—I’m going to call her at eleven. Listen, how the heck do we handle Annabeth? I can’t exactly talk to her. She doesn’t know me, and anything she’s heard in the past few days is not going to make her want to talk to me, and she may already have talked to the FBI. But you’re the main target, so it’s even riskier for you to try to see her, especially at the U.N. I assume they’ve got some pretty tight security.”
Jonathan nodded in agreement. “I’ve been thinking about that. The best thing I can figure is, if you can get close to her, you can give her a note or something, and we can try to set up a meeting somewhere else—somewhere neutral, public. I’m going to need some time to talk with her, not just a passing ‘Hi, how are you?’” He stopped, and looked almost embarrassed. “That is, if you’re willing?”
Claire couldn’t hide her surprise. “What? You mean you’re actually asking me, instead of shoving me into the middle of this against my will?”
“Claire,” he began, then stopped himself, biting off a comment. “Yes, I’m asking. If it is possible, will you please talk to Annabeth and give her a note from me?”
“Yes, Jonathan, I will be happy to convey a message—assuming that Leah can find a way to get us together. There, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”
“Thank you.” He matched her formality. “I’ll go make that call. You want anything from the corner deli?”
“Surprise me. Oh, by the way, the nearest library branch is called Epiphany. Catchy, huh?” Claire slipped off the stool and headed for the living room, where she turned on the television to check the news.
The morning passed with glacial slowness. Dressed in a hodgepodge of thrift-store chic and items cadged from Leah’s eclectic wardrobe, Claire helped herself to the last of the coffee, threw all the bolts she could find on the door, and settled on the love seat. She roamed through the television channels, looking in vain for any updates on their own situation. There was nothing; the local news, when she could find it, was full of the upcoming U.N. conference. She was both disappointed and relieved. Nobody had any reason to suspect that they were in New York, which was good, but somehow she was hurt that her abduction at gunpoint had slipped so quickly from the public eye. It was humbling to find that she ranked somewhere below the sanitation workers’ union negotiations. 
Turning off the television, she poked around the apartment, trying to find something to read. She stumbled upon a cache of material about the conference, and as she read through it, she wondered why she hadn’t paid more attention to it. She could tell herself that international policy wasn’t really her field, but she wouldn’t let herself get away with that flimsy excuse. If she studied women in the modern world, then this was a significant gathering, and she should have been more attuned to it. She couldn’t even remember if she had dismissed it because she knew she would be off in the woods, in her self-imposed isolation. For shame, Claire. As an academic, and as an educated woman, you know you can’t ignore the political side of the problems that modern women face. You’ve been playing ostrich.
Gradually she realized that Jonathan had been gone quite a while. She considered what that might mean. What were the possibilities? One, he had been spotted and picked up by the police or the FBI. If that happened, what would he say about her? They hadn’t talked about a backup plan. Were men in suits about to arrive and pound on the door? Two, he had simply done what he had originally planned, and disappeared to pursue his own ends. Maybe he thought that would be the best for her, but it still left her up a creek. Or, three, he and Rick had an awful lot to talk about. Claire wasn’t sure which alternative she liked: they all made her nervous, and the feeling grew the longer he stayed away. She picked up a book at random and tried to concentrate, but it was hard to ignore the tickle of panic. What if he didn’t come back? What was she supposed to do? He wouldn’t do that to her . . . would he? Did she know him well enough to believe that? How well did she really know him? Claire, it’s a little late to think about that.
She nearly jumped out of her skin when she heard the door buzzer go off again. That’s right, he doesn’t have a key. Claire padded cautiously to the door and pushed the intercom button.
“Hello?”
“It’s me, let me up.”
“You alone?”
“Yes, I’m alone. Let me up.”
Claire pushed the button to open the downstairs door and waited until Jonathan knocked on Leah’s door. She checked the peephole. Yes, it was Jonathan, and there was no one with him. Scratch theories one and two. She threw the bolts and let him in. “God, you were gone long enough! Did you talk with Rick?” She shut the door behind him and locked it again.
He peeled off his coat and draped it over a chair by the door, then turned to face her. “How long was I gone?” He looked at his watch. “Wow, you’re right. Yes, I got through to Rick before he left for work, and he’s really spooked. Something is happening, and he’s pissed because he can’t figure out what it is. His pride is on the line here—he’s taking it really personally.”
“Well, maybe that’s a good thing for us,” Claire said dubiously. “But what now? Did you tell him about the conference?”
Jonathan threw himself down on the love seat Claire had vacated. “Of course, and he’s going to sift through his info to see if that fits. But I wish I knew more. It’s like chasing shadows. You know there’s something there, but it’s damned hard to see it. Even when you know what you’re looking for. Even if the First Lady is the target, who’s behind it?”
“Jonathan . . . would it make a difference if all this”—Claire fumbled for a word—“shooting business at Annabeth’s hadn’t happened? I mean, if you’d been free to walk up or call up the right authorities, and tell them what you know, what you suspect? Didn’t you have some credibility, before you got cast as a killer and a kidnapper?”
Jonathan rubbed his hands over his face. “I don’t know. Maybe. Or maybe they would have blown me off as a nut—one of the many. It wouldn’t be the first time. And I can’t say that I’d blame them. Or, hell, for all we know, the shooting is related to this, crazy as it sounds. But it’s just so frustrating! I mean, we’re this close, but I still can’t see it. And we’re running out of time. Speaking of which, when are you supposed to talk to Leah?”
Claire looked at her watch. “Oops, now. Let’s hope she has a plan.”
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Claire retrieved the phone from the kitchen and the scrap of paper with Leah’s number. She felt silly: was she supposed to disguise her voice? Should she put a handkerchief over the mouthpiece? Idiot, just call. She punched in the phone number. Leah picked up after two rings.
“Leah Parker.” Leah’s greeting was crisp and businesslike.
“Uh, hello, is this Paul Mellon’s office?” Claire tried to sound confused.
“No, you must have the wrong number.” Leah hung up quickly.
Claire sat on the stool, the phone still in her hand, and it rang several seconds later. She took a deep breath and hit the talk button. “Leah?”
“Hi, Chloe, I’m glad I caught you. Are you doing anything tonight?”
Claire was momentarily confused. “Chloe? Oh, I get it. Somebody might be listening. Uh, no, ma’am, my schedule is clear. If you’re really asking.”
“Great. Listen, can you do me a big favor? There’s this party tonight, and the caterer’s a friend of mine, and he’s suddenly shorthanded ’cause one of his staff pulled out. Would you be willing to fill in?”
“And I assume the lady in question will be at the party?”
“Exactly.”
“Okay, just give me the details. Oh, and am I really supposed to help the caterer?”
“Yes, he’ll provide the outfit—you know, these guys want everyone to match. How’re you fixed for shoes?”
“Well, I’ve got these neat combat boots.”
“I don’t recommend that. Why don’t you look around and see if you can find something simple and black?”
“Ooh, does that mean I get to dig through your closet?” Claire knew that her feet and Leah’s were nearly the same size.
“That would be fine. Have you got a pen? Here’s the address . . .”
Claire jotted down the address Leah gave her. Upper East Side—nice neighborhood. Annabeth was running with an upscale crowd. “What time?”
“Say, about five? Come to the service entrance, and I’ll introduce you to the caterer.”
“So you’ll be there?” Claire’s spirits lifted perceptibly.
“Yes. It’s an official event.”
“Ah. Should I bring my friend?”
“No, I don’t think so. There’ll be a lot of security, but I’ll vouch for you with the caterer.”
“Got it. I’ll be there. And Leah? Thanks, for everything. Including the shoes.”
“See you at five, then. Glad you can make it.” Leah rang off.
Claire hung up the phone. In the living room, Jonathan stared expectantly at her. “So?”
“There’s a party tonight, and Annabeth’s going to be there. Leah’s going to get me in dressed up as waitstaff for the caterer. I should be able to pass something to Annabeth, if you can figure out what.”
“Okay.” 
One question had been nagging at Claire. “Jonathan, how well do you know Annabeth?”
“I told you before, we go back a ways.”
“What does that mean? You were, uh, involved at some point?”
“No, we’re friends. We were never anything more, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“I just want to know why you’re so sure you can trust her. Why should she believe you, rather than whatever else she’s heard? What’s going to stop her from reading your note and calling the FBI ASAP?”
“I don’t think she will. If it makes you feel better, I can tell her that I’m willing to turn myself in, as long as I can talk to her first. The FBI was at her house for a reason, and she’s got to have met with them by now. They were better equipped to find her than we were. If they were looking for me, I need to know that. If it’s something else . . . well, I need to know that too.”
“And there’s still that annoying question: why did Susie shoot the agent?”
“Yes, there is that.” Jonathan paused, lost in thought for a moment, then resumed. “When are you supposed to meet Leah?”
“Around five. So you’ve got about four hours to draft the most effective prose of your life.”
To Claire’s surprise, he flashed her a quick grin. “And you don’t think I can do it?”
And in spite of herself, Claire felt her mouth twitch. “Show me.”
 
* * *
 
As she hung on to a post on the rackety subway car, on her way uptown, Claire thanked the gods that she didn’t have to worry about dressing herself for this event. She’d found some black leather lace-up shoes at the back of Leah’s closet, so that part was all right. She’d had more trouble trying to figure out the rest of her appearance. There was no time to do anything about the hair. That left makeup. Part of Claire wanted to appear as drab, as invisible, as possible, but then she’d be most recognizable as serious Professor Claire Hastings. How depressing. The other alternative was to slather the goop on and try to look as different as possible—just not too trashy for a tony party for visiting dignitaries. The desire to hide did battle with the idea of hiding in plain sight—but confusing people by giving them what they did not expect. Ah, hell—nobody looks at the serving staff anyway, Claire reminded herself, as she troweled on eye shadow and mascara.
She arrived a few minutes early, but Leah was already there, in the space below the steps that opened onto the service door. Leah greeted her cautiously.
“Hey, girl, you made it. Any problems?”
Claire shook her head. “How about your end?”
“I’m glad you got here early.” Leah cast a wary glance around, but in this neighborhood there was little foot traffic. “I couldn’t get you on the guest list, even under a phony name—they’re checking people out. Luckily I know the caterer, and he owes me a favor—I throw a lot of business his way. He won’t ask questions, but if anything goes wrong, he’s going to point the finger at me. You and Hero come up with a plan?”
“Jonathan wrote a note, and I figure I’ll just slip it to Annabeth when the time is right. Once you point her out, that is—I’ve never met the woman. Anyway, I’m going to keep out of it. My story is, some guy came up to me and asked if I could give her this note, on the sly, and I don’t know anything more. Okay?”
“That’s probably a good idea. And I don’t think she’s going to recognize you as a feminist in that getup. But when she gets the note, then what’s the plan?”
“In the note Jonathan asks if she’ll meet him after the party tonight. He’s going to be waiting for her at this all-night deli he knows, a couple of blocks from here.”
“And he thinks she’s going to go along with that?” Leah looked skeptical.
Claire shrugged. “He says so—he claims she’s an old friend. At least he picked a nice bright public place instead of a dark corner somewhere.”
“What about you? Are you going to be there?”
“I figured I’d hang back until she showed up and they had a chance to get started. Then I can decide.”
“Huh.” Leah thought a moment. “Then I’m going with you.”
“What? Why?” Claire protested.
“Because, girl, you’ve done such a great job of taking care of yourself up to now. Look at you! FBI hunting for you, and you look like a slut. Can’t leave you on your own for a minute. You just don’t know how to handle this kind of stuff.”
“And you do?” Claire was outraged, but she had to fight a desire to snigger. It felt good to have somebody on her side.
“Better than you. Look, we’d better get inside. Jean-Paul will give you your uniform and explain what he wants you to do. As far as he knows, you’re just a fill-in. I told him you were a friend who needed a few extra bucks—God knows you look like you do, at the moment. You do think you can carry a tray, right? That’s not beneath your dignity?”
“I think I can handle it. I used to bus tables at school, remember?”
“Then let’s go. Oh, and remember, your name’s Chloe.” Leah pulled open the door, and Claire followed her into the building. Once inside Leah made a beeline for the kitchen at the back of the house, where a crowd of black-and-white-clad caterers and assistants milled around in controlled chaos. Leah went directly to one man and said without preamble, “Jean-Paul, this is Chloe. She needs her uniform and then she’s good to go. Ça va?”
Jean-Paul gave Claire a harried once-over and pointed toward a woman. “Talk to Elise. You look like you can carry a tray, at least.” He turned away quickly. 
Claire looked at Leah and raised an eyebrow. “That was easy.”
Leah grinned. “Told you. Look, I’ve got to get upstairs, but I’ll let you know when . . . you know. Now go get dressed. Party starts at seven.”
When Leah had left, Claire sought out the woman identified as Elise. “Hi, I’m Chloe. You have a uniform for me?”
Elise was no less stressed out than Jean-Paul. “Oh, yeah, right, the replacement. You wear, what, a size ten? Come on.” She rushed to a rolling rack of shirts and pants, grabbed one of each and thrust them at Claire. “Put these on. You done this before?”
Claire grabbed the clothes and nodded. “Some, not much lately. What do you need?”
Elise eyed her critically. “Well, we could use another server, but you don’t quite fit our image . . . How about this—you can keep an eye on the stationary setups. When things run low, refill the platters, and you can collect the used glassware, plates, that kind of stuff. Think you can handle that?”
“No problem.” When Elise darted off, Claire looked around for a place to change and found a tiny bathroom off the kitchen. She slipped in and changed into the plain black pants and double-breasted chef’s jacket, with the name of Jean-Paul’s firm embroidered over her heart. The pants were a bit long, so Claire rolled them up at the waist. Then she pulled Jonathan’s note from her own clothes and tucked it firmly into the pocket of her borrowed pants. She took one last look at herself in the tiny mirror. Yes, she still looked like a tramp. Great. She’d certainly convinced Elise. Now all she had to do was stay invisible until Leah pointed out Annabeth. In the meantime, she had better do the job she was there for.
She had no trouble keeping busy until the party started—Jean-Paul made sure of that. Claire realized belatedly that she should have asked Leah more about this party. It was large—that much was immediately obvious. The town house extended up at least three floors, not counting the kitchen level, and there were food stations and temporary bars set up strategically on each level. This meant a lot of running up and down stairs, carrying plates and glasses, and then trays laden with food, and decorations for the food displays. After nearly two hours of this, Claire was exhausted, and the evening had hardly begun.
Guests began to trickle in, solo and in pairs, shortly after seven; by seven thirty they were arriving in chattering clumps. Claire had not been introduced to the host and hostess, nor did she expect to be. She was a nameless, faceless servant, at least for the moment. She was grateful that she hadn’t been stuck with coat duty—at least with food handling, she could circulate. Between trips up the stairs with fresh trays of food, and trips down the stairs with the emptied trays, dirty dishes and abandoned glasses, she managed to snoop a bit, hoping to find a quiet corner where she could pass the note to Annabeth without an audience. The house was magnificent, she had to admit. It was filled with antiques, oriental rugs, oil paintings, but they all looked as though they belonged, not as though they had been assembled by a professional decorator. Claire found herself swooping down on any stray glass that might dribble on the hand-polished mahogany surfaces, almost as though they were her own.
As she was making her fifth run—which was more like a walk now—to the basement, the thought struck her: under different circumstances, she might well have been a guest at this party. She had the credentials, the expertise, the professional standing. She could have been mingling with the educated, intelligent, articulate people upstairs, instead of schlepping dirty barware to the basement. A very odd turn of events—and one she hoped to reverse as soon as possible.
As she trudged back up the stairs yet again, she spied Leah trying to catch her eye. She drifted toward her, collecting glassware along the way. There was no reason why she shouldn’t be speaking with Leah, who was responsible for managing this party, but she didn’t want to make it obvious that they knew each other. Leah apparently understood that, and handed Claire an empty glass when she neared her.
“The blonde at three o’clock,” Leah said quietly.
Claire picked up yet another glass from a table tucked in the corner, and turned as if to look for its mates, which gave her the opportunity to scope out her quarry: Annabeth. Blonde, as Leah had said. Taller than Claire, and older by maybe ten years. Attractively dressed; no, make that superbly dressed. Her tailored suit did not come off any rack, and the color of the silk shirt beneath it set off her eyes. The jewelry glinting on her lapel and at her wrists was clearly real, bold but not flashy. Everything about her screamed money, good taste, and authority. The people clustered around her were hanging on her every word. And, Claire had to remind herself as she studied her, this woman was the Greenferne Professor for Women’s Studies, so she must be intelligent and accomplished. Beside her, Claire felt cheap and dull. She shook herself. She was not here as herself, and on a level playing field she could take on Annabeth Rankin any day. No, she was here to deliver Jonathan’s message, nothing more.
Now all she had to do was figure out how. 
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It took a little time to catch Annabeth without her band of eager sycophants. Claire didn’t dare hang around the room too long; someone on Jean-Paul’s staff would no doubt show up to remind her why she was there, and ask why there were dirty plates everywhere. Luckily, Annabeth excused herself from her colleagues and made her way toward the adjoining hall, which Claire knew led to a bathroom. Claire followed, reaching the doorway in time to see Annabeth close the bathroom door behind her. Claire made another sweep of the room, collecting discarded napkins and ashtrays (it seemed a sacrilege to smoke in this handsome place, but some people . . .), but staying as close to the doorway as she could. When the bathroom door opened, Claire deposited her tray quickly on the nearest table and darted down the hall.
When she was within a few feet, she said, “Are you Ms. Rankin?”
Annabeth focused on her, and gave her a gracious smile. “Yes, I am. Why?”
“A gentleman asked me to give this to you.” Claire fished into her pocket and pulled out Jonathan’s note, and Annabeth took it from her outstretched hand. She eyed it curiously, then looked up at Claire, who shrugged. Finally she turned it over and slipped a manicured finger under the flap. It opened easily, and she drew out the single sheet of paper. Claire held her breath, watching her face. It was an interesting sight. First Annabeth’s eyes widened, in unfeigned surprise. Then she regained control of her emotions, and it was as though a mask had slipped down. But Claire knew she had seen the first unguarded moment.
Annabeth looked at her again, her eyes wary. “Who gave this to you?” Her voice was neutral and carefully controlled. “Was it someone here?”
“No, ma’am. When I was coming in, some guy at the door handed it to me and said to give it to you. He repeated your name a couple of times, and he told me what you looked like. I asked someone here if it was you, just to be sure.”
“I see.” Annabeth slowly folded the note, then slipped it back into its envelope, and slid the envelope into the small clutch bag she was carrying. “Did he say he wanted an answer?”
“No, ma’am. He didn’t say anything else.”
“Oh. Well, then, thank you for delivering it.” As an afterthought, she reached into her purse and drew out a ten-dollar bill, which she handed to Claire. Claire stared at the proffered bill for a moment. How degrading: she was being tipped, like a servant. But then, as far as Annabeth knew, that’s exactly what she was; she had to take it, because if she didn’t, it would be inappropriate to the role she was playing.
“Thank you, ma’am. I’d better get back to work.” Claire took the money, resisting the irreverent urge to curtsey, and went back to collect her loaded tray. She caught Leah’s eye and nodded once. Mission accomplished. Now all she had to do was . . . damn, finish out her shift. Whatever else she was supposed to be, tonight she was part of the catering staff, and Leah would probably lose points with Jean-Paul if she bailed out now. Besides, she had time to kill until eleven, when Jonathan and Annabeth were supposed to meet. With a sigh, she picked up the tray and headed back down the stairs.
After a while Claire lost track of how many times she had trekked up and down the stairs. Her legs hurt. Her feet hurt. Her shoulders hurt, from carrying the heavy trays. She felt sweaty and greasy and cranky. The cranky part came from having to be polite to everyone, and keeping her mouth shut otherwise. But by nine the guests were thinning out, no doubt going on to fabulous dinners in restaurants listed in the New Yorker. Claire’s stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten, except for a few snatched hors d’oeuvres. She had forgotten to ask how long this foolish event went on, or whether she was supposed to hang around and help clean up. Heck, she had even forgotten to ask when she was going to get paid, and how much. If she didn’t want to blow her cover, she’d have to stick it out to the bitter end, and who knew when that was?
By ten all but a few diehards had moved on. The host and hostess were sprawled in the main living room downstairs, with a small group of friends. Claire was making one last foray, hunting for errant glasses, when she heard female voices coming from the library on the second floor. She walked carefully down the darkened hall, intending to collect the last glassware and leave the people to their conversation, but stopped in the shadows when she saw who it was: Annabeth and a group of young women, most likely college students. Claire smiled inwardly, because it was a scene she recognized: the revered teacher surrounded by her acolytes, who obviously were lapping up Annabeth’s every word. She’d done the same thing herself, occasionally, and she had her own coterie at Sophia. Claire wondered what the students were doing here. Maybe Annabeth had invited them to the conference, as a special treat?
And then the scene shifted. A man emerged from another part of the room, which Claire couldn’t see from her position in the hall. He was, in the words of the old cliché, tall, dark and handsome. All the women’s heads turned to him in unison. He smiled at the group, then bent down and said something into Annabeth’s ear. Annabeth smiled and nodded at him, then looked around at her adoring students and said, “I think it’s time to call it a day—tomorrow will be busy. Are you girls all set for getting back to the hotel? Good. All right, we’ll meet in the dining room for breakfast, at seven thirty, and we can share a cab to Headquarters. Good night!”
Although the girls looked reluctant, it was clearly a command, and they gathered themselves up and filed out down the hall, passing Claire. She caught snippets of their conversation as they passed: “All he has to do is snap his fingers and we might as well not be there,” grumbled one; “Yeah, but look at him—wouldn’t you?” The first girl grinned. “Yeah, maybe.” Claire stood stock-still, not that the girls would have noticed her even if she was tap-dancing, because she had recognized one of them from the news reports: Susie. Susie the poor terrified girl from Greenferne. Susie, the one who had killed the FBI agent, at least according to Jonathan. What on earth was she doing here? Apparently her story was still holding up, and the FBI hadn’t told her to stay put, and here she was, wallowing in the excitement of a major women’s conference and all the perks, like parties, and taxis, and hotels.
As Claire tried to process this unlikely piece of information, she realized the scene in the library was still playing out. Minus her entourage, Annabeth’s demeanor had turned more serious. The elegant man extended a hand to her and she rose gracefully to her feet—and then closer. Apparently he and Annabeth were good friends. Very, very good friends. Claire felt like a voyeur and was preparing to turn her eyes away when she saw Annabeth reach into her purse and pull out an envelope. An envelope that Claire knew very well, because she had given it to Annabeth earlier. And she watched in horror as Annabeth handed it to the man, who opened it and cast a cursory glance over the note inside, all without relinquishing his hold on Annabeth. Or was Annabeth the one doing the holding? Annabeth’s stance could well be described as “clinging.” 
Her heart pounding, Claire edged closer, collecting a glass here and there, until she could hear at least fragments of the conversation.
“What does this man want from you?” the man said, his English tempered by a slight accent that Claire couldn’t quite identify.
“I don’t know, Philippe. He says he wants to talk to me.”
“Why should you meet with him? Is he not wanted by the authorities?”
“Well, he is an old friend. Don’t worry—I know he wouldn’t hurt me. And I can urge him to turn himself in.”
“Perhaps I should accompany you? It troubles me to think of you in danger.”
