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“You want to stay here?”

“Of course.” Abbie’s ex-husband shrugged out of his worn leather jacket and tossed it on the couch. She could see the muscles ripple along his forearms.



“Why? You’re a cop. You should be out trying to find our son, not hanging around here.”



His exasperation was evident. “And what if he calls and you can’t find me? Or he’s in trouble and I can’t get in touch with you? Justin is the issue now. We don’t have time for ex-wife and ex-husband problems.”



For several moments she stared up at him, too aware of the weary lines around his mouth, too aware of his big strong body—and too conscious of a sudden and equally foolish need to have him hold her in his arms.



But he was right—Justin was the issue now—and she slowly nodded.
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CHAPTER ONE

“MRS. WHEELER, I know you’re upset, but if we’re going to find your son, I need a few questions answered.”

“Yes. I’m sorry.” Abbie glanced toward the front door, as she’d done a dozen times in the past few minutes, hoping Justin would rush in with his usual teenage energy. But the only people to arrive had been some curious neighbors and the two police officers who’d come when she’d called less than an hour ago. She also wondered what was keeping Burke. It irked her that she needed him.

Then, as if thinking about her ex-husband had conjured him up, the door opened and he walked in. He stopped to say something to one of the detectives.

Abbie stood, suddenly wondering if Justin had contacted his father, but when Burke turned toward her, the grim expression on his face dashed that hope.

Their eyes met in the mutual realization that even though their marriage hadn’t worked, their love and worry for their son was deep and strong. She watched him look beyond her toward Justin’s room before they both gave their attention to the detective.

“Let’s start with an easy question, Mrs. Wheeler,” the young officer said. “When was the last time you saw him?”

She sat back down on the edge of her indigo brocade couch, her knees trembling and her shoulders aching. “This morning when he left for school.”

“Anything unusual happen?”

She shook her head, tears welling up in her eyes. A thousand times since she’d found the note in his room, she’d rethought every moment of this morning and of all the recent mornings.

“No,” she said. “In fact he seemed happy, and we laughed about a couple of comic strips in the morning paper.” She used a wadded-up tissue to dab at her eyes. “I almost wish there had been something wrong, or at least some indication he was going to do this. Then there’d be a place to start looking.”

She didn’t have to glance up to know Burke was now standing a few feet from her. She could almost feel his concern, but also his expectation that she should have answers to why Justin had run away.

Despite their five-year-old divorce, his presence gave her, as it always had, a sense that he could somehow fix things, make everything right. With her fear for Justin crowding out rational thinking, she was grateful he’d come so quickly and even more grateful he was a cop.

His sable hair was thick, too long and barely combed. It fell over his forehead in a way that made her want to brush it back. Dressed in snug jeans, a dark olive green T-shirt and a leather jacket, he could have been a biker or a drug dealer, instead of an undercover cop. His body language was precise and confident. No missed signals, no hesitation, no mistakes.

Yet despite their twelve-year marriage and the son they’d had together, she knew little about Burke, the man. He’d remained an enigma to her, as if he’d chosen to keep distance between them, placing her in a compartment labeled wife and mother.

A long time ago she’d given up trying to bridge that emotional gap. While Burke might have cared for her, he didn’t love and trust her in the deep abiding way she believed was fundamental for making a marriage work.

“Kids today have the damnedest reasons for doing things,” the officer was saying. “In most cases they’re home by night.”

“Perhaps.” Abbie nodded, but truthfully she had doubts. She knew her son. He wasn’t the type of kid to run off for some silly reason. She realized, though, the young officer was trying to relieve her fears.

“Did he take the bus to school?”

“Yes.”

“And you saw him get on the bus?”

“Well, no, actually. I said goodbye at the door and then went to get ready for work. Justin wasn’t here when I got home, and I assumed he’d gone to play baseball. I did a few things and then took some clean clothes into his room. I think it was around three o’clock.” It was only just after four now, but it seemed like hours had passed. “That’s when I found the note.”

She shook her head in despair. “All it said was, ‘I have to get away from here. Don’t worry about me.’”

