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vy, | need your help. Right now.”

“Well, sure, Bella,” | said, flipping through the newest lingerie
catalog I’d received in the mail. There were several things | would
definitely be ordering for the back room of my store, The Masked
Shoppe.

“lvy! Are you paying attention?” Bella’s voice rose with every
word until I wanted to pull the phone away from my ear.

I threw the magazine onto the coffee table and sat up straighter
instead. Bella Landry sounded desperate and desperate was not
something she ever did. What on earth could be the matter?

No sense hanging out in the dark when the answer was but
a question away. “What do you need? Don’t tell me you forgot
another old biddy makeover party.” 1 snickered. “When are you
going to stop doing those? They drive you crazy and make you
crazier if your tone of voice right now is any indication.”

“Um, it’s nothing like that,” Bella said, her voice quavering.
Immediately, | was even more concerned. Bella was a confident,
self-assured woman. 1’d only seen her once without full makeup
and hair perfectly done, and | had never heard her unsure of
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herself, not like this, anyway.

“What’s going on?” And why did | have this quivery feeling
in my stomach? Bella was normally the one with the freaky
premonitions.

“The thing is, I’'m, uh, in jail and—"

“Jail? Jail!l What are you doing in jail?” My mind rushed
through the possibilities. 1’d never known Bella to be a violent
person. Well, there was that one time that she kept hitting me in
the arm after | faced down a woman who was set on killing me
several months ago. I’d inherited the costume shop from my Great
Aunt Gertie which the woman had thought was going to be hers.
She got violent at what she deemed the unfairness of it all. But
that’s another story.

Anyway, my poor little mind could not come up with any
reason why the police would have arrested Bella. Especially now
that she and Officer Jared were so cozy.

“If you’d listen for a second instead of screaming in my ear,
I’ll you what happened.” Now there was the Bella I knew and
loved. Did | mention she had a bit of an attitude?

“I’m listening.”

“Well, finally!” She took a deep breath and then launched
into this fantastic tale of a dead body in her beauty shop’s walk-in
refrigerator (one I had no idea she’d had) and how the only reason
she was allowed to call was because the police didn’t have enough
evidence to hold her but they sure were trying.

“Wait, wait, wait,” | said, baffled. Bella arrested for suspicion
of murder? This was too much to take in without some clarification.
“So you found a dead guy in a big meat locker in the back of your
beauty shop, which you don’t use but never had removed after you
bought the store from a caterer. This dead guy happens to be the
same guy who invited himself to your table the other night when
you were eating alone. You rebuffed him and now he’s dead.”

“That about covers it.”

“Why didn’t you call me about this dead guy before you ran
off to the police?”

“Oh puh-lease, Ivy. Like that was going to do me any good. |
wanted him out of the locker, pronto. You certainly weren’t going
to come over to haul him off.”
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“True, but | could have at least been there with you.” We’d
been friends through almost three seasons now and | considered
her my best friend. No, I wouldn’t have tried to move the body—
I’d like to think 1’d learned my lesson—»but at least | could have
been moral support.

“Besides, Jared was there,” she continued. “It didn’t even
occur to me that I would be a suspect. I kept asking them to leave
with the body, but no one was paying attention to me. Then all of
the sudden | was in this interrogation room that stinks like sweat,
with coffee that doesn’t taste much better.” The tremors in her
voice sounded more like rage now. Had Jared been in that stinky
room with her, too? Or had he finished his duty at her shop, leaving
her alone to deal at the police station by herself?

But I didn’t think that would be an appropriate question at the
moment. It would probably set her off more. “So are they going to
keep you or what?”

“They can’t keep me because the idiots don’t have enough
evidence.”

“I don’t know that 1’d call them idiots while you’re still
sitting at the jail. They could throw you back in the clinker.” And
wouldn’t that just suck?

“But it’s true. Plus, they gave me a little booth to talk in, so it’s
not like they can hear me.”

“Still maybe not too smart.”

“I don’t care at this point!” she yelled. “They’re making me
stay in town. They also said they’d be watching me closely. I’ll
have no real privacy until they find out who did this. And to top
it all off, Jared was the one who pushed me into the fricking cell!
Can you please come and pick me up? Now!”

“Of course.” | hustled to grab my keys and purse off the
kitchen table. “I’ll be right there.” Running out of the Kitchen, |
was forcibly reminded I was still on the wall phone when it yanked
me back into a chair, pushing all the breath out of my lungs.

“What happened?” Bella yelled. “Is someone in your house
again? Tell them you do not have time to be robbed because I need
you here.”

I got enough breath back to actually laugh at that. Yes, I
frequently had people running in and out of my house with my
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belongings, but not this time. “No, it was only me being an idiot.
I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”

I hung up the phone this time before I ran out to my freestanding
garage and started my brown Santa Fe. It was one of two brown
things I had left. My kamikaze attacks on my wardrobe along with
my person were renowned once | acknowledged | had sunk into
a monochromatic color scheme of brown. It’s very scary when
you realize even all your underwear is some shade or another of
brown—all because someone once gave me a compliment on a
brown blouse. But not anymore.

The building housing the police station was only a short
distance from my house, but I decided to use the car. Maybe
I could swing over to hang out a bit later with Ben Fallon, the
lover of my life. He was constantly at my house lately (I wasn’t
complaining. Yet), but with a new murderer possibly on the loose
those good times might quickly go by the wayside during my
snooping. And if it wasn’t murder, it was family interfering. It
was a toss up which one was worse sometimes. But we hadn’t had
a murder in almost four months at this point, so | had been hopeful
for more of the same. Not so much now. Oy!

Despite the seriousness of Bella’s situation, | found myself
humming along with the stereo at the thought of Ben. He was six
feet of yummy, delicious male. I’d had him at my disposal for
almost six months at this point and had no intention of letting him
go. My mouth watered at the very thought of all that flesh in my
hands, but I calmed myself down because it wouldn’t do to go
into the police station all hot and bothered over the prospect of
spending time with him.

Parking in front of a two-story, renovated house, | jumped out
of the car and made my way to the police station. A metal desk
sat in what was once a formal dining room, with a stick of an old
woman behind it filing her nails. Not much crime going on in
town, | guessed. 1’d been in here several times, normally because
I was in a spot of trouble or another, but 1’d never seen this lady
before.

“Hi,” | said, trying on a smile for size. “I’m here for Bella
Landry.” My voice lilted up at the end, frustrating me, like | was
asking a question. This frequently happened when | was near
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authority figures, but I was on a mission so | didn’t have time to
berate myself for not being more forceful.

“She’s in the back. Who are you?”

I squinted my eyes so | could read her nametag. | better not
need glasses or the roof was going to blow. This here local Martha’s
Pointer (that’s what they called themselves, | swear) was typical
of most of the other citizens. If they didn’t know you since you
were knee-high to a grasshopper, you were immediately branded a
troublemaker and an outsider. | was working on changing that, but
after being here for months 1 still had won only over a few of the
three thousand souls here in town. | had Ben, Bella, Martha, and
my Dad who had moved here in December. | also had Mr. Winnet
and Mr. Hanks, but that was about all of them. Even in a town this
small, that was not much.

But back to the drama in the police station. | squared off against
Marge, giving her my best evil eye, which isn’t very impressive
but I did try. Putting my hands on my full hips, I sucked in a
breath—which pushed out my chest—and tried to stare her down.
Now this might have been impressive in someone who was six feet
tall with a flat belly, but I was on the other end of the spectrum. A
little over five feet and very roundly built, I should have been able
to snap Marge like a twig. But she had a can of mace on her belt.
| deflated immediately when her hand strayed to the canister. She
flipped the snap securing it with a smirky smile.

“Um, yes, well...” | stuttered. “May | please see Bella? My
name, for your records, is Ivy Morris. | own The Masked Shoppe
down on Main.”

“Uh-huh.” She gave me her own evil eye. | must say | was
impressed. | might be able to hope for that level of potency when
I reached her age, but for right now | was no match for her. “Well,
you take yourself on down the hall.” She pointed with one bright,
shiny fingernail. “She should be waiting for you.”

“Thank you, Marge. It was a pleasure meeting you. | hope
someday you’ll come into the Shoppe.” No sense in wasting an
opportunity to promote the store. | doubted she would ever come
in though, because it appeared her underwear was permanently
lodged in her ass so she wouldn’t need any new ones.

I walked down the hallway, pausing to get a quick glimpse



into the two rooms before the hallway ended. One was completely
empty, but the other had a fair-haired man sitting with his back
to me. That’s all | saw before the door was unceremoniously
slammed in my face. Sheesh!

Bella was at the end of the hall waiting for me. Her eyes were
red rimmed, yet no mascara ran down her cheeks or made her look
like a raccoon. Note to self: ask how the hell she manages that.
Her mahogany hair was pulled back into a ponytail with strands
falling against her neck. She looked thoroughly disheveled for her.
I raced into the room wanting only to help in any way | could. I
gave her a quick hug before releasing her. “Are you all right?”

She raised her eyes to mine, the fear lurking behind the bold
front she put on was evident to me. “Great, thanks. Can we get out
of here while I still can?”

“Uh, yeah, sure. Was there anything we need to do before we
can leave?”

“I need to pick up the few things I had in my pockets and then
my purse, but the rest has been taken care of.” She hung her head
for a second while her shoulders heaved. “Thanks so much for
picking me up, lvy. | don’t think I could have trusted anyone else
to come get me.”

“Hey, that’s what 1I’m here for,” | said, thinking she should
have been able to call on her boyfriend. But since he was the one
who put her in here, | guessed that was out of the question. “You
can tell me all about it on the way home.”

We trundled down the hallway. The door of the occupied
room was still closed, but I could hear laughter through the wall.
I put my arm around Bella’s shoulders, walking between her and
the room. Laughter was not exactly the best medicine for her right
NOw.

As we made our way back up front, Marge stood at her desk
with the black phone in her hand. “Yes, sir, I’ll tell her,” she said.
“Yes, sir, you can count on me.” She hung up with a decisive click,
that smirk still on her face.

Do you think it might freeze there if I whacked her in the back
like in One Crazy Summer with my heartthrob John Cusack? No
time to contemplate that since she walked out from behind her
desk to block the way to the door.
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Bella tensed next to me, her whole body going stiff as a
newly hair sprayed beehive hairdo. | patted her arm, trying to be
as reassuring as possible. Surely they were not going to hold her
now that I’d come to get her. “What can we do for you, Marge?”
I asked, trying to keep my voice pleasant—no need to arouse her
trigger finger on the mace.

“The chief wanted to make sure Ms. Landry here is warned
not to leave town. He may have more questions for you and wants
to keep an eye on you. So no quick out of town jaunts, or going to
Jersey for the weekend.”

“I’ll make sure not to go out of town, Marge. Thanks a lot for
the warning.”

Normally that would have been said in this awesome snarky
voice with a bite like a shark. Instead, this time Bella sounded
resigned. | take that back, she actually sounded grateful for the
restriction. What?

Bella continued to the front of the converted house.
Dumbstruck, I followed. What was going on? Without a word,
she climbed into the Santa Fe, then rested her head back on the
headrest, a look of defeat on her face.

I climbed in after her. “Hey, what’s going on?” | asked, really
concerned that all of the strength seemed to have left my feisty
friend.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do, lvy.” A tear leaked out
of the corner of her eye, although it didn’t ruin her makeup. “The
police say they have some very convincing evidence | did it, but
they need more solid facts before they can hold me.”

I let go of the wheel with one hand and held hers. | wasn’t
always one for touching, but this warranted some reassurance.
When | was a suspect a couple months ago, | had been questioned
down at the station. Let me tell you, it was no picnic.

“That last little warning was more of what I’ve been enduring
all day,” Bella continued, squeezing my hand. “The sly innuendos,
the outright disrespect. The man found dead was Trev Brewster.
Another favorite son in town, he was second only to my ex.
Everyone is convinced | ran off the first favorite after we got
divorced, and now they think I’ve killed the second one. This is a
nightmare. They are going to do everything in their power to put



this one on me. | can’t help feeling someone is trying to take me
down after all these years.”
That did not sound good in any way, shape or form. Cripes!
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To my husband Bob, who always believes in me.






f only. Those two little words were to haunt me for weeks. If

only | hadn’t put off getting my hair trimmed, | wouldn’t
have had to spend so much time trying to tame what had become
an unruly mop of brown curls. If only | hadn’t paused to answer
the phone, | wouldn’t have wasted ten minutes on a telemarketer
who repeated my name—Leigh McRae—twice in every sentence,
as if that would prompt me to buy the magazines she was selling.

I finally cut her off and, still feeling no sense of urgency,
sauntered out to my truck. Later I would wonder why I’d given in
to a demon caffeine habit that had dictated | stop for coffee at Bo’s
Diner, and then linger stuffing my face with a jelly donut.