“No, I don’t think so. He said to come alone. But I’m not afraid of him. If I could just persuade him to turn himself in, I’m sure there’s a good explanation for this.”
“I don’t think you should put yourself in harm’s way.”
“That’s sweet of you, darling, but I don’t think I’m in any danger. And it is a public place that he picked. What could go wrong?”
“Then you shall go, but be careful. Do not go anywhere else with this man. Will you promise me that?”
“Of course.”
“I shall stay nearby, in the event that you might need me.”
“Oh, darling, that’s not necessary. You just go back to your apartment, and I’ll call you as soon as I’ve finished with Jonathan. I’d come to your place, but tomorrow is a big day, and I’ll need an early start. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. I’ll catch a cab back to the hotel as soon as I can, and I promise I’ll call you when I get there.”
“I will wait for your call. Be careful, my love.” He bent his dark head, and Annabeth raised her face to his eagerly. The part of Claire’s brain that was still working noted that this obviously wasn’t the first time they had done this. The part concerned with survival told her it was time to get out of the hallway, because they would be coming that way very shortly and they shouldn’t see her. And she needed to talk to Leah immediately, because what had begun as a nice simple plan was rapidly turning into an unholy mess. Now some unknown man knew where Jonathan would be, and Claire didn’t trust him. 
With extreme caution Claire picked up the tray of dirty glasses and crept down the stairs, trying to be as quiet as possible, which was not easy with a load of clinking glasses. She arrived at the kitchen without mishap. Leah was there, looking tired but satisfied, chatting with Jean-Paul. He looked up at Claire with a dash of annoyance. “Ah, the tardy one. Is that everything, do you think?”
Claire banged the tray onto the countertop. “I hope so. There were still a couple of people in the library, but I couldn’t just barge in and grab their glasses out of their hands.”
“Ah, c’est pas grande chose. You did well. If you would care to assist another time . . . ?”
“Sure, fine, whatever. Let me get out of these clothes, okay?” Claire shot a glance at Leah that was supposed to convey urgency; Leah just looked bewildered. Claire ducked into the tiny bathroom and stripped off the caterer’s uniform, and pulled on what she was coming to think of as her “slut suit.” She ran her fingers through her hair, then grabbed the uniform off the floor and went back to the kitchen.
Jean-Paul was still standing there, but now he was holding out an envelope toward her. What was it with envelopes tonight? She stared at it in confusion, until he said gently, “It is your pay. Leah said you had great need of it?”
“Oh, yes.” Claire tried to collect her jumbled wits and remember the role she was playing. “Thank you. I appreciate your fitting me in at the last minute. Leah, you ready to go?”
“Just let me get my coat. Jean-Paul, you have outdone yourself, as usual. I’ll call you about that reception. Good night.”
Claire all but dragged Leah down the hall toward the front door.
“Whoa, girl, at least let me get my arms into my coat sleeves. What the heck has got your knickers in a twist?”
Claire didn’t answer but kept moving until they were outside, standing on the sidewalk in the bitter night air. The street was all but deserted; a few plastic bags and dry leaves skittered about the corners. There was no one to hear them. Claire took a deep breath, fighting for calm.
“I saw Annabeth in the library, with a man,” she said. “She gave him the envelope. Jonathan’s envelope. He read the note.”
“Oh, crap. Let me think. Okay, who was the guy?”
“Leah, how the hell should I know?”
“Steady, girl. Describe him.”
“Tall. Well, taller than Annabeth anyway, and she’s taller than I am. Maybe forty-five? Dark hair, dark eyes. Foreign, probably, but I can’t guess what nationality. Definitely not American. Speaks with a slight accent, but clearly educated. Nice suit. And he’s got Annabeth under his thumb.”
“Hey, Nancy Drew, not bad for a first impression. I think I know who you mean—a guy named Philippe Cachette. I think he’s with the Egyptian delegation. He was on the official guest list for tonight.”
“Well, I know he and Annabeth are . . . something. I’d guess lovers.”
“It happens, you know. So, what? She showed him the envelope—why?”
“Do you think I know?” Claire found it hard to shriek in a whisper. “He offered to come with her to the rendezvous, but she said no. She didn’t think Jonathan would hurt her. Damn, I wish I knew what all this means. Oh, and Susie was there too.”
“Susie?” Leah looked blankly at her.
“The Greenferne student who shot the FBI agent, or so Jonathan says. My guess is that Annabeth brought some Greenferne students along for the conference, kind of like a field trip. Susie doesn’t seem to be exactly traumatized, and obviously she isn’t under lock and key.” Another thought percolated into Claire’s sluggish mind, and she said slowly, “And she seems to know the guy Annabeth was with, which means . . . I don’t know. That it’s been going on for a while? That he’s been to Greenferne? Or that Susie has been to New York before? Leah, what do we do now?”
“Calm down, for starters. Stick to the plan, until we’ve got a better one. We’d better head over toward the deli. And then we’ll just wait and see who shows up. If it’s this Philippe guy, or if he calls in the cops, we’re going to have to back off and let Jonathan handle it. You got that?”
“Yes,” Claire agreed grudgingly.
They quickly covered the two short blocks to the deli Jonathan had chosen, moving fast both to keep warm and because of Claire’s sense of urgency. This new guy was a wild card and she didn’t know what to make of him, but there was no way to contact Jonathan and divert him, and even if she could, they had no fallback plan. He needed to talk to Annabeth now, tonight, and this was their last, best, only chance.
They had agreed that she and Leah would stay out of sight, not intrude on the conversation unless or until Jonathan signaled them. What Claire had not been able to visualize was where that would put them. Belatedly she realized that if they sat somewhere in the deli, there was the risk that Annabeth would recognize one or both of them. But it was dark and cold outside, and they couldn’t very well stand around on the sidewalk waiting for something to happen. Either they’d freeze their buns off or they’d get picked up for soliciting. Claire snorted: she would get picked up, but no one would mistake Leah for a prostitute. Maybe a church lady, albeit a fashionable one, trying to save Claire’s immortal soul and turn her to the path of salvation. Claire felt unbidden laughter welling in her chest and clamped down hard. Get a grip, Claire! This is serious, grown-up stuff—dead men, terrorists, assassinations. You can’t lose focus now.
“You okay?” Leah panted behind her, trying to keep up. “’Cause I haven’t trained for the fifty-yard dash in a while, and these sure as hell aren’t the right shoes.”
“Sorry.” Claire slowed down. “I’m just worried. I always worry when I don’t have all the facts. And I didn’t like that guy, and the way Annabeth was oozing all over him.”
“Oh, well, that’s obviously a reason to shoot him on sight. Heaven forbid an anointed feminist like Annabeth Rankin should have a love life!”
“But that’s just it!” Claire struggled to put her fears into words. “I mean, I know her—by reputation, anyway—as an intelligent professional woman, and there she was acting like a lovesick cow.”
“Obviously you haven’t been in love lately. Try it—you might like it. Anyway, we’re here.” Leah pointed to the brightly lit storefront across the street.
“What time is it?”
“Ten fifty-three.”
“Jonathan’s there.” Claire could see him seated at a table for two, in the middle of the deli. The room was brightly lit, and Claire wondered if he felt painfully exposed. A random thought flitted through her mind: it looked like a Hopper painting. Only Hopper’s pictures were lonely, not ominous.
“Yup. And here comes Annabeth.” Leah nodded, and Claire saw Annabeth emerging from a taxi at the corner and then moving purposefully toward the deli. Claire pulled Leah into a doorway and, shielded from the wind, prepared to watch.
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As Claire shivered, half concealed, she felt like she was watching a crummy television—with the sound turned off. She could barely make out the expressions on people’s faces, and of course she had no hope of hearing what they said. Annabeth reached the door and pulled it open. Jonathan saw her immediately, and stood to greet her. He was smiling. They both sat down, without exchanging hugs or even handshakes. Since Jonathan had chosen his seat in order to watch the street for Annabeth’s approach, that put Annabeth’s back to Claire. Damn. Was she really supposed to figure out what was going on from body language alone? Jonathan’s smile had evaporated, and he was leaning forward and talking rapidly. Annabeth sat stiffly in her chair, not exactly poised for flight, but not relaxed either.
This was ridiculous. Maybe they should have gone in. Maybe they still could. Claire realized she was shaking from the cold, or maybe it was just nerves. “Leah? Do you think we could get in there without Annabeth seeing us?”
“I don’t know. Maybe you could, but she knows me, and she’s bound to see me when she leaves. Is that a problem?”
“I don’t know. But if we freeze to death standing here, I’d have a problem with that.”
“I hear you.” Leah thought for a moment. “Okay, I think it’s better if we go in. We could have some explaining to do, but if everything goes right, Jonathan might want you to join them. And I can’t feel my feet anymore. Let’s go.”
Claire reached into her pocket and pulled out her mangy knit hat, which she jammed down over her hair. A feeble attempt at disguise, but it made her feel better. There was nothing to be done about Leah, who was hardly unnoticeable. They emerged from their niche and crossed the street. Everything looked so deceptively normal—lights on, cars passing, a few people walking hurriedly . . . somewhere. There was even a scattering of patrons in the deli, mostly people sitting alone, guarding their privacy, studiously avoiding eye contact with anyone else. Claire and Leah slipped in and sat at a table near the front, where Annabeth couldn’t see them. Jonathan looked briefly in their direction but turned quickly back to Annabeth. They weren’t needed, not yet anyway. They ordered coffee from the tired waitress.
They still couldn’t hear any part of the conversation.
“What now?” Leah asked in a low voice.
“Got me. Warm up, at least.” Claire wrapped her hands around the chunky white mug of coffee. “Jonathan knows we’re here. How do you think the little chat is going?” As she watched, Annabeth leaned forward and put her hand on Jonathan’s arm. It looked as though she was pleading with him. He shook his head and started talking again.
Leah studied the pair. “They don’t look happy.”
“I agree.” Claire watched as Annabeth sat back in her chair, shaking her head. Whatever she was saying, she was becoming increasingly vehement, and Jonathan was listening to her with an expression of concern. He didn’t seem to be getting through to Annabeth, and Claire was beginning to worry again. If Annabeth didn’t believe him, what then? She realized she had been counting on this meeting to fix things—counting on Jonathan’s old friendship with Annabeth, or maybe just his persuasive powers, to get them through this. And neither seemed to be working. 
Annabeth stood up abruptly. “Leah, duck,” Claire hissed, as she pulled her cap down as far as it would go and hunched over her coffee. Leah reacted quickly, dropping her napkin and diving under the table to retrieve it. But it made no difference, as Annabeth stormed out without looking at anyone. From the corner of her eye Claire could see her grim expression.
Leah came back up once the door had swung shut behind Annabeth’s retreating form. “Is the coast clear?” 
“She’s gone.” Claire looked toward Jonathan, who had stood up and was throwing down a couple of bills on the table. He met her eyes, but then his gaze traveled to the door. Claire turned to see what had caught his attention. 
Two men had come in together. They looked liked businessmen, dressed in well-tailored dark overcoats, their shoes gleaming with polish. As she watched, they moved toward Jonathan, flanking him. One of the men leaned toward him and said something in his ear. 
Claire felt an icy stab of fear. Had the FBI finally caught up with them? But they didn’t look like FBI; they looked somehow indefinably foreign, a little too elegant. And they hadn’t shown any identification, which Claire was sure Jonathan would have demanded. So . . . what?
One of the men slipped an arm through Jonathan’s, and they began an unhurried march toward the door. Claire kept her eyes on Jonathan’s face, waiting for any signal, but all she got was a quick negative shake. She got the message: don’t interfere. She sat immobile, pretending to be fascinated by her empty coffee mug, while the trio left the deli and marched around the corner, not along brightly lit Lexington Avenue, but toward the darker side street. Claire stood up, but didn’t know what to do next. As she dithered, she saw a dark car pull out of the cross street and move at a discreet pace through the intersection and back the way she and Leah had come. A working fragment of her brain deciphered the license number, and then the car was gone.
Claire sat down heavily, not sure her legs would support her. “Give me a pen, quick.”
Leah looked at her as if she had gone crazy, but went fishing in her purse and handed her a pen. Claire quickly wrote the license number on a napkin, and then considered having a panic attack. She realized she was shaking.
“Okay, what the hell just happened?” Leah sounded angry.
“Oh, God, I don’t know.” Claire rejected the panic attack idea and wondered if crying would help. No, neither one would improve the situation. She took a deep breath. “My first thought was, maybe it’s the FBI. But they didn’t look like FBI. Did they?”
“Nope. The FBI doesn’t wear Armani. And no badges.”
“You noticed that too?”
“And your friend didn’t look too happy to be going with them.”
“No, I didn’t think so. So now what? Who the heck could I report this to? A fugitive gets snatched up in a public place by two goons in Armani topcoats and dragged off into the night. Leah, the only other person who knew where Jonathan would be, apart from Annabeth, is Annabeth’s smarmy boyfriend. Maybe he thinks he’s protecting her. Maybe he just asked two of his good buddies to escort wanted criminal Jonathan to the nearest police station. Why don’t I believe that?”
“Girl, I think we need to know a little more about Mr. Cachette.”
“You’ve got that right.” Claire thought, and then a lightbulb went off. “Rick. I’ve got to talk to Rick. He can find out about Cachette, and I can give him the license plate of that car. Let’s get back to your place, fast. I need a phone.”
Leah rose decisively and, after throwing a few dollars on their table, headed for the door, Claire following closely. On the street, Leah raised an imperious arm, and a taxi miraculously appeared. Why did that always work for Leah? But right now Claire was immensely grateful. Barreling downtown in the clattering taxi through the late-night streets, it took little time to reach Leah’s apartment. Leaving Leah to pay off the taxi driver, Claire took the stairs two at a time, and paced impatiently outside Leah’s door waiting for her to catch up. “Come on, come on, come on . . .” She wasn’t sure if she was encouraging Leah or just talking to herself. It took Leah a minute to undo all the locks, and once the door was open, Claire headed straight for the phone. She stared at it blankly for a moment. The number . . . she had used Rick’s phone to call Leah, and she steadied herself and shut her eyes to visualize it. She punched it into the phone.
The phone rang. Oh, God, what if he isn’t there? What do I do then? Somebody picked up on the third ring.
“’Lo?”
“Rick, it’s Claire.” Silence on the other end. “Claire Hastings. I was there with Jonathan?”
“Oh, yuh.” He was careful, noncommittal. “What do you want?”
“Rick, we’ve got a problem. Jonathan met Annabeth tonight, and about a minute later two guys showed up and escorted him away, and I don’t think they were police or FBI.”
“So?”
Claire was beginning to get angry. “Listen, Rick, I . . . he needs your help. The only person who knew where Jonathan was going to be is somebody who I suspect is Annabeth’s boyfriend. His name’s Philippe Cachette, and he may be part of the Egyptian delegation to the U.N. He wasn’t one of the two guys who grabbed him, but he looks like the type who knows that kind of guy. And I got the license plate of the car, if you can do anything with that.” She read it off to him from the crumpled napkin.
“Shit.” Rick was silent for a while, and Claire found herself holding her breath. “Okay, give me a couple of minutes. I think . . . no, let me check it out. I’ll call you at the phone there. Five minutes.” He hung up abruptly. Claire wandered into the living room, still clutching the phone. 
Leah watched her pace in circles. “What’s he going to do?”
“If Rick is as good as Jonathan says he is, he’s going to tiptoe through the Internet tulips and try to identify our mystery man, or the car. If Cachette turns out to be exactly who he says he is, we’re stuck. But if he’s something more . . .” There were so many bits and pieces, and it was so hard to fit them together. Annabeth. Susie. The FBI. The conference. The mystery man. Jonathan’s suspicions, which he had shared only in driblets. They all buzzed around her head and refused to settle into any sort of order.
It was actually six minutes before Rick called back. When the phone rang, Claire jumped and answered after the first ring.
“Claire?”
“Yes. What have you got?”
“You near a computer?”
Claire looked at Leah. “You have a computer here?” Leah nodded. “Yes, Rick.”
“I’ll send you the stuff—it’s easier than trying to explain it.”
“Let me get Leah’s e-mail.”
Rick cut her off. “I’ve got it. I’m sending now.”
“Leah, is your computer on?” When Leah nodded, she went on, “Look at your e-mail.” Leah crossed to a table under the front window and extricated a sleek laptop from a pile of magazines. 
“What am I looking for?” Leah asked.
“The last thing to come in—he just sent it.”
“Okay, got it. It’s got attachments. Open them?”
“It’s the attachments we need to see?” Claire asked Rick.
“Yeah. Read them now. Fast.”
Claire looked over Leah’s shoulder as the attachments unfurled. The first was a full-screen photo. Annabeth’s paramour, no question.
“That the guy?” Rick’s voice echoed in her ear.
“Yes, that’s him.”
He didn’t answer for a minute, and Claire wondered what he was thinking. Finally he said, “Okay, read the rest of the stuff. I’ll give you the short version. How much did Jonathan tell you?”
“Not enough, apparently,” Claire said grimly.
“Yeah. This U.N. conference thing that’s going on?”
“Yes. The First Lady’s supposed to put in an appearance, in, like”—Claire looked at her watch—“nine hours. Have you got anything more?”
“I think that’s the target—her and the conference. The ‘who’ was trickier, but it looks like a small fundamentalist group from Egypt that’s really ticked off about women gaining any rights.”
“Don’t they have enough to worry about in Egypt without going after women?” Claire muttered. And then suddenly something unfolded in her mind, and she could begin to see the pattern. “Rick,” she began slowly, “where does Cachette fit in?”
“He may be the head of the group.”
“He’s Egyptian?”
“Half. His mother was French, his father Egyptian. He lived in Paris until he was about fifteen, then moved to Egypt and lived with his dad. Went to Oxford, then back to Egypt and began working his way up the administration. He’s been in New York for a few years.”
Leah had printed out the first picture of Cachette, and several more pages. Mutely she handed them to Claire. They included two pictures of men.
“Rick, who are the other guys in the pictures?”
“I traced that license you gave me. The car belongs to the Egyptian embassy. The two guys work there, and they’re on a couple of watch lists.”
“And they’re the same two guys who took Jonathan.”
They all fell silent. Finally Claire broke the silence. “Listen, Rick, tell me if I’ve got this right. You’re saying there’s a terrorist cell that wants to go after the First Lady, who’s making a public appearance tomorrow in defense of women’s rights. But naturally security is going to be real tight.” She turned to Leah. “Right?”
“Of course.”
“Leah, how long ago did the planning for this start?”
“Maybe a year? It takes that long to get the speakers set up, work out the details, print up the advertising and the literature, publicize it.”
“So I’m going to guess that Cachette started courting Annabeth sometime in the last year. He can handle the violence, the external strategy, all that stuff, but he needs access to insider information, the planning process, maybe even a way into the event. And that’s where Annabeth comes in, because she’s been one of the key players from the beginning. Am I right so far?”
Leah nodded, her face bleak.
“Rick, you still there? Did you do any digging on Annabeth?”
“Yeah, some. She’s clean, as far as I can tell.”
“So it’s likely she’s being used. Wonder if she knows it?” God, we women can be such fools sometimes, when hormones get involved. “The conference starts tomorrow, and Cachette or his goons have Jonathan.” Unless, of course, they just killed him and dumped his body in the nearest river. No, she wasn’t going to think about that. 
“Sounds about right.” Rick replied.
“Rick,” she said slowly, “what do you think they’re likely to do now? You know a lot more about this kind of thing than I do. Are they going to get rid of Jonathan as soon as they can, or will they hold on to him to use as a bargaining chip, just in case?”
“How’m I supposed to know?” Rick protested.
“Will they think the fact that Jonathan has popped up twice means that he knows something? Enough to make them abort the plan?”
A few beats of silence. “Don’t know. I’d bet they’re going to go forward. They’ve got a lot at stake, and nothing to lose. And whichever way it goes, they know Jonathan isn’t going to tell anyone anything.” Apparently Rick didn’t want to finish that thought either.
“What’s our best hope of stopping this?” Claire said. “Somehow I think calling up the FBI or the police and saying, ‘Hi, I’m that so-called kidnap victim, and I’ve got information about a terrorist event that’s happening in a few hours’ is not going to work.”
Rick gave a brief snort of laughter. “I doubt it. I’d say your best bet is to get to Annabeth and see if she’ll take you to this Cachette guy. Let him know his plan has been outed. Fast. And take backup.”
“My thought exactly. Rick, if you come up with anything else concrete, will you e-mail it to Leah? Maybe if I can pass on some hard information to the right people, they’ll take me more seriously. And call us on her cell?” Claire rattled off Leah’s number.
“Got it. And, Claire?”
“What?”
“Good luck. Looks like you’ll need it.” He hung up.
Claire turned to Leah. “You got most of that?”
“Oh, yeah, I’m right with you. Up to my neck in it. So what say we pay a little visit to Annabeth?”
“You know where to find her?”
“Of course. She’s staying at the Plaza. I booked the block of rooms for the conference.”
“And I heard her tell Lover-Boy that she wanted to get her beauty sleep, and he claimed he was headed home, so I hope we can assume she’s alone. Let’s go! And bring the printouts with you.”
“Uh, Claire, you might want to change clothes, if you want to be taken seriously. Or even get past the desk at the Plaza.”
“Then it’ll have to be your clothes, lady, because this is the best I’ve got.”
It took two minutes for Claire to pull on something that made her look moderately respectable, and another minute to scrub the layers of gunk off her face. She emerged feeling more herself, at least in appearance. Leah checked her bag: printouts, schedule for the conference, cell phone, all in place. Claire had little to carry but her purse.
“Ready?”
“I hope so.” 
They hurried down the stairs. In front of the building, Leah raised her arm, and once again a cab materialized out of nowhere.
“Leah, one of these days you’re going to have to teach me how to do that,” Claire said as they climbed in.
“Nothing to it.” Leah turned to the driver. “The Plaza, please.”
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Speeding along the half-empty streets, illuminated by the unearthly glow of the streetlights, Claire was struck with how unreal the whole scene was. She and Leah were surrounded by millions of people, but it was vitally important to find only one or two of them. Or three: Jonathan. What on earth was she going to do if he was dead? She’d never be able to explain all this to any authority. Her mind shied away from that question. Focus on Annabeth: she was the key. Too bad Claire had no idea what the key would open.
Where to start? First, she had questions. Did Annabeth know her lover was a terrorist, and that he was exploiting her? If she was a dupe, what information could she have given him? Claire had to believe the U.N. security force was prepared to deal with a physical attack, in this perilous era. Why had Philippe latched on to Annabeth—what advantage did it give him? And where did Susie fit? And what had Jonathan said to Annabeth? And how could Annabeth have been stupid enough to get herself into this mess? That stopped Claire short: she wasn’t exactly in a position to throw stones, under the circumstances.
The cab took little time to cover the thirty blocks to the Plaza through the midnight streets. The driver pulled up in front of the hotel with a flourish. Leah threw money at him and all but dragged Claire from the backseat. But once on the sidewalk, in front of the broad, brightly lit steps, Claire pulled her to a stop. “Do we have a strategy here? It’s after midnight.”
“Sure. We walk in like we own the place, and head straight for Annabeth’s room—I’ve got the room number. If anyone tries to stop us, I tell them I need to talk to Annabeth about a crisis at the conference, and I flash my U.N. credentials. Same once we get into Annabeth’s room. After that, it’s up to you.”