The officer scribbled in his notebook. “All right, let me go back over this quickly to make sure we have it all straight.”

Burke drew closer, stopping inches from where she sat on the couch.

Abbie looked up at him. “Hello, Burke.”

“Abbie.”

He reached down and took her arm, raising her to her feet. “Could you leave us for a minute?” he asked the officers, who nodded and exited the room.

Burke drew her into his arms, tucking her head beneath his chin. She was stunned by the gentleness of the gesture.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

“I’m scared. Worried. Frantic.”

“Yeah. Me, too.”

She slipped her arms around him, glad for his strength, his support, glad their personal differences were set aside for the sake of their missing son.

“I tried to call you,” she said softly. “You weren’t at your apartment, and when I contacted the department, they said they’d find you. I couldn’t wait, Burke. I couldn’t just sit here and wait for you to call. Time was of the essence. So I called the Walcott police. They came immediately.”

“Shh, it’s okay. You did the right thing.” He tipped up her chin up. “You do believe I came the minute I got your message, don’t you?”

“Yes. Justin’s too important to you.” She didn’t say that she and their marriage had never been that important, and she had past experiences with Burke to prove it. Such as the night they were to meet to discuss their crumbling marriage and he hadn’t showed up or called or even gotten a message to her.

“He’s important to both of us, Abbie,” Burke said, as if wanting to make sure she understood that this closeness was all about their son.

“Of course he is,” she replied. She was honestly taken aback by his calmness. She and Burke had differed in the past about how Justin should be raised; she’d fully expected that in some way Burke would hold her responsible for their son’s behavior. Or that he might not have taken Justin’s running away seriously. She’d feared, in fact, that he would have given some logical explanation about how every kid runs away at least once.

Burke had never made a secret of the fact that he thought her views of parenting were too idealistic. That she didn’t see the world as it really was. At the same time he’d thought her overly protective of Justin.

Perhaps she had been, she thought now. From Justin’s early tearful days in kindergarten, when she’d felt as if she was abandoning him to an unfriendly world, to the time just a few years ago when a Halloween prank got him and three of his friends arrested, she’d feared for him. She’d envisioned a police record and the first step into a life of crime.

But Burke had shrugged off the arrest. Let Justin see at a young age that crime doesn’t pay, he’d said, and it will keep him out of future trouble. That their son hadn’t been in trouble with the law since was of little comfort to Abbie now.

She’d read Justin’s note three times before it completely registered, before the words “I have to get away from here” made their full impact. What kind of trouble was her son in?

By her own choice, she’d seen little of Burke since their divorce. Justin saw his father almost every weekend, but Abbie had gone to great lengths to keep her distance.

Burke unsettled her, and in vulnerable moments, such as now, she recalled only the good parts of their marriage—which inevitably led to her having second thoughts about herself.

What if she’d been more understanding of what being married to a cop meant?

What if she’d been braver when he was off on some dangerous stakeout or drug bust?

What if she’d been more tolerant of his tendency to be a loner? That trait had attracted her in the beginning, but after they were married, it became a barrier so thick she couldn’t penetrate it.

She sighed. Why wrestle with old questions now? What was the point? Maybe she had been a worry-wart, but she’d never been able to treat Burke’s job as if it was just an ordinary job, his risky undertakings merely routine.

Yet for Burke, his work was his love, his life, his mission. She thought she’d accepted that when she married him, but she’d soon realized marriage wasn’t going to change him. At this moment, though, she appreciated the irony that it was the very fact that he was a cop that filled her with the hope, and indeed, the expectation that everything would be okay.

The officer who’d been questioning her returned.

Burke asked, “What have you got so far?”

“Not much. We contacted your son’s teachers, but they said they didn’t notice anything about his behavior that would indicate he was going to run away. We’re in the process of contacting his friends.”

“I’ll be surprised if anything comes of that. Kids don’t squeal as a rule.”

“Still, we could get lucky.”

Burke shrugged. “What’s your name, Officer?”

“Larry Thompson.”