It wasn’t until I’d licked the last bit of sugar from my fingers
that I finally considered I’d be late for my appointment with Rita
Cameron if I didn’t hurry. | drove a few miles over the limit until
| came to a construction zone, where | lost all the minutes I’d
gained.

Cursing under my breath, | inched my way past a mile of
traffic cones, then sped the rest of the way down a country road to
whip the truck into Rita’s driveway. | bounced through a pothole,
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rounded a bend, and let out a muffled shriek when 1 registered
a horse barreling toward me. In a microsecond | hit the brakes
and jammed the shift lever into park, barely avoiding a nasty
collision.

A sorrel filly streaked toward the truck at dazzling speed
before sliding to a stop that left grooves in the dirt. Without pause
she rolled on her hocks and changed direction, racing back toward
the barn. After a quick circuit of the corral, she finally slowed
from a gallop to a prance, flying her flame-red tail like a banner
and holding her head as high as the prow of a sailing ship.

My breath whooshed out. The one horse stampede was over.
Another second or two and the filly | knew as Sandstone Tinker
Star would likely head for the patch of Bermuda grass near the hay
barn and settle down to grazing—easy for me to catch her and put
her back in her stall. But before I could act, a screaming woman
brandishing a flimsy pine branch flashed into view from the left,
and Tinker turned on the afterburners.

I leaped out of the truck and hit the ground running, my arms
whirling like plane propellers. “Stop screaming and waving that
stick around. You’re scaring her.”

The branch-wielding woman showed no signs of having
heard and, as Tinker raced past, she planted her legs wide apart
and landed a solid blow on the filly’s rump. Without missing a
beat, Tinker fired with both hind legs, barely missing the woman’s
head. The filly’s tail swished and she swerved toward the training
arena.

By then I’d had time to conclude that the horse-chasing
woman was Millie Destin, Rita’s neighbor from across the road.
If she wasn’t careful, she was going to end up getting kicked or
WOrse.

I turned to follow Tinker’s movement, hoping she wouldn’t
head back toward Millie. As | tracked the galloping form past the
barn, a bundle of rags on the ground hardly merited my attention—
until an instant later when I realized the bundle wasn’t rags. With
a jolt somewhere in the center of my chest, | forgot all about the
horse and stumbled forward a few steps.

“Oh, my God, it’s Rita,” Millie sang out, echoing my
thoughts. She scurried over to grab my arm, her fingers digging in



like pincers until | peeled her loose. I glanced sideways and noted
her complexion was the color of an undercooked biscuit.

We moved closer and | saw that the figure was indeed Rita
Cameron. Holding on to each other for support, Millie and | stared
down at Rita. She lay on her stomach, her face pressed against the
concrete that formed a parking pad in front of the hay barn. Blood
had pooled around her head.

I dropped to my knees to feel for a pulse in her neck. Nothing.
I knew it might be dangerous to move her if she were still alive,
but she wasn’t breathing. CPR might be her only chance, so with
Millie’s help I rolled her over. Then | wished | hadn’t. Rita’s blue
eyes were wide open and had taken on the blankness of dolls’
eyes. Her blood-caked face was tinged purple.

“She’s dead, ain’t she?” Millie stuck her hands in the pockets
of her baggy overalls. She screwed up her mouth in an attempt
at a smile as if we were simply discussing last night’s rain, but I
couldn’t miss the wobble in her voice.

I nodded. 1’d never seen a dead person up close, but there
wasn’t a shade of doubt. Living people have light in their eyes.

“Must of fell out of the hay loft.” Millie bobbed her head to
reinforce her conclusion.

I swallowed hard, barely able to take in that Rita was gone.
“Looks that way.”

A soft whicker drew my attention back to Rita’s filly. After
ending her race at the edge of the woods, she’d ambled back as
far as the training arena gate where she stopped and watched us,
her head lowered and her ears flicking back and forth. For the first
time | saw a bright smear of crimson on her right shoulder.

“We better call someone,” Millie said.

“Yeah.” | scurried across the driveway to the stable, kicking
up pale clouds of dust that didn’t even have time to settle on my
jeans. With shaking fingers I punched in 911 on the phone in Rita’s
office.

The authorities summoned, | walked back with a lead and
snapped it onto Tinker’s halter. Maybe | should have stayed with
Rita, but I couldn’t bring myself to look at her again and, after all,
help was on the way. | led the filly into the stable and inspected
her shoulder. A ten-inch long ragged gash ran from her chest at an
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angle toward her withers. Not deep, but still nasty looking.

“Barbed wire,” | said out loud. But Rita didn’t have a foot of
barbed wire on her property.

By this time Millie had left the arena to join me. “Horse got
cut over at my place.” She jerked her thumb to indicate. “Galloped
too close to my front fence.”

Rita had told me a few days ago that Tinker had managed to
flip open the latch on her stall and she was going to have to get
a clip for the latch to keep the filly from getting loose again. |
glanced at the stall door. It looked like Rita hadn’t gotten around
to the chore.

I put Tinker in the wash rack, using cross-ties to hold her.
Then | hunted in Rita’s feed room until | found a tube of antibiotic
ointment. | washed the wound, then layered on a generous amount
of ointment.

I rejoined Millie in the yard and we waited—me still fighting
back nausea and leaning against my truck with my arms wrapped
around myself, Millie pacing in front of me, occasionally shaking
her head. It was a beautiful March day, warmer than normal even
for a Florida spring, and the sun was dazzling. The sky was as blue
as I’d ever seen it, the color of Texas bluebonnets, without a wisp
of a cloud anywhere. Still I shivered as if | were outside without a
jacket in the middle of December.

“I didn’t know Rita was around,” Millie said, crossing her
arms over her chest. “That horse—the one running loose—trotted
into my yard right before you showed up. He trampled half my
plants before | managed to chase him back across the road.”

But first she’d chased Tinker close enough to a barbed wire
fence to rip her shoulder open. And then she’d almost gotten
herself kicked in the head.

“You didn’t see Rita when you got here?” Of course she
hadn’t. We’d spotted the body at the same time.

“Lawd, no. | was too busy trying to run that animal back into
the barn. I was planning to give Rita a piece of my mind, too. Hey,
ain’t | seen you around here?”

“I’m Leigh McRae, a friend of Rita’s from the horse club.”

“That’s it. | don’t have horses myself. Prefer hogs. But Rita
never liked my hogs and I reckon they didn’t like her. Hogs are
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smart as people, you know.”

I gritted my teeth. Why was she talking about hogs when all |
could think about was Rita with half her skull crushed?

A siren screamed in the distance, and | turned to peer toward
the road. But because of the bend in the marl-surfaced driveway,
as well as a line of Brazilian pepper trees along the fence, |
couldn’t see the road from where we stood. Moments later the
siren stopped, and a rattle of broken shell and loose dirt got louder
as an ambulance and a car from the sheriff’s department appeared
around the bend.

I peeled myself away from the truck to intercept the two
deputies heading for the stables. “Over there,” | said, pointing
toward the larger barn where Rita stored her hay. They reversed
direction.

I experienced an odd sense, | guess 1’d call it surreal, as |
watched the scene unfold in front of me. The ambulance crew, aman
and two women, rushed up carrying cases of medical equipment.
They snapped on rubber gloves and positioned themselves around
Rita; one of the women whipped out a stethoscope.

A black Jeep Wagoneer slid to a stop behind my truck and
a plump woman wearing a platinum blonde wig eased out from
behind the steering wheel. Paris Winslow. She used to be Olive
Winslow before she gave herself an upgrade to a classier name.
Real estate saleswoman and part-time newspaper reporter for the
Del Canto Star.

I winced when | saw her lime green polyester pantsuit. In a
moment of even more bad taste, she’d accessorized with neon
pink shoes, pink purse, and pink plastic beads that matched her
lipstick. She leaned inside her car and exchanged the purse for a
gadget-encrusted camera, a mini tape recorder, and a notebook.
Neither the paramedics nor the deputies objected when she started
snapping pictures. Her husband was the county sheriff, Dude
Winslow.

The dust had barely settled on Paris’s Wagoneer before
a generic, county-issued car rolled up and parked alongside
the ambulance. If people kept showing up, we’d soon have the
population of a small town milling around Rita’s barn.

A man wearing a navy blue sports jacket, white shirt, and dark
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tie emerged from the county car. A black woman in a navy pantsuit
got out from the passenger side. After briefly checking out the
scene next to the riding arena and consulting with the paramedics,
the woman led Millie to the shade of an oak tree. The man—thin
and with a severely receding hairline—strode over to me and
said, “Hey, darlin’. I’m Art Frazier, detective with the sheriff’s
department. Mind answering a few questions?”

| felt my back stiffen and the surreal feeling evaporated. How
would he like it if I called him darlin’ or maybe honeypot? “I’'m
Leigh McRae. Millie Destin and | found Rita Cameron dead next
to the arena.”

“You seem a little shook up. Want to sit down?” Detective
Frazier flipped open a notepad and drew a pen out of his shirt
pocket.

“I’m fine,” I said. Itwas a lie. I was still trembling and probably
even paler than Millie’s biscuit color by now, maybe as pale as the
white Del Canto, Florida Horse Club shirt I’d put on this morning.
| took a deep breath just as a random breeze from the east floated
the sour smell of Millie’s hog farm into my personal space.

“What time did you find the body?”

“Right before 1 made the call to 911—about nine. | came over
to pick up a load of hay we’d split. The first thing | noticed was a
horse running loose.” | pointed toward the barn as if Frazier could
see through walls. “Millie was chasing the horse with a branch.
When she galloped between the arena and the hay barn | turned to
watch, and that’s when | saw Rita.”

“A loose horse? Could it have run her down or kicked her?”
Unlike mine, his voice was flat, completely lacking in tell-tale
trembles.

“No.” | shook my head. “A horse won’t deliberately run into
something—or someone. And that filly is gentle.”

I’d bred and raised Tinker myself. Last week 1’d sold her to
Rita, and if there was a sweeter filly in the state, I didn’t know
about it.

“So you don’t think the horse hurt Ms. Cameron?”

“Millie and I thought Rita must have fallen out of the loft. She
knew | was coming to pick up my share of the hay and she was
most likely up there getting a head start, throwing the bales down
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for me to pick up.”

“Looks that way.” Detective Frazier shook his head. “She
should have waited for help. Lot safer to do a job like that with a
spotter. Especially at her age. How old was she, about sixty?”

“Fifty-nine. Rita always said the good Lord would come for
her when it was time.”

“Reckon he showed up with a one way ticket this morning.
Religious lady, was she?”

I nodded. “She once told me she’d read the Bible cover to
cover five times.”

“Religion’s a nice thing, real comforting, but it can’t protect
your skull if you don’t take precautions.” Frazier nodded sagely.

I didn’t know what precautions could prevent gravity from
pulling someone to the ground really fast if they fell out of a loft
twenty feet in the air. | was sick over Rita’s death and | wanted to
go back and check on Tinker. I glanced at my watch.

Detective Frazier jotted in his notebook. Finally he snapped
it shut and squinted at me. “I can see this is a real upsetting time
for you, Ms. McRae. I’ll contact you again if | have any more
questions.”

“Sure.” | didn’t expect to hear from him again. | supposed
there would have to be an autopsy, but from what I’d seen and
what Frazier had said, it seemed clear that Rita had fallen from
the loft and landed on her head. Nothing but a tragic accident.
Except...something about the scene didn’t seem quite right, but |
couldn’t think what was wrong.
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Chicago, Illinois...

Sweating profusely, Lee Allen Dalrymple carted his 280 pounds
up a second flight of stairs. “Damn elevator,” he huffed.
“Been on the fritz more times than not since | moved into this
overpriced apartment.” But a broke-down elevator was the least of
his aggravation. Braeden McKay had flat refused to give him the
crime scene photos from the Dodding murder. “Bitch.”

New shoes pinched Dalrymple’s swollen feet. His head ached.
Perspiration stung his eyes and plastered his white shirt to his back
under a suit jacket that cut into his shoulders.

“McKay'’s the cause of all my misery.” He lumbered through
the door of his darkened apartment juggling mail, his laptop, and
battered valise.

During this most recent trip to Texas, he had called forth
every ruse concocted in nineteen years of free-lance journalism.
Three days of impromptu meetings, deep-fried meals, and all-out
groveling, and he hadn’t worn her down a lick.

He kicked the door shut, and the vibration skewed the signed
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lithograph on the wall next to the framed dust jacket of The Stoning
of Renzo De Benedictis, his one and only bestseller. “Integrity’s
for Boy Scouts,” he grumbled. People had lewd appetites, and
satiating those appetites had made him a lot of money.