“Let’s do it.” Claire wished she felt as assured as Leah looked. And if Annabeth wasn’t alone . . . Cross one bridge at a time. If Annabeth had company—all right, if Philippe was there—then she and Leah would just have to improvise. They strode through the lobby, as if they knew exactly where they were going, and boarded a waiting elevator. Nobody gave them a second glance. As the elevator doors slid shut, Claire gave a sigh of relief. One bridge crossed. Unfortunately the next one was the size of the Brooklyn Bridge. The doors slid silently open on the fourteenth floor, and she and Leah stepped into the hallway, which stretched in both directions, all subdued lighting and rich damask. Leah looked each way once, then set off to her right, Claire trailing behind her. They stopped in front of a door.
“This is it. You ready?” Leah asked.
“Go for it.”
Leah raised her hand and rapped firmly on the door. She rapped again. Finally there were sounds of movement in the room, and a muffled voice mumbled, “I’m coming, I’m coming.” Another few seconds passed before the door opened partway, held fast by the safety latch. Annabeth peered through the gap, her hair tumbled, a peach-colored silk robe clutched around her.
“Yes? What is it?”
Leah stepped forward, blocking Annabeth’s view of Claire. “I’m sorry to bother you so late, Ms. Rankin. You remember me? Leah Parker, the U.N. conference coordinator? We have a problem with the schedule tomorrow, and I need to go over a few changes with you. It won’t take long, but I didn’t think we could handle it over the phone. May we come in?”
“Oh. Sure.” The door closed, Annabeth slipped the latch off, and then held the door wide. “Come in. Sorry—I’d just gotten into bed, so I’m a little groggy.” She headed toward the table and chairs in front of the windows. Claire closed the door behind them and looked quickly around. Unless Philippe was hiding in the bathroom, Annabeth was alone. As she crossed the room, Claire saw that the bathroom door was wide open, the shower curtain pulled back: no sign of anyone else. So far, so good.
Annabeth and Leah had reached the table, and Annabeth was looking at Claire. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name?” she said politely, and then a look of puzzlement crossed her face. “Wait a minute—do I know you? You’re . . . you’re the person who gave me the note at the party tonight. Aren’t you? You look different . . .”
Claire stepped forward. “Yes. And I’m Claire Hastings—the woman Jonathan Daulton is accused of kidnapping.”
The color left Annabeth’s face, and she fell heavily into one of the chairs at the table. “But . . . I . . . then . . .”
Claire remained standing. It felt better to loom over seated Annabeth; it made Claire feel more in control, and she needed every small advantage she could scrounge. She was about to make the most important pitch of her life. “I know you saw Jonathan earlier this evening, because I was with him when he wrote that note, and I was there in the deli when you met. What did you talk about?”
Annabeth cleared her throat. “I urged him to turn himself in.”
“You didn’t call the authorities? The police, the FBI?”
Annabeth shook her head. “No. I considered it, but he asked me not to, and I thought I owed him that much. We go back a long way.”
Claire’s voice was icy. “Did he tell you he didn’t shoot the FBI agent at your house?”
Annabeth stared at her. “You know about that? Oh, well, of course you do—that’s where he kidnapped you, in Maine. Yes, he said that, but I expected him to say that. I didn’t believe him.”
“You believed the story your student Susie gave you?”
Annabeth’s eyes widened. “Wait—what? You know about Susie?” When Claire nodded, she went on, “Yes, I believed her. Why on earth would she shoot an FBI agent? And I don’t even know what an FBI agent would be doing at my home in the first place. I assumed he was looking for Jonathan.”
Claire looked critically at Annabeth. Attractive, intelligent, successful Annabeth, her artfully colored hair becomingly tousled, her face bare of makeup yet still striking. Her name in bold print on the fliers for a prestigious international gathering, only hours away. Either she was very smart or very stupid. But it really didn’t matter, because Claire had only one card to play. She sat down across the table from Annabeth. Leah drifted to the far side of the table, her back to the curtained window, watching them both.
Claire chose her words with care. “Annabeth, a minute after you left the deli tonight, two men came and took Jonathan away in a car. Leah and I saw it happen, and I got the license. They were not FBI agents. The car is registered to the Egyptian embassy. Apart from Leah and me, you were the only person who knew where Jonathan was going to be tonight. At least, until you showed the note to Philippe Cachette.” 
Annabeth stared at Claire coolly. “So you were eavesdropping at the party. What does it matter that I shared the note with Philippe? I trust him. It may be that he called the authorities. I didn’t. I’m sorry if Jonathan has been apprehended, but it has nothing to do with me.”
Claire felt a brief stab of pity for the woman. She was in for a rude shock. “I’m afraid that’s not quite true. I assume the FBI has talked with you about what happened in Maine? And you’ve heard their side, in addition to Susie’s side of the story?”
“Yes, I met with the FBI in California—that’s where I was before I flew to New York for this event. I told them I had known Jonathan for years, and I had offered to let him stay at my home while he was at Greenferne, but that I hadn’t seen him. I’d left home before he arrived. And Susan is one of my students from Greenferne. She had nowhere to go for interterm, so I let her stay at the house, water the plants, that kind of thing. All very aboveboard. What is the problem?”
Claire pushed on relentlessly. “Did you give Jonathan time to tell you his version of the story tonight?”
“Yes, he told me. I found it hard to believe. Why on earth would Susie shoot anyone?”
Another thought hit Claire. “When you spoke with the FBI, did they tell you why they were at your house?”
Annabeth laughed briefly. “Yes. They said they had a warrant to seize my computer. Apparently someone using that computer had been accessing Internet sites that the FBI was watching, something about terrorism. Because of my association with this conference they paid special attention to me. The agents were looking for me at the house. I talked to them as soon as I heard about what happened, but I couldn’t tell them anything about the computer. I assumed Jonathan had used it.”
“They didn’t say they were looking for Jonathan?”
“Ms. Hastings—Claire, is it? I’ve been traveling for the last month, and I’ve been focused on this coming conference. I have no idea who might have used my computer, but there really are only two possibilities: Susie or Jonathan. I was as surprised as anyone when I learned that a man had been shot in my house.”
“But you were willing to accept that it was Jonathan who shot the man, rather than your protégé? Someone you’ve known for years, someone you trusted in your home?”
“Yes, I suppose I was. I’ve known him for a long time, but I haven’t followed his career very closely. He may well have gotten involved in some things that I know nothing about.”
“Annabeth, did it never occur to you that Susie might have shot the man?”
Annabeth stood up and began pacing. “Claire, that’s absurd. I’ve had Susie in my classes for over two years. She’s not the most outstanding student, but she works hard and she seems sincerely engaged in her studies. She’s certainly not a violent person.”
“Whose gun was it?”
“I assume it must have been mine.”
“You had a gun?” Claire said, surprised.
“Yes, and quite legally.” Annabeth met Claire’s eyes squarely. “Why shouldn’t I? I’ve lived alone for a number of years, and it makes me feel safer. I’ve made sure I know how to use it.”
“Did anyone know where you kept the gun?”
“Frankly, I don’t know. I kept it in the nightstand next to the bed. I certainly didn’t talk about it.”
But, Claire reasoned, it was right there for anyone to find—anyone with a little idle curiosity, and free time to snoop. Susie, for instance. She couldn’t imagine any reason why Jonathan would have been snooping in Annabeth’s drawers.
Annabeth was beginning to look angry. “Do you mind telling me what the purpose of this inquisition is? I’ve done nothing wrong, and you’re harassing me about something I know nothing about. And you, Claire—you’re supposed to be a kidnapping victim. I would think you would have some explaining to do. In fact,” Annabeth stood up decisively, “I think I should call hotel security and ask them to remove you from my room.” She moved toward the phone on the nightstand.
Claire rose quickly to intercept her, laying a hand on her arm. Annabeth looked at the hand, then at Claire’s face. “What do you think you’re doing?” Annabeth said.
Claire wondered which one of them would win a physical confrontation. “Annabeth, wait. There’s something you have to know. Just sit down and listen for a little longer, all right?”
Annabeth shook her hand free and stalked back to her seat at the table. “This had better be good.”
Claire looked briefly at Leah. Leah nodded and pulled the printouts from her bag, and pushed them across the table toward Annabeth. 
Claire swallowed before speaking. This wasn’t going to be easy for Annabeth to hear, and Claire didn’t expect her to believe it, not at first. But Claire knew she had to convince her. “Annabeth, Philippe is a terrorist. We have reason to believe he is planning an attack on the First Lady at the conference in the morning.”
If she had not been so angry and so gut-level scared, Claire might have felt sorry for Annabeth. Her face was like a kaleidoscope as a series of emotions passed over it: incredulity and anger first, and then something like comprehension, and . . . fear? It was a lot to absorb all at once, and as Claire watched, Annabeth seemed to shrink and age. She was staring at the documents in front of her without touching them, as if touching them would make them more real. But at least she was reading. Finally she reached out and turned a page, then another. Nobody spoke for a full minute.
More gently, Claire said, “I know it sounds crazy, but we have good evidence that it’s true. And it would explain why Philippe had Jonathan picked up—he was getting too close.”
Annabeth looked up from the documents in front of her, and there were tears in her eyes. But there was also a glint of something else that gave Claire hope. “Damn. I knew he was too good to be true.” She squared her shoulders. “All right, ladies, talk to me. I’m listening.”
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Claire shut her eyes for a moment in sheer relief. “All right. I’ll start at the beginning. The FBI came to your house looking for your computer. Accept that it was Susie who shot the agent, but we still don’t know why. Jonathan panicked and ran, and ended up at a cabin on the lake, where I was staying. I believed his story and took him in, for what I thought would be one night only—he promised to turn himself in the next day, but, uh, that didn’t happen. Then I agreed to help him get out of town, but when he tried to get on a bus, the police moved in. That’s when the so-called kidnapping happened. We got on a bus to Portland and found a library there with computers so we could find your schedule and try to connect with you, to figure out what was going on. We learned you were going to be in New York. We holed up for the night in a motel, and the next day we took a bus to Providence because Jonathan wanted to talk to a buddy of his there who’s an Internet genius. He’s the one that found that information on the terrorist stuff, by the way.” Claire nodded at the papers on the table. 
“The next day we took another bus to New York, and crashed with Leah—she’s my college roommate. Our goal was to get you and Jonathan together so you two could talk, and see if we could sort out this mess, and clear all our names. Leah got me into the party through the caterer, and I gave you the note. And I saw you give it to Philippe. I realized you two were . . . together. And I also saw that Susie was there. Leah and I followed you to the deli, and saw you meet Jonathan and leave again, and before we could talk to him, these two guys came and took him away. And here we are.” Claire felt breathless after her recitation. “Your turn. And can we move this along? They’ve got Jonathan, you know.”
Annabeth seemed in control of her emotions now, but she took time to think before she began to speak, slowly. “Claire Hastings—you teach at Sophia, right? I’ve read some of your papers. That’s why you were hanging around Greenferne?” Claire nodded grimly: couldn’t this woman get to the point? They could trade credentials later. As if reading her mind, Annabeth went on, “Excellent summary, even though I find it rather incredible.” When Claire opened her mouth to protest, Annabeth held up a hand. “Claire, most of what you’ve just told me is completely new to me, and I’m having a little trouble absorbing it. Let’s see—I met Philippe about a year ago. I was in New York attending a party with friends, and he came over and introduced himself. I was flattered, and intrigued. Well, you’ve seen him—you can understand why. We started seeing each other, as often as we could, which isn’t easy since I live in Maine and he’s based in New York. But we managed. And things got more and more serious—we were beginning to talk about marriage.”
Claire interrupted her. “When did the planning for the conference begin?”
Annabeth paused before answering. “About a year ago. I was one of the first people asked to participate—well, after the First Lady, of course—and I suggested other names, and you know how that goes. You think Philippe latched on to me because I was involved in the conference?”
She was quick to catch on, Claire noted. “How much do you know about him?”
“You mean, apart from the fact that he’s handsome and charming and has plenty of money? Not a whole lot. He led a rather vagabond childhood—his mother was French, and his father was Egyptian, in the diplomatic service, but I think they divorced when Philippe was young. He grew up in Paris, with his mother, spent some time with his father before he attended Oxford, but more recently he’s lived in Egypt, and now here in New York. He’d like to be ambassador to the U.N. someday, but he knows he hasn’t paid his political dues yet, and with the uncertainties about the Egyptian government, that may not happen quickly. If I may be honest . . . I’m past forty, single, and I live and work a long way from anywhere. When a gorgeous man was interested, I didn’t ask a lot of questions, all right? Feel free to call me shallow if you must. But believe me, it never crossed my mind that he was anything other than what he seemed. If I’ve made an error in judgment—and this looks like it might be a whopper—I’m truly sorry.”
At least she was being open about it, Claire thought, and luckily it didn’t look like her heart was broken. That would save them some time. “Annabeth, assuming he is what Jonathan and his friend think, then he would have no trouble coordinating the force-and-violence side of things. We’re guessing that he cultivated you because he needed some inside information about the conference—you know, timing, who was coming, where they were staying—anything that would give him an edge, an opening.”
Annabeth blanched. “Oh my God . . . but I don’t know anything important!” She appeared genuinely distressed. “In fact, I did my best to stay out of administrative stuff like that, just because I didn’t want to get sucked in to the whole planning side. Sorry, Leah. You’ve done a great job putting things together.”
Leah spoke up for the first time. “Yeah, and the whole thing is going to blow sky-high if we don’t do something fast. Let’s move on. Assume Philippe and his goons know the whole schedule for the First Lady’s appearance, and all about the security precautions we’ve added, and are working around that. And with whatever’s going down, they don’t care who else gets hurt, or how many of their own they lose, as long as they make a very big political statement: keep women in their place, and their place is not in public. Tell me, Annabeth”—Leah cocked an eyebrow at Annabeth—“what did he think of your feminist positions?”
Annabeth laughed bitterly. “I think I’d say his response was along the lines of, ‘Isn’t that cute?’ He didn’t take them very seriously, and I didn’t push them when we were together. We had other things on our minds, most of the time.” She shook her head. “Again, I’m sorry. There’s a lot more at stake here than my love life, right? So what do we have to do to stop this?”
“Don’t forget about Jonathan,” Claire added. The other two women swiveled to look at her.
“Looks to me like the two problems are really one and the same,” Leah said. “We nab Philippe, and he can lead us to Jonathan. Unless . . .”
“I know. You don’t have to say it. He may already be dead, although a body isn’t of much use to them, but a hostage might be. Which is all the more reason to get to Philippe, and fast. But how the hell do we do that?” Claire fumed. “We can’t just call up the authorities and say, ‘We think this respectable foreign dignitary is really a terrorist plotting to kill the First Lady tomorrow, and would you please pick him up for questioning?’ They’d haul us in first, and by the time we’d finished explaining things, it would be too late.”
“Good point,” Annabeth acknowledged. “Look, I can get you face-to-face with Philippe, but then what? How do we get anybody useful there to help us out?”
Lights were beginning to go off in Claire’s head, like a pinball machine. “I think I have an idea. What do you think of this? Annabeth, you get Philippe to let you in wherever it is he lives, which gets us all in, right? And then we tell him what we’ve guessed, and that will distract him for a while—he’s going to want to know who knows what, and whether he should abort the whole mission or just . . . shut us up.” Claire didn’t want to voice her more dire suspicions. “And maybe we can pry out of him what he’s done with Jonathan.”
“That’s all fine and dandy, but what makes you think he’s going to politely discuss all his carefully laid plans with the three of us? And what does that gain us?” Leah’s tone was sarcastic.
“Time,” Claire replied promptly. “Because before we go in, I make a phone call to the FBI and let them know where they can find me. Me, not him. I’m still wanted, right? I can give them some story and then cut it off—they should come running. I’ll just tell them to look in Philippe’s home. Presto, the cavalry will appear! And then, once we’ve got them there, we can give them our evidence. Even if they don’t buy into it right away, Philippe will be held up for a few hours, which might be long enough to short-circuit whatever he’s planning.”
Leah laughed. “You realize your little plan will also tie up the event coordinator and the other keynote speaker for the conference? But, hey, I think it’s probably the best we’re going to come up with on short notice. And there sure as hell isn’t a lot of time. Annabeth, you in?”
“Of course. After all, I’m to blame for at least a part of this. I want to hear what he has to say.”
But what about Jonathan? A little voice inside Claire kept protesting. She squashed it. One thing at a time. Get to Philippe and stop the assassination attempt. Then find out what he’s done with Jonathan. She could only hope it wouldn’t be too late.
“Where does Philippe live?” Claire tried to keep her voice businesslike.
“On the other side of the park. He found a gorgeous apartment, which allows him to live in the style to which he is accustomed.”
“It’s not, like, international territory or something, is it? He’s probably going to claim diplomatic immunity, regardless,” Leah said.
“No doubt. No, I don’t think the immunity extends to the place, just the person, but I’m not an expert. There is a doorman, but he knows me. In any event, once the FBI knock politely on the door, you can start screaming. If I understand correctly, that will give them sufficient cause to enter—to rescue you. You do know how to scream, don’t you?”
“I’m a fast learner,” Claire said grimly. 
“Well, then, ladies, I’m going to get dressed.” Annabeth disappeared into the bathroom.
Claire looked at Leah. “Do we believe her? That was a pretty fast switch.”
Leah shrugged. “Do we have a choice? I don’t have any better ideas. So we’ll either be heroes or we’ll be dead.”
“Gee, thanks. I’m so glad I brought you along,” Claire said. “You always cheer me up.”
“Well, look at the messes you get into without me!”
 
* * *
 
“Do we walk or take a cab?” Claire felt foolish asking, but the later it got, the more difficult it became to make such mundane decisions. She was beyond tired. At least she had remembered to look up the phone number for the New York office of the FBI while waiting for Annabeth to dress. Timing was going to be tricky. They needed to get into the building, and into Philippe’s apartment, but they had to place the call to the FBI before they went in. How long would it take the FBI to appear? Claire had no idea. Could Annabeth stall Philippe long enough for them to show up, even with help from Claire and Leah? 
Claire was coming to appreciate Annabeth’s resiliency. She and Leah had appeared at Annabeth’s door in the middle of the night and had informed her that her lover was an international terrorist; she had taken it in stride, and now she was apparently helping them turn him over to the FBI. Good for her, Claire thought. Recrimination and self-doubt could come later; right now there were things to be done. The plan was shaky, but it was all they had. She was entitled to some hope, wasn’t she? She had damn little else to cling to at the moment.
“Cab,” said Annabeth promptly, as they entered the elevator. “It’s freezing out there, and we need to save our energy for more important things. So, just to review: we arrive at the building. Claire, you make your phone call. Then we march up to Philippe’s place and . . . what?”
“Will he be asleep?” Leah asked.
“Well, usually, yes, but I think we can assume he’s planning a busy day tomorrow, so he’s probably still awake. At least we’ll have the element of surprise on our side, whichever way it goes.”
They marched through the lobby of the Plaza like an avenging horde, if a small one, and Annabeth imperiously signaled for the doorman to find her a cab. He did, quickly, and they climbed in and were off. It’s still unreal, Claire thought. I’ve gone from playing the hired help to watching thugs abduct Jonathan, and now we’re about to confront a terrorist who is a threat to our national security. This is not happening. I should wake up any time. Please. Her prayers did not work, and the cabbie pulled up across from Philippe’s building on the side toward Central Park, at Annabeth’s direction. After the cabbie had sped off up the street, they stood mutely, looking up at what Annabeth pointed out as Philippe’s living room window. There was a light on, and a shadow moved inside the room. Someone was home, and awake.
Claire sighed. There was no postponing this, and she was getting cold. “Your cell phone, Leah?”
Leah fished the phone out of her bag and handed it to Claire. Claire took it and flipped it open, then, consulting a scrap of paper, she punched in the FBI number. It was picked up quickly, and Claire felt a jolt of adrenaline.
“Hello?” she whispered hoarsely. “Is this the FBI?”
“Could you speak up, ma’am? I can hardly hear you.”
“I can’t. I can’t talk any louder—they’ll hear me. Listen, please listen. I’m Claire Hastings. I was kidnapped three days ago in Maine, but they brought me to New York. I’m in an apartment near Central Park. They put me in this room, but I found a cell phone, I guess they forgot about it, so I called you and you’ve got to come get me because I’m scared . . .” Her words came out in a jumble.
“Calm down, ma’am. Can you give me an address?”
“I don’t know . . .” It wasn’t hard to simulate panic. “They brought me in the back . . . wait a minute, there’s a stack of mail here. Let me look . . . oh, yes, it looks like . . . Central Park West, apartment 32A. Oh, please come quickly. They’re going to be back any . . .” Claire abruptly cut off the call. Annabeth and Leah mimed applause. 
“Good work!” Leah grinned at her. “You know, you’re pretty good at this. Okay, Annabeth—we’re going in!”
Only a few lone cabs cruised the broad street, and they crossed in the middle of the block. Annabeth led them into the small but elegant lobby, where she smiled winsomely at the concierge. “Edward, I’m just going to pop upstairs, all right? And don’t call Philippe—I want to surprise him.” 
“Very good, Ms. Rankin. He came in about an hour ago.”
“Thank you, Edward.” Annabeth shepherded Claire and Leah to the elevator, which rose with stately grandeur. Claire’s heart was pounding, and her palms were wet. What was she doing here? Trying to rescue Jonathan, or no, the First Lady, then Jonathan. Priorities. The elevator door slid open soundlessly, and Annabeth turned left. Nice place, Claire reflected briefly: there were only two doors on each floor. I can’t wait to see the interior—complete with terrorist. She fought an insane giggle.
At the door at the end of the hall, Annabeth pushed Claire and Leah to one side, out of sight of the peephole, then knocked. They heard footsteps immediately: Philippe must be wide awake. They heard a bolt sliding back, and then the door opened. “Annabeth, ma chère, I thought you would call. What on earth brings you here at this ungodly hour? Is something wrong?” He stepped back to let Annabeth in, and Claire and Leah followed on her heels. Philippe looked appropriately startled—and, Claire thought, angry. This was not part of his plan. Too bad.
“Philippe, darling, these ladies came to me this evening with a most distressing story, and I just had to come to you directly and make sure it wasn’t true.” Annabeth laid her hands on his chest and looked up at him with melting eyes.
Philippe’s eyes were far colder than his smile as he gestured them toward his living room. “But of course. I’m sure we can clear this up quickly. Please, come in, ladies.”
And there echoed in Claire’s mind the old line, “‘Will you walk into my parlor?’ said the Spider to the Fly; ‘’Tis the prettiest little parlor that ever you did spy.’” Who said that? Ah, Mary Howitt, in the 1840s. Nothing like an academic brain stuffed full of trivia: quotes supplied for all occasions.
Get a grip, Claire! As far as she could remember, that poem had not ended happily—at least not for the fly.
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Claire quickly took in the living room, which was everything she had expected from the home of a wealthy diplomat. Richly furnished, with what must be a great view by daylight, and even after dark. Philippe, after his initial surprise, had stepped back to allow them into the apartment. Studying him up close, Claire could see why Annabeth had been so easily swayed by him: even casually dressed in his plain (but monogrammed) white shirt and (finely tailored) gray trousers, he radiated authority and masculinity—and, at the moment, a tightly controlled tension. He might be charming, but he was troubled; Claire guessed that he was banking his anger until he knew what he was facing.