“Haven’t worked down in this part of Rhode Island for a while, but your name’s familiar.” Burke frowned, and Abbie could almost hear the spin of the memory file he carried in his head. “You pulled a baby girl out of that burning car a few summers ago, didn’t you?”

Thompson looked stunned. “Yeah, but I’m surprised you remember that.”

“Good heroic police work makes the rounds, Thompson. And that was quick and decisive thinking.”

“Instinct, I guess. Have a little girl myself.”

Abbie stepped away, intending to do something besides stand and listen to Burke chat with another cop. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll just—”

Burke stopped her, taking hold of her upper arm so naturally it felt as if he did it every day. Abbie’s insides leapt, and a shiver ran down her spine. He’d been hugging her tenderly a moment ago. Why should this gesture unsettle her so?

Pulling her against him, Burke said to Thompson, “I want you to do the same kind of work to find our son.”

“You got it.”

“Good. I’d like a copy of your notes and the preliminary report.”

“I’ll fax them to you in Providence—”

Burke shook his head. “I’ll be here with Justin’s mother.”

Abbie’s eyes widened. He was staying here? How was that going to get Justin home?

After the two men discussed how soon Burke could have the information, Thompson joined his partner outside and drove off.

Abbie pulled away from Burke, feeling as if she’d run out of oxygen. She studied him for a couple of seconds, then took a deep breath and asked, “Why are you staying here?”

He shrugged out of his worn leather jacket and tossed it on the couch. She could see the muscles ripple along his forearms. On his wrist hung the familiar identification bracelet he’d worn for as long as Abbie had known him.

Then he placed his hand on the small of her back and directed her toward Justin’s room. “That should be obvious.”

“Well, it’s not. You’re a cop. You should be out trying to find our son, not hanging around here.”

His exasperation evident, he asked, “And what if he calls and you can’t find me? Or what if he’s in trouble and I can’t get in touch with you?”

“Oh.”

“We should be able to stand each other’s company, at least until he’s home safe.”

She bristled. “I wasn’t implying that that was an issue,” she said. She wasn’t being entirely truthful, she knew, for when Burke was around, it was difficult to keep her feelings about him under control.

“Good. This isn’t the time for ex-wife and ex-husband problems. Justin is the issue.”

“Absolutely.”

For several moments she stared up at him, too aware of the weary lines around his mouth, too aware of his strong body—and too conscious of a sudden and equally foolish need to have him hold her in his arms again.

But she didn’t move. She had all kinds of explanations and excuses for her feelings for him, but all of them were moot. Their relationship finished the day they signed their divorce papers, she reminded herself sternly. The only reason they had any contact at all was their son.

Yet this crisis about Justin had caused a change. For one, Burke was here and he wasn’t leaving. They had talked more in the past twenty minutes than they had in the past twenty months. Crisis did bring families together, and perhaps that was all this was. When the nightmare was over and Justin was home again…Yes, it had to turn out that way. Justin would soon be home and safe; she had to believe that or lose her mind.



IN JUSTIN’S BEDROOM the walls were covered with posters of rock stars and pennants from both the Boston Red Sox and the Celtics. A collage of photos of Burke alone and Burke with Justin had been pinned on a cork board over his desk. Magazines and comic books spilled from a bookcase, and the bed had been made in its usual haphazard manner.

Abbie squeezed her eyes closed, swallowing once.

Burke’s gaze swung around the room, then came back to Abbie. “What’s the matter? Did you remember something?”

“It’s nothing. Just an impression.”

“Abbie, you live with the boy so your intuitive sense about him and his actions should be pretty sharp. Tell me what you’re thinking. It could be helpful.”

She folded her arms to hide the shudder she felt. “Well, he made his bed the way he always does. When I found the note, it didn’t occur to me, but do you think he’d been planning to run away all along and didn’t want to do anything to make me suspicious?”

“In other words, if you’d simply glanced into his room this afternoon, nothing would’ve looked different?”

She nodded.