He couldn’t recall any other time a woman had looked him
straight in the eyes and told him her conscience wasn’t for sale.
But McKay had leaned across a glass of expensive merlot, shook
his hand, and said in that irritating drawl of hers, “My decision is
final, Mr. Dalrymple. Herbert Dodding is dead. | can’t change that.
But neither will I contribute to a tell-all book that will follow those
boys for the rest of their lives. You understand, sir, I’m sure.”

Like hell, he understood.

Why did she hold onto the photographs if she didn’t plan to
use them, or any of the research she’d done into the old pervert’s
murder? Her genre was children’s books, and the “Platypus Pearl”
mystery series had made her the newest darling of the preteen
set.

Not that she bragged about it. McKay was too refined, too
genteel. Too damn Southern.

He dropped the mail in the wastebasket—nothing but bills
from his accountant—placed the laptop on his cluttered desk, and
valise on the floor. Lamp on, he shrugged out of the torturous jacket
and headed for the bottle of Johnnie Walker Black in his kitchen
cabinet. Frustration mothered an awful thirst, and Dalrymple was
the thirstiest he’d been in forty-seven years of scandalous living.

He carried the bottle to the living room, grabbed the remote, and
switched on the television. He switched it off just as quick. Today
the news depressed him. Braeden McKay and her unwavering
morality depressed him.

Anger surfaced in his shaking hands when he unscrewed
Johnnie’s cap, splashed two fingers in a glass, and threw back the
amber liquid.

The muffled pop never registered as agunshot, but an explosion
of white light inside his temple dropped Dalrymple to his knees.
The last image his brain recorded as blood filled his mouth was a
shadow lifting the laptop from his desk.



Chap One

St. Louis Cemetery No. 1, New Orleans, sixteen months later...

«
What do you get when you bite a ghost?” Braeden McKay
managed a weak smile and whispered, “A mouthful of
sheet.”

The joke wasn’t any funnier now than it had been the first
time her neighbor’s nine-year old nephew had told it. Neither was
spending an entire morning of her vacation in a cemetery. But
she had promised Angeline she’d be her guest during the Fournier
Cosmetics photo shoot. With the lure of a decadent lunch and
antique shopping afterward, she could hold out a bit longer.

Four hours spent in the merciless Gulf Coast humidity, and
Braeden’s natural curls resembled coppery cotton candy. She
twisted her hair into a haphazard roll, fastened it with a large
plastic clip, then fanned the back of her neck with the brochure
from her pocket. Not that either helped.

Heading down the stone path dividing two rows of staggered
sepulchers and patchwork grass, she was struck by the contrast
between a century-old mausoleum and the camera crew packing
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their high-tech gear. She supposed it was no more odd than looking
at a panoramic view of the cemetery with the city’s modern
skyline behind it, or the honking of car horns carried through the
old iron gates on a July breeze. It was one of the things she loved
about New Orleans: the blending of past and present, with ample
deference given both.

“Now what are you doing?”” She found her supermodel friend
standing before a small tomb they’d discovered on a break earlier
in the day.

“I’m gettin’ myself a souvenir.” Angeline leaned over the
rusted iron fence marking Simone Dubois’ grave and plucked a
coin off the mutilated brick. “You want me to get you one?”

Braeden eyed the coin with wariness. It was small, silver,
round, and dull-edged. “You lifted that nickel from the grave of a
witch.” She suppressed her shudder. “No, | don’t want you to get
me one.”

Angeline straightened her five foot ten inch frame. “A gypsy,
Brag. Simone Dubois was a Black Gypsy, a hoodoo woman.”

“Same difference.”

“Hardly, and don’t make it sound so sinister.” She buffed
the coin against her blouse before holding it up to the light for
closer inspection. “It’s not like I’m snatchin’ bodies, or pryin’ gold
from their teeth. There must be fifty coins here, nickels and dimes,
pennies. People are expected to take a few.”

“If you want a souvenir, I’ll buy you some beads or a
feathered Mardi Gras mask like the ones we saw in the hotel
lobby.” Appealing to her friend’s flamboyant side wasn’t working;
Braeden tried the practical approach. “Okay, okay.” She raised her
arms in exaggerated surrender. “I’ll buy the postcards this trip,
for pity’s sake, and stamps to mail them. Just put the nickel back,
Angie, before somebody sees you.”

Angeline’s laugh dissipated into the fissures of the tomb. She
rested her boxy sunglasses atop her blonde head and met Braeden’s
gaze beneath the black crystal frames. “No thanks,” she said. “I
think 1’1l keep my nickel. Besides, who’s gonna see me? Cooper?
We hired the man to drive, nothing more. The hoodoo woman
supposedly buried beneath all this...finery?” She reached through
the rusted iron bars, tapped the base of Dubois’ tomb with the toe
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of her strappy sandal and added matter-of-factly, “I think not.”

Visions of campfires and burning effigies tumbled through
Braeden’s brain. “What if it’s bad luck to take it, Angie. | mean,
sacrilegious or something.” The or something worried her. “What
if there’s some kind of...”

It seemed ridiculous to even say the word out loud.

Angeline whirled, clapping her hands. “l can’t believe it,
Brag! You were gonna say ‘curse,” weren’t you?”

“S-Something like that.”

The supermodel edged through the small gate hanging lop-
sided from the rusted iron enclosure. An elusive breeze caught the
hem of her silk crepe skirt, and a dance of yellow designer daisies
swirled about her ankles as she planted her outrageously insured
derriere on the tomb’s narrow foundation ledge.

She motioned for Charlie Cooper, and the driver ambled over
with a pucker on his face that reminded Braeden of tasting tart
lemonade.

“Here, Cooper. Take a picture of us for posterity.” Angeline
shoved her camera at him, then patted the space next to her
indicating Braeden should also sit. “Just me and Brag and little ol’
Simone Dubois,” she teased. “Black Gypsy.”

Braeden stepped out of range of the shot. “Thanks, but no
thanks.”

The camera whirred and clicked, clicked and whirred. “Come
on, Brag.” Angeline struck another silly pose. “I mean, a curse.
For heaven’s sake, you don’t really believe in such things. Do
you?”

Braeden wanted to say no, but hesitated. She was three-quarters
Irish after all. Wasn’t she obligated to believe in leprechauns and
cluricauns, and the kissin’ of the Blarney? She even had the woven
cross of Saint Brigid attached to the wall above her bed.

“Love potions, spells cast under a full moon, that ol’ black
magic?” Angeline tossed the coin one-handed and snatched it
back in mid-air. “The walkin’ dead?” She giggled.

She waved off the driver, stood, then shook gritty brick dust
from the crisp folds of her skirt. Then she leaned over the decrepit
little fence, smiled engagingly at the group of fans clustered
around the tomb, and signed a few more autographs.
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Angeline St. Cyr, Braeden thought with unbound affection,
the quintessential PR package. Fournier Cosmetics was lucky to
have her.

“It’s only a nickel, Brag.” Angeline threw her head back,
laughing out loud as she caressed the coin between her thumb
and forefinger. “A plain old, honest to God, made in America
nickel. And it’s mine. Finders keepers you know. Anyway, look
at the date.” She turned the coin, heads up this time, and thrust it
within inches of Braeden’s freckle-dusted nose. “How can there
be a curse on the damn thing, sweetie? It’s not even old enough
to have collected a coat of tarnish. Now,” she tapped the folded
pamphlet in Braeden’s hand a couple times with one bejeweled
finger, “read that to me one more time, Brag. What the brochure
says about this mean ol’ gypsy who’s gonna put the whammy on
me for takin’ her nickel.”

Slipping on the reading glasses snagged along the neckline at
the front of her shirt, Braeden unfolded a brochure procured from
the hotel’s concierge. According to the author, hoodoo folk magic
blended the beliefs and traditions brought to America by African
slaves with the botanical knowledge of Native Americans. It was
thought to involve clairvoyance, hexing, conjuring, and the healing
of spirit and body using roots, herbs, and other natural elements.
The brochure also referred to coins similar to those deposited on
Dubois’ grave as hoodoo money: coins left on specific tombs in
exchange for favors from the dead.

Or from the undead.

Good magic, bad magic, lotions and potions. Braeden
shivered, in spite of the sultry Louisiana heat. It sounded more
Voodoo than hoodoo. Not that Angeline cared, or would even
consider surrendering her prize souvenir on the chance it had been
deposited on want and a promise.

Hidden by a uniform row of tombs, he watched and waited, a
canvas shopping bag on the ground near his feet. Unaccustomed
to contact lenses, he blinked several times, then squinted as he
raised his camera.

He smiled. Today his eyes were umber, the color of shadow,
how appropriate. Beneath the Orioles baseball cap his thick
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sandalwood hair, a new shade and slightly grayed at the temples,
added bogus years to his clever disguise.

Through the camera’s viewfinder, he studied the somber
tableau stretched out before him. A mortician’s Valhalla, the rows
of tombs seemed endless. Path upon narrow path, they formed
a macabre latticework of dead-end streets and snaking avenues,
permanent addresses to poets and pirates, paupers and pompous
politicians.

He panned his camera left. Many of the burial chambers were
large and ostentatious, with friezes sculpted into their deep sides
and elaborate statuary embellishing their rooftops. The relentless
sun bleached their white marble doors, and half-dead grass
breached the stone paths leading up to them.

They reminded him of poorly kept yards and poorly kept
lives—of long kept secrets at risk of being unraveled.

He tracked the camera forward, where the crypts appeared as
shrunken, windowless replicas of local banks and civic buildings,
the Garden District’s grand mansions. Others resembled the gallant
Bastille, surrounded by garish cast iron grillwork, rust staining
their concrete foundations. Still others, low rent efficiencies and
walk-ups of handmade brick, crumbled with age, corners jutted
out as if to snag the attention of the next passerby.

Panning the camera right, he zoomed in until Simone Dubois’
grave and the two women filled the viewfinder. Killing the arrogant
journalist, Dalrymple, had been easy, even pleasurable. But he had
never killed a woman.

The prospect of doing so left him both excited and nauseous.

Charlie Cooper rested his shoulders against a stark white
mausoleum adorned with elaborate Tiffany windows in hopes
the relaxed mien might camouflage his mounting frustration.
He couldn’t keep his eyes, or his mind, off the self-absorbed
supermodel. Hell, he was ten yards away and still smelled
Angeline’s fresh scent.

Yanking a starched handkerchief from his back pocket, he
mopped sweat from his brow. His grandfather’s words never rang
truer in his ears, “Swamp rats the likes of you can look at the
pretties all they want, boy, but you sure as hell can’t touch ‘em.”
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A slight wind ruffled his short-cropped chestnut hair but did
nothing to cool his annoyance at the realization he’d grown hard
again. “Damn, Coop,” he whispered. “You used to possess a
modicum of self control.”

He walked a few yards farther down the stone path separating
the staggered tombs and mausoleums, concentrating on weeds
that fought their way up through cracks only to wither in the
unforgiving sun. Angeline’s compact camera, suspended from
the noose of a strap around his neck, knocked against the buttons
of his damp shirt with every step and set a beat to the pounding
jackhammer inside his head.

A safe distance away, he dug in his pockets for a couple of
aspirin. But all he got was yesterday’s sample-sized packet of extra
strength Tylenol PM and another of Mylanta antacid lozenges,
cherry créme flavor. Terrific. One was guaranteed to remedy pain
and sleeplessness, the other to soothe a burning heart.

Apt enough—if his heart was located between his legs.

Cooper ripped open both packets, popped the mix in his mouth.
His head throbbed like a son of a bitch now, two jackhammers and
a chorus of clinking, clanking cameras.

He fished the box of Marlboro Lights from his shirt pocket,
lit up, then tossed the cigarette in disgust after a couple bitter hits.
“It’s not like you to binge,” he said. “On anything.”

Removing the dark aviator glasses, he pressed his palms to
his feverish eyes and held them there. His head reeled from last
night’s junket to Decatur Street with a former colleague. The guy
had blown into the city for the day, supposedly to interview a
promising faculty candidate for one of the universities in south
Florida. More likely he was here as a friend, checking up on
Cooper.

The interview went belly up and the two of them joined forces
around half past six, feasting on an abundance of barbecued ribs
at Miss Jean’s and ending up at Jimmy Buffet’s Margaritaville
around eleven. To the delight of every Parrothead in the joint,
Cooper included, the man himself put in an appearance, making
the occasion worth a few more rounds of salt-rimmed poison.

What had the two of them done between the ribs and the ritas?
Cooper smiled. They chased skirts of course.
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He had caught one, too. But damned if he could remember her
name. Hell, he might’ve called her Perfection, but the woman still
wouldn’t have been Angeline St. Cyr, and the itch he’d suffered
since setting eyes on the model at the airport a week ago would
still need scratching.

This morning he’d hung around long enough to snap a handful
of shots of Angeline while she’d posed on Dubois’ tomb. For
posterity, she said in that voice of hers, the one that could melt a
cold pat of butter off stale toast in less time than it took to spit.