Before anyone could speak, Philippe’s cell phone rang. Claire almost pitied him: it was clear he didn’t want to answer it with them watching, but he couldn’t afford not to answer it or to leave them where they stood. His eyes never left them as he retrieved the phone from his pocket and raised it to his ear.
“Yes,” he said curtly. He listened. “No, wait there. Do nothing until you hear from me again. Do you understand?” He listened for another moment, then shut off the phone and returned it to his pocket. Claire braced herself for whatever might come next.
With an effort, Philippe summoned a gracious smile. “Would you care to introduce your friends, darling?” he asked Annabeth, his voice silken.
“Oh, of course, you don’t know them, do you?” Annabeth said, and Claire heard a hint of sarcasm in her voice. “This is Leah Parker. She’s the conference coordinator for the U.N. event that is going to start in—my goodness, about six hours. And this is Claire Hastings. Does that name mean anything to you?”
Philippe’s gaze came to rest on Claire. She raised her chin and met his look squarely. “I’m afraid I am at a loss . . .” he said, spreading his hands in a graceful Gallic gesture.
Claire fought to keep her voice steady. “I’m the woman who was supposedly kidnapped by Jonathan Daulton, who was staying at Annabeth’s home in Maine when FBI agents arrived there looking for a computer and whoever had used it. One agent died, and Jonathan has been on the run ever since.” Claire swallowed. “We believe the FBI was acting upon information about access to suspected terrorist websites. We think that trail leads to you.” Claire could tell that the arrow found its mark: there was a brief flare of anger in Philippe’s eyes, quickly stifled.
He responded in a level voice, tinged with sarcasm, “Ah, I believe I have heard news reports of this kidnapping event. But yet, here you are, unharmed. Comme c’est curieux. And where, pray tell, is this Mr. Daulton?”
“We were about to ask you that.”
Philippe dodged Claire’s question. Instead he turned to Annabeth. “Annabeth, have you gone mad? You bring these people here, in the middle of the night? Could it not wait until a better time? You have an important day ahead of you.”
Annabeth’s chin came up. “No, Philippe, I think I’ve gone sane. These women have given me evidence that suggests that you are not who you led me to believe, and that you are planning an illegal act that would have major consequences. To put it in a nutshell, you are planning an attack on the First Lady at the conference tomorrow—today. Can you deny that?”
Claire held her breath, wondering how Philippe was going to play this. And wondering how much time had passed, and how soon the FBI might arrive. Philippe’s eyes swept over the three of them, and he managed to maintain an even tone, although the expression in his eyes betrayed him. He addressed Annabeth again, forcing a laugh. “Do you know how absurd that sounds? Do you truly believe that I am a terrorist?”
Annabeth wavered. “Philippe, I don’t want to, but Claire has presented a fairly compelling case.”
His smile disappeared. “And you choose to believe her wild stories rather than me? How well do you know Ms. Hastings?”
“We’ve only just met, but I know her by reputation, and I don’t believe she’d make up anything so unlikely. Please, Philippe, tell me why I shouldn’t believe her.”
Philippe drew himself up and seemed to pull away from Annabeth. “If you think I need to explain myself, then I have seriously misjudged our relationship. Please leave now, and take these . . . people with you.”
Annabeth took a tentative step forward, her hand outstretched. “Philippe,” she began—but she was interrupted by a voice from the other side of the room.
“Philippe? What’s going on? I heard voices . . .” And someone stepped into the room, wearing a man’s shirt that did little to conceal the lacy bra and thong beneath. 
It was Susie.
A small part of Claire’s mind was amused as she watched the abrupt changes of expression on everyone else’s face: Philippe glowered at Susie, Annabeth gasped, and Leah grinned. Susie simply looked confused. Claire remained wary, trying to work out what Susie’s presence meant while trying to keep an eye on everyone else.
“Suzanne,” Philippe began, in a menacing voice, but he was drowned out by Annabeth. 
“Susie, what are you doing here?”
Sweet little Susie didn’t look so sweet anymore, but she did look smug. “What do you think, Annabeth? I’ve been sleeping with your boyfriend.”
“What?” Annabeth sputtered. “When . . . ? How . . . ?”
Susie sauntered into the room, making no effort to cover herself, apparently intent on reaching Philippe’s side. His sharp glance stopped her halfway there. “Months,” she said, her eyes never leaving Philippe. “You think your students didn’t know about him? He’s kind of hard to miss. And he introduced himself to me, not the other way around. We’ve been together for a while now.”
“At Greenferne?” Annabeth said, still having trouble processing this news.
“Sure. And here in New York. You never knew, did you?” Susie smiled at Philippe, but then faltered at the harsh expression on his face. “Philippe?” 
Claire could almost feel sorry for him, trapped between two lovers. Almost, but not quite, because if what she suspected was true, the plot had just thickened considerably. If Philippe was sleeping with both Annabeth and Susie, did they both fit somewhere in his plan to disrupt the conference? Or was one for business and one for pleasure?
“Suzanne, this does not concern you,” Philippe said sternly. “Please return to the bedroom and let me deal with these women. I’ll explain later.”
Good try, Philippe, but Susie isn’t buying this, Claire thought, watching Susie’s face.
Susie all but stamped her foot, pink toenails and all. “Philippe, why is Annabeth here?”
“Is she part of your little scheme too, Philippe?” Annabeth said, her composure regained. “I can handle your activities on the side, but I won’t believe that you’ve told her anything important. She has the intellect of a turtle, so I have to assume that either she’s great in bed or she’s a pawn in your game. Or another pawn, if I accept that you’ve been using me too. Well? Are you going to tell us what your plot is? Or was? Because we’re expecting more company any minute now—the FBI. And I’m pretty sure they’ll put a crimp in your plans.”
At the mention of the FBI, Philippe’s face darkened. Claire could almost see the gears turning in his head as he tried to figure out how to salvage an increasingly hopeless situation. Although, Claire had to admit, he might still be able to put a different spin on the scene—Annabeth the rejected lover arrives with two friends to confront the man who spurned her, who had moved on to a younger, fresher body—namely, Susie. Surely the FBI would see through that, if that was the way he chose to spin it?
“Philippe,” Susie said plaintively, “what is she talking about?”
He ignored her question, focused on Annabeth. “Are you sure you wish to expose your foolishness to the FBI, Annabeth?” Philippe said, confirming Claire’s suspicions. “Whatever relationship we had is over, and I have found someone else. I suggest that you gather up your friends here and leave my home.”
Annabeth stood her ground, and Claire cheered silently. “Not so fast, Philippe. There are a few other things that we need to clear up, and then I’ll be happy to tell the FBI everything I know.”
“You know nothing!” Philippe burst out, clearly angry now. “You are gullible, and desperate, and pathetic. Suzanne may be less intelligent, but she is at least more appealing.”
Annabeth nodded, more to herself than to him. “So I can assume you haven’t told her about your plan to disrupt the conference at the U.N.?”
Suzie suddenly looked frightened. “What?”
Claire was tired of watching and thought it was time she jumped in. “Susie, your lover here has been planning some sort of attack on the conference, maybe even the First Lady herself. It looks like he’s been using both you and Annabeth to gain access, or at least to gather information that he can use. Did he bother to tell you that?” 
But Claire realized that she had been so caught up in the chase that she had never considered how Philippe had planned to bring a weapon into a security-manic conference, or even what that weapon might be. Did Susie fit somewhere in the picture?
Philippe made a huffing sound that in a less elegant figure might have been a snort. “You are clearly mad. I’m sure that so-called journalist you’ve been keeping company with has concocted the whole story to garner publicity for himself, and he has somehow convinced you as well. You forget that it was he who shot the agent.”
So he was trying to turn the tables? “That’s not what he’s told me—he said little Susie here pulled the trigger. And if he’s the one who shot the agent, then why did your goons snatch Jonathan Daulton off the street just a few hours ago?”
“My ‘goons’?” he asked, arching an elegant brow.
“Yes, your goons. Flunkies. Henchmen. Call them whatever you want, but the car those thugs stuffed him into had Egyptian embassy plates. Funny, isn’t that where you work? Leah and I both saw it happen. We’ve told Annabeth all about it. So I think you can kiss your plan good-bye, Philippe. It’s not so secret anymore.”
“Pah!” Philippe’s voice dripped derision. “You think you have any hope of stopping this?” Susie was staring at him as if he had suddenly grown horns.
“I certainly intend to try.” Annabeth returned his challenge. “With help from my friends here. Susan, you had better choose which side you’re on, because I have a feeling things are going to get ugly very fast.”
“Annabeth, you are a greater fool than I believed,” Philippe said. “We have been planning this for months, and everything is in place. How is it you intend to stop me? You . . . women?” The way he spat out the last word left no doubt about his contempt.
Oh my God, we were right! Where is the bleeping FBI? Claire wondered desperately. They had to stall, to buy time. Claire willed the others to remember that. “Other people know what’s going on—you can’t cover this up now, and you certainly can’t go through with it, whatever it is.” Claire could see the growing rage in Philippe’s stare.
Still, he laughed. “Ah, of course, no doubt you have talked to the authorities, and they welcomed your information with great joy. And they will come sweeping in here to rescue you at the last possible moment, hein? I’m afraid that I am not convinced.” At his cue, Susie wrinkled her brow and glared at them. Just how much did she know?
“You really do think we are stupid, don’t you?” Claire parried. “Is it something about us in particular, or do you despise all women?” Maybe baiting him would help; maybe in his current keyed-up state he would snap back at her and show his true colors. Susie seemed frozen in place, at a loss to follow the conversation.
“I do not despise women,” Philippe said. “I merely acknowledge their usefulness—and their limitations. You may send us off to war, and welcome us home again with open arms—and open legs. But it is the men who fight the battles.” Philippe’s smile was gone.
Susie looked shocked, as though someone had dumped cold water over her head. “Philippe, you can’t mean that.”
Annabeth took back the reins. “My, Philippe, that’s a bit crude. So I was nothing more than a diversion, a pleasant distraction while you went about your business? Ah, but I had all that useful information you weaseled out of me, about schedules and security and such.” Annabeth had apparently gotten Claire’s message, and had joined her in taking jabs at her erstwhile lover. “Tell me, if we women are so beneath your notice, so useless and ineffectual, why bother to attack a U.N. conference devoted to women?”
Philippe couldn’t resist the chance to lecture. “This conference will serve no practical purpose. All the meetings on the planet will not change the fundamental nature of the world, a world in which women are inherently inferior beings. But our act will be an effective statement. This will be a double coup: we disrupt your silly conference, and we assail your president at his weakest point—through his wife. And this act will strike at the heart of your complacent citizenry. You make it too easy.”
Claire broke in. “If this was such a simple plan, then what went wrong? Why did that agent die in Maine, which is what brought us here?”
A flash of doubt. “That was unforeseen. I have no idea what the FBI was doing there. I have been very circumspect.”
For the first time Leah spoke. “I’ll make a guess: there have been pretty heavy security checks on anybody associated with this conference. I’ll bet they turned up something that made them suspicious when they checked Annabeth’s home computer. Am I right?”
Philippe looked first at Annabeth. “But you were away from your home, were you not? Then, who?” After a long moment, all eyes turned to Susie.
“But I was careful not to . . .” Susie began. 
Philippe turned quickly toward her, and she shrank into herself. “Did you use the computer at the house, Suzanne?”
“Well, yeah, sure. I mean, I was house-sitting, and it had a bigger monitor than my laptop . . . she didn’t even use a password!”
“And did you access any sites that might excite the curiosity of the authorities?” Philippe demanded, his voice low but menacing.
“Uh, maybe?” Now Susie looked like a guilty child, despite the would-be erotic trappings. “I wanted to find out more about you, Philippe—that’s all. I mean, I Googled you and just kept browsing, and maybe I ended up on some weird websites. How was I supposed to know anybody would be watching?”
“And that’s why you shot the agent?” Annabeth exclaimed, incredulous.
“I thought they were looking for Philippe!” Suzie all but shrieked. “When they said ‘computer’ I panicked. I was listening from the stairs, and when I heard that, I got your gun, and then things got crazy.”
So Jonathan had told the truth. “You shot a man dead,” Claire said bluntly. “What were you planning to tell the authorities?”
Suzie turned on her. “Jonathan lit out of there like his pants were on fire. I figured it would be easy enough to point the finger at him, because he was staying there too. The only guy who had seen what happened was dead on the floor. Jonathan could have been the one who looked at the computer. And who’s the big bad FBI going to believe—cute little me or a has-been journalist? They swallowed everything I told them.”
“Quick thinking. Maybe you aren’t as stupid as I thought,” Annabeth said wryly. Then she turned to Philippe. “So what now? Let me see . . . You could try to talk your way out of this when the FBI arrives, and I’m sure Suzie can be persuaded to stick to her original story—she’s turned out to be quite the little actress. Or you could kill us all and stuff us in the closet—no, that’s too obvious. The FBI would look there. How about tossing us down the elevator shaft? I’m sure you’ll come up with something. Or maybe the FBI will believe us and haul your sorry ass off to jail.”
Philippe was not moved by Annabeth’s effort at sarcasm. “Unlikely. Will they believe a respected diplomat with a blameless record, or a professor at a third-rate college and a stupid student, and a woman who the FBI believes has been kidnapped? Who has now forced herself into my home and threatened me? It would be easy to convince the authorities that Miss Hastings is trying to concoct a cover story for her own irrational behavior.”
“Hey, what about me?” Leah asked indignantly. “How are you going to explain me, huh? My old pal Claire showed up and convinced me about her whacked-out kidnapping story, so I—a respected member of the U.N. staff, who has been vetted up one side and down the other by every security authority that matters—volunteered to come along and slander you? Face it, Philippe, you’re outnumbered.”
He wasn’t buying it. “Ladies, I think your call to the FBI was no more than a feeble ruse. They have not arrived, nor do I believe they will. Much as I regret terminating this delightful discourse, it appears that I must insist that you remain here for the next few hours, after which you will be free to go.”
Leah burst out laughing. “Hold it, pal. I’ve got a conference to run. They’re going to be looking for me and for Annabeth in a couple of hours. We don’t show up, what’s that going to do to your nice neat plans? By the way, what were you planning to use? Explosives? Poison gas? Something exotic? And how did you plan to smuggle it into the event? You know that security is crawling all over the place.”
Philippe’s expression suggested that he wasn’t very concerned about Leah’s comments. He pressed on. “It is of little importance.”
He still hadn’t said anything about his weapon or his method of delivery, Claire realized. Were there other people involved? Did he have contacts inside the U.N. itself? No—then he would not have needed Annabeth or Susie. Claire could see that Annabeth could have been of use, but Susie?
“What are you going to do with us, Philippe?” Annabeth asked.
“I will see to it that you are secured here, so that you may not interfere further. I don’t plan to return to this place, but eventually you will be discovered. And by the time you are found, I will have disappeared. Perhaps you have succeeded in derailing this event, but there will be other opportunities.”
“Oh, that makes me feel so much better,” Annabeth replied. “Thank you so much for letting us live. What about you, Susie? Is he leaving you behind too? Maybe we can have a crash course on contemporary feminist thought while we’re all locked in a closet together.”
Susie looked up at her lover anxiously. “But what about the conference, Philippe? I’m going to miss it?”
“Regrettably, yes.”
Now Susie was pouting, having somehow missed the part that Philippe might have wanted to kill her. But . . . Claire thought furiously. Had his plan been to put Susie face-to-face with the First Lady? And then what? 
“Oh, come on,” Claire said in exasperation. “Are we supposed to line up and meekly march into your closet? There are three of us, and one of you.”
“Ah, but you see, I have a gun.” He slid a small black revolver from his pocket.
Oh. That did make a difference. “You can’t shoot us. The neighbors will hear,” Claire protested.
“Unlikely. These older structures were well built, and it is a very small pistol, although the damage it can inflict is more than adequate.”
How much time had passed? Claire didn’t dare look at her watch. When was the damn FBI going to come bursting in and save them? “What did you do with Jonathan Daulton?” she shot back to divert him. Maybe Philippe would like to show off his body-dumping expertise.
“That is no concern of yours. His presence in this was merely an unfortunate coincidence.”
“Wrong,” Claire said. “It was his information—gathered with the help of a friend—that led us to you. That friend knows what’s going on and will make sure that somebody pays attention. You are not as invisible as you’d like to think.” Claire was working up some righteous wrath; it sure beat giving in to her fear.
Philippe shrugged. “It will make little difference. By the time your officials sort things out, I will be long gone.”
Not if I can help it, Claire thought grimly. He really doesn’t regard us very highly, does he? He thinks that we’ll march meekly into his closet and wait to be rescued? Think again, pal. She felt herself distancing herself from the scene, looking at it from the outside. There were three of them—Claire didn’t bother to include Susie in the count—and if they fanned out, how quickly could he kill all of them? If he hit one, or maybe two of them, could the third take him down? And even if it was possible, how could she communicate this plan to the others?
Claire felt a sharp pang of regret. “Leah, I’m sorry I got you into this,” she said.
Leah laughed, without looking away from Philippe, and the sound was completely incongruous. “Hey, girl, I wouldn’t have missed it. Besides, I was involved anyway, right? At least this way I got a chance to stop it. I don’t take kindly to assassination attempts messing up my parties. So this was all part of my job.” She grinned at Claire, and Claire found herself grinning back. All right, if they were going down, they were going down fighting. And as she watched, Leah suddenly grabbed a heavy crystal ashtray from the side table next to her and heaved it at Philippe’s head.
As he put up both hands to fend off the projectile, Claire came at him laterally, and she was glad to see that Leah had done the same from the other side. Together they managed to knock him backward to the floor, and Claire knelt on his right arm, hoping that the others could hold down his body while she tried to get the gun away from him. Even as she struggled, it went off, shattering a window. Annabeth picked up the ashtray from the floor and began to whack him on the head with it. Susie wisely or foolishly hung back, staring at the unexpected melee with her mouth hanging open.
Philippe proved to be surprisingly strong, despite his elegant appearance, now slightly disarrayed. With a knee he managed to kick Annabeth away, and she stumbled against Susie. Both fell to the floor. But that appeared to startle Philippe. “Pas les seins,” he gasped. “Do not hit her.”
“I just did. Wait—what did you say? Don’t hit her . . . breasts?” Annabeth said.
Philippe fell silent again, but not before Claire had a blinding moment of insight. It was clear that the bra Susie was wearing was padded—but with what? “Susie, did Philippe give you that bra?” Claire demanded.
Susie, sprawled on the floor with Annabeth draped over her legs, looked both confused and defiant. “Yeah. So what?”
“Take it off,” Claire gasped, as she struggled to contain Philippe.
“What? Are you nuts, or just weird?”
Claire gathered up the vestiges of her self-control. “Take it off now, or Annabeth will rip it off you and you can greet the FBI without it.” When Susie gave no sign of giving it up, Claire added, “Susie, you may be wearing a bomb.”
If Claire had had any doubts about her wild conjecture, Philippe’s renewed struggles convinced her. The combined weight of Leah and Claire was no match for a strong and well-trained fighter, who was not about to pull his punches just because they were female. This was a battle they were going to lose.
There was a pounding at the door.
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Philippe heard the sound and renewed his struggles. As her grip weakened, Claire gasped, “Time for Plan B, ladies. Scream!”
The sound of three voices shrieking at full force startled even Philippe, although it didn’t deter him. But whoever was outside the door redoubled their efforts, and apparently they had come prepared, as the impact of what Claire devoutly hoped was a battering ram shook the walls and rattled the paintings. The first blow warped the door, and the second tore out the lock. A number of large men in suits tumbled through it and stopped in the archway leading to the living room, taking in the scene of recumbent Philippe and the three women holding down various parts of him, plus Susie sprawled nearby in her fancy underwear. Claire recognized Agent Maguire and his sidekick Agent Vitello at the head of the pack and swallowed a sob of relief. At the sight of the gun still in Philippe’s hand, the agents drew their own weapons.
“Thank God!” Claire panted. “It’s about time! Agent Maguire, what the hell are you doing here? Would you mind taking Philippe’s gun away from him?”
“Ms. Hastings, nice to see you again.” Maguire knelt beside her and removed the gun from Philippe’s hand. “I was looking for you and your friend Mr. Daulton, of course. I think you can let this guy up now.”
Claire, Leah and Annabeth disentangled themselves carefully and, without speaking, gathered together at one side of the room—leaving the FBI agents a clear shot at Philippe, in case they needed it. Philippe, relieved of his burden, scrambled to his feet, cursing richly in a language Claire did not recognize. Then he shifted into French, although some of those words were unfamiliar to Claire as well.
He tucked in his shirt, pulled down his sleeves, and smoothed his hair before addressing the crowd of law enforcement officials in English. “Gentleman, I am most relieved that you have arrived. These women attacked me and my guest.” He gestured at Susie, who was already attracting plenty of attention from the agents. “I am convinced that they are deranged. I demand that you remove them from the premises.”
“Not quite so fast, Mr.—Cachette, I assume?” Agent Maguire did not appear impressed by Philippe’s bluster.
“Yes. I am a respected member of the Egyptian embassy, and I have been subjected to physical attack. Arrest these women.”
Claire felt a wave of relief when Agent Maguire answered, “I’d like to hear a little more about the, uh, activities here before I take any action. Ms. Hastings, I appreciate your phone call. That was you, wasn’t it?”
Claire nodded. “That was me. I didn’t think anyone would show up if we called up and said we caught ourselves a terrorist.” Claire, you’re getting giddy. Control yourself.
“Now, that’s an interesting statement. Would you care to expand upon it? Oh, and I’m quite glad to see you in the best of health. Not suffering any ill effects from your kidnapping?”
“I deserve that, but there’s a good explanation.”
“I’m looking forward to hearing it. Please, go on. What is your version of the events here?”
“You know who I am. These other two women are Annabeth Rankin and Leah Parker.” The other women nodded in turn. “Leah is the coordinator for the conference on women’s rights that begins at the U.N. in a few hours. Annabeth is one of the keynote speakers. As you probably know, the First Lady is another. And that sniveling child on the floor is a student of Annabeth’s, who apparently has been carrying on with Mr. Cachette.”
“Yes?” Maguire struggled to keep his expression impassive.
“Based on information that Jonathan Daulton uncovered and has been pursuing, we have reason to believe that this man, Philippe Cachette, has been planning a terrorist event at the conference, aimed specifically at the First Lady.”
“That’s a rather serious accusation. You have any sort of proof?”
Claire looked at Leah. “You still have those printouts?”
“Sure do.” Leah reached for the bag she had dropped when they jumped at Philippe, then froze as several agents pointed guns at her. “Gentlemen, I am going to reach very slowly into my bag and remove a handful of papers. Is that all right with you?”
Without answering, Agent Vitello took the bag from her. He stepped back, then reached in and extracted the sheaf of now rumpled printouts of the information that Rick had sent. Glancing briefly at them, he handed the stack to Agent Maguire. Vitello did not relinquish the bag. Agent Maguire shuffled through the papers.
Claire pressed on. “I don’t expect you to believe this right now, but we’ll be happy to tell you everything we’ve found—just as long as you keep this guy off the street until the First Lady leaves town.”
Philippe interrupted. “This is outrageous! I am a diplomat. Therefore you have no right to detain me. I demand that you remove these women.”