“Then why did he leave a note? That seems like a dumb move if he wanted to gain time or distance. I’m no shrink, but my guess is that Justin wanted you to know that this wasn’t spur-of-the-moment, that he’d given it a lot of thought. His teachers not suspecting anything, you finding nothing unusual about him this morning, the note left where you’d find it…”

Abbie shivered. “I don’t know if I should be less worried or more worried.”

She wanted Burke to reassure her that what Justin had done wasn’t out of the ordinary. But he made no move to touch her, and again she damned her instinctive need for him. After all, life without Burke was what she wanted, wasn’t it? She was happy. She was successful in her own fashion-consulting business. She’d raised a model son.

But a model son doesn’t run away from home, an unpleasant inner voice reminded her.

“Abbie,” Burke said softly, “you’re blaming yourself. Don’t.”

“But I feel responsible,” she said, her voice bleak. “Mothers are supposed to know what their kids are doing.”

“Justin is no longer a little kid. He may be only sixteen, but he’s old enough to take responsibility for his actions. So let’s leave the guilt and blame for another time, okay?”

He walked to the window and swept aside the plaid curtains. Unlocking the sash, he pushed the window up and leaned out. He looked at the yard area below for a long time, then finally closed the window and crossed to the bed. He reached down and lifted up the mattress.

“What are you doing?” Abbie asked.

“Looking to see if Justin hid the same things under his mattress that I did at his age.” He pulled out three glossy girlie magazines. “Bingo.”

Abbie closed her eyes. Was she so out-of-sync with her son that he could have this garbage and she’d never suspected? Yet Burke had known instantly where to look.

He thumbed through them as if they were harmless comic books. “Did you and Justin argue about anything? Girls, school, sex, anything?”

“We certainly would’ve discussed his reading habits if I’d known about these.”

“Which is why they’re under the mattress,” Burke said with typical male logic. “All boys read girlie magazines. Part of growing up.”

Male logic or not, Abbie didn’t like his nonchalant attitude. She wasn’t shocked, but she was definitely dismayed.

“Part of growing up? Really. Like having sex and drinking beer?”

“That, too.”

“Well, Justin doesn’t.”

“Doesn’t what?”

“Have sex and drink beer.”

“Don’t be naive, Abbie.”

“You’re telling me he does?”

“I’m saying he’s probably done both. He’s sixteen. Let’s try to be realistic.” He tossed the magazines onto the bed. “I’ll ask you again. Did you two argue about anything?”

But Abbie wasn’t listening. “I don’t believe you can calmly stand here and accept that Justin is reading that junk, having sex and drinking beer.”

“I didn’t say I accepted it as a father, but I do accept it as a probable fact. Now, let me try once more-did you argue about anything?”

“Ever the cop, aren’t you, Burke?”

“Am I supposed to feel pangs of guilt for doing my job?”

“And Justin is that, isn’t he? Just your job.”

“You know better than that,” he said darkly.

She did know better, and she instantly felt contrite. “I’m sorry. I know you love Justin.”

“More than anything.”

The three words were obviously heartfelt. Abbie took a breath and said, “You asked if we’d argued. No, not this morning.”

He’d walked over to examine the papers strewn across Justin’s desk. “How about yesterday? Last week? Last month?”

Abbie pressed her lips together, and Burke turned and looked at her.

Then in a voice that made her nerves tingle, he said, “Sweetheart, c’mon, I’ve already told you—no one’s blaming you for anything.”

Sweetheart. It had been ages since he’d called her that, and the sensation that rushed down her spine made her shiver.

“It’s common for parents to develop blind spots where their kids are concerned,” Burke went on. “I’m just trying to get you to open your eyes.”

Taking a breath, she said, “There was one thing.”

“Tell me.”

“It was a couple of months ago. I caught him climbing in that window late one afternoon.”

“And?”

“I asked him what he was doing and where he’d been. He got all huffy and refused to tell me.”

“So he’d been someplace he shouldn’t have been and didn’t want to admit it to you when you caught him.”

“But he hadn’t been drinking, Burke. And I’m sure he doesn’t do drugs.”

He nodded. “I would tend to agree with you on the drugs. Justin and I talked about that trap when I took him on the tour of the morgue that time. The grimness kinda strips away the glamour and sexiness of drugs. Justin was pretty shaken when we left, which was the purpose of the visit.”