“Yeah. Like you have spit to spare this morning, old man.
Shit for brains, that’s what you got. Shit for brains and an erection
harder than a railroad spike.” Cooper squinted at the Timex
strapped around his wrist. A quarter past. He glanced back at
Angeline. “Five minutes more in this cemetery, dream girl,” he
said, “and we’re leaving.”

No ifs, ands, or what fors.

He considered untucking the drenched shirt from his belted
khaki trousers, but thought better of it and silently cursed his
dwindling stamina. Once upon a time, not so awfully long ago,
all-nighters like the one he and his buddy had pulled were nothing
to him.

“Damn you, Angeline St. Cyr.” Why’d she have to be so good
looking, smell like hunger and hope; why’d she have to be so
confounded stubborn?

He had escorted the model and her pint-sized companion
around New Orleans for a week, and generous to a fault he’d
been with his time and patience, both short commodities in the
customary routine of his day. This was by far the dumbest thing
she had done: treating the old Saint Louis like it was the prime
location for a photo shoot and appointing herself the delegated
diva. Smiling and signing autographs, chatting with every Doting
Donald who managed to get close enough, which wasn’t all that
difficult.

Cooper crushed out another cigarette. If some lunatic wanted
at her, he’d have had a field day. “Why does she have to be so damn
accommodating?” It wasn’t like there weren’t already enough
fans worldwide, enough posters and placards and in-living-color
photographs of her plastered to the edge of the known universe.
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“Yeah,” he huffed, “her bloody universe.”

He dislodged a week-old issue of the Wall Street Journal from
his back pocket, searched out a spot in front of the adjacent tomb
where the pigeons hadn’t roosted, and spread the pages across the
narrow stoop. Groaning, he eased his abused body between a fixed
concrete vase banking the front of the tomb and a chubby cherub
that looked a bit too much like a madam he once knew.

“Five minutes more,” he ground out between clenched teeth,
“and we’re gone.”

He stretched his legs, crossed them at the ankles, then glared
in the direction of Dubois’ grave where the Queen of Cosmetics
still held court. His gaze moved beyond her to reconnoiter the
area. He jerked the crumpled box of Lights from his pocket. Hands
cupped, he lit another cigarette and drew deep. Not only was this
stroll through tomb town dumb, it was dangerous.

Braeden joined him at the tomb’s edge. “Angeline’s amazing,
isn’t she?”” She sat slightly above the chubby cherub and dangling
one leg, stirred the air next to his shoulder with a tiny circular
motion. “I know how tired I am,” she said. “She’s got to be getting
that way, too.”

The breeze her rotating half-boot created felt good, but the
idolatry in her voice clamored annoyance up Cooper’s spine.
Tamping it down would take too much effort, so he let it stew.
“Why does she do it then? I mean, besides the money.” He offered
the Lights to Braeden, tossing them in the empty vase when she
declined. “I’ve been watching her for days now, and she never
stops performing, never steps down from that golden pedestal
Fournier’s created.”

Braeden stooped to wipe dirt from the toe of the boot with a
wadded tissue. “Pedestal?” She laughed in earnest. “Angie would
be pissed if she heard you say that.”

“I imagine she would be. Royally pissed.” Cooper tossed his
cigarette, took the tissue from her hand, spit on it, and ignoring her
gasp, rubbed it across the smudge, smiling as he worked. Queen of
cosmetics, royally pissed. Get it?

Braeden covered his hand with hers, stopping both in mid-
swipe. Cooper grunted. She was right. They were only making
matters worse with the boot. “How’d you two hook up anyway?”
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“It was after my parents died.”

He raised a brow.

“Car accident,” Braeden said. “I was thirteen and moved in
with my grandfather. Angeline lived next door. She was pretty and
popular, a cheerleader. | was sad and shy, a real mess.”

“She felt sorry for you?”

“Maybe, at first. But friendship is give and take, Charlie. | was
sad and shy...and smart. She barely edged out C’s.”

“You were her tutor?”

“Guess you could say we tutored each other.”

“And this is why she calls you Brag?”

Braeden winced. “But not because | bragged about being
smart.”

He nodded. “Because you didn’t.”

“That right, just wasn’t me. But the nickname stuck. Whenever
my grandfather toured—he’s a concert violinist—I stayed with
Angeline’s family. She and | became inseparable. Fifteen years
later, and we still are.”

His jaw tightened as he watched the supermodel drape her
arm around a teenage boy’s shoulders, then kiss his cheek while
another boy snapped their picture. “She seems kind of stuck on
herself.”

Braeden smiled. “You’re wrong, Charlie. Angeline shoots as
straight as anyone | know. Truth is, she really likes these people.”
Her hands did a broad sweep as if encompassing every tourist
that remained in the cemetery. “The old ones, young ones, the
star-struck ones. She even likes the nerdy ones who trip all over
themselves trying to impress her. They’re good to her. She’s good
to them. You could call it a trade-off.”

“Her majesty’s way of thanking the little people?” He couldn’t
resist the dig, given his ingenious pun and desolate track record
with women. Add to that what little he remembered of his own
mother and Cooper didn’t feel the least bit charitable toward a
woman who made her living off her God-given looks—exquisite
though they were.

“Angie wouldn’t say that.” Braeden slipped off her wire-
rimmed glasses and wiped the lenses before folding the earpiece
over the neck of her white t-shirt.
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Cooper had seen her perform the backwards ritual countless
times over the past week, wiping her glasses after using them
instead of before.

“She works tirelessly for her fans. They buy her posters,
calendars, and workout videos. They want to dress like her, walk
and talk like her. Hell, Charlie, some of them want to be her.” She
unfastened the clip from her hair, tucked a loose strand back in,
then replaced the clip. “There was this one woman in Minneapolis,
she had this extensive redo on her face and breasts so she could
enter one of those look alike contests. She won, too. Got a trip to
Paris and her picture in the papers, those awful grocery store rags
mostly. She even had lunch with Angie at this quaint little bistro.
But all that cost her a mint, and a boyfriend. Pretty wiggy, huh?”

Cooper arched his back, shifted positions. “Where do you fit
into all of this?”

“I’m merely along for some R and R this trip. Food | shouldn’t
eat. Gossip | don’t need to hear, but love anyway. Angie and | try
to meet like this once a year. The location usually depends on her
work, but I don’t mind. | can write anywhere.” Braeden stood,
dusted the seat of her jeans. “Besides, somebody’s got to help
carry all that luggage.” She took the soiled tissue from his hand
and shoved it in the front pocket of her jeans. “Could I have the
keys to your car? Angie’s got a bottle of Evian in her briefcase.
If 1 don’t get the dirt off this boot, she’s going to kill me.” Before
Cooper could speak, she answered his question in two words,
“Shoe fetish.”

He raised a couple of inches, fished the keys from his pocket,
then handed them to her. “Crank her up while you’re there, kid.
Turn the AC on. We’ll be right behind you.”

“You sound pretty sure of that.” Laughing, Braeden turned
and took several steps toward Basin Street.

Cooper stood and brushed the seat of his trousers with a couple
swipes of his now steady hands. If there was anything he was sure
of, it was leaving the old St. Louis. “Lock yourself inside,” he
called after her. “This isn’t the Garden District, you know.”

He shook his head and laughed at the image his brain projected
of the featherweight—all one hundred pounds of her—bowed
under a ton of monogrammed Armani. No way could she carry
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Angeline St. Cyr’s luggage. He should know; his back was still
knotted in spasms for the deed.

Before retrieving the box of Lights from the cherub’s vase,
Cooper took one last glimpse around, searching for the nerdy
stranger he’d seen lurking behind a camera. The man was gone.

He shrugged and whispered, “Just another starry-eyed fan
hoping to work up enough bluster to ask for an autograph.” Sure,
it made sense enough.
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Chapter One

| om Hughes usually took the long way when he went to
Perkins, Michigan. He liked to drive the back roads into his

hometown. It was like a self-guided tour of his lost youth. But
when ke Stiles had called to invite Tom to a late dinner, there had
been an unmistakable urgency in the old man’s voice. Thinking of
Ike’s tone, Tom turned onto the expressway.

Finding the Stiles’ farm was easy enough. Several barns that
dotted the landscape along US-27 had been turned into pastoral
advertisements. White paint on the sides of the red barns heralded
a tantalizing countdown and a promise of the glorious products
that might be purchased. First there was:

Only 6 miles to
The Stiles” Family Berry Farm
U-Pick Berries All Season
Blackberries * Blueberries
Raspberries
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And a mile on:

Only 5 miles to
The Stiles” Family Berry Farm
Fresh Produce All Season
Exit Right on US-10
Don’t Miss the U-Pick Pumpkin Patch

And so on. It was hokey, but Tom knew how effective it was
from his own days working on the farm. Hundreds of tourists
detoured off busy vacation schedules to pick sweet, swollen
fruit on perfect summer days. It made Ike Stiles one of the most
prosperous farmers in Wabeno County.

Tom’s mind wandered as he exited west on US-10, the car
driving itself. His higher brain function was preoccupied by
memoriesthat felt like leaves pressed in wax paper. He remembered
driving this same highway with Claire the first time he brought
her home. It was Thanksgiving and they drove up from Lansing.
They were in love. And having no family of his own, he needed to
introduce her to Ike and Kaye Stiles.

He took the Perkins exit and drove slowly south through
the one-stoplight town he called home. He remembered Claire,
a worldly denizen of suburban Detroit, telling him how cute
Perkins was on that first shared homecoming. And he remembered
deliberately not telling her how boring a place it actually was, not
wanting to spoil her illusion of idyllic small-town life.

The memory of Claire was a painful ghost now. She had died
in March, effectively ending all that was good in the world. Every
trip now, be it a simple walk to the grocery store, or ahomecoming,
was a living reminder of two worlds. The first, a world of relative
perfection where Claire still lived in his memory. And the second,
a cold and hollow world where Claire had ceased to exist.

Three miles south on Perkins Road, Tom came to his childhood
home. It was a small A-frame house, wooden shingles painted
brown, as they had been for all the decades of Tom’s life. He had
left for college when he was eighteen, with his mother selling
the house and moving to sunny Phoenix that same year. But the
rural neighborhood was still home to Tom, thanks to Ike and Kaye
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Stiles.

Next to the A-frame where he grew up was Ike’s farmhouse.
It was a two-story white home with a wrap-around porch. On it
he could see Ike rising from his chair to greet him. Behind the
farmhouse was a red barn, its wall serving as the final billboard:

You have arrived at
The Stiles” Family Berry Farm
Welcome!

“How the hell are you, young man?” Ike said, coming down
the porch to meet Tom in the driveway. Ike was seventy-six, but
his step was still lively, and his voice did not betray his age.

“Not bad, old-timer,” Tom lied. He could not bring his eyes
level with lke’s. He had never felt worse in his life. Claire’s
absence was a crushing pain that would never let him breathe
again. “Not bad.”

“Come here.” He pulled Tom close and thumped a heavy
farmer’s hand on Tom’s back. “l am so sorry. But you’re gonna
get through this. There’s always light at the end of the tunnel.”

“I know,” Tom lied again. “How are you and Kaye?”

“We’re still going,” Ike said. “And at this age, that’s all you
can ask, | think. Come on and have some dinner.”

Ike led him up gray stairs and offered him a cedar deck chair
on the porch.

“I got you a cold one all lined up,” Ike said, handing Tom a
bottle of Stroh’s.

Tom was grateful. A case of Ike’s favorite beer might take him
to a place where he could forget. “So what’s up?” Tom said. “You
sounded kinda worried on the phone.”

“Well, it’s probably nothing much. We’ll take a look after
supper. Closer to sundown. You’ll get a look with your own
eyes.”

Tom took another drink. There was no rushing Ike. He talked
in his own rhythm. It was soothing and slow. He was a man raised
before twenty-four-hour cable television and high speed Internet
access. His mode of conversation was an art form. It was like
hearing the old farmer in American Gothic speak.
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“Tom! Come here, you,” Kaye Stiles said, hipping her way
out the screen door, a TV tray under each arm. She handed the
trays to Ike and gave Tom a long hug. “It’s good to see you.”

“You, too,” Tom said.

“lI hope you brought your appetite,” Kaye said. “You’re
looking a little on the scrawny side.”

“Just trying to watch what I eat.” He patted his stomach. This
was another white lie. He had lost twenty pounds since Claire
died. On a good day, his diet consisted mostly of beer. On a bad
day, mostly bourbon. And while his pot belly had not melted
completely away, Tom could see himself growing gaunt when he
looked in the bathroom mirror.

“I’ll get a couple of pounds back on you right tonight.” Kaye
laughed, then turned back for the house as Ike set up the TV
trays.

Kaye did all she could to fulfill her promise. She brought them
plates of fried chicken, mashed potatoes, homemade pickles, and
slices of cantaloupe.