Agent Maguire showed no sign of moving, Claire was happy to see. “Mr. Cachette, I respect your position, but surely as a representative of your nation you will be happy to assist us in our inquiries? In this difficult time, we must all be prepared to work together in the interests of international security, don’t you agree? If you will accompany us to our headquarters, I’m sure we can clear all this up in a few hours.”
Claire noted that Philippe was turning an interesting and unhealthy shade of red: the effort of restraining his fury must be taking its toll. On the other hand, Agent Maguire looked cool and collected, and Claire was profoundly grateful that he was on their side. At least, she thought he was. “An excellent idea, Agent Maguire. Shall we leave now?”
“In good time, Ms. Hastings. But first, perhaps you could enlighten me as to the whereabouts of your putative kidnapper, Mr. Daulton?”
Claire felt a punch in her gut. She’d forgotten about Jonathan. She’d been so focused on Philippe that she had lost sight of one of their main purposes. “I think that’s a question you should ask Mr. Cachette.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because approximately three hours ago he had Jonathan picked up by two men driving a car that belongs to the Egyptian embassy. You have their pictures there.”
That statement startled both Philippe and Agent Maguire. “How do you know this?”
“Which part? The abduction, or the identity of the guys who took him? Leah and I both saw the men drag Jonathan Daulton into their car. I took down the license, and a . . . friend identified it for me.”
“Hmm. And you are suggesting that Mr. Daulton did not accompany these men of his own free will?”
“Damn straight I am. Under the circumstances, there’s no way he would go off in the middle of the night with a couple of strangers.”
Agent Maguire was not to be deterred from his line of reasoning. “He may have known the men. He may have been working with them, or want information from them.”
Claire wanted to yell at him, but she knew if she blew up now, it wouldn’t help anyone. With as much deliberation as she could muster, she said carefully, “Agent Maguire, I can understand your concerns. But I saw them take Jonathan, and Leah will back me up. Jonathan did not accompany these men voluntarily. But if you don’t believe me, why don’t you talk to them yourselves? Since they were driving an embassy car, I assume they are associated with the embassy. It shouldn’t be too hard to find them.”
This suggestion seemed to push Philippe further toward the brink of a meltdown. “You are going to take the word of these . . . silly women over mine? Their imaginations have overheated. They are discovering criminals under every trash bin. I demand once again that you remove them, or there will be consequences!”
Agent Maguire gave him an enigmatic look. “Mr. Cachette, I do not take kindly to being threatened. I am acting within my proper authority, in a reasonable manner. Let me ask you this: do you have any direct and personal knowledge as to the current whereabouts of Jonathan Daulton?”
“I do not know this man! Why would I have any dealings with him?”
“Do you know of the two men to whom Ms. Hastings refers?”
“I know many people at the embassy. I have been there for three years. Perhaps we have met, perhaps not. What are you implying?”
Maguire ignored the question. “Then you won’t have any objection if we locate these men and speak to them? Perhaps they remember you better than you remember them.” He turned back to Claire. “You have the license number?”
Claire handed him the crumpled napkin. Maguire handed it to Vitello. “See if you can track down this car, fast. Start with the embassy—maybe they’ve got parking on-site or nearby. If that comes up dry, start checking street parking, working your way out from the embassy. Oh, and check this neighborhood too, while you’re at it.” He turned back to Claire. “Can you describe it?”
Claire shook her head. “Sorry, I’m not good with cars. Black, four-door, tinted windows, relatively new—it was very clean and shiny, like it had just been washed. One guy got into the driver’s seat, the other one shoved Jonathan into the backseat and got in after him. They drove away from the corner of Lexington and 86th Street, heading east. They were driving carefully, if you know what I mean—they didn’t exactly peel out and speed off. All very orderly. But they knew exactly where to find Jonathan. And that had to be because Philippe told them, because we know it wasn’t us, and we were the only other people who knew.”
Maguire looked back at Vitello. “Go.” Vitello pulled out his cell phone and walked into the hallway. Maguire’s gaze returned to Claire again. “And why would he know that?”
“I can explain that, Agent,” Annabeth said. “Earlier today, or I suppose yesterday, Claire delivered a note from Jonathan to me at a private party. I read it, and I showed it to Philippe. No one else. To the best of my knowledge, only Claire, Leah, Philippe and I knew where Jonathan was going to be.”
“Why did you show it to Mr. Cachette?”
Annabeth’s fair skin flushed, and she lifted her chin. “Because until last evening, Philippe and I were . . . intimately involved. But I had no idea of his other activities until I spoke with Claire and Leah a couple of hours ago. You may not believe me when I say that. I must admit I was abysmally stupid.”
“Hmm.” Agent Maguire did not elaborate, but Claire had no doubt that he had filed away that information for further review. What did it take to disturb that imperturbable exterior?
Maguire surveyed the disheveled group. “Perhaps it might be best if you all sat down. This may take some time.” Claire noticed that the other agents in the room did not relax their vigilance. Claire sank gratefully into a luxuriously upholstered chair. How long has it been since I slept? Do I remember eating today? Is Jonathan alive? That brought her up short, not because she hadn’t entertained the possibility that he might not be alive, but because of the unexpected and overwhelming sense of despair that flooded her. He couldn’t be dead, he just couldn’t. To have come this far, to have gotten this close, and then . . . No, they had to find him. But putting her faith in the FBI to find him now, fast, meant ignoring the fact that the two of them, rank amateurs, had eluded the same agents for the last several days, which did not recommend their skills. 
Claire shook herself and checked out her colleagues. Leah looked sleepy but undismayed; no doubt she was mentally reviewing the schedule for the day’s events and drafting alternative scenarios in case the FBI did not see fit to release them in the next few hours. Annabeth looked about ten years older than she had at the beginning of the evening, but she had somehow gathered up a quiet dignity. Susie had struggled to her feet and was clutching at the front of the oversized shirt in a belated effort at modesty, while staying as far from everyone else as she could. 
Annabeth avoided looking at Philippe. Claire studied him for a moment: Philippe was clearly fraying at the edges. Apparently he was not used to being thwarted, and he was not taking it well. And by three women! It must really gall him. Claire clung to the small measure of comfort that gave her.
They waited. No one spoke. Maguire did not indulge in small talk, or perhaps he thought silence would soften up his suspects. It made no difference. Claire was prepared to tell him everything. Well, no, she amended. She would not identify Rick: that was a confidence that was not hers to share. She wondered if a journalist’s right to protect his sources could be applied transitively. Secondhand. Could apply to her. No way she was going to name Rick. Of course, she didn’t even know his last name, or his address in Providence, but that probably wouldn’t slow down the FBI much. Did it even matter? The FBI should be able to match any information Rick had ferreted out—shouldn’t they?
Somebody’s cell phone range, and Claire flinched violently at the sound. Somebody answered, talked briefly, then approached Maguire. “We’ve located the car. About three blocks from the embassy, on the street. Two men sitting in it. What do you want us to do?”
“Keep an eye on it, but don’t go near it. We’re going to head over there. Have we got enough cars to bring our friends here?”
“I’ll take care of it.” The other agent went back to the hall, to his phone.
Maguire looked at the bedraggled assembly in the living room. “You’ll come with me, ladies. Mr. Cachette can ride with Vitello. Morgan, you go with them.”
“Wait!” Claire exclaimed. “You’d better get Susie’s bra.”
“What?” Maguire asked, clearly bewildered. “Her bra?”
Claire nodded. “It may be a wild guess, but I think it’s packed with explosives. Like the underwear bomber, you know?”
Maguire clearly struggled with her request, but in the end he said to Susie, “Would you mind changing your underwear? And you might want to put some clothes on.” Then he apparently realized that he couldn’t leave her unattended—and he had no female agent with him. “Ms. Hastings, can I trust you to keep an eye on her and prevent her from leaving by the nearest fire escape?”
“Of course. Come on, Susie, let’s get this over with. I assume you brought other clothes?”
“I’ve got plenty here.” Susie stalked toward the bedroom door and Claire followed closely. She left the door open but blocked the agents’ view from the living room with her body.
Susie rummaged in a bag—a Vuitton satchel, Claire noted, and most likely a gift from Philippe. Susie pulled out a bra and swapped quickly, her back toward Claire, then tossed the lacy number at Claire, who caught it gingerly. “You’re nuts, you know that? It was a present from Philippe—he likes to see me in pretty things. Why would he give me a bra that would blow up?”
Claire wasn’t sure if she should say anything, or leave the questioning to the FBI, but she really wanted to satisfy her own curiosity, and she didn’t have much time. “Susie, I’m betting Annabeth had set it up so you could at least shake the First Lady’s hand, right?” Susie nodded. “When did Philippe give you the lingerie?”
“Tonight. Why?”
“Did he tell you to wear it tomorrow?”
“Yes. So what? He said he wanted everything about the day to be special. You really think that’s a bomb?”
“Do you want to find out the hard way? Listen, Susie: I never gave much thought to how he would get anything harmful past security, but if my guess is right, this has got to be an ingenious solution. You’d been cleared, and you had access. Even if all the security guards are women, they probably aren’t about to pat down your bra. And I’d bet that Philippe made sure this would pass through any ordinary security screening—and that he’s figured out how to include a remote trigger. Once you’re there, all he has to do is push a button.”
Susie stared at Claire, and then her eyes filled with tears. “But that would kill me,” she whispered. “He wouldn’t do that . . .”
Naïve child, Claire thought. “We’ll let the FBI figure that out. Right now we’ve got to go find Jonathan.” She watched as Susie pulled some clothes on, transforming herself from young siren to student. Then Claire opened the door wide, stepping back for Susie to pass. She held out Susie’s bra toward Agent Maguire. “Here.”
The agent took his time in accepting it. He looked at it, then at her. “You really believe what you said?”
Claire shrugged. “Does it matter? It’s pretty clear that Philippe was planning something, and I don’t have any better ideas about what he planned to use. You can prove it or disprove it. Can we go now?”
“Hang on.” Maguire turned to one of the other men in the room and said, “Take this back to the office—carefully—and have it checked out. Take the girl with you.” The other man fished a plastic bag out of his pocket and gingerly slid the bra into it. Then Maguire turned back to Claire. “Let’s go.”
Once in Agent Maguire’s car, Claire, Leah and Annabeth were silent until he had pulled away from the curb and fallen into line with two other cars. Then Claire asked, “Why are you bringing us along?”
Maguire kept his eyes on the street, although there was no traffic to speak of. “You said you and Ms. Parker saw the two men. You can identify them, and the car. Besides, I don’t want to let you out of my sight. You might get kidnapped again.”
Was he being funny? Claire wasn’t so sure she could make an identification. Things had happened quickly, without warning. But she was damn well going to try. She hoped Leah had been paying attention—she was better with faces anyway. She was more of a people person. That’s why she arranged parties for thousands, while Claire slaved away in isolation in a freezing cabin in the woods. The perfect paradigm for their personalities—and the reason why they were such good friends: they were polar opposites. God, she was tired. Her mind kept drifting sideways.
The cars glided to an unhurried stop. The younger agent emerged from the first car and came round to Maguire’s window, which Maguire rolled down. “It’s right around the corner. There are two men sitting in it. The engine’s running.”
“All right. I’ll take the lead here, but you make sure the street’s blocked off so they can’t make a run for it. When I tell you, bring this crew along, to make the ID.” He nodded back at the women. “And maybe we should be prepared to drive Mr. Cachette by them, nice and slowly, so they can get a good look at him. Might rattle them.”
He rolled up his window without hurry. Claire stared at him. “You believe us.”
He looked at her briefly as he buttoned up his coat. “Let’s say I’m playing the odds here. If you’re making this up—something you seem to be good at—then the worst that has happened is that we’ve ruffled a few Egyptian feathers. If it’s true . . .” He let the thought dangle, and got out of the car. “Stay here until I ask for you,” he threw back at Claire as he closed the door.
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Claire watched as Agent Maguire turned the corner and approached the waiting car, which sat like a great shiny beetle, reflections from the streetlamps glinting off its polished finish. Claire could make out the vague forms of two dark heads in the front seat: as she watched, they leaned together, then parted again. Maguire reached the driver’s side and rapped on the window. It descended smoothly, and Maguire bent down to speak to the driver. Out of the corner of her eye she could see one—no, two agents approaching cautiously from the opposite direction, hanging back to see how Maguire fared. Maguire looked back at Claire and made one abrupt gesture, and another agent materialized beside Claire, opening the door for her. 
Stepping from the insulated quiet of the car into the chill night air, Claire shivered. She heard Leah and Annabeth behind her open their respective doors, and their agent escort waited until they had huddled together before herding them forward. They approached the black car cautiously until Claire stood next to Agent Maguire, the other two women close behind.
Agent Maguire looked down at her, his expression carefully neutral. “These gentlemen are reluctant to leave the comfort of their car. Would you mind taking a look at them and telling me if you recognize them?”
Claire bent and peered into the dark interior of the car. The two men sat motionless, staring straight ahead, volunteering nothing. She straightened and turned back to Maguire. “I think these are the men I saw. But I only saw them from across a room, and they were standing. Perhaps if I could see them outside of the car?” Was that the answer he wanted? She cast a worried glance at Leah, who gave her a barely perceptible nod. Claire felt a small sense of reassurance: Leah recognized them.
Maguire bent down once again. “Gentleman, I’ll have to ask you to get out of the car. This lady would like a better view of you.”
The driver spoke, in a surly, slightly accented voice. “We are members of the Egyptian delegation, and you have no authority to question us. This vehicle is the property of the Egyptian government, and is protected under the same immunity.”
Maguire did not appear to be disturbed. “I’m sorry that you feel that way. At the moment, all we want is a conversation with you. We are not arresting you. We merely want information. Surely you can cooperate with a reasonable request?”
Claire admired his calm, even while she wanted to kick him hard and tell him to get on with it.
Maguire’s demand was met with stony silence. He tried another tack. “Gentlemen, a man has disappeared, and we are anxious to find him. This lady believes he was last seen in your company. We would appreciate your assistance in clearing this up.” Still no answer. 
Maguire gave a small sigh, then reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. He pushed a button and spoke. “Bring the other car around, and pull up next to this one.” He lapsed back into silence, seemingly detached. A few moments later, a car pulled around the corner, and slowly approached them, stopping when it was parallel to them. The rear window rolled down, and Claire could see the profile of Philippe Cachette. The driver turned on the overhead light in the car. Philippe did not deign to look in their direction. Claire turned quickly back toward the two men in the car, in time to catch the fleeting look of panic that crossed both their faces. The window on the other car rolled up again, and the car pulled forward to the curb, where the two men could not avoid seeing it. Maguire let what they had seen sink in before he addressed them again, and now his voice had a sharper edge to it. 
“I presume you recognize Philippe Cachette, one of your colleagues from the embassy? We know what you were planning, and I think I can safely say that it is not going to happen. Now, since nothing is going to happen, and we don’t have a lot of hard evidence of your activities, you could probably expect to be shipped home, nothing worse. However, based on the testimony of these ladies, we do have evidence that you were involved in a different crime, the kidnapping of Jonathan Daulton, and for the moment we have excellent reason to assume that he has been murdered, in which case we would be compelled to bring you in for questioning. Or worse. I’m sure you would like to avoid that.” Maguire’s level voice was greeted by more silence. Claire had to bite her lip to keep from protesting: this might be an effective interrogation technique, but the waiting was driving her crazy. Finally the two men in the car exchanged glances again, and the driver said, “What do you want to know?”
“Very simple. Where is Jonathan Daulton? I think we might want to start with examining the trunk of your car . . . if that’s all right with you?”
Stone-faced, the driver said, “This car and its contents are under the protection of the Egyptian government, and any evidence found would not be admissible in your courts.”
“Ah, a legal scholar. Duly noted. Are you going to open the trunk for us?” 
After a long pause, the driver reached down. All the agents Claire could see reached in unison for their guns, but then she heard the thunk of the trunk latch release, and the man in the car straightened up again. Another agent came up behind the car and opened the trunk lid fully, shining his flashlight into it, then called out sharply, “Maguire, you’d better see this.” Maguire moved quickly.
Claire stood frozen for a long moment, afraid to follow him. If, if . . . With a jerk she forced herself to turn and follow Maguire to the back of the car. Summoning her courage, she looked inside. In the light of multiple FBI flashlights, she saw a body, curled in a fetal position, tied with incongruously cheerful yellow rope. Dark hair. Blood, some dark, more a shocking splash of color in the wavering light of the flashlights. It was Jonathan.
“Is he . . . ?” Claire couldn’t force out the rest of the words, and she wasn’t even sure anyone had heard her. It didn’t matter. Maguire reached into the trunk, then straightened abruptly. “He’s alive. Call for an ambulance.” Another of the agents already had his cell phone out and was speaking into it.
At first Claire couldn’t breathe, and then she started gulping air as if she couldn’t get enough. Leah swam into her vision. “Girl, you’re hyperventilating.” She grabbed Claire’s arms and pushed her backward until they reached the curb, then shoved her down. “Sit. Put your head between your knees and breathe slowly. It’ll pass.” She kept a hand on Claire’s shoulder, and to Claire it felt like a lifeline, the only real and solid thing in a world that seemed to be flying to pieces around her. She concentrated on breathing: in, out, in, out. Gradually it became easier, and then she heard the sound of a siren approaching. She raised her head and looked at Leah, still hunkered down next to her, her face twisted in concern.
“Thank you,” Claire said. “I’m okay now. I just wasn’t sure . . . you know.”
“Yeah, right, I know.” Leah stood up and held out her hand, and when Claire took it, she hauled Claire to her feet. “Well, we found him, and he’s not dead, and God only knows what they’re going to do with Philippe and that stupid child, but otherwise it’s all over except the paperwork. Damn, we’re good.”
To her own surprise, Claire laughed. “You’re right, we are. We just squashed a plot to kill the First Lady, nabbed the bad guys, and saved the FBI from screwing up royally. I think we deserve medals.”
The ambulance pulled up and disgorged a couple of med-techs with a gurney, who went about their business with brusque gentleness, disentangling Jonathan’s limp body from ropes and blankets, checking vital signs, transferring him to the gurney. Claire slipped past Leah to stand next to Agent Maguire. He looked down at her with what might have been a smile. “What, you’re still here? You just passed up a great opportunity to make a break for it.”
“Not a chance—I want to bask in my moment of glory. We were right, you know.”
Maguire nodded. “Maybe. You’ve still got a lot of explaining to do.”
Claire sobered. “I know. But I want to go to whatever hospital they’re taking Jonathan. You can talk to me there all you like.”
“Agreed. Since technically he’s still a suspect in your kidnapping, I have to keep an eye on him, and I might as well kill two birds with one stone.”
“Thank you. What about Leah and Annabeth?”
Maguire reflected, his eyes still on the techs maneuvering Jonathan into the ambulance. “They’ll be at the conference today, right? I suppose I can trust them to behave themselves.” He waved Leah over.
Leah looked ready to chew nails. “Are you keeping us or what? Because I’m supposed to be setting up a breakfast for five hundred people in about an hour, and I’d like to change clothes first.”
“Ms. Parker, you and Ms. Rankin are free to go, but I’ll need to talk to you sometime in the next few days. I assume you will make yourselves available?”
“Yeah, sure, whatever. But not before Sunday afternoon—that’s when the conference is over.”
“That will be fine.”
“Thanks.” Leah grinned at Maguire, then walked back to Annabeth and conferred with her. Annabeth looked utterly drained, but Claire had a feeling that she was tougher than she looked. After all, she had taken the news that her lover was a terrorist in stride and come out fighting. Leah came back. “You gonna spring for a cab, or can one of these guys get us back to where we belong?”
Maguire almost-smiled again. “I’ll have one of the men take you wherever you need to go.”
Leah turned to Claire. “What about you?”
“I’m going to go along to the hospital, and I’ll give Agent Maguire here my end of the story.”
“Don’t let him bully you, okay? And call me if you need a lawyer. Look, I’m gonna be kind of busy for the next couple of days, but you’ve still got my keys, right? You can go back and hang out at my place, and maybe when the dust settles we can celebrate. Sound like a plan?”
“Deal. Leah, I don’t know what I would have done without you.”
“Messed up, like always. That’s why you need me. So, you go follow your man, and I’ll see you when I see you.” Leah gave her a quick hug, grinned again at Agent Maguire, and rejoined Annabeth. Maguire made a wordless gesture to one of the junior agents lurking on the fringes of the scene, which somehow translated into “take these ladies home,” and he escorted Leah and Annabeth back around the corner.
The ambulance pulled away. Maguire looked at Claire. “Let’s go.” She followed him docilely, and by the time she sat in the passenger seat of his car, she felt as though she was drowning in cement. With an effort she asked, “What about Philippe?”
Maguire started the car. “We’ll take him in for questioning, but in fact we may not be able to touch him. We’ll be lucky to get him out of the country and make sure he doesn’t come back.”
“Huh. And Susie?”
“She’s young and most likely she’ll claim that Cachette led her on. She doesn’t seem to know what she got herself into. She’ll probably get off with a slap on the wrist and probation.”
“Figures.” Claire sank back in her seat and closed her eyes, perilously close to falling asleep—until she recalled Leah’s last comment. Your man? What was that supposed to mean?
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Claire had never before experienced the on-again, off-again kind of consciousness that marked the next few hours. Rationally she recognized that she was exhausted: the lack of sleep combined with the stress of the last few days, culminating in Jonathan’s last-minute rescue, had left her dazed. She floated in and out of focus, although she knew vaguely that she was still awake, still moving from place to place, still making some sort of marginally coherent responses to the questions tossed at her. Agent Maguire escorted her into the hospital emergency room and handled most of the queries. She didn’t have any information to offer the hospital staff anyway: she had no idea what Jonathan’s permanent address was, or what kind of medical insurance he might have; she was clueless about any medical conditions he might suffer from. If he had a wallet with all that useful detail in it, she had no idea where it was—probably at Annabeth’s house in Maine. Or in the hands of the FBI. She sat in the uncomfortable molded plastic chair in the waiting area, where Maguire had parked her, and concentrated on staying upright and conscious, with middling success.
A paper cup filled with murky coffee materialized in front of her face, and she followed the hand holding it up the arm to the face: Agent Maguire.
“Here. I can’t vouch for the quality, but at least there’s caffeine in it.”
Claire took it gratefully. It was bitter and strong, but it was hot, and somebody had added sugar. She could feel her synapses responding sluggishly. “What’s the word?”
Maguire sat in the chair next to hers, watching the medical staff bustle around. “He’s still unconscious. Nasty bump on the head, probably a concussion, and he needs a few stitches for the scalp wound. A few other bumps and bruises, but nothing major. They’re going to take him upstairs for a CAT scan, to make sure there’s no cranial bleeding or anything else they missed. Apart from that, he’ll wake up when he wakes up.”
“Huh.” Claire chewed on that information. She was long past feeling anything as simple as relief. “What about the bra?”
Maguire looked grim. “Unfortunately, you were right. It could have done a lot of damage, at least up close. How’d you figure it out?”
“I couldn’t see any other way he could have gotten a weapon into the conference, and he probably figured no one would look too hard at Susie. You all didn’t.”
“My apologies. You ready to talk to me?”
Distantly Claire felt an alarm go off in her head. “Officially or unofficially? Because right now I’m not sure I’m making any sense, and I don’t want you to use it against me. Do I need a lawyer?”