“Yeah, sort of the way he was when he was arrested on Halloween,” she said. “He told me about the morgue. His exact words were, ‘Guess what. Dad took me to see some drug stiffs.’ He wanted to show how cool he was about the whole thing, but I knew it had made an impression.”

“Which was my intention. He even asked me to arrange to take a couple of his friends who’d been toying with drugs—mostly marijuana, but that could change to harder stuff.” He paused for a few seconds, then added, “That was the afternoon last spring when we got back late and—”

“Don’t say it. I chewed you out.”

“It’s okay, Abbie. I should’ve called you. I guess it just bothers me that I have to watch a clock when I’m with my own son.”

She sighed. Burke had a point. She could see how a closely watched clock would seem unfair to him. After all, despite their personal differences, she knew he wasn’t going to snatch Justin and disappear. If her intent truly was to be the best parent for Justin, then she wouldn’t be stingy or difficult about how much time Burke could spend with him.

And in the area of drugs, Burke was definitely the expert. She was grateful he cared enough to educate not only Justin, but his friends, as well.

She was about to tell him that in the future he could have all the time he wanted with their son when he raised an eyebrow.

She lifted her chin, her defenses rising. “Stop looking as if you can read my thoughts. I was just going to say—”

“That you’ll give me unlimited visits from now on?”

“You make it sound as if I’m feeling guilty.”

“No, you’re bargaining.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Very common in a crisis. Some people try to bargain with God. Some with whoever has control. The doctor, the cop and, in this case, your ex-husband.”

“That’s ridiculous, Burke. Besides, bargaining with you wouldn’t get me anything.”

The corners of his mouth tipped up in a grin that just as quickly disappeared. “Bargaining with me would get us both trouble—trouble we sure don’t want.”

He stepped away from her as if needing to physically put more distance between them.

“Let’s get back to his sneaking in,” Burke went on. “I noticed sneaker prints outside the window. The ground is soft this time of year, so it’s pretty evident he’s been using the window as an exit. That day you caught him, did he give you any idea where he’d been or why he wasn’t using the back door?”

“He said something about practicing the distance from the ground to the window as a measure of how fast he could climb the ropes in gym.”

Burke chuckled. “You didn’t buy that, I hope.”

“Of course not, but since I didn’t notice any odd behavior changes or catch him again, I didn’t give it a lot of thought.”

“What about a girlfriend?” Burke asked. “Is he still seeing the Peterson girl? Patti, isn’t it?”

“Patti, right. No, they broke off about two months ago. There was another girl, but he never talked much about her.”.

“He tell you her name?”

Abbie shook her head.

“Why didn’t you ask?”

“I don’t know. It wasn’t as if he was on the phone with her all the time or bringing her here. Mostly all he’s talked about for weeks is baseball and working on his batting average.”

Burke crossed to the desk again and rifled through the papers. He picked up a small flattened box. “I would say this proves his springtime interests go beyond his batting average.”

It was an empty condom box. The color drained from Abbie’s face. Maybe Burke was right. Perhaps she had created deliberate blind spots when it came to Justin. Burke appeared unaffected.

Abbie wasn’t. “How can you be so calm and indifferent, Burke? He’s hiding dirty magazines, you’re assuring me he’s probably drinking beer, and now this.”

Burke tossed the box onto the desk. “You think because I’m not hysterical that I approve? I don’t, but right now finding him safe and alive is a hell of a lot more important than his reading material, a few beers and who he has sex with. At least he’s practicing safe sex, and the chances of getting some girl pregnant are reduced.”

“A baby? Justin? My God, he’s a child himself.” But it was possible. All she had to do was watch the evening news to know about the increasing number of teenage pregnancies. Still, seeing her own son in that situation was inconceivable to her.

Abbie swallowed hard. Much of her reaction was maternal, knee-jerk and more than a little denial of what she didn’t want to hear.