“Come on and sit down, Kaye,” Tom said.

“No,” Kaye said, patting her trim waistline and smiling. “I’m
still watching my girlish figure.” She went back into the house,
returning periodically to ensure Tom was eating at a healthy
pace.

Ike and Tom finished a six-pack between them before a dessert
of fresh strawberry shortcake with whipped cream. What room the
men had in their mouths for conversation was filled with talk of
the cool spring, the lack of rain, and the entirely average record
of the Detroit Tigers. There was a deafening failure to mention
Claire, though Tom thought of her with every change in topic.
As they polished off dessert, the shadows of the summer evening
fully engulfed the porch, and the sun fell low in the western sky.

“Come on, let’s have a walk,” Ike said. He drained his beer
and rose from his chair. Tom followed as Ike walked him back to
the barn. An office and tool room was tucked just inside the barn
door. Ike walked to an ancient refrigerator in the back corner and
opened it. “Another one?”

Tom nodded and Ike cracked two beers. Then the men headed
out of the barn and into the fast growing paradise of fresh produce,
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berry fields, and orchards.

“See that cornfield there?” Ike said, pointing south through his
own cherry orchard, across County-Line Road.

“Yeah,” Tom said. “That’s Behmlander’s old place, right?”

“Yep. He died back—when was it—’95, maybe?”

“So who’s running it now? Did he have kids?”

“None that stayed. Michigan A&T bought the whole damn
thing up. The North Central Research Center, they call it now.”

“No kidding,” Tom said.

“You know anything about genetic engineering?” Ike asked.

Tom paused for a moment, his mind trying to keep pace with
Ike’s rapidly evolving topic. “No, not much. You mean like the
sheep cloning thing in England?”

“Hold up a second,” Ike said, stopping by a cherry tree and
nestling his beer bottle on a low branch. He fished an aqua package
of Bugler Tobacco and a rolling paper from the enormous front
pocket of his overalls. He tapped a small amount of the tobacco
into the paper, expertly rolled a cigarette, then licked the paper to
form a seal.

Tom had seen the ritual a million times. It still amazed him
that ke was breathing with no difficulty into his seventies.

“That sheep,” lke said, as he drew a breath and lit the
cigarette with a match. “I guess that’s genetic engineering, too.
But I’'m talking about plants. Man-made plants that are resistant
to herbicides and pests.”

“Yeah,” Tom said. “I’ve heard of them. | guess they can do
those things in a lab nowadays.”

“Do ‘em in a lab, for cris’sakes. They’ve been growing ‘em
in fields for the last ten years. You eat ‘em at damn near every
meal.”

Tom shook his head, unsure of Ike’s point. They walked on
down a worn tractor trail that ran between lke’s orchard and the
acres of berries that made up the rear of the farm. The sun had
reddened and touched the tops of the fir trees that lined the west
end of the berry patch, casting long shadows across the land.

“They call “‘em Frankenfoods over in Europe,” Ike continued,
as they approached a drainage ditch that ran along County-Line
Road on the southern end of his farm. “American farmers are
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having a helluva time selling their crops there.”

“No kidding,” Tom said. “l had no idea.”

“Yes, sir.” Ike took the cigarette from his mouth, coughed
deeply, then spat on the ground. “Something like eighty percent
of the soybeans you eat and thirty-five percent of the corn. It’s all
unnatural. Genes spliced in from bacteria and all kind of crap.”

“No way,” Tom said. He doubted Ike’s education on the latest
technology. “That would have to be on the label, wouldn’t it?”

“No, sir,” Ike said, and spat again. “Hell, some of those starvin’
countries in Africa won’t even accept our aid shipments.”

“That’s crazy,” Tom said. “They’d rather starve?”

“Look there.” lke’s massive hand again pointed across the
road to the neighboring farm. It lay before them in the dying
sunlight. Rows of brambles lined the western edge of the field,
which sloped down toward an uncleared lot.

Tom followed lke’s direction and saw four deer walking
cautiously out of the woods. They made their way through the
brambles and into the cornfield that sat on the eastern half of the
farm. “You wanted me to come out to see the deer?” He smiled.
“You know—"

“Hush up and watch, boy,” Ike said without venom.

The deer stopped and nibbled at the corn plants on the edge
of the field. Then they moved comfortably into the corn rows as
if they had paid for the all-you-can-eat buffet. The corn was still
low enough so that Tom had no difficulty watching their progress.
Several rows in, a buck paused as if he sensed the men watching.
He changed direction and started marching up one straight row of
corn, pausing to nibble along the way. His harem followed suit,
and the deer formed a single-file chow line.

“That’s the edge of the buffer there,” Ike said. “They plant real
corn as a buffer on some of these crops. The genetically modified
stuff is in the middle. Them deer won’t touch it.”

“You think the deer know about the crops?” Tom laughed so
deep and rich that the deer looked up startled.

“I know they do,” Ike said. “I watch ‘em almost every night.
The same thing.”

Tom looked again at the deer. There did seem to be an
imaginary barrier beyond which they would not graze.
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“We’ve been organic here since ‘99,” Ike continued. “Helps
with the yuppies on their way up north. Some of ‘em won’t eat
non-organic, y’know.”

“So if it’s organic, it’s not genetically modified?”

“That’s right,” Ike said. “We have to be certified. No synthetic
pesticides, herbicides, or genetically modified crops.”

“Man,” Tom laughed again, “farming sure has gotten
complicated since | moved on.” He followed Ike into the berry
patch, the old farmer cutting a path between two rows of blackberry
brambles. Several yards into the patch, ke walked over to the row
bordering the southern edge of his farm.

“Look at this,” Ike said, grabbing a stem from the bramble,
his leathery hands impervious to the soft thorns. “Look there. See
them berries. Looks good, huh?”

“Yeah.” Though the berries were still burgundy, their form
was perfect. A berry ripened on each stem.

Ike walked a few rows nearer to the center of the blackberry
field. “Now look here,” he said, pulling another stem toward
Tom.

“Not bad,” Tom said. Some of the berries had been eaten
away, but the plant looked healthy to him.

“But it’s not perfect,” Ike said. “Right?”

“Well, some birds got at a few, | see.”

“That’s right. Perfectly natural. Birds always get at a few.
That’s how the plants spread their seed. Get eaten up and crapped
out all over God’s creation.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“Problem is that the birds aren’t getting at those rows on the
southern edge. I’ve been watching. Birds won’t touch ‘em.”

Tom looked at Ike. The farmer’s voice had grown agitated.

“It’s not just the blackberries,” he said defensively. “It’s
the corn, too. Those same deer make their way over here after
nightfall. And there are parts of my field they won’t eat from. It’s
not a straight line. But mostly on the southern edge.”

Tom looked back at the deer, still grazing single-file along the
same imaginary line in the old Behmlander cornfield. The hair
raised on the back of his neck, closely followed by an involuntary
shiver. “So what are you saying?” he asked, trying to sound
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confidently dismissive. “You’re saying these animals won’t eat
genetically altered crops?”

“They’re smarter than people like that, Tom,” Ike said. “They
know the wheat from the chaff.”

“And you’re saying that those crops over there somehow
migrated across the road into your fields?”

“I’ve heard of it before,” Ike said.

“So what are you going to do about it?” Tom said. “Isn’t this
something for the Department of Agriculture or someone?”

“I doubt they’d much care,” Ike said. “They approve these
genetically modified crops as fast as they’re made.”

“You’re not thinking about some legal action?”

“It’s crossed my mind,” Ike said.

“So you’re looking for a lawyer?” Tom said.

“I’m not looking for any old lawyer.” Ike laughed now, loud
and resonant. “I’m looking for the best damn lawyer to ever come
out of Perkins, boy.”

Tom tried to smile. “That’s a very nice compliment. But it’s
not saying much.”

“It says it all for me,” Ike said. He spat again, an exclamation
point.

“Well, even if you could prove all that you say, I’m not sure
you’d have much of a case,” Tom said. “What are you going to say
about damages, ‘Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, these people
made my client’s berries resistant to all forms of pests. Increased
his yields and his profits.” A jury’s not gonna give you a million
dollars for that, lke.”

“If my crops are genetically modified, | could lose my organic
certification,” Ike said. “And if the animals won’t eat this crap,
it can’t be healthy. I’m going to have to keep the bad stuff away
from the good. | don’t want somebody’s kid eating that stuff.”

The pair hiked back toward the farmhouse, serenaded by
cricket song, as darkness settled on the farm.

“I’m really not taking new cases right now,” Tom said, his
head down to avoid Ike’s eyes. “And a case like this is way out of
my league.”

“Can’t you just look into it, Tom?” Ike said. “You’re the only
lawyer | know. And this ain’t something I can do myself.”
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“Well,” Tom sighed, “maybe | can make a few phone calls.
Find you someone who could help.”

“Fair enough,” Ike said, plucking a leaf from a low branch.

Kaye turned the porch light on for them and waited with a
basket of homemade jams, honey, and canned pickles. She gave
it to Tom with a hug. Ike bid him farewell with a handshake and
another thunderous clap on the back.

“Things will get better,” Ike said. “Just keep getting up in the
morning. Keep breathing.”

“I know,” Tom lied. “I know.”

Taking the long way home, Tom remembered how much Claire
had liked the Stiles’ Berry Farm. He glanced at the basket seated in
Claire’s place and remembered how she loved Kaye’s blackberry
preserves on fresh baked bread. Since he was a boy working in
the brambles, the Stiles’ Berry Farm had been synonymous with
delicious, wholesome food. But that image had been tainted by the
thought that some of the crops on Ike’s farm were possibly high-
tech creations. Driving through the darkness, Tom was reminded
of Ike’s warning. “They’re smarter than people like that,” the old
man had said. And Tom’s appetite for blackberry jam was lost.

Tom’s dry eyes did not crack open until well into the morning.
When daylight finally coursed through his pupils to his throbbing
brain, his first thought was of Claire. She was gone, and he would
have to nurse his own hangover. Just get up out of bed, he told
himself.

He willed his feet to the floor. His errant arm flailed and
knocked a nearly empty bottle of Jim Beam off the nightstand.
As he rose and trudged to the bathroom, his vision swayed. A hot
shower, a glass of ice water, two Advil caplets, and a cup of coffee
set him as right as he could be. He arrived at his office before
lunch and considered it a small victory.

Tom rented the one-story brick office building in his second
year of practice. It was a prime location for a small-town office—
on the corner of two of the busiest streets in Milton— only a block
and a half from the courthouse. He and Claire had settled into the
office like a home. This would have been their nineteenth year,
he thought, opening the locked front door. He had avoided the
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office as much as possible because he could not enter it without
remembering everything about her. Looking at her empty chair
behind the reception desk made his eyes burn.

Tom’s first job after law school was as an associate at an
insurance defense firm in Lansing. Claire was the belle of the
secretarial pool. She had long black hair that framed her porcelain
face. She wore her classic beauty with the elegance of royalty,
and balanced it off with intelligence and competence. Tom never
understood how such a woman could have chosen to spend her
life with someone as average as himself.

Intensely shy, Tom found that he could hardly speak to her
when she was assigned as his secretary. But she put him at ease
over time, in her understated way. When Claire began to show
interest in him, their office flirtations began in earnest. Tom
frequently wondered that if they had met in today’s atmosphere,
with its keen attention to sexual harassment lawsuits in the work
place, whether he would have carried on as he did. They were
engaged within six months and married within the year. And as
soon as they had saved a enough of a stake, they set off to build a
small law office all their own.

While the office flourished, more because of Claire’s business
sense than his own lawyering skill, there were no children in those
first years. And when Doctor Brown confirmed that there would
never be children, the young couple was bound closer together by
an aching pain of loss.

They threw themselves into work. The little business became
their child. And it grew healthy and strong, nurtured by their
love. Fortune was good to them, in a way only a personal injury
attorney can understand fortune. In their sixth year in Milton,
there was the C-2 vertebrae fracture to the seventeen-year-old boy
from Whitfield. A cement truck operated by an amphetamine freak
veered across the center line causing a head-on collision. The boy
had been unfortunate to survive the carnage. And Tom and Claire
were fortunate to take a third of the seven-figure settlement. Fortune
struck again in their tenth year of practice, when they made a cool
million for simply referring a horrific roll-over SUV accident to
Putnam, Putnam & Vale, a personal injury firm in Detroit.

The rest was nickel and dime. Simple auto negligence cases.
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Slip and falls. Dog bites. Minor misfortunes that paid college
tuition for all the children they never had. Along the way they
bought their office building. Paid off their mortgage, student loans,
and car payments. And had a large enough business account to
run the office until their retirement. Daily they remembered they
had each other and didn’t need anything more. Life had been very
good to them.

And then everything changed. It was a cold spring morning.
A Sunday like any other. A comforter kept them warm in bed.
Coffee and toast and The New York Times were shared between
them. Tom heard her breath, suddenly raspy, and thought she had
swallowed wrong.