“Ms. Hastings . . . I have some discretion regarding any charges to be filed against you. I have no doubt that you have, uh, at least bent the law, but one could make the argument that the outcome justified your actions. There were obviously mitigating factors, and it all worked out in the end.”
Claire stared at him. “Do you always talk like this? Boil it down to plain English, please.”
Maguire smiled. “I’m not arresting you. I just want to know what happened. Simple enough for you?”
“Fine. Do we have to do it here?” Claire looked around at the other occupants of the emergency room, a surprisingly large number considering it was now—Claire glanced down at her watch—nearly five o’clock in the morning. The city that never sleeps, indeed. No, don’t think about sleep, not yet. But soon. Please.
Maguire stood up. “Let me see how long your friend will be upstairs and where they’re going to put him, and then maybe we can find a quiet space somewhere.”
Claire zoned out again while Maguire conferred with the doctors. He came back and stood in front of her until she noticed him. “Come on.”
Claire stood up obediently and followed him down a corridor to an office. Based on the piles of forms stacked on the desk, Claire guessed that it belonged to somebody in accounting. She fell heavily into the chair in front of the desk, and Maguire sat behind it, as if he owned the office.
“All right, let’s start at the beginning. How long have you known Jonathan Daulton?”
Great. She was going to have to lie right out of the gate: no way was she going to admit to what had happened all those years ago, at least not all of it. “We met briefly about five years ago, when we were on the same panel at a conference. I don’t know if he remembers meeting me, but we had no contact following that until earlier this week . . .” And she was off, starting with Jonathan’s precipitous reappearance in her life, through the comedy of errors that had led to her ersatz kidnapping, and their slow progress to New York, and the information they had amassed along the way, capped off with the events of the past day. Night. Whatever it was. She must have slipped into her class-lecture mode, because the words kept pouring out of her. Whether or not they made any sense, she had no idea. She watched as Maguire made a few notes on a pad of paper he had found on the desk. Very few notes, under the circumstances: if he had been one of her students, she would have been concerned. Maybe he had perfect memory. Or maybe he didn’t want any written record of this whole mess.
Finally Claire’s narrative trickled to a stop. She sat numbly. Had she covered it all? Had she put their undeniably odd actions in a favorable light? Had she managed to protect Rick’s identity, and to exonerate Leah? She shook her head to try to clear it. 
Maguire was looking at her. “Let me see if I’ve got this right. Daulton appeared at your cabin in the middle of the night, wet, wounded, and incoherent. You want me to believe that was purely by coincidence. Still, you agreed to help him. Why?”
Ah, that was the question. Trust Maguire to get right to the heart of the matter. Why had she, an intelligent, rational person, allowed herself to get sucked into this idiocy? “To be honest with you, I’m not sure myself. I suppose it was a sort of intellectual arrogance. I knew him personally, if only slightly. I knew he was a writer, and a public figure of sorts. He didn’t seem like the kind of person who would shoot people. But the bottom line was, I believed his story.” And because I slept with him. Once. And I couldn’t handle it if I was that wrong about someone, even if I was very drunk.
“Hmm. In the face of the accusations by the police, the FBI, and that college student, you believed him?”
Claire shrugged. “Yes. Why else would I have done what I did?” That was a question she was going to be asking herself for a long time. Time stretched, twisted, shifted. Finally she asked, “Bottom line—am I in trouble?”
Maguire smiled down at his scrawled notes. “There may be some, uh, creative reporting to be done, but I think we can work it out. I guess I have to say I believe your story. Although I should add, for a smart woman, you make some pretty stupid choices.”
“You don’t have to tell me. Has Philippe told you what his plan was?”
Maguire sat back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. “He’s not talking. But since you ask me, I’d guess that you and Leah were right—he cultivated Ms. Rankin so that he would have greater access to the conference, behind the scenes. When he learned the score at Greenferne—that Annabeth was going to bring along a gaggle of handpicked students—he saw his opportunity and started working on young Susie, and obviously she fell for it. He knew that security would be tight and everything portable would be searched, so Susie turned out to be the perfect mule—or would have been perfect if she hadn’t been stupid enough to use Professor Rankin’s computer. We may never know all the details.”
Claire shook her head. “And he would have set off his bra-bomb from somewhere else and kept his hands clean?” When Maguire nodded, Claire said, “Do you know who he’s affiliated with?”
“Ms. Hastings, there are so many splinter groups out there, we can’t keep track of them all, and new ones pop up all the time. Given his target—a conference devoted to women—I’d say he could be part of some fundamentalist subgroup that doesn’t want to see women gain any rights or power. Or maybe he was acting alone—hard to say. In any case, if he’d been successful today, it would have been a double whammy—a political statement and a blow against women.”
“What about those guys in the car? What have they said?”
“They are being a bit more forthcoming—in exchange for being allowed to go home. But they deny any knowledge of a plot. All they’ll say is that Philippe asked them to collect your friend and hold on to him for a bit. He didn’t specify how. If things had gone right, they might have left him somewhere with a story that nobody would believe. Or maybe they were waiting for orders from the boss. Hard to say.”
Something nagged at Claire. Phone . . . Philippe answering the phone when they had first arrived at his apartment. Claire took a breath. “Just about the time Philippe let us in, his cell phone rang. He answered it, but we were there listening, so all he said was something like, don’t do anything until I tell you. Maybe he was talking to his pals in the car?” Claire shuddered. If they hadn’t arrived when they did, would Philippe have told his cronies to dispose of Jonathan? Too close for comfort. But then, it was even more frightening that this whole plot had been going on right under the noses of everyone, and had come within a few hours of succeeding. 
“So, now what?”
Maguire shook his head. “You’re free to go. You’re going to be staying in New York a few more days?”
Claire hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I guess. At the moment, I’m not sure I can find my way across the street, much less back to Maine. Or Northampton. Oh, can you tell me where my car is?”
“We found it at the parking garage where you left it, and impounded it.”
“Ah. You found it.”
“Of course we did—we aren’t totally incompetent. We found it the same day you disappeared, but we weren’t sure where you had gone from there.”
“What about Jonathan?”
“I’ll have to interview him once he wakes up, but I think he’s in the clear, after what Susie has told us.”
“Hallelujah,” Claire responded. “Although I must say you guys lost points with me when you believed the blond airhead’s story in the beginning, rather than keeping an open mind.”
“There were mitigating circumstances, such as Daulton’s disappearance. But I will admit—off the record, of course—that we were perhaps a bit too quick to accept her statement.”
“Agent Maguire, there may be hope for you yet. By the way, do you have a first name, or did your mother name you ‘Agent’?” Claire’s fatigue was making her lightheaded.
“William.” He stood up. “Can I offer you a ride somewhere?”
Claire stood up as well, wobbling slightly. “Thank you, but I think I’ll hang around until Jonathan wakes up—unless there’s some reason I shouldn’t?”
“Up to you. You want to make sure he gets his story straight?”
Claire looked at him in bewilderment, then realized he was making fun of her. “You got it. But, seriously, thank you—for everything. Mostly for believing me today, and following through.” Claire shuddered inwardly to think what would have happened if he hadn’t arrived in the nick of time.
“I told you, I was playing the odds. If you and Jonathan were right, I’d come out smelling like a rose. If you were lying, I would have figured it out soon enough—and made you pay for it.”
“Well, thanks anyway.”
“My pleasure.”
 
* * *
 
The next time Claire mustered up a moment of clarity, she found herself in a hospital room staring at Jonathan’s unconscious form. She had no memory of getting there. No way she could have located a particular room in the maze of corridors. Maybe some kind nurse had guided her there. But there she was, and there he was. 
He looked the worse for wear. Someone had scrubbed most of the dried blood off his face, although they’d missed a few patches around his ear. A caterpillar of stitches wove through a small shaved patch at the back of his head. There were a few bruises she hadn’t noticed before, a nasty one on his cheekbone—probably it had been concealed by all that blood. No bandages. All in all, Jonathan looked remarkably intact, considering . . . considering what he might have looked like. Like dead. Jonathan’s knuckles were scraped. Had he fought back? 
Damn, he was a good-looking man.
She jerked upright in her seat. Where the hell had that thought come from? All right, she’d just spent several intense days with him, under harrowing circumstances. She had pulled his clothes off of him, had patched up his wounds; she had shared a bed with him, more than once. And through all that, she had never taken a good look at him? She was exhausted, drained, deflated . . . and maybe all her defenses were down and she was just being honest with herself. But it was true: he was easy to look at. Undemanding, apart from little things like expecting her to go along with his crazy ideas, such as a fake kidnapping. Easy to get along with. Claire, where are you going with this? As soon as the paperwork was cleared up—and she got about twelve hours of sleep—they would be going their separate ways, and she could finally get back to what she really wanted to do: sit in a freezing cabin in Maine and wrestle with her reluctant manuscript. Right.
She faded out again, but was startled from her doze by the sound of his voice.
“Jesus, my head hurts.” He opened his eyes and gingerly turned his head toward her. “Claire?” he said incredulously.
“I think so.” She didn’t have the energy to smile.
“What the hell are you doing here? Or, no, back up—where is here? What happened?”
“Hospital—I’m not sure which one. How much do you remember?”
“Uh . . . I remember talking to Annabeth at the deli, and then she left, right? I saw you there, and Leah. And after that, not much.”
Claire shifted her chair so that she could look at his face while she talked. “All right. Annabeth got up and left. She didn’t believe you, you know. And Leah and I were trying to decide whether to join you when these two guys showed up and, uh, sort of helped you into their car around the corner, and took off. I got the license plate. Then Leah and I went back to her place to try to figure out what to do next. And then I called Rick.”
“He actually talked to you? Wait—where’d you get the number?”
“When I called from his place—it was on that old phone. I remembered it. And, yes, he picked up.”
“That’s rare. He’s usually very cautious about answering unfamiliar phone numbers.”
“Well, maybe he thought it was you calling, but he talked to me anyway. And I told him what had happened. Oh, wait—we never got a chance to tell you about the guy Annabeth gave your note to.”
“She what?”
“At the party. Toward the end, she shooed her student groupies away and then showed the note to this guy, and she got real close to him to do it. And when I described him Leah knew who he was, and I told Rick, and I gave Rick the license number on the car. Am I going too fast for you?”
“No, but maybe you can give me the condensed version, before I pass out again.”
“Rick found out that the car belonged to the Egyptian embassy. We figured the guy must have been behind grabbing you, and we had to figure out why. Rick thought there was something planned to disrupt the U.N. conference, so Leah and I thought we had better talk to Annabeth. Leah knew she was staying at the Plaza, so we headed over there.”
“How did you know she’d be alone? And why did you think she wasn’t involved in whatever was going on?”
“We didn’t, but she was the only option we had. And I refused to believe that a respected academic feminist could be involved in a plot like that. It was a little easier to swallow that Philippe had seduced her, but not much. Anyway, I overheard her conversation with Philippe—that’s the terrorist. He said he was headed home—he probably had a few other things to worry about, like blowing up the First Lady at the U.N.”
“There really was a plan? She was the target?”
Claire nodded. “Oh, yes. He confirmed it. Sort of. Not in so many words, but the general principle. But back up: Leah and I talked to Annabeth and convinced her that Philippe was up to no good . . .”
“And she believed you? Just like that?”
“We’re very persuasive, particularly as a tag team. And we showed her some stuff Rick sent us. Yes, she believed us—she said she thought the whole thing with Philippe was a little too good to be true, but she was enjoying . . . whatever was going on, and it never occurred to her to think he had any ulterior motive. Anyway, she was willing to go along with us and talk to him, at least for a start.”
“Christ, Claire—you walked into the home of a possible terrorist, hours before he’s planning a major event? What were you thinking?”
He seemed seriously upset, poor baby. “Jonathan, how dumb do you think I am? I called the FBI right before we went in. I told them I was me, and that I was still being held captive, but I’d found a phone, and I gave them Philippe’s address and hung up fast. They showed up in time. No problem.” Except the fact that Philippe had pulled a gun on them, and they’d had to sit on him. And if the FBI had arrived a few minutes later, things might have been very different. “And Agent Maguire led the charge. Saved explaining a lot of things.”
“Did this guy confess to anything?”
“Not exactly, but there was a twist: Susie was there at his apartment.”
“He’d kidnapped her too?”
“No, she was sleeping with him. I think the short version is that he’d picked her to get explosives into the event and close to the First Lady, in—are you ready for this?—her bra.”
“You’re kidding.”
“Nope. I don’t think Susie knew. And then he wouldn’t even admit to knowing anything about your kidnapping, or where you might be. So I told Agent Maguire about what Leah and I had seen, and he tracked down the car, and then he packed us all up and we went over there, but the drivers of the car clammed up on us until we showed them that we had Philippe in another car, and then they decided to save their own derrieres and let us open the trunk. And there you were.”
Jonathan looked pained. “Are you all right? Do you want a nurse?” Claire asked.
“No. No, damn it, I’m just mad that I was unconscious for all of it. Did you spill the whole thing to your friendly local agent?”
“More or less. After all, it was Maguire et alia who swooped in and saved us. Maybe you don’t think it was a good idea, but I was too tired to make up a coherent story and I figured I’d better stick more or less to the truth. Except I left Rick out. I told Maguire that you had a friend who had helped us, but I didn’t give him details, and he didn’t ask for any. I thought you’d want it that way.”
He was silent for so long that Claire wondered if he had in fact passed out again. Finally he said, “So are we in the clear?”
“I think so. Maguire took a risk, believing my crazy story, but since it turned out to be true, and somehow we all managed to avert an international incident, everybody wins. I think he’s willing to forget about our little trek, and that fake kidnapping. And probably a whole lot of other things I can’t remember. I’m tired.” More tired than she could ever remember being. Don’t shut your eyes, Claire, or it’ll all be over.
“Claire.” At his voice, she struggled to focus on Jonathan, who went on, “I am so sorry. I never meant for all of this . . .”
She stopped him. “I know you didn’t. Things just sort of happened. And it all worked out. I was telling Leah, we just saved the world before breakfast. Not too shabby.”
He gave a short laugh, which looked like it hurt. “Listen, when I get out of here, could we . . .”
Whatever he was going to say was interrupted by the sound of an insistent female voice, and then Annabeth surged into the room, trailed by two nurses, who were trying to tell her that visiting hours hadn’t started, and their patient really shouldn’t be having visitors, and if he was going to have visitors, he shouldn’t have more than one at a time, and he needed his rest, and . . . Annabeth ignored them all. Claire stood up uncertainly, relinquishing Jonathan’s hand.
“Oh, Claire, here you are. Jonathan, I owe you the most tremendous apology. If it hadn’t been for me, none of this would have happened. I am ashamed of myself. Are you ever going to forgive me? Claire, are you all right? You look like warm spit.”
Claire found enough energy to answer her. “Thank you, Annabeth, I’ll be fine after some sleep. Why aren’t you at the conference?”
“I’m on my way there now, but I wanted to check in and see how Jonathan was doing.” Annabeth perched on the bed, but turned to Claire. “You talked to that FBI agent?”
“Yes. I seem to have some vague memory of it. His name’s William, by the way.” Claire drifted toward the door. “I’d better go. If I don’t get some sleep soon . . . Annabeth, I’ll leave you to your apologies. Good luck with the conference. Bye.”
She left the room hastily, even though she wasn’t sure why she was in such a hurry. In the hall, she wavered. How to get to Leah’s apartment? She had her bag—how had she managed to hang on to that? That meant she had the keys to Leah’s place. Did she have any money? She rifled through the pockets of her bag and came up with some bills—enough for a taxi, she thought. Unless, of course, I’m in New Jersey or something. It wouldn’t surprise me. Cautiously, feeling like an old lady, she found her way down to the ground floor of the hospital and out to the street, into the cool gray light of dawn. Morning had finally arrived. Claire spotted a lone cruising taxi, and as she raised her arm, she prayed that some of Leah’s taxi magic had rubbed off on her.
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The taxi took longer to deliver Claire to Leah’s doorstep that she had expected, or maybe her time sense was totally warped. After running around the empty nighttime streets, Claire found it odd to see the streets full of cars and buses and people again. She felt jet-lagged, even though she hadn’t been anywhere, unless it was through the looking glass. In front of Leah’s building she found the right key to open the lobby door, but then she almost gave up the whole effort as she looked up the three endless flights of stairs to Leah’s floor. But sleeping in the lobby did not appear to be a real possibility, so Claire trudged her slow way up, and up, and up. At Leah’s door, she stared stupidly at the rest of the keys, and it took her several attempts to find out which fit in which lock. And you with a Ph.D.
Once inside the apartment, she looked around. Empty. Quiet. Messy, but it was a normal, comfortable mess. And there was a bed. Claire shrugged off her coat, dumping it on the floor. She dropped her bag next to it, and then she headed straight for the bed. She fell into it facedown, without removing as much as her shoes, and then she was gone. 
When she woke up again, she hadn’t moved, but at least her brain seemed to be back in working order. The bedside clock read 5:53, and no light filtered in through the windows. She must have slept the day away. Well, she had promised herself twelve hours of sleep. She twisted around until she lay on her back, staring at the ceiling. Priorities: food, shower. Amend that: she wanted to watch the six o’clock news, see if anything had happened, or if there was any coverage of the U.N. conference. Then food. The last thing she could remember eating was a few bits and pieces at the party, which was now nearly twenty-four hours behind her. Then shower, although that was complicated by the fact that she had very few clothes to her name, none of them clean, and none of which she wanted to wear, clean or dirty. Obviously shopping was in order, but not tonight. And this awful haircut, which was driving her crazy. Maybe Leah knew some hair person who could return her hair to its proper state. Fast.
Armed with her mental list, Claire got out of bed and went in search of the television remote. She found it in time to catch the headlines for the evening news. There were clips of the First Lady, looking untroubled, addressing the conference, and Claire could see Annabeth on the stage behind her. “Freedom for women is the right to speak and vote, work and worship freely,” the First Lady told the eager throngs of women in front of her. “I want to see a future of peace and opportunity for my daughters, and for daughters all over the world.” Amen to that, Claire thought. It doesn’t seem like too much to ask, does it? For a brief moment she allowed herself to imagine what this news report would have looked like if she and Jonathan and Leah and Annabeth had not put all the pieces together in time. It had been such a close thing. She felt a small measure of satisfaction that they had been the ones, rather than Jonathan, who had figured out the plot and put a stop to it. They had struck their blow for women’s rights, even if the rest of the world would never know about it.
She left the news on and went burrowing into Leah’s refrigerator in search of food. Her search yielded an assortment of interesting odds and ends—Leah was certainly the queen of take-out—and Claire filled a plate, nuked it in the microwave, and returned happily to the love seat in front of the television. She helped herself to a glass of wine, promising herself that she’d replace the bottle. Maybe with a case. Or with some champagne. Didn’t she and Leah have reason to celebrate? She watched the rest of the local news, and then the national news, which featured the same clips from the conference. Nice tidy sound bites. No mention of terrorists.
The evening passed in fits and starts. Claire took a shower, then wrapped herself up in Leah’s terry-cloth robe while she rinsed out underwear and enough clothes to wear out in public until she could replace her skimpy wardrobe. The rest of her skanky outfits she would be happy to toss in the nearest Dumpster. She helped herself to more wine, made some instant popcorn, and settled in front of the television with a DVD from Leah’s eclectic collection, after vacillating in front of the shelf, trying to figure out what she was in the mood for. Nothing too cerebral, because her brain couldn’t deal with it. Nothing too violent, because she’d had as much violence as she could handle over the past few days. Jeez, at this rate she was going to be reduced to watching National Geographic specials. Something romantic? She had deliberately not included the visual media in her critique of contemporary imagery of women, not because they were irrelevant, but because there was only so much time in the world and she had had to narrow her focus. But it could be a useful comparison, and Leah had a surprisingly large collection of traditional tearjerkers. Apparently Leah was a closet romantic, no matter what her gender orientation. Love was love, whatever the package? Aha: Gone With the Wind. Perfect. Larger-than-life heroine, dashing hero, triumph over adversity—and no saccharine HEA. She could fast-forward through the pesky war scenes. Claire snuggled up with the remote once again, and fell asleep halfway through the movie.
She was awakened by the sound of the locks opening, and for a moment she panicked, disoriented. She was relieved to see Leah walk in. 
Leah looked little the worse for wear. “Hey, lady. How’re you doing?”
“Hey, what are you doing back? Oh, it’s after midnight, isn’t it?” Claire yawned.
“I got all of our dignitaries tucked into their hotels or whatever, and I thought maybe I should come home and clean up—and make sure you made it back. Tomorrow’s going to be a real busy day. Not quite like the last one, though—right?”
Claire laughed. “If I have my way, nothing will ever be like the last twenty-four hours.”
“I hear you. That wine looks good—did you leave any?”
“I fell asleep before I could finish it.”
Leah went into the kitchen to find a glass, then returned and threw herself down on the love seat next to Claire, kicking off her shoes. She held out her glass. “Fill it up. This should be enough to put me out like a light. I am getting too old to pull all-nighters.”
“I’m sorry I kept you up,” Claire said primly. “I thought saving the nation was more important than your beauty sleep. Did everything go all right? How’s Annabeth holding up?”
“Her ex-boyfriend is being escorted out of the country for plotting major mayhem, her former student is being grilled by the FBI, and she just plows right ahead and gives her speech, and schmoozes all the poobahs. She’s either a stone-cold bitch or she’s got a lot of what my grandma would call grit.”
Claire shrugged. “You know, I had never met her before—goodness, yesterday, I guess, although I knew her by reputation, and from her publications. She’s always been a solid feminist, as far as I know. That’s why I have trouble believing she was so quick to fall for Philippe, or that she didn’t see right through him.”
“Maybe she didn’t want to, you know,” Leah mused, swirling the wine in her glass. “Maybe she figured she didn’t have a lot of chances left, and followed her heart.”
“Or her hormones. Her word, not mine.”
“Oh, right. So how’s himself?”
“I think Jonathan was mad that he missed all the fun. I can understand that—it was his lead, or whatever. And then Annabeth showed up, and I left.”
“Huh. Is he gonna be okay?”
“Far as I know. It was just a lump on the head, and some stitches.”
“That’s good. You have your little chat with Mr. Agent Maguire?”
“I think so. My memory’s a little fuzzy. I do know I asked him if I needed a lawyer, and he said no. He just wanted to fill in the blanks. As you can see, I’m not under arrest.”
“Right.” Leah thought for a moment. “So I just tell him what I know, straight out?”
“No reason not to—except for the bit about Jonathan’s friend, and you don’t know much about that. Anyway, Maguire said that given everything that had happened—or that didn’t happen—he figured it was okay to wipe the slate clean. So I assume whatever he asks you will be pretty tame.”
“That’s good.” Leah took another sip of her wine. “About your hotshot journalist—you planning on seeing him again?”
“I don’t know. Why would I? I just figured we’d go our separate ways, once all this was cleared up.” Claire regarded Leah with suspicion.
Leah put her empty glass down carefully. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think maybe you’re missing the obvious.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You. Him. There’s something going on there. Am I wrong?”
Claire gaped at her. “You’re nuts! The man literally fell into my life and completely disrupted it. He dragged me down the Eastern Seaboard with the FBI on our heels, chasing terrorists. He nearly got me—and you, I might add—killed, and then, on top of all that, we had to rescue him. The sooner I can wash my hands of him and get back to work, the happier I’ll be.”