My God, Burke had always accused her of being too idealistic, wearing rose-colored glasses when confronted by issues she didn’t want to face. Justin’s growing up, for example. Foolishly, she realized now, she’d viewed him as a boy with only schoolwork and baseball on his mind. As a result, she’d probably missed important signals that had led to his running away.

Whatever his reason, whatever her excuse, her son had felt he couldn’t come to her.

The telephone rang just then and Burke left the room to answer it. Abbie took one more look around, then decided there was plenty of time to blame herself later. And she would, regardless of Burke’s admonitions.

She went into the kitchen, where Burke was hunched over the counter making some notes, the phone secured between his shoulder and chin. He didn’t glance up when she entered.

In a swift sense of deja vu she was plunged back to the days of their marriage when Burke would huddle with the phone gripped in his hand while she nervously waited to hear that he would have to leave on some dangerous mission.

She shook away the feeling. No more. They were no longer married; she no longer had to worry and fret over him.

Finding Justin and getting him home was all that mattered.

And that only involved Burke as a father.







CHAPTER TWO

“OKAY, LET’S HAVE the names in the area,” Burke said into the receiver. “The Missing Children’s Association. Runaways. The Shelter. Yeah, got ‘em. Thanks. With any luck one’ll be able to help. Anything else?” His caller filled him in on another missing teenager. “Could be too much of a coincidence,” he said, “but let me have the name.” He scribbled on a new page, then tossed the pencil back into Abbie’s junk drawer. “Yeah, I’ll check it out. Thanks for getting on this. I’ll be in touch.”

He hooked the receiver onto its cradle and studied what he’d written. Candy Kaufman, 420 Roosevelt Circle. Scowling, he hoped the suspicions gathering in his head were just the result of his cop mentality or the parental reaction of putting the worst spin on information.

There were a number of reasons two kids might run away: hotheadedness over some problem at home, causing the kids to take off in a rebellious huff; one kid’s immature belief that running away is easier than facing a difficult decision. If Justin was with this girl, it could be her who was in trouble, the one with a problem at home she couldn’t deal with. Burke shuddered. Then came the scariest reason: just for the hell of it.

Burke recognized rebellion because of his own experience as a teen, but in his case he’d run away to get attention from his old man, a bad cop who’d cared more about the next crooked deal than he ever had about his son. Burke never forgot the feeling he’d had in those days that he was no more important than yesterday’s newspaper. When his own son was born, he vowed the child would never experience the isolation of living with a disinterested father.

His divorce from Abbie hadn’t changed his attitude. Justin had remained important and was never used as a pawn in the breakup. Abbie had been a caring mother and she’d set a good example; her astonishment that Justin would run away was no act. Burke, on the other hand, couldn’t shake his own eerie sense of “like father, like son” when he’d been notified.

Burke lived by a self-imposed standard of right and wrong, success and failure. He’d allowed little room for gray areas. Perhaps Justin had been caught up in some nebulous place where the right decision wasn’t as clear-cut and running away seemed like the only answer.

He glanced over at Abbie, who stood at the sink fitfully rinsing a few dishes. She wore jogging clothes, and Burke remembered that she usually went running in the late afternoon.

She had a slender build, her breasts small and her hips trim but with a little more padding than he knew she liked; hence the running regimen. Her dark blond hair was a tangle of curls, a style that made her look both sexy and endearing, and was perfectly appropriate for Abbie.

In some ways she was incredibly idealistic, a trait he’d sometimes found enviable. How nice to see life as it should be rather than as it really was. Shortly after they were married, he’d come home with a stitched-up knife slash on his arm. A ten-year-old boy had caught him by surprise with a switchblade. Abbie had been horrified that a child that age would even carry a knife, let alone attack a police officer with it. Burke had wondered if he was losing his edge; hell, he shouldn’t have wasted five seconds trusting the kid. It had shown him clearly that if Abbie’s idealism rubbed off on him, he’d wind up dead.

There’d been other similar incidents when her idealism collided with his cynicism, and he’d begun to regret his own selfishness in marrying her. Yes, he’d wanted her with a hunger that wouldn’t quit. He’d even married her in the belief that he could easily keep separate his life with Abbie and his life as a cop. Not just any cop, but the best cop, driven by his determination to prove he wasn’t like his old man. His goal compartmentalized his life—his family in one compartment, his job in another.