Her asthma had been a mild annoyance in their life together.
A barely noticeable companion. She kept an inhaler under the
bathroom sink. He could count on two hands the number of times
he had seen her use it in their nineteen years together. But that
morning in March, the inhaler did not give her relief.

Claire’s face, still beautiful at forty, contorted in agony. She
turned blue as she fought to breathe, an image Tom would carry to
his own grave. He spent the last minutes of her life strangely torn
between two worlds. In one world he begged the 911 operator for
help, as if by will he could make the ambulance arrive in time. In
the other, he sat by her side, helpless as a child, while she slipped
away. When her eyes rolled up into her head, Tom knew she would
die. They had often joked together about the poor quality of health
care in Wabeno County, but as she lay dying Tom kicked himself
for not moving his beloved somewhere more civilized. A place
where the ambulance would arrive in the nick of time. But in rural
Michigan, Claire had simply died in his arms.

Closing the office door behind him, Tom locked the dead bolt.
He did not turn on the lights. He could do Ike’s bidding in the
dark. He walked through the reception area, down the hall to his
own office, resisting the urge to hurry. In the cabinet of his oak
credenza he found a half-empty bottle of bourbon and a dusty
glass. He poured a full glass and sat in his leather chair.

The bourbon burned going down, and the fumes cleared his
sinuses. He did not feel better. He would never feel better. But the
sting of the drink might let him get through a day of acting like
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an attorney. He brushed files and dust out of his way, making a
clearing on his desk. He grabbed a legal pad and jotted notes to
himself:

Ike Stiles v. ???

Facts: Plaintiff believes genetically altered crops from
neighboring farm have spread to his fields. Plaintiff is an
organic farmer. Damages?

Issues of fact: Are his crops altered? How much $$ lost?
Issues of law: What cause? Products Liability?

It was definitely not the run-of-the-mill slip and fall case. He
really had no idea how to approach it. His first call would have
to be to a plaintiff’s attorney who was well-versed in all manner
of litigation. Tom thumbed through his Rolodex, then punched a
Detroit number into his cell phone.

“Putnam, Putnam & Vale,” the cheerful female voice of a
professional screener answered. “How may | direct your call?”

Tom identified himself, and Franklin Putnam was on the line
in two minutes.

“How are you, Frank?” Tom said, pleased that his own
schmoozing lawyer voice came back to him so quickly.

“Great. Great,” Franklin said. “You hanging in there?”

“I’m doing okay,” Tom lied.

“Great,” Franklin said. “A few of those cases you sent over
have already settled. You should be seeing some referral fees real
soon.”

Putnam, Putnam & Vale had taken over almost all of Tom’s
caseload after Claire’s death. Franklin Putnam was the chairman
of the Bar Association’s Trial Lawyer section, and was among the
most respected plaintiff’s lawyers in the state. Tom knew he was
placing his clients in good hands.

“I know you’ll do those folks right,” Tom said. “You have a
couple of minutes, Frank? | have a new case, and I’m not really
sure what to do with it.”

“Sure,” Franklin said. “Shoot.”

“This is a good friend. An old farmer. He runs an organic
berry farm up here. A place | used to work at when | was a kid.
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Anyway, there is a university research station across the road that
is supposedly growing genetically altered plants. And the old guy
is convinced that it is affecting his crops. He wants to sue. You
ever handle anything like that?”

“We wouldn’t handle it,” Franklin said, and Tom knew that
his lack of hesitation was a bad sign for Ike’s case. “Can’t make
money on a case like that. Not on contingency. | know the Canadian
Supreme Court just had a ruling on a similar case earlier this year.
In favor of the corporations. The biotech companies fight these
things tooth and nail. Definitely a money trap.”

“Well, the old guy has some money. Could he find someone to
help him on retainer?” Tom asked.

“No one any good,” Franklin said. “Best he could do is find a
young lawyer who would take it and end up costing him a lot of
money for nothing. I’m sorry. 1’d love to help. But a case like that
isa dog.”

“No,” Tom said, “don’t apologize. | was only looking into it
for him.”

A few more calls confirmed everything Franklin had said. No
credible lawyer was going to help Ike in this situation. The best
the old man could do was throw good money at a bad lawyer for
no result. For most clients, this would have ended Tom’s inquiry.
But ke wasn’t most clients, and Tom knew he would have to roll
up his sleeves and find some answers. He poured himself another
shot of bourbon and took his notes with him to the Milton Diner
for a quick lunch.

The bowl of potato soup did not sit well on top of the bourbon.
Another drink when he returned to the office settled his stomach,
but caused an insatiable need to nap. Tom barely made it to the
couch in the reception area before he collapsed. His own snoring
woke him sometime later. He could tell it was late afternoon by
the brown hue of daylight that permeated the office. He checked
his watch. Four-thirty, and there was still work to be done.

He shuffled back to his desk and glanced at the bottle of
bourbon. There would be time for another drink later. It could
even be social. Tom returned to his legal pad and refreshed his
memory.
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Franklin Putnam had an encyclopedic knowledge of most
areas of tort litigation within the state, and he was never at a loss
to deliver a quick lecture to anyone who was willing to listen.
Franklin’s failure to rattle off a condensed legal treatise on the
law governing Ike’s case led Tom to believe that the legal issues
would be mostly novel ones. That meant research. And probably
a lot of it.

The office’s conference room was lined with all the law any
local lawyer would likely need. It had the cases, statutes, practice
manuals, and treatises that governed most issues of general
practice. For anything not covered in the books, Tom had full
access to the WestLaw database from his desktop computer. But
Tom could barely operate the computer and he hated research. His
forte was being able to talk a good game in the courtroom, without
much regard for the written law. He was persuasive, if not precise.
And when it came to research, he usually paid a younger lawyer
to handle it.

He pawed through his Rolodex again and punched a number
into his cell phone.

“Law Office of Nell Yeates,” a familiar voice answered.

“What are you doing answering your own phones?” Tom
laughed.

“Not everyone’s as lucky as you, Tom,” Nell said. “Some of
us have to pay for office help.”

Nell had done an internship in his office five years earlier,
before moving on to practice in Alpena. She was a competent
young lawyer, and Tom had used her for research ever since. Nell
obviously hadn’t heard about Claire, and Tom was in no mood for
gracious condolences.

“Hey, | have a job for you that might pay a few bills,” Tom
changed the subject.

“It’s about time,” she said. “l was beginning to think you’d
closed up shop.”

“Well, I’'m cutting back a lot,” Tom said. “But I’ve got an
issue here you can sink some good billable hours into.”

“Sounds great,” she said.

Tom outlined his problem in broad strokes, and Nell promised
a research memorandum for him as soon as she could turn it
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around. Tom would cover the cost out of pocket. No sense in
making ke foot the bill just yet.

With Nell working on the legal issues, he needed an expert
to help him understand the facts of the case, and there was still
time in the day to find one. Tom turned to a separate Rolodex on
the credenza that contained hundreds of doctors and academics
arranged by area of expertise. After flipping idly through the
catalogue of human knowledge, Tom realized he didn’t even
know what kind of an expert Ike’s case would require. Tom’s
practice had always focused on making a dollar. He cared about
his clients, but he was not a cause man. He had never litigated
an environmental issue in his life. He leaned back in his chair
and searched his mind. Did he know anyone who was even into
environmental causes?

There was Charlie Sage, the local prosecutor. While he was
no environmentalist, he was dating that activist professor who had
caused all the trouble for the Blue-Mart development. It was a
start. He dialed the prosecutor’s office and caught Charlie before
he left for the day.

“Tommy,” Charlie said. “Glad you called. I’ve been meaning
to get a hold of you.”

“Good,” Tom said. “Let’s have a beer and catch up.”

Charlie was silent too long. “I’m not sure that’s such a good
idea, Tommy,” he said finally.

“What are you, my mother?” Tom said, irritated.

“C’mon, Tommy. How about | buy you dinner instead?”

“I’m drinking my dinner tonight, Captain,” Tom said. “Just
like the old days. Five-thirty at O’Hara’s. Don’t be late or I might
start without you.”

Tom was confident Charlie would show. He leaned back in
his chair and listened to the numbing silence of his office. He’d
gotten off to a reasonable start on the case. It was only a couple
hours working the phones, but it felt good to be doing something.
But now the silence, and Claire’s absence, were overwhelming.
He locked the office hurriedly and walked down the block to
O’Hara’s. It was five-fifteen, and though Charlie was not late,
Tom did start drinking without him.
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Tom was working on a second beer when Charlie Sage plopped
down on the bar stool next to him. There were only a handful of
lawyers in Milton, and Tom was not particularly close to any of
them. But Charlie was by far Tom’s closest colleague. Charlie had
been the town’s public defender for years but had been elected
prosecutor the previous fall when the outgoing prosecutor seriously
overreached on a case and charged Charlie’s young associate with
aiding a “terrorist group.” When the “terrorist group” turned out to
be a bunch of peaceful activists, the old prosecutor found himself
in a political nightmare. The case against Charlie’s associate was
without legal merit and was quickly dismissed, but it had riled
up the local electorate enough to oust the prosecutor and install a
bunch of Green Party candidates on the county board. Charlie got
swept into the prosecutor’s office as a reform candidate.

“Old Milwaukee for my friend,” Tom said to the bartender.

“You started without me,” Charlie said, feigning
disappointment.

“You’ll catch up.”

They drank and chatted about nothing for a time, avoiding
talk of Claire or Tom’s drinking.

“You still seeing that professor from Central?” Tom asked
at the first lull in their conversation. “The leader of that activist
group.”

“Wilma Quinn. Yeah,” Charlie said, finishing off a beer. “It’s
pretty informal. She’s cool.”

“I saw her down at the courthouse a few times last year. At
those rallies she was leading. She was pretty gung ho?”

“Oh yeah,” Charlie said. “Passionate, | would call it.”

“Big into the environmental causes, huh?”

“Ph.D. in social ecology,” Charlie said. “That covers a lot of
ground. She wants to save the world from everything. And pretty
well knows how to do it, too.”

“I got a new case where | might need some expertise like that,”
Tom said, hailing the bartender for two more beers and tossing a
twenty on the counter.

“You’re taking new cases?” Charlie said, honest surprise in
his voice.

“Well, 1 haven’t taken it yet. I’m just investigating it. You
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know the Stiles’ Berry Farm?”

“Sure,” Charlie said. “Wilma likes to stop at that place.”

“Stiles has got an environmental issue with one of his
neighbors, and I’m having a hard time finding an expert.”

“You grew up around there, didn’t you?”

“Right next door,” Tom said, taking a long drink from a fresh
beer.

“So what’s the issue?”

“I guess the neighbors have some genetically modified crops
or something, and they’re spreading onto Stiles’ land somehow,”
Tom said.

“Oh yeah. Wilma’s always talking about that stuff. She hates
bio-engineering,” Charlie said. “She shops at that farm because
it’s organic. Isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Tom said. “He’s been organic for almost six years
now.”

“Oh, I’m sure she’ll know something about it,” Charlie said.
“Or at least get you in touch with someone who does.”

“Cool,” Tom said, raising his bottle in a toast to his friend.
“Here’s to a million-dollar settlement, and a big old expert witness
fee.”

Tom tried to order shots, but Charlie vetoed the plan. He was
obviously uncomfortable with Tom’s drinking. Tom could feel the
judgment. He knew he had a lecture coming from a fellow member
of the bar. Charlie hemmed and hawed. He complained about the
prosecutor’s office he had inherited, and they talked about old
courtroom battles, before Charlie finally came to his point.

“You know, Tommy...” Charlie said, and hesitated, obviously
trying to choose kind words. “There’s rumors flying around the
courthouse. People are talking.”

“I don’t give a goddamn,” Tom said matter-of-factly.

“I was in Parr’s chambers the other day, and he was asking
about you,” Charlie went on. “People are worried.”

“Nothing to worry about,” Tom said, taking a self-conscious
drink from his beer and accidentally splashing some on his chin
and neck.

Charlie didn’t let it go. “We all know how much you’re
hurting. It’s natural. But, | don’t know, maybe you should find
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someone to talk to about coping with this?”

The words stung Tom’s pride. He knew Charlie well enough
to know that the words carried good intentions. But he didn’t want
to admit that nothing in the world would ever be right again. He
didn’t want to talk about her, or his loss.

“C’mon,” Tom said, trying his best laugh. “You and me have
been getting drunk at this bar for what? Almost twenty years now.
I’m not gonna stop that because she’s gone. It’s one of the only
things I’ve got left.”

“I didn’t say to stop—"

“Yeah, I’'m still sad,” Tom cut him off. “Yeah, | don’t want to
get out of bed some days. But that’s natural, ain’t it?”