“Whatever you say.” Leah stood up. “I am going to bed,” she announced. “I’ve got to be up early in the morning. You got any plans?”
“Bloomingdale’s. Thank God I can use my credit cards again. And do you know a decent hairdresser who handles emergencies?”
“Girl, I like that look. You don’t look as . . . boring. But, yeah, if you insist—I’ll give you his card. You want the couch?” 
“Sure. I can’t stay awake much longer anyway. When’s the conference over?”
“Not until Sunday morning. There’s one last get-together—great photo ops, you know—and everybody spouts platitudes for an hour or two so they can all go home feeling good about themselves. Want to do something outrageous Sunday afternoon? If Maguire doesn’t keep me tied up?”
“You’re on.” Claire paused. “Leah? In case I haven’t said it enough—you’re the best. I’m so glad you were in this with me, and I don’t know what I would have done without you. Even though you don’t know squat about some things—like men.”
“Uh-huh. Well, we done good. Don’t count on seeing me tomorrow. There’s a big dinner thingy.” Leah disappeared into the bathroom and could be heard brushing her teeth.
A thought struck Claire. “Leah?”
Leah stuck her head out, foaming at the mouth. “Wha?”
“I saw the clips on the news, the First Lady’s speech. Leah, did she know? About the terrorist plot?”
Leah ducked back into the bathroom, spit, rinsed, spit. Then she leaned against the door frame. “Yeah, she did. Took some guts to stick around, didn’t it? But she said that canceling would send the wrong message. Of course, we had Secret Service and security crawling all over everything, thanks to your pal Maguire. But still . . .”
“Good for her. ’Night.”
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The next morning Claire waved good-bye to Leah and took herself shopping and indulged in more clothes than she had bought in the past two years. But as she told herself, how often did she get to New York? And all the clothes she owned, upon consideration, were frumpy. Drab. Boring. Not that the earnest students of Sophia and the worthy denizens of Northampton placed much value on such trivial things as outward appearance, preferring instead to value the richness and complexity of the inner person, but it was kind of fun to feel fashionable, at least once in a while. This is my once, Claire told herself.
Then she’d wheedled Leah’s hairdresser into fitting her in “just for a trim,” and she’d emerged feeling so good that she’d treated herself to an outrageously expensive lunch at a restaurant she had read about in a glossy magazine, and had lingered at her window table, watching people walk by, all of them unaware that the world was just a little bit safer this morning because of Claire and company. Knowing that Leah would be tied up through dinner, she stopped at Bloomingdale’s food court and stocked up on exotic goodies and a couple of bottles of good wine to take back to the apartment. Finally she whistled up a cab and took herself back to Leah’s place, where she spread out all her goodies and tried to decide what she wanted to try first.
She was interrupted by the door buzzer. She pushed the intercom button. “Who is it?”
“It’s Jonathan. Can I come up?”
Claire managed to avoid dropping the phone. She had tried her best to forget his existence for the last ten hours, and, as she had told Leah, she had believed he would just take himself back to . . . wherever he lived. Yet here he was, and she had to admit to herself that they had unfinished business.
“All right.” She pushed the button to release the door downstairs. She could hear him trudging slowly up the three sets of stairs, and was surprised to find herself nervous when she opened the door.
“Hi. Come on in. How’re you feeling?” He still looked pale, and he moved gingerly, as if he were afraid to jar his head. She didn’t recognize his clothes, except for the coat, which looked decidedly the worse for wear.
“I’ll live. They tell me I’ll have a headache for a week or so, and they gave me some pills and a whole list of things I shouldn’t do. But at least they let me go.” He looked hesitant as he looked around the small apartment. “Leah’s not here? Oh, right, the conference is still going on. How’s that working out?”
“Good, she says. Did you catch the First Lady on television?”
He nodded. “Yeah, I did. Look, Claire . . .”
Claire interrupted him. “Did Agent Maguire talk to you?”
“Yes. I gave him almost everything, except Rick. Thanks for covering for him, by the way. I’d hate to lose him as a source. Or as a friend, for that matter.”
“I figured as much. What are you going to do now?”
“Head home and try and put together a draft of all the stuff I’ve got. Maguire gave me the go-ahead to use the material on Philippe, as long as I run it by him first—all off the record, let him vet it. He’s not a bad guy, if you give him a chance.”
“We owe him a lot. He could have made both our lives a lot more difficult if he’d wanted to.”
Jonathan smiled. “I think he didn’t want to let anyone know we gave him the slip back in Maine. And he gets a lot of points from his bosses for getting Philippe out of the picture.”
“What did you say to Annabeth?”
“I told her to can it with the apologies—maybe she made an error of judgment in getting involved with Philippe, but it was a human mistake. And most people don’t run security checks on their lovers.”
An awkward silence fell. Then Jonathan said, “I like the hair. Looks a bit better than what I did.”
“Thanks.” Claire restrained herself from touching it. “Look, I’ve got plans . . .” It was a lie, but he didn’t have to know that.
“Oh, right. Do you mind if I hang on to what’s left of the cash? I’ve got to get something to wear, I guess, and get home, and all my ID and credit cards are still in Maine. I’ll pay you back. Uh, Claire . . .” He seemed to be trying to say something else, but was having trouble getting it out.
She cut him off abruptly. “I’m glad you’re all right. You can just mail me a check at Sophia. Good luck with your article or whatever.” She extended her right hand.
He looked at it, and then up at Claire’s face. “No.”
She let her hand fall. “No?”
“Claire, we have to talk.”
“Why? You didn’t think it was necessary when you dragged me into all of this. I’m glad it worked out for everyone, but now we can go back to our normal lives. Thank you and good-bye, Jonathan.”
He didn’t move, but cocked his head and looked at her curiously. “You really don’t get it, do you?”
Claire wrapped her arms around herself and prowled around the room, putting a safe distance between them. She could feel Jonathan watching her. “Get what?”
“Claire, stop pacing, will you? Are you going to offer me something to drink?”
She stopped and stared at him. “Right. That’s all we need.”
“I meant coffee. Water. Whatever. I’m just going through the polite conventions. That’s not the point.”
“Fine. Whatever. Would you like a cup of coffee?”
“That would be great. Please.”
Claire retreated to the safety of Leah’s small kitchen, where she searched out the makings for coffee. Claire, what the hell is wrong with you? Why is he making you so nervous? She stared, mesmerized, as the coffee dripped, then realized she needed cups. She opened the cupboard, pulled out two mugs, set them down, filled them. “You want sugar? Milk?”
“Just sugar.”
She knew that. Didn’t she? That’s what he had asked for that first day, a lifetime ago. She added sugar, then held out the mug to him.
He took it carefully, avoiding contact with her hand. “Thank you. Can we sit down now?”
Claire took her coffee and brushed past him, out of the kitchen, and dropped into the chenille chair, leaving Jonathan the couch. He sat. Silence fell, and Claire could hear the ticking of the clock in the kitchen.
Finally she couldn’t stand it anymore. “What are we supposed to talk about?”
“It’s hard to know where to start. I wanted to explain about my book.”
“What’s to explain? It’s crap.”
Jonathan smiled into his coffee. “I agree with you.” He hesitated, then plunged on. “That’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about—why I wrote it, and how it happened.”
“All right.” Claire huddled in her overstuffed chair, holding on to her mug with both hands. Why should she make this easy for him?
“It’s not a story I’m exactly proud of. After grad school, I got a job with a midsized newspaper in Ohio. Not quite the New York Times, but respectable. I was so full of myself—I was going to blaze new trails, make a name for myself, and I was on my way. I had the whole thing mapped out—a couple of years at the first paper, then jump to a bigger, better one, and so on. Sorry—I was young and stupid. No excuses. Anyway, I was seeing someone, and we were even talking about getting married, and I thought everything was just swell. You know, those moments in your life when you think all the stars are lined up right? Well, that was one of those times.” He stopped to take a sip of coffee.
“Go on,” Claire prodded, watching his face.
“And I was writing some freelance stuff, and it was getting placed in the right journals. I even had an agent. I thought I was really hot stuff. And then Christine dumped me, without warning. No, that’s not true. There were probably plenty of warnings, but I wasn’t paying attention. I was too busy being Mr. Hotshot Journalist, and I didn’t notice until it was too late. She told me she’d been seeing someone else for quite a while, and that she was moving out. Bang. It was over. And I didn’t handle it very well.”
Claire bit back a nasty comment. Let him tell his story, get it over with. What did it have to do with her, anyway?
“So I went into a funk. Maybe it was a combination of things. I mean, the first glow was off the job, and my career wasn’t moving as fast as I’d hoped. I’d had a couple of good pieces rejected. It all just piled up. I was feeling sorry for myself, and I started drinking more than I should have, mostly alone in my apartment—that was one thing I was good at. I could really hold it, get totally wasted at night and still show up for work in the morning.”
Claire couldn’t hold back any longer. “Got it: you were depressed. You got dumped, you were miserable, you pickled yourself. What’s that got to do with the book?” She got out of the chair and started pacing around the room, or at least around the six feet of clear space.
“I’m getting there. So after a month or two, I was feeling really sorry for myself, you know? And one weekend, when I didn’t have anything better to do, I sat down and banged out this book, all about how women screw over men, mess with their heads and then kick them where it hurts. That was Genderal Relations. Heck, at the time I figured it was just a good way to get Christine out of my system, and I had a hell of a good time writing it. Didn’t hold back a thing.”
“And then what? The publishing gremlins stole it away and printed it?”
“Not exactly. I was in New York not long after that, and I met with my agent, and we had dinner, with a lot of drinks, and I told him about the book. And he said, hey, sounds like a hoot, send it to me. And in a moment of weakness, I did.”
“Jonathan, if there was any justice in the world, it should have died right there.”
“I know that! But he showed it to a buddy of his at a publishing house, and he loved it, he thought it was marketable, and got it into print fast, and, as they say, the rest is history.”
Claire considered. “If this is supposed to make you look better, you’re not doing a very good job. You knew it was crap. You could have stopped it at any point in there. But you didn’t.”
“Mea culpa. I was still drinking, and I wasn’t thinking very clearly. I wanted to get back at Christine. I was angry. And I needed the money. So then it came out, and it was a big hit, which I never expected. And that depressed me even more.”
Claire stood up and started pacing again. “Why, for heaven’s sake? You had a bestseller! Plenty of people would kill for that.”
“I know. But I wanted to be a real journalist. I wanted to be taken seriously, respected. And that wasn’t happening. So I spew out this piece of garbage in a drunken fog, and suddenly I’m everybody’s darling. Every talk show wants me. I’m raking in money. The publisher is after me to spin it into a whole series—heck, a whole franchise. And me? I just kept drinking.”
By now Claire had stopped on the far side of the room. About as far away from Jonathan as she could manage, without actually leaving the apartment, which wasn’t very far. “Am I supposed to feel sorry for you? You made your mess. And then you managed to turn your success into a cause for depression.”
“I never said it was a nice story. I’m just telling you what happened. Yes, I didn’t deal with it very well. I screwed up.”
And that was just about the time I met him, Claire realized. Wallowing in drink and self-pity. “Thank you for sharing that.”
Jonathan stood up too. “I’m trying to be honest. I’d like to think I’m back on track now, professionally. Claire . . . the first time we met, that was about my lowest point. I was pretty close to hitting bottom. When I went to that conference in Chicago, I was a walking zombie, going through the motions. My publicist booked me, and I showed up, but I wasn’t exactly sociable.”
Oh, God. A chill crept into Claire’s stomach as she realized what he had just said: he remembered the conference where they had met. What else did he remember?
Jonathan was watching her, and after a long pause, he said slowly, “You . . . you thought I didn’t remember.”
Panic time. “Given the state you were in, it was a logical assumption.”
“Oh, God, Claire.” He stood up, too. “But if you thought . . . Claire, I remember that night. All of it.”
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Claire froze. She couldn’t think of anything to say.
Jonathan didn’t stop talking. “I thought that was why . . . why you helped me, why you didn’t turn me in.”
Claire found her voice. “It was. I wasn’t willing to believe that you could kill somebody, because that would mean . . .”
“I know. You’d hate yourself. Claire, we have to talk about this.”
“Why?” she burst out. “What possible good can it do?” Her back was against a wall; there was nowhere else to go, unless she locked herself in the bathroom. Very adult of you, Claire.
“Because you have to know what it meant to me. Look, I told you I was in the pits. I was a miserable lump, and I sulked my way through the whole panel thing. And then I felt guilty about that, so I drank some more. Then I ran into you in the hallway. I wasn’t sure if you were a hallucination, and I couldn’t believe you actually came with me.”
“I was drunk too,” Claire mumbled, avoiding his eyes.
“Claire,” Jonathan’s voice was more urgent now, “I’m not going to say anything stupid like that was the best night of my life—even though it was great. But that wasn’t what was important. What mattered was that you were smart and strong and beautiful and so sure of yourself, and there you were, with me, and it made me feel a hell of a lot better about myself. I mean, if you saw something in me, maybe there was something worthwhile lurking in there. And then, when I woke up, and you were gone, I wondered if I had made the whole thing up, just slapped together a really great fantasy. And I thought I had no right to say anything to you, and you never got in touch with me, so I just let it go. But, Claire, I never forgot. This may sound really stupid, but somehow I started thinking of you as some sort of angel. That night turned me around.”
Claire had the feeling that if she said anything, she would shatter. The things she had believed, the things she had done . . . she had made so many assumptions, and she’d been so wrong. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
Somehow Jonathan had crossed the room while she wasn’t looking. He was standing in front of her. Very close. “Why are you sorry? This was all my fault.”
Claire shook her head. “No. I was wrong. I thought the worst, and then I hated myself.” There were tears running down her cheeks. How had that happened? She managed to look at him then. “Jonathan, why are you still here?”
“This is why.” With exquisite care he took her head in his hands and he kissed her, gently at first, and then not so gently. 
For a fleeting moment Claire thought that she should be shocked, but then she realized she wasn’t. All right, Claire, time to be honest with yourself. You were right the first time. You wanted this man—five years ago. You took one look and something clicked. It’s that simple. And you have spent the last five years beating yourself up over this because you didn’t believe in anything as cliché as instant attraction, love at first sight. It scared the hell out of you—too fast, too intense. So instead you tried to twist the whole episode around and decided that it hadn’t mattered. So why have you worked so hard to forget it?
“Oh, bloody hell!” She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back. And by the time they pulled apart, the world had shifted.
He watched her face. He looked worried. “Claire?”
With great effort she summoned up a smile. “I am an idiot. I think I’m so smart, and all this time I’ve been deluding myself. No wonder I had so much trouble finishing the damn book—I didn’t believe what I was saying, not deep down. I didn’t want to be Annabeth. I didn’t want to compromise my principles for the sake of love, or lust, or whatever you want to call it. Oh, no, not me. Claire Hastings is above all that. Damn it, back then in Chicago I did something completely out of character for me, and I regretted it, and now I have to think that I was actually right then, and that I’ve been wrong ever since, trying to turn it into something it wasn’t. That my instincts work better than my head.”
“Claire,” Jonathan said with remarkable patience, “you’re babbling.”
She shook her head vehemently. “No, I’m not. Because I’m not above it. I had all the evidence, but I ignored it, because it didn’t fit the way I wanted it to. Jonathan, I owe you an apology.”
Jonathan now looked completely bewildered. “What are you talking about?”
“Because I thought love was a sham, a silly social convention, a lot of hype, a biological con game—call it whatever you want. Because I thought women were fools to chase after it. I thought it didn’t matter to me. And I was wrong. Because there was something real between us that night, and I didn’t want to see it.”
“Can I take that as good news?” he asked.
“Oh, definitely.” And Claire pulled him back to her and resumed their kiss where they had left off.
Sometime later, Jonathan pulled back a fraction of an inch and said, “Where’s Leah?”
“Dinner at the U.N. Won’t be back for hours.”
“Good.”
 
* * *
 
The sound of Leah’s key in the lock startled Claire from a half sleep, and she struggled to sit up on the sagging couch. “Welcome back, roomie. How’d it go?”
“Great. Everybody was happy.” Leah stopped and took a critical look at Claire. “You got that hair fixed, right?”
“I did. The man’s a genius.”
“You look . . . different.”
“Maybe it’s the fact that I’ve been cleared of all wrongdoing and am free to go wherever and whenever I like, without looking over my shoulder.”
“Nope, something else. Maybe it had something to do with that Daulton guy who passed me on the stairs?” Leah grinned.
“Oh. Well, you see—” 
Leah held up one hand. “No explanation required—it’s written all over your face. Told you there was something going on, didn’t I?”
“But there wasn’t, before. I mean—” 
“I get it. By the way, I approve—unless he gets you into another mess. Hey, I’ve got something for you—call it a souvenir.” 
“What is it?”
“Here.” Leah dug into her tote bag and fished out an envelope, handing it to Claire. Claire looked at it curiously: heavy ivory paper, bearing only her name, in a hand she didn’t recognize. Leah was watching her with a gleam in her eyes. “Open it.”
Claire turned it over and pulled up the flap. She extricated a short note and read it, once, twice, then she looked at Leah. “This is a thank-you note from the First Lady. I didn’t think she knew all the details. How come you have it?”
“She didn’t want to send it through the mail, so I said I’d get it to you, and here it is. Pretty cool, huh?”
“Yes. It is.” Claire was warmed by the simple thank-you. She and Jonathan had done something good, even if the rest of the world would never know. She felt immeasurably cheered.
Leah dropped into the chenille chair. “So, you heading home?”
“You mean, that cabin in the woods? Are you trying to get rid of me already?”
“Not at all. I don’t see you very often. But I figured I could treat myself to a day off, now that the conference is over. You want to go play tomorrow? Unless, of course, you’ve made other plans?”
“I’d love to play. Hey, I’ve got an idea. Have you ever visited the Statue of Liberty?”
“Nuh-uh. I don’t do touristy stuff.”
“Then that’s what I think we should do. Wonderfully symbolic, you know—giant woman, international icon, all that stuff. And when else am I going to have such a great chance to get into the head of a really important woman?”
Leah laughed. “I see your point. Okay, you’re on, after we’ve both caught up on some sleep. You sure you don’t need to rush back to finish your precious book?”
Claire smiled at her. “More than ever. I’ve got some serious rewriting to do, but it’s going to be a better book.”
“Happy endings all around.”
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She didn’t want to be here. But Brad had told her she ought to get out more, find some interests of her own, so here she was standing in front of the last house on the walking tour of Waltham’s most noteworthy mansions, relics of the town’s nineteenth-century industrial heyday. Could she summon up the energy to go through one more? She’d already seen four, and her feet hurt. How could this one be any better than the others?
But she wanted to be able to tell Brad that she’d taken the house tour today. Not part of the house tour, not some of the house tour: the whole tour. That meant she had to grit her teeth and go through this one. Then she could go home, make a nice cup of tea, and take her shoes off.
The house looked nice, she had to admit. It was not too big or too posh-looking. Friendly, almost. The house sat on a rise, and when she reached the broad terrace Abby turned to contemplate the low roofs of Waltham below. Not much of a view, but at least the house nestled proudly on its land, lawns spread out like skirts around it. She turned back to the house to study the details. High Victorian, the house sprouted chimneys, dormers, porches, a porte-cochere, and a wealth of gingerbread trim. It was a full three stories, with a turret on one end. She made her way to the front door.
When she stepped into the paneled hall, a man about her own age greeted her and handed her an information sheet. A name badge in a plastic sleeve, clipped to the pocket of his blue-gray Oxford shirt, identified him as Ned. Abby noted that the shirt was exactly the same color as his eyes, or what she could see behind his gold-rimmed glasses. She smiled timidly.
“Is it too late to take the tour?”
“No problem,” Ned replied cheerfully. “Take your time. It’s self-guided, and you can wander anywhere on this floor, but not upstairs. Let me know if you have any questions.” 
Abby drifted into what must have been the main parlor. With her newfound architectural expertise, she observed that the dropped ceiling was not original, but the wavy glass in the many windows was. The room had been furnished in a cheerful chintz in light colors, and the woodwork was painted white. It had probably been much more somber a century ago. She crossed back through the spacious entry hall to a small sitting room opposite. This was more charming, intimate. There was a small fireplace surrounded by pretty decorative tiles, with a mirror inset over it. This would have been where the family spent most of its time, she decided. On the far side of the fireplace was a door; passing through it, Abby found herself in the kitchen. Nothing of great interest here. At the back of the house, it was dark, and it had clearly been remodeled, in the 1930s, she guessed. The house was surprisingly small, Abby mused; it had appeared much larger from the outside. Maybe that was the point of all that gingerbread.
If the house was as square as it had appeared, there should be one more room on this floor: the dining room. She chose another door out of the kitchen and crossed through a small, richly paneled hall, from which she could see the front hall. She stepped into the dining room. Plainly this room hadn’t been modernized. Her eyes followed the soaring lines of the elegant woodwork to the original coffered ceiling, then to the elaborate carved mantel at the far end. She laid one hand on the doorjamb—and then something changed.
So much anger, so much pain.
She knew she was standing in the same place in the same room, its tall windows draped in opulent swags of peach-colored damask, its fireplace surrounded by colorful tiles, flanked by columns. She could make out the gleam of polished silver on the sideboard, the colorful arabesques on the fireplace tiles. 
But now there were people in the room, and Abby strained to hear any words. An older woman—in her fifties, maybe?—sat at the broad mahogany table in the center of the room, her hands flat as if to stop them from trembling. Without wavering, the woman watched a man pacing nervously on the opposite side of the table. He was slight, with a receding hairline, balanced by a luxuriant mustache. His suit collar was stiff and high, a stickpin anchoring his broad tie. He looked both sheepish and belligerent. She—who was she?—looked down to see a blanket-wrapped baby in her arms.
“Miss? Are you all right?”
Abby nearly jumped out of her skin at the touch of a hand on her elbow. The man from the hallway had come up behind her.
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Maybe you should sit down.”
Abby was fighting between embarrassment and the lingering remnants of the irrational fear that had swept over her. “I, uh . . . I’m fine. It’s just that you startled me. I’ll go now.” Abby wanted nothing more than to escape from this stranger’s kind attention.
He still held her elbow, watching her face. “Please, no. There’s no rush. Why don’t you sit for a minute, just to be sure you’re all right? Come on.” When she didn’t resist he led her not to the parlor but to the smaller sitting room. Apparently he agreed with her that it was a friendlier room, she thought. He settled her into a wicker chair plump with cushions. “Now, just stay there for a moment. I’m going to make a cup of tea. All right?”
Bewildered, Abby nodded. She sank back into the chair. Ned disappeared toward the kitchen, and she could hear the sound of water filling a kettle, the clink of china, a refrigerator opening and closing. She closed her eyes and made a conscious effort to relax. What on earth had happened? And then the memory came back. She shut her eyes: to remember it better or to blot it out? She wasn’t sure.
She opened them again when Ned reappeared with a silver-plated tray bearing a teapot in a tattered cozy, two cups, a sugar bowl, a milk pitcher, spoons, and a delicate flowered china plate with some store-bought sugar cookies. He set it down on a low table next to Abby’s chair, then took the chair on the other side of the table. Leaning forward, he studied her face.
“All right, now. I wish I could say you were looking better, but you’re white as a sheet.”