When their marriage began to crumble and he faced a choice between Abbie and being a cop, Burke had made the only choice he could—his career. Yet despite their divorce, Abbie’s presence in his life remained as a compartment of hope. She was like a burst of sunlight in his own often dark, cynical view of the world. But he acknowledged that her idealism, her willingness to always assume the best about people, also made him angry.

Jogging at dusk when God knows who was milling around on the streets. Not being diligent about locking her car doors when she was driving. Assuming honesty in those she met. Even now with Justin running away, he’d witnessed her denial both in trying to explain to the police and in those minutes when they searched Justin’s room.

Now as he watched her fill the coffeepot and plug it in, he was determined to ignore the familiar and dangerous gut kick of desire for her.

“Who was on the phone?” she asked, turning just enough so that he could see her profile. Short straight nose, full cheeks, high forehead. Right now those cheeks were slightly flushed, and her lips were a little red from where she’d bitten them. Quarter-size silver hoops hung from her ears—reminding him of the first time he’d made love to her.

He’d never forget it. It was at his apartment. She’d sat astride him on his bed, her hair wilder than usual, and removed her earrings, first one, then the other, the slow simple movements more erotic than anything he’d ever seen…

Burke shook his head to clear it. Don’t go down this path, Wheeler, or you’ll have more hell to deal with than even you can handle.

“One of the detectives,” he said, still trying to clear his mind of memories.

She turned fully now, tipping her head to the side. “So what did he say?”

He stared at her, fighting his inner reaction. Her eyes were wide and questioning, a swirl of blues. Dark and churning when she was angry, cornflower blue when she was aroused. Always changing, so that Burke felt as if he was forever discovering new things about her. The sweep of lashes gave her a sensual mystery that Burke could have spent endless hours unfolding. He glanced away, determined that she wouldn’t pull him into some dizzying spell.

She’d done that once two years after their divorce, and he’d made up his mind that it wouldn’t happen again. The world was filled with women with gorgeous eyes, yet none of them could tear him up, make him angry, frustrate him and—

“Burke? When you get all silent and closed down, I know something’s going on.” Her eyes searched his fearfully. “Oh God, it’s not Justin, is it?”

Damn her for being able to pick up on his mood so easily. “No, I just got names of some missing-kids organizations. They’ve been alerted about Justin.”

“And?”

“They’ll let us know when they learn something.”

“That’s it?”

“So far.”

He walked into the living room and picked up his leather jacket. Returning to the kitchen, he shrugged into it and said, “I’ve got to go out for a while. Stay close to the phone.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll be back within the hour.”

He picked up the notepad and tore off the sheet with Candy Kaufman’s name, folded it and shoved it into his pocket. Then, on second thought, he tore off the next two sheets. Knowing Abbie, she’d manage to decipher the pencil’s imprint.

“Lock the door behind me.”

She grabbed his arm as he started out the door. “Wait a minute. Where are you going?”

“I’ll fill you in when I get back.”

“No. If this is about Justin, I want to know.”

“It may be nothing.”

“Don’t try to do this by yourself. He’s my son, t

oo.”

“I’m well aware of that.” He tried to loosen her fingers.

“But you want me to just stay here and cool my heels until you come back before you let me know what’s going on?”

He heard the edge of anger in her voice, but he didn’t want to argue. Not now.

Calmly he said, “I hope to have some answers when I get back.”

“You’re hiding something, aren’t you?”

“Oh, for God’s sake!” he said in exasperation.

“I’m not a hysterical mother, Burke. Don’t insult me by treating me like one.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you the same mother who gasped over a few girlie magazines and a crushed condom box?”

“I did not gasp! I was simply taken by surprise.”

“Exactly. I don’t want you to be surprised this time.”