“Yes,” Charlie said. “Grieving is natural. All I’'m saying
is there is talk. And if you’re thinking of practicing law again,
whenever you’re ready, you should probably think about seeing
someone. Because living like this, | mean, people have seen you
out and about, drunk in the morning. And this is a small town,
Tommy.”

“What are they saying about your decision to de-emphasize
drug prosecutions? How do the locals feel about that one, Charlie?
I mean, who gives a shit?”

“It’s not the same thing,” Charlie said.

Their exchange paused, and Tom burned a little as both men
stared ahead at the mirror behind the bar. The truth hurt. He had
always considered himself to be a strong, independent man. But
Claire’s passing was really the first great test of his life, and he
was failing miserably.

“I’m working on it,” Tom said finally. “But | don’t need no
shrink.”

“All right,” Charlie said. “I didn’t want to upset you. | just
thought you should know what’s going around.”

“I know,” Tom said. “Like Peyton Place, this little town.”

With that, Charlie’s lecture was over. They talked about
nothing and drank beer. And by the time last call came, Tom had
drunk the world into partial oblivion. He had little memory of his
journey home from the bar. And his hours of fitful rest were black.
Another small chunk of life taken away. Another day without
Claire in the world.
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Tom’s sleep was rocked by the telephone. He opened one eye
to let in the least amount of light that would orient him to time
and place. His own bed. Bright daylight. The ringing continued,
exploding in his head. It had to be stopped.

“Hello,” Tom said in a muffled voice.

“Tommy.” It was Charlie’s voice, too exuberant. “Good
news.”

“Why are you awake?” Tom struggled for words.

“Some of us gotta work,” Charlie said. “Hey, you got a pen
and paper handy? Wilma’s got a guy you need to talk to.”

“I’ll call you back in—" Tom said, dropping his head back on
the pillow.

“No, no, no.”

“What?” Tom said.

“This guy’s up in our area today,” Charlie insisted. “Get a pen
and paper. You’re going to want to talk to him.”

Tom took down the information, then started to nurse another
hangover.
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There’s no way | could do any of the things that | do
without the support I receive from my husband, Rob. |
can’t say enough about what you do for me. Thank you.

To my dad, who continues to answer when | call for help.
| appreciate all the time you give me.

To my mom, who inspires me every day, by the way she
acts and the love she offers. Thank you for everything.

To Nana, who left us in 2007. I love you and miss you.
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DJ. sat silently at his family’s dining room table. It was
Sunday evening and for once, the entire family was
gathered around for a traditional family dinner. They had grown
over the past year, for which he was extremely pleased. His eldest
sister, Jordan, was now sitting next to her new husband, Jack,
both of whom worked for the family’s fashion business. The next
born child, Alison, sat with her husband Marc and their dark-
haired infant daughter, Kayte. That poor child, he thought, was
bound to be spoiled by her maternal grandparents, Joy and Dean
Devereaux. Sitting across from Ali and her crew was his younger
sister, Karen, and her new husband, J.D. Together they ran a youth
center in the downtown area. He sat next to the loving newlyweds,
with the baby of the Devereaux siblings, Taylor, on his left.

As usual, he was the quiet one of the group. Even seventeen-
year-old Taylor had multitudes of things to talk about when they
all got together. Looking around the table again, he grinned. It
was obvious that the majority of them were related as the children
resembled either mother or father quite strikingly. He felt lucky
to have taken after his mother...lively yet laid back with a wicked
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sense of humor and strong features. There was no question why
Dean had fallen for Joy over thirty years ago, but he occasionally
wondered why the vivacious woman had gone for his father.
Dean was a strong, loyal, family-oriented man, but he also had a
tendency to work a lot and require perfection and obedience from
those around him, including his family.

Leaning back in his chair, D.J. refocused his attention on the
conversation flowing around him.

“I want to approve every model, Jordan,” Dean demanded,
speaking in his boss-to-employee voice.

Rolling her eyes, Jordan didn’t bother to try and change his
mind. “That’s fine, Dad, but I’m not going to let you steamroll
over our decisions. You are not the expert in this particular field.”

“What are you talking about? I’ve been intimately involved in
Devereaux Designs for over twenty-five years! | know practically
everything there is to know in the fashion industry,” he said
huffily.

“But picking models for the fashion lines was really never
in your job description. So while | understand you want to be
involved in picking the new models, I think you’re being overly
concerned,” Jordan shot back. Dean was notorious for over-
reacting to things, including rumors of espionage last year.

“The women coming in to apply a models are professionals,”
Karen joined in. “Just because you’re not looking at size zero
models doesn’t mean they’re going to be unattractive. | don’t
understand why you’re concerned.”

“It’s an entirely new venture for Devereaux, and a little risky,
so | want to be involved all the way,” Dean stated, crossing his
arms over his chest, a mulish jut to his chin. “And | expect my
opinions to be taken into consideration.”

D.J. snorted softly but did not comment otherwise.

“Hey, can | come watch the interviews?” Taylor asked,
flashing a grin at Jordan. “I bet there are going to be some fine
looking women coming in to see you.”

“Forget it,” Jordan told her youngest brother. “We don’t need
the women being distracted by your rugged good looks.”

When there was a movement at the other end of the table, D.J.
looked up. Ali and Marc were hovering over their daughter, twin
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mirrors of love on their faces. An unknown feeling pressed against
his heart and he abruptly got to his feet.

Joy stood as well and began clearing plates off the table.
Though it was obvious she wanted to catch her elder son alone,
she had her family too well trained because the moment she started
picking up dishes, so did they. So she could only watch, concern
etched on her face, as D.J. helped clean up, kissed her goodbye,
and left the house without any further conversation.

“Mooooom!”

Heather Warren cringed as she attempted to put on her mascara.
Maybe if she didn’t respond to the insistent screech, her children
would learn to walk up the stairs to seek her out.

“Mooooomeeeee!”

And maybe not. With a sigh, she strode out of her bathroom,
through her soft green bedroom, and into the doorway. Poking
her head out into the hall, she looked down the stairs and spotted
what she called her half-a-pair. “Lucy, would you please stopping
yelling.”

Seven year old Lucy looked up at her mother and smiled
sheepishly. “Sorry.”

Arching an eyebrow, Heather said, “What do you need?”

“When are we leaving for day camp?”

“You screamed like that to ask what time we’re leaving?” She
should have been surprised, but wasn’t. Lucy was always gung-ho
about everything, even a bowl of plain cornflakes.

“I want to know if I have enough time to go out back and-"

“No!” Heather said sharply before her jean-clad daughter
could finish her question. If Lucy went outside it would take an
army to get her into the car for day camp. “Did you finish your
breakfast?”

“Yeah.”

“And is your backpack ready to go?”

“Umm...” Lucy toed the floor with her sneaker.

“Take care of it; we’re leaving in ten minutes.” On that note,
she hurried back into the bathroom to finish putting on her makeup.
She needed to look great for her interview today. If she landed
this prime job with Devereaux Designs, it meant less traveling
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for her and more freedom for her own mother. At the moment
her mother, Donna Charles, was living in an apartment nearby,
but when Heather traveled for work, Donna moved into the house
with her grandchildren. Heather was extremely grateful for her
mother’s support after Heather’s husband Scott has passed away
suddenly. While he had left her life insurance to tide her over for
a while, he had also left her alone to care for two young children.
Her mother had been a God-send then and now.

“Mommy?”

Heather blinked and turned her head toward the doorway
between the bathroom and the bedroom. There stood the other
half-a-pair—Lucy’s biological twin but polar opposite. “Yes,
sweetie?”

April gave her a sweet smile and said, “You look beautiful.”

Smiling back, Heather fluffed her short blonde hair before
turning to finish applying her lipstick. “Thank you, honey. Are
you ready for camp?”

The thin blonde child smoothed her purple jumper dress and
nodded. “I tried to get Lucy to braid my hair for me but...” She
shrugged.

“Well, we’re running late today but I promise I’ll French braid
your hair for you tomorrow, okay?”

April smiled widely. “Are you nervous for today? Do you
have to,” she shuddered delicately, “stand up and talk?”

“I don’t think I’ll have to give a speech, but | am a little
nervous. This would be a very good job to get.” Finished now, she
turned and ran a hand over her daughter’s baby-fine blonde hair.
“We had better get going.”

“Okay, I’ll get Lucy and meet you at the car,” April offered.

“That’s a deal, sunshine.” As April skipped happily out of the
room, Heather grabbed her purse and portfolio then slipped her
feet into waiting high heel shoes. This wasn’t just a “very good”
job, it was an awesome job and landing it would be a real coup.

Jordan muttered obscenities as she stalked into her office. “If |
had known how much of a pain he was going to be, | would never
have allowed him to sit in on the interviews.” She practically
threw herself into the chair behind her desk.
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“It can’t be that bad, it’s barely eleven.”

She whipped the chair around to where D.J. lounging on the
couch that was pushed against one wall of her office. “I’m going
to kill him.”

He dropped the newspaper he had been reading onto the stylish
coffee table and studied her flushed face. “Having a problem?”

“Your father is an annoying, arrogant, sexist pig!” she
muttered.

“Hey, he was your father before he was my father,” D.J.
retorted, scratching at his cheek. “So | take it the interviews are
not going well?”

“Not only has he been a complete cretin, but he has thrown us
totally off schedule. We’re over an hour behind. Do you have any
idea how rude that is to the models?”

“If they want the damn job, they’ll wait,” Dean snapped from
the doorway.

Jordan didn’t even flinch, just rolled her eyes and crossed her
arms over her generous chest.

“What are you doing here?” Dean asked his namesake, not
responding to the frown on his daughter’s face.

“Karen asked me to drop off some paperwork with accounting
and | stopped by to see if Jordan wanted to take an early lunch,”
Dean Junior answered, totally unaffected by his father’s brutish
attitude.

“We’re so far behind I’m going to have to skip lunch,” she
told him, her distress radiating off her.

“Well then, I’ll just be on my way-"

“No.” Dean stopped his son before he had a chance to stand.
“I need to leave for a few hours and | want you to sit in on the
interviews.”

“What?” D.J. and Jordan chorused.

“Your mother called,” he addressed Jordan. “She needs me to
take her to an appointment.”

Jordan sat up, her body tense. “Is she all right?”

“She pulled a muscle in her back and wants to get to the doctor
right away. Meanwhile, I want D.J. to take my place in the model
interviews.”

“But Dad,” Jordan protested, “we don’t need you or D.J. in
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on those interviews. You can always review pictures and notes
later.”

Knowing his sister, and their father, D.J. was sure that was
what she had hoped he would do in the first place.

“No, | want an impartial person in there asking question and
looking those girls over,” he said shortly. “You’re too emotional
about this, Jordan. This is business and we need the perfect all-
around representative, not just any woman!”

D.J. could almost see her bristle at his accusation that she was
not being completely professional about this.

“That’s ridiculous!”

“Either D.J. stays or we reschedule the rest of the interviews,”
Dean said stubbornly.

Groaning, she said, “Think of all the trouble it would take to
reschedule all the models we have waiting.”

When Dean made no response, she turned to D.J. “Fine. D.J.,
are you available to sit in for Dad?”

He quirked an eyebrow. “Do | get paid for this service?”

“You need to get paid to sit around and talk to beautiful
women?” Jordan snapped.

“Hey, relax, | was only joking.” He held out in hands in
surrender. “Why don’t we get to it and see if we can’t catch up a
little.”

“Not likely,” she muttered under her breath as father and son
conversed briefly in her doorway. “All right, let’s go already.”

D.J. followed her down the hall into the conference room.
Once she had closed the door, she turned to face him with a stormy
look on her face. “What?”

“We have two objectives here,” she told him, visibly trying
to get her temper under control. “We’re looking for a number of
models, but we’re also looking for a spokeswoman for our line.
She’ll be the one out front in the pictures, the main woman on
the runways. So we need to keep our eyes open for someone with
charisma, with presence, with a joy for life.”

He nodded and folded himself into a chair at the table.

“Are you sure you want to stay? There’s no question that Dad
has left the building by now so I’m sure you can sneak out,” she
offered hopefully.
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“You’re joking! You know Dad is going to rake me over the
coals about each and every woman we see today. Besides,” he
gave her a toothy grin, “why would I want to miss the chance to
ogle all those beautiful ladies?”

“Crap.” She dropped into a chair and rested her forehead on
the table.

Laughing, he patted her back. “I’m just kidding, I’'ll be
good.”

“I’m going to introduce you by name and not say anything
else about you.”

“Okay. Is it only going to be the two of us?” he asked.

“Well, there was a woman from marketing in here earlier but
she got so flustered at Dad’s interrogations that | sent her back to
her desk,” she said wryly.

“What about the designers?”

Standing, she crossed to the phone sitting on a side table.
“They only need to see pictures and stats; personality doesn’t
mean squat to them.” She pressed a button, then instructed her
secretary to show in the next model.