Abby stared at him for a moment, and then to her horror she burst into tears. Even as she attempted to control her sobs, she felt a moment of pity for poor Ned, stuck with this dripping female that she didn’t even recognize as herself. He was trying so hard to be helpful, and she just kept making things worse. Wordlessly he handed her a small napkin from the tea tray, then sat back to wait out the storm. Finally, Abby swallowed a few times, blotted her eyes, and ventured a watery smile.
“I’m sorry. This is so not like me. But . . .” She hesitated, afraid that if she went on, he would think she was loony. Oh, well, what the heck—she didn’t have anything to lose. “When I walked into the dining room, something weird happened. It was like I was watching a film of people in that room, except . . . they weren’t real. They weren’t there, were they?”
She looked at Ned to see how he was taking her odd statement. He didn’t look contemptuous. In fact, he looked curious.
“Interesting. Was there something that triggered it, or did it just start up out of nowhere?”
She gave an inward sigh of relief. He wasn’t going to laugh at her. “All I know is, one moment I was about to walk into the dining room, and the next minute I was watching some kind of melodrama. There were three people there, and one of them—the one I was seeing through or something—was holding a baby, and they were all upset. Well, not the baby, but the others were.”
“Did you recognize anyone?” Ned asked, concentrating on pouring two cups of tea. “Sugar?”
“And milk, please. No. They were dressed like people were a hundred or more years ago. Is that part of the house tour? Some hidden projector shows you what life used to be like in the house?” That would be such an easy solution—but it hadn’t felt like that. She accepted the cup of tea that he held out to her, and when she took it, she realized her hands were trembling. She tightened her grip on the cup and sipped cautiously. It was hot and delicious. “Is this Darjeeling?”
He nodded.
“It’s good.” Now that Abby was feeling almost normal, she was beginning to wonder about this man. “Don’t you have to watch the door or something? And how come you know where all the tea things are? Do you live here?”
Ned laughed. “It’s okay. It’s nearly time to close up, and I doubt that anyone else is going to show up today. Saturday’s usually the big day. Anyway, I’ve done this for a couple of years, so I know the house. Actually, no one lives in it these days—it belongs to the private school next door, and they use it for functions, entertaining, and such, so they keep it stocked with basic supplies. Not that I’ve ever had to deal with a problem like yours until now, but I’m glad that I was prepared. Tea and sugar make most problems better, don’t you think?”
He has a nice smile, Abby thought.
“You sure you’re all right?” he asked again.
“I’m fine. I probably tried to do too much today, and it caught up with me. I’m just embarrassed about causing you so much trouble.” She sipped again at her tea, at a loss for words.
“Well, don’t hurry. We can sit here until you’re sure you’re all right. Do you live around here?”
“I just moved to Waltham last month, and I read about the house tours, and I thought it would be nice to see some of the big old places like this. They’re beautiful.”
“They are grand, aren’t they? This city’s had its ups and downs—there was a lot of industry here in the nineteenth century. Watchmaking, mostly. You’ve heard of the Waltham Watch Company? This was the place. You saw the Paine house? A lot of that was built by H. H. Richardson, and Frederick Law Olmsted designed the grounds. You know—Richardson’s the one who designed Trinity Church in Boston, and Olmsted laid out Central Park in New York.” He looked at her expectantly, and Abby wondered if she was supposed to know what he was talking about.
“Yes, I started with the Paine house today. It’s gorgeous. But I guess I didn’t do all my homework. You certainly seem to know a lot about the houses. Are you from around here?”
“More or less. I work in Lexington, and I’ve lived in the area for most of my life.”
“What do you do?” Not an original question, but it was the best Abby could do.
“I work for a company that does DNA analyses—that’s my day job. But my avocation is historic architecture, and New England history. That’s why I help with the house tours, things like that. It means I get to see more of the behind-the-scenes stuff than I would if I was just a visitor. You know—attics, basements. The bones of the old houses.”
Abby was silent for a few beats. Then she said slowly, “What’s the history of this place?”
Ned lifted the teapot, and when she nodded, he refilled her cup, and his, then sat back. “Well, it’s kind of interesting. For most of the nineteenth century, it belonged to a family named Hawley. They had a nice big farmhouse here. Then in the 1890s, a successful businessman named Flagg bought it and started making some major changes, at least to the way it looked. The structural core is still the farmhouse, but everything that you see, inside and out, is late Victorian.”
“He certainly threw himself into the decorating part—I’ve never seen so much gingerbread in one place!” Abby said, smiling.
“Yes, he was determined to put his stamp on it. I can show you some of the newspaper articles about it. William Flagg brought in woods from all over the country, and if you look around, you’ll see that every doorknob is different. There’s some really beautiful work here.” He took another sip of his tea. “And then something happened—after about ten years, he ups and sells the place to the school next door. After all the fixing up he’d done.”
Abby’s curiosity was piqued. “Did he lose all his money or something?”
Ned shook his head. “He may have—I haven’t done any detailed research. But I do know that he stayed in Waltham—in fact, he ended up living in a smaller house about a mile south of here, for the rest of his life, and he’s buried here.”
“Did he have a family?”
“Yes—a wife and two daughters. The younger one went to the school here. His wife outlived him, but she’s buried next to him. Don’t know what happened to the girls.”
Abby shut her eyes for a moment, trying to remember. “Was one of the girls a lot younger than the other?”
Ned looked at her quizzically. “Yes, I think so. Why do you ask?”
“Because that’s what I saw. There was a man and a woman, and I think they were fighting, or at least they were very angry. And there was a younger woman with a baby. I didn’t think the baby was hers, from the way she held it. Like she wasn’t used to babies.” Was that baby the one they raised as a daughter? And why was the wife so angry?
Ned gave her a long look. Finally he said, “I see. That’s intriguing.”
“You don’t think I’m crazy? Or at least hallucinating?”
He shook his head. “No. I’ve seen—or felt—too many odd things in old houses to brush off experiences like yours. Have you ever had an experience like this before?”
Abby shook her head vehemently. “No, never. In fact, people have accused me of having no imagination. I’m usually the practical one in any group—you know, the designated driver, the one with the maps and all. That’s why this is so weird.”
Ned was silent. Abby watched him anxiously and wondered what was going through his mind—like calling in professional help to take her away. She was relieved when he finally spoke.
“Miss, uh—you know, I don’t even know your name?”
“Oh, right. Abigail Kimball—mostly Abby.”
“I’m Edward Newhall, mostly Ned. Well, Abby, you’ve certainly come up with a pretty puzzle.”
“Why? What do you think that . . . experience was?”
“At a guess, I’d say you stumbled on a past scene that somehow got stuck here. No, that doesn’t make sense. You had a vision of something from the past? Or you have an extremely overactive imagination that filled the room with people, like it was a play. Are you sure you’ve never been here before?”
“Never. I’ve never even been in this state before, or at least not since I was a kid, and then it was just passing through on the way to somewhere else. I’ve only been here a few weeks, and I’ve been so busy getting settled that I haven’t seen much of the neighborhood, much less Boston.”
“What brought you here, if you don’t mind telling me?”
“I came with my boyfriend. He got a job offer, and in a couple of weeks, here we were.” Was it her imagination, or did Ned look a little disappointed when she mentioned the “boyfriend”?
If he had, he recovered quickly. “Well, Abby, do you want to explore this phenomenon a bit further, maybe find out who you were seeing, or would you rather just go home and try to forget the whole thing?”
Abby thought for a moment, teetering in indecision. And then it seemed as though she heard her own voice: No, I’m not just going to forget about this. I want to know what happened, and why. “If I wanted to learn more, what would I do?”
He smiled. “Well, first of all, you could go to the library in town here, find out as much as you could about this place, and about the family. You should talk to Jane Bennett. She runs the local history section, and she’s very good. And there are a lot of local records—microfilms, city directories, that kind of thing. Unfortunately only a portion of it is online, but the library’s a nice place to spend time. There might even be pictures of the people who lived here—maybe you’d recognize someone.”
Abby shivered. “And if I found pictures and they really were the people from my dream? What then?”
“Well, at least you’d know something, that what you saw was real. Look, why not stop in at the library and see what you can find—if you have the time, that is. Do you have a job yet?”
Interesting that Ned assumed she’d be looking for a job. Well, she did plan to, once she and Brad were settled. Their current apartment was merely a stopgap until they could find a house—or one they could afford. “No, I’ve got the time right now.”
Ned looked pleased. “Then maybe we could get together over the weekend and compare notes? If you’re not busy.”
Abby thought about her own total lack of plans. No, she was not busy. Brad had already declared he would be gone, playing golf with his buddies. “Sure. Where?”
“How about we meet at the library, on Saturday at ten?”
“All right. Oh, I should get your number, in case something comes up.” Like Brad’s foursome was canceled.
He pulled out a wallet and extricated two cards. “Write your name and number on the one—you can keep the other one. I’ll put my home number on the back.” He scribbled on the back of one, then handed the two to her. She wrote her number on the back and handed it to him, and he carefully stowed it in his wallet.
Abby stood up and looked around. No strange figures lurking in the sunny corners, at least in this room, which caught the light of the setting sun through the big front windows. She didn’t want to go back to the dining room and see if there was anyone there. Brad would be wanting his dinner. What was she going to tell him about this little misadventure?
“I really should be going now. But I will go to the library, I promise.” 
Ned stood as well. “So I’ll see you Saturday. And you can tell me then if you’ve seen anybody else during the week.”
“Like a ghost, you mean? I hope not. Saturday, then.”
He saw her to the door. I didn’t ask him if there was somebody waiting for him at home. She didn’t remember a wedding ring. But it didn’t matter: this wasn’t a date, this was a history consultation. And she had something to do now—a trip to the library to do research, and then the meeting with Ned on Saturday. Things were looking up.
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Adeline Harrison was dead.
I couldn’t remember when I first started reading the obituaries in the paper, but now I did it daily, and that’s how I saw the news.
I had unfurled my morning paper as my commuter train rumbled out of the Bryn Mawr station. It seemed almost a shame to spend the ride reading when the June weather outside was so perfect. It seemed a shame to be inside at all, but I had a demanding job, and there was no way I could take a “nice weather” day, not when I was president of the Pennsylvania Antiquarian Society. I had to set a good example for the rest of my staff, and we’d already had a “spring fever” party of sorts, on the outdoor balcony adjacent to the staff room. I made a bargain with myself: I’d read the paper until we came close to the city of Philadelphia, then I would allow myself to enjoy the view of the Schuylkill River where the train tracks ran alongside it, before the tracks plunged into and then under the city itself.
I scanned the front page for new crises, then turned to the Local section. As a member of the cultural community of the greater Philadelphia area, I had to keep my eye on cultural and other events that might affect the Society, not to mention opportunities to take advantage of new trends and new funding. We had a meager endowment and received little funding from the city itself, so I always had to be ready to sic my development staff on any opportunity that presented itself. And I had begun to read the obituaries—not out of ghoulishness, but because our board, our donors, and most of our members are well past the half-century mark. I regret the passing of each one, though selfishly, I always hope that the Society would be remembered in their wills. Of course, that remembrance could take the form of family heirlooms (possible treasure, but equally possible of only sentimental value), or it could be a financial bequest (much more welcome).
Today yielded only one such notice: former board member Adeline Harrison. She had left the board not long after I had first joined the Society as director of development a few years ago, but I remembered her for her alertness, her surprising grasp of our collections, and her kindness to everyone. I was surprised to see that she had been eighty-six years old; I would have thought her at least a decade younger. The obituary was long and glowing; she had been a member of many local institutions over the past few decades. I made a mental note to send some sort of condolence, or at least delegate Shelby Carver to handle it. Shelby had taken over my position as director of development when I was bumped upstairs (down the hall, more accurately) to Society president. With her well-bred Southern background, Shelby was very good at following up on such social niceties.
I looked up to find the train skirting the Schuylkill River, so I put aside my paper. There were a few scullers out on the water, catching the cool of the morning. The Dad Vail Regatta was a few weeks past; then the river had been crowded with competing sculls. Now it was peaceful, and as always it reminded me of the Philadelphia artist Thomas Eakins’s sculling pictures. If you stood in just the right place on the banks, it didn’t look much changed from Eakins’s day.
The train stopped at 30th Street Station, and then we went underground. I got out at Suburban Station and climbed the stairs out into the fresh air of City Hall Plaza. Well, as fresh as Center City air could be, but this early in the day it was still fairly clean. I set off, glad for the walk to the Society. I stopped for a cappuccino before I mounted the stone steps and pulled open the heavy metal door. Front Desk Bob, a former policeman but quiet about it, was already in place behind the reception desk, getting ready for a new day, and we nodded at each other as I headed for the elevator to the third floor, where the administrative offices were. While I waited for our lone, elderly elevator to make its stately way to the ground floor, I saluted the monumental statue of Edwin Forrest that stood guard over the hallway. Edwin had been a superstar in his day, a larger-than-life actor who had risen from the slums of Philadelphia to command adoring audiences all over the United States and even Europe, scattering scandals in his wake. The statue was also larger than life (the sculptor had kindly added a couple of inches to Edwin’s actual physical stature), and the actor appeared dressed in Roman garb as Coriolanus, one of his favorite Shakespearean roles. It had been occupying its rather dreary location since before I began working at the Society, but I had become increasingly fond of him since I had taken over running the Society. At least he didn’t complain or demand something from me, the way some of my employees did.
It was still barely past eight thirty, but I liked to allow myself some quiet time to prepare for whatever my day might hold, to check my never-ending to-do list and to look through any messages that had come in after I left. Eric, my assistant, wasn’t at his desk yet, but since his jacket was draped over his chair, I assumed he must be down the hall in the staff room. He liked to control the coffee-making process, and since I enjoyed the results, I wasn’t about to stop him. Eric and I had worked out a deal when he had started working for me: whoever arrived first would start the coffee. I didn’t want to stick him into an antiquated administrative assistant role, but I had to say that the quality was greatly improved now that he was making it at least part of the time. In any case, he usually beat me to it.
“Hey, lady!” Shelby said, dropping into the eighteenth-century damask-covered settee on the wall opposite my desk.
“Hi, Shelby. You’re in early. Any particular reason?”
Shelby grinned. “Probably the same as you; I wanted a little quiet time. Besides, it was such a pretty day that I couldn’t stand staying inside a minute longer, so I walked over.”
I knew that Shelby lived on the other side of Independence Hall, and sometimes I envied her that walk, so rich with history. Okay, I had the giant wedding cake that was City Hall to admire, but otherwise my walk led me past prosaic stores and restaurants. “I hear you! I felt the same way myself.” I took a long drink of my cappuccino and sighed. “Anything we need to worry about?”
“No, ma’am,” Shelby replied promptly. “Oh, did you hear about Adeline Harrison?”
“I saw the obituary in the paper this morning. Did you know her?”
“Not from the Society, but we’d crossed paths now and then at other events. She was always very kind and remembered me from one time to the next, which I can’t say about many of the older people I meet around here. Should I send flowers?”
“I think the family asked for contributions to one of her pet causes in lieu of flowers, and I don’t think we’re in any position to send money. But do see that we send a nice card. I’ll sign it.”
“Of course. See you later.”
Shelby left, but the early morning spell was broken. Another week had begun . . . following a memorable weekend. I hadn’t done much, but what I had done had been in the company of Special Agent James Morrison of the FBI, so I really hadn’t cared what we did. James and I had been seeing each other seriously for a couple of months now, but neither of us was hurrying the relationship. We both led busy lives, with schedules that resulted in as many canceled dates as not, on both sides. But neither of us was in the first flush of youth, so we weren’t impatient. And I was loving every minute of it.
James was . . . something special. Neither of us had said the L word yet. We were so cautious, so careful. He had never been married, even though he was past forty; I’d been married once before, in what seemed like another lifetime. When that had ended, without acrimony, I’d never looked for another long-term relationship. I’d been close to a few other men, but generally we had understood and respected each other’s boundaries. But with James, I was finding I had to take another look at those boundaries. Especially since we didn’t have any more professional conflicts to deal with at the moment. We’d first come together when a significant theft at the Society had been discovered, and had been thrown together over various crimes within the cultural community since then. After the most recent problem, James and I had mutually decided that it was silly to keep waiting for external events to do the work for us, and started “dating.” The pace felt almost old-fashioned, but hey, I work in a history museum, and he works for the government, so slow and stately suited us both.
Looking over today’s agenda, I saw no official meetings, although plenty of official business to attend to—signing solicitation letters, reviewing grant proposals that Shelby prepared, looking over the list of prospective donors and/or board members to see who needed a personal touch again. And then there was the kindergarten.
Well, that was what I called the area where three of our youngest hires worked together in the third-floor workroom. Only a few months earlier, I had hired a new registrar, Nicholas Naylor, and taken on a new intern, Alice Price, at the same time. Their simultaneous arrival had coincided with the arrival of an extraordinary number of historic documents, artifacts, and who knows what—all courtesy of the FBI, which had seized the various items throughout the course of several investigations, dumped them in the Society’s lap, and asked us to figure out what they had. We had taken the path of least resistance and put the bountiful collections together in the Society’s largest processing space along with the new hires and turned them loose. I stopped in periodically to check on the progress they were making and to make sure they were on track. Collections weren’t my area of expertise—that role belonged to our vice president of collections, Latoya Anderson—but although Latoya was their immediate supervisor, since I had been indirectly responsible for the temporary presence of the FBI materials, I wanted to keep tabs on it. Besides, it was fun to see what they turned up, and I always welcomed the opportunity to visit our collections. And since Latoya was away on a long-postponed research vacation, it fell to me to keep an eye on things. Or so I told myself.
Nicholas, a quiet young man in his late twenties with almost Byronic good looks, had been recruited by Latoya to fill the important staff position of registrar. He had previously been working at the University of Pennsylvania, where he had developed a state-of-the-art cataloging system that he had been itching to try on our collections. Since most of our cataloging was mired in the nineteenth century, we’d agreed to give him a chance, and he had made great strides in imposing order on our processing in the short time he’d been here.
The intern was a lovely self-possessed young woman named Alice Price, who had come with strings attached. Her uncle, a well-connected local philanthropist, had promised to fund her salary if we took her on. I had no problem with that, since we’d been planning to recruit her uncle for a board position sometime soon, and doing him the favor of hiring Alice would be . . . helpful. Luckily, Alice had also turned out to be smart and hardworking, and despite her lack of job experience, she had settled in well and was pulling her weight.
The third member of the group was Rich Girard, a part-time postgrad student who’d been hired a couple of years earlier to help catalog the Terwilliger Collection, a massive assortment of documents encompassing everything from the arrival on these shores by the earliest Terwilliger family member in the early eighteenth century to the elaborate business maneuvers of twentieth-century Terwilligers. The gift of the documents had come from several generations of the family, all connected to the Society. The current board member, Marty Terwilliger, was my benefactor, ally, and friend. 
Marty was about ten years older than I was and had little patience for fools or fancy dress. She was also smart, determined, and tenacious, which was why she was such a great ally. And she simply couldn’t stay away from the Society—not that I blamed her. She was deeply committed to the place, and also related to half of Philadelphia, including James Morrison, to whom she had introduced me. Marty had a finger in every pie in the city and the surrounding counties.
She’d divorced a couple of husbands and had never had kids, so she had plenty of free time to devote to the collections. I was always coming across her in odd corners of the stacks (as a board member, she had a key and free access).
Which was why I wasn’t surprised when I found her with the young’uns in the processing room when I walked in. “Good morning, everyone! You all look busy. You keeping an eye on them, Marty?”
“Of course I am. Half of this stuff is the Terwilliger papers.”
I settled myself on a stool. I had requested that Latoya and I get basic progress reports on a weekly basis—mainly details like how many items had been processed and what kind—and the trio been good about doing so. The most recent report was probably sitting in my email in-box at the moment. But reading about something and sitting in the midst of it while talking to its processors were not the same thing, and I liked to check on how they were getting along with each other, and kind of take the temperature of the room. Rich was laid-back, Alice was eager, and Nicholas was . . . an enigma. He was polite and cooperative, but he seldom volunteered a comment or personal fact. Still, he’d walked into a mess—his predecessor had worked for the Society for decades but had only just started transferring our massive quantity of records to a modern digital format before he’d unexpectedly died—and Nicholas had done an amazing job of creating order out of chaos, so I wasn’t about to complain if he wasn’t warm and cuddly. He was getting the job done.
The group gathered round and showed off their new finds, and Marty and I nodded approval. We were actually ahead of schedule, and we had a handle on what we were working with. Life was good.
Reluctantly I stood up. “I’d better get back to my office. Great job, all of you!”
“I’ll come with you,” Marty said. “I want to talk to you.”
Somehow, that was never good news, I reflected as we walked down the hall together, back to my corner office. When we’d both found seats, I said, “What’s up?”
Marty gave a snort of laughter. “You look like I’m about to hand you some nasty medicine. I’m not always the bearer of bad tidings, am I?”
“Let’s say the jury’s still out on that. Was there something specific you needed?”
“Nope. I just wanted to say how well it’s been going, our taking on the materials the FBI reclaimed and bringing in those two to work on them. Never hurts to have a favor owed to us by the FBI, you know.”
“Especially since we’ve created so much trouble for them in the past?”
“Yeah, well, there is that. But on average they’ve come out ahead, so everybody should be happy. You and Jimmy doing okay?” Since they were cousins, Marty could call him “Jimmy” and get away with it, while he twitted her by calling her “Martha,” which she hated. Me, I preferred to call him James—more fitting for a dignified FBI agent.
“We’re doing fine, thank you very much, and that’s all I’m going to say.” I smiled at her.
She smiled back. “Okay, I won’t pry.” She bounced up abruptly. “I’m headed back to the processing room before I lose the thread of what I was doing. See you around.”
“Bye, Marty,” I said as she disappeared. I heard the phone on Eric’s desk ring, and in a moment he came to the doorway. “Agent Morrison for you,” he said, pulling the door closed as he retreated. Eric was still fairly new at his job as my assistant, but he’d quickly made himself indispensable, and his police Southern accent soothed a lot of my more demanding callers. He’d long since picked up on my relationship with Special Agent James, although he couldn’t always tell whether James’s calls were business or personal.
James’s ears must be buzzing, I thought as I picked up the phone. “Good morning, Agent Morrison. How can I help you?”
“Good morning to you, Ms. Pratt. Though maybe not as good as yesterday morning,” James said. Yesterday morning, we’d awakened together. He cleared his throat. “Actually, this is business, or almost business. Sorry to be so vague, but what can you tell me about Adeline Harrison?”
“Mainly what I read in her obituary this morning. I knew her, but only slightly. We met maybe two or three times, when I first started at the Society, but she was on her way out then. It was a gracious exit—I think she felt she’d outlived her usefulness to us, or maybe she was cutting back on all her activities. She wasn’t exactly young.”
“Tough old stock, though. I’m guessing you’ll have a file on her?” James asked.
“Of course. She used to be a board member here. We keep files on all former, current, and potential future members.”
“Can you take a look at hers and give me the high points?”
“You want it now?”
“No rush—how about after work? Meet me at the hotel bar on the corner?”
I mentally reviewed my schedule. Blissfully empty. “Sounds good. I’ll make copies of what I find. But you didn’t tell me why you wanted to know.” Although based on the knot in the pit of my stomach, I had a feeling I could guess. The FBI wasn’t usually idly curious about death from natural causes.
“I think Adeline Harrison was murdered.”
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