“Burke, you’re scaring me. Have they found Justin? My God, is he hurt or…”

Her voice broke, and Burke, damning his automatic reaction, took her into his arms. She clung to him, and for a crazy instant he thought, This is what I miss. Holding her, feeling her body pressed to mine…

Just familiarity, he told himself. No man could live and sleep and have sex with a woman for more than ten years and not have a few nostalgic moments when he touched her.

His hands spanned her middle back, but he didn’t move them or pat her or take any liberties that could be misconstrued.

“Abbie, I’m going to check out another possible runaway. ‘I’ll be back within the hour,” he said softly, his breath stirring her hair. The sudden need to touch his mouth to her ear swamped him. He moved enough so as to not act on the temptation. “Why don’t you fix us something to eat? This could be a long night.”

He couldn’t tell from her body language what she was thinking, but he brushed his lips across her forehead, telling himself it was a natural gesture, given the circumstances, and then set her away from him.

“Lock the door,” he reminded her once again, and then quickly left.

He drove his unmarked police car through the downtown section of Walcott and then took the right turn that led into the wealthier part of the city. No modest bungalows or apartment complexes here. It was all manicured lawns and landscaped gardens showcasing the sprawling residences of retired CEOs and successful entrepreneurs.

Pretentious, he decided, looking at the Kaufman house. Lots of windows and angles with brass lights to show it off. Another unmarked police car was in the drive, and Burke recognized Will Gagne, one of the detectives who’d been at Abbie’s house. Burke had worked with him until being assigned to an undercover unit working out of Providence, which was fifteen miles east of Walcott. Gagne was talking to a man who looked as if he’d been interrupted from a tennis match.

And sure enough, when Burke climbed out of his car, he noticed a court at one side of the house.

He glanced down at his jeans, glad that Will had gotten there ahead of him. Burke wore street-dealing clothes, which no doubt made him look like the dregs he encountered on a regular basis.

Gagne glanced up as he approached. Always tidy and efficient when working, the detective looked worn and tired, probably, Burke thought, more than ready to seriously consider turning in his gun and retiring where it was warm and boring. He was in his late forties and looked ten years older.

Burke joined him, and Gagne introduced the man as Harvey Kaufman. Gagne turned to Kaufman and told him that Burke was also a cop and that his son had run away, too. “We think there might be a connection to your daughter’s disappearance,” he added. Then to Burke, he said, “Mr. Kaufman has a keen interest in police work and detecting.”

Burke caught the sarcasm, but nodded sagely.

Kaufman looked at Burke curiously. “Really? You don’t look like a cop.” Then his eyes widened. “Oh, I bet I know. You’re one of those undercover cops, aren’t you?”

“Some of the time,” Burke said vaguely, keeping his expression bland. He couldn’t help but notice the low-road part in Kaufman’s hair and the long strands that stubbornly refused to cooperate in his desperate attempt to cover his baldness.

“Let’s get back to your daughter,” Gagne said.

“Candy didn’t run away with Mr. Wheeler’s son,” Kaufman said firmly. “She’s been kidnapped. I know it.”

“From what you’ve told us, that seems unlikely,” Gagne said. “There’ve been no phone calls, no ransom request.”

“Well, there will be,” the man said, nervously running his hand over his hair to get it back into place. “My daughter has no reason to run away. Look around you. She has everything she wants here.”

“I’m sure she’s very fortunate,” Gagne said, “but according to her teachers and her friends, she wasn’t in school today. You said she was driven there by your driver, so she’s been gone more than eight hours. A kidnapper generally works quickly—before the victim’s family gets smart and calls the police. Now, from the report I received, you didn’t call the police until just an hour ago. Why?”

Kaufman looked unsettled by the logic and the direct question. “I wanted to call, but my wife kept insisting Candy would be home.” He rocked back on his heels, peering at Burke. “You guys want my take on this whole thing?”

Burke and Gagne glanced at each other. Gagne nodded.

“Well,” said Kaufman, “here’s how I see it. I read a lot of detective stories and watch those cop shows on TV. This situation looked like a kidnapping to me right from the get-go. Pretty rich girl kidnapped from school and being held for ransom. There was a similar situation over in Newport a few years ago.”

“With all due respect, Mr.
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