He waited until she returned to her chair before patting her
hand. “I’ll be good, | promise,” he repeated.

The secretary knocked once and opened the door. “Heather
Warren,” she announced before stepping aside to let a tall blonde
enter the room.

Jordan stood to greet her as the secretary closed the door after
her. “Ms. Warren, thank you so much for your patience. We had
some unanticipated delays this morning that could not have been
avoided.”

“Oh, please, call me Heather. And | completely understand.
There are always delays when you’re trying to do a thorough job,”
she said graciously.

D.J. had meant to stand out of common courtesy but for some
reason he was glued to his chair. He was suddenly afraid the model
would want to shake hands with him, which would reveal that his
palm was clammy with sweat. The woman standing in front of
them was one of the most striking people he had ever seen. She
was tall and broad in both hip and shoulder, with long legs under a
knee-length black skirt. Her blouse was cherry red and dipped to a
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low vee that showed appreciable cleavage and creamy skin.

“Please, have a seat.” Jordan gestured to a chair across from
her. “My name is Jordan Devereaux and I’m chief operating
officer here. And this,” she waved toward D.J., “is my brother,
D.J. Devereaux.”

Before sitting, Heather shook hands with Jordan, then reached
across the table to shake his.

He quickly wiped his hand on his jeans, then gripped her
proffered hand, giving a start at the pulse of energy that struck
him. Studying her features as she settled into her chair and crossed
her legs, he let Jordan take the lead.

“Here is my head shot and resume.” Heather passed it across
the table to Jordan.

Jordan took a moment to look over her stats before passing the
picture over to D.J. “Tell me a little about your career. When did
you start modeling?”

Smiling, Heather leaned back in her chair. “I started modeling
about four years ago. Before that there wasn’t any call for models
my size. I’ve done mostly print, though | do have training in
runway shows.”

D.J. listened absently as he studied the black and white likeness
of the woman across from him. The one-dimensional image did
not do her justice at all. It did not show her wide, stunning blue
eyes or her full, pouty red lips. Her face was surrounded by chin-
length blonde hair and her eyes were framed by perfectly arched,
though slightly darker blonde, eyebrows. As she spoke, he heard
the pleasant lilt of her voice although he didn’t really digest her
words.

“Did you bring a portfolio?” Jordan asked her.

“Of course.” She lifted the flat black case and unzipped it.
Spreading it open, she pushed it across to Jordan.

“Excellent.” Jordan flipped through a few pages before
speaking again. “We’re actually looking for several models today,
Heather. But in addition, we’re looking for someone to be a sort of
spokeswoman for Devereaux Designs’ plus size fashion line. We
want someone to represent our new clothing both as a lead model
in advertising as well as in runway shows and in promotions.”

“Oh, okay. And what kind of restrictions would there be in the
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spokeswoman’s contract?” she asked.

“Well, basically we would want an exclusive fashion contract,
though you would be able to take modeling positions outside the
fashion industry. That is, as long as they don’t interfere with our
schedule,” Jordan added, sliding the portfolio over to D.J.

“Will there be a lot of traveling for this spokeswoman
position?”

He caught Heather’s eyes flicking over him just before he
looked at the first photo in her portfolio. Not paying attention to
Jordan’s answer, D.J. felt his pulse jump at the picture of Heather in
front of him. These photos were in color and as he flipped through
the book, he saw she was wearing outfits that ranged from sleek
bathing suits to jeans to business attire to—gulp—lingerie. Suddenly
his hands felt sweaty again and parts of his body flushed hot.

“Would you mind if we took some videos and stills of you?”
Jordan asked.

“Sure, no problem. Where do you want me to stand?”

D.J. looked up just as Jordan was instructing Heather where
to stand for a couple of still shots. He blinked in surprise at the
change that came over her. She looked polished and professional,
and much less approachable than when she had been sitting across
the table from him.

“Okay, now if you’ll walk around the room a little so we can
get a feel for your fluidity and gracefulness,” Jordan directed.

Watching Heather move, he caught his breath at the natural
flow of her hips and the strength in her legs. Without any trouble
he could picture those long legs wrapped around his waist as he
thrust deeply into her. He nearly choked when she rounded the
table, trailing her fingers along the cherry top. As she made her
way toward him, his breathing slowed until he thought it was
going to stop altogether.

She approached him and with a smile for the camera that
watched her every move, she let her fingers move from the tabletop
to the hot flesh of his arm. Up she trailed, her fingers leaving a
path of fire as they made their way along his biceps.

“Okay,” Jordan announced, “that was perfect.” Her lips
quirked as she turned to her brother. “D.J., you have any questions
for Heather before we let her go?”
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He blinked and cleared his throat. “What attracted you to this
particular job?”

Heather continued around the table until she faced him
again.“lI’m very familiar with Devereaux Designs reputation in the
fashion industry. When | heard they, you, were going to expand
your lines to offer clothes for plus size women, | was not only
ecstatic but impressed. It takes guts and courage to try and make a
change in this industry, and Devereaux deserves a model with the
same guts and courage to represent them.”

“And you think that’s you?” he wanted to know.

She gave him a dazzling smile. “Don’t you?”

Jordan made a choking sound, then cleared her throat before
speaking again. “Well, Heather, as the woman who pushed for the
new plus size clothing line, I thank you for your compliments.
My sister and I, who are both full-figured, kept wondering why
we couldn’t wear the clothes that our family’s company created. |
decided it was time to change that and | fought tooth and nail for
this new line.”

“Whether or not | have the opportunity to model for Devereaux,
I look forward to seeing the clothes,” Heather told them both,
sincerity ringing in her voice.

As she shook hands with his sister, D.J. zipped up Heather’s
portfolio and held it out to her. “It was a pleasure meeting you,
Heather.”

She accepted the black case from him and smiled. “The
pleasure was mine. | look forward to hearing from you.”

Releasing the folio, he nodded and slipped his hands into the
front pockets of his jeans.

Jordan closed the conference room door behind Heather, then
turned back to her brother. “Well, that was...interesting.”

“You didn’t like her?” he asked, surprised.

“Oh, I liked her...”

“Then why was it “interesting’?”

She just grinned at him before slipping Heather’s resume and
picture into a folder. “Let’s move along, shall we?”

Glaring at her, he crossed his arms over his chest. “Yes,
let’s.”
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Heather settled her portfolio and purse onto the passenger seat
of her car before giving in to the trembling. It had been a good
interview and she had been impressed with Jordan Devereaux.
She had also felt somewhat relieved to see that an executive at
Devereaux Designs was also a full-figured woman.

But it was the COQ’s brother’s good looks and presence that
lingered in her mind. She had intended to use him only as a prop for
the video camera, but as soon as she had touched him, electricity
had shot through her, almost making her stumble. Fortunately, she
had recovered herself with hardly a misstep.

D.J. looked nothing at all like her first love and now departed
husband, Scott, so why was she so intrigued by him? Scott had
been tall too, but very blond and what she would call...slender. So
far her twin girls had taken after him, their bodies slight and trim.
Along with his fair hair and skin, Scott has sported bright blue
eyes that often twinkled with humor. D.J. Devereaux, on the other
hand, was dark-haired, dark-eyed, dark-skinned, and more intense
than cheerful. He was a big man with a wide chest and arms that
looked like sturdy tree trunks. Without looking closely, she had
seen the resemblance between him and his sister, although he
showed no signs of the womanly features his sister carried. How
could a man so completely opposite of her one true love make her
blood run hot? And did the silent, almost stoic man appreciate a
big beautiful woman like herself?

Blowing out a breath of air, she started the car and headed for
home not sure of the answers.
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Chapter One

66

ou’ve got to come, Sunny. That’s all there is to it.”

There were times when Sunny Clark hated her best
friend, Rommy St. James. Times when all she wanted to do was
slam down the phone, turn off the e-mail, lock up her mailbox, and
otherwise become unreachable. “Give me one good reason.”

“I’ll pull the mom card.”

“Rommy! That’s not fair.” Just because her mother was off
somewhere in the wilds of the South American rain forest didn’t
mean she didn’t exert her extensive influence on Sunny, and
Rommy knew it. If Rommy brought Sunny’s mother into this,
Sunny would never have any peace. Sometimes she thought
Rommy stayed in touch with Dr. Emily Clark more than Sunny
did. There was no justice in the world. None. Pushing thoughts
of her mother to the background, she came back to what Rommy
was saying.

“You’ve put this off forever. I’ve heard every excuse ever
invented, and more than a few new ones. You’re done with college
so no more working to pay for books. You’re done with your
Master’s so no more Teaching Assistant duties. You’re done with
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your doctoral so no more thesis research, and | know for a fact the
psycho clinic is closed that week so you’ll be on vacation.”

“That’s ‘psych’ not ‘psycho.” Gee, you’ve thought of
everything, haven’t you?”

“Oh, and if you check your e-mail, you’ll see your mom and |
already made reservations for you at Carson Place, the new hotel.
It’s a block off the square.”

“You already told mom? Thanks a lot, traitor.” Sunny sighed.
“Where are you and Sam staying?”

“We’re with Sam’s folks this time. I’d have offered to bring
you with us, but I didn’t think you’d enjoy their sofa.”

“Not the orange monster?” Sam’s folks had had the same
ratty sofa since the 70’s. It was a huge relic that should have been
trashed a couple of decades ago.

“Yep. His mom claims she can’t see the point of getting a new
one when it’ll only get ruined.”

“Ew. No thanks.” She hugged the phone to her shoulder as
she checked the dates on her PDA, hoping against hope she had
something going on during those dates. No luck.

“And David will be there.”

At the mention of his name, Sunny’s heart rate sped up and
she was pretty sure if anyone took her blood pressure right now, it
would be sky high. “David?”

“Yes, David. As in David Maxwell. You remember him. Tall,
dark, handsome, gorgeous eyes? Into science and music and
sports? Oh, and I think I remember he lived next door to you for
oh, what, your whole life?”

How could she forget? Sunny had had a crush on him for as
long as she could remember. But he’d been one of the “in” crowd
and she, well, hadn’t. Being overweight, nerdy, and a late bloomer
didn’t exactly put you high on the popularity scale. It didn’t matter
they’d shared a backyard fence, or cookies and milk when her
family was in town. Fortunately, most of her parents’ research
trips had been over summer vacations. But it still meant she hadn’t
had many chances to bond with the more stationary kids. And
traveling over the world didn’t help her popularity. Sunny tamped
down her memories. I’m not a bump on the scale of humanity.
I am somebody. Keeping that litany in her mind, she turned her
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attention back to Rommy.

“When’s the last time you shifted? | mean really shifted, and
went out for a run?” Rommy asked.

Sunny refused to answer. She caught a glimpse of herself in
her mirror and stuck her tongue out.

“Uh huh. That’s what | thought,” Rommy said. “You ever
heard the phrase ‘use it or lose it’?”

“Of course. Just because | don’t shift anymore doesn’t mean
I can’t. | have other priorities.” She studied her hand, turning it
back and forth in a ray of sunshine. Hand-paw-hand-paw-hand.

“Yeah, | know. Tell me something, Dr. Clark, if you had a
client who refused to recognize an important part of their past, a
part defining who and what they are, what would you tell them?”

“That’s not fair.”

“I never promised to be fair. So you’ll come?”

Sunny sighed. “All right. All right. I’ll come. But don’t expect
me to shift and go running through the woods with you. I’m not a
kid any more.”

“You were never a kid. A bitch, yes, but never a kid.”

“Goodbye, Rommy.” She hung up the phone before Rom
could say anything else. It looked like she was going back to
Carsonville. When she left ten years ago, she was certain it had
been forever.

Sunny slammed the trunk lid to her car and stared at the hotel
that hadn’t been there the last time she’d been in town. Of course,
ten years had passed, but still, a four-story hotel? And out on
the edge of town, one of those new mega-stores had been built
across from a huge gas station/convenience shop, right off the
new highway. Where once there’d been cornfields, now apartment
complexes stood, catering to the ever-expanding city folks looking
for an escape from their cramped, expensive lives. So much had
changed in the small town, and yet there were parts left unchanged
for over a century.

She wondered if the people had changed.

Or the mountain.

She wheeled her suitcase into the lobby. A small fountain
bubbling in the center was flanked by two sofas and tall palms.
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Everything was done in shades of cream, maroon, and navy. All
very pretty—and so very boring. She approached the desk.

“Hey, Sunny. | didn’t expect to see you here. Surprised a lot of
us when we saw the registration.” The woman behind the check-
in desk smiled a false smile. Her long bleached blonde hair and
too-heavy makeup couldn’t quite hide the ravages of too many
cigarettes, tanning booths, and late nights at the local bar. Her
crisp navy blue uniform covered a pencil thin shape.

“Ruby Baker. How nice to see you.”

The woman smiled with her mouth; it didn’t reach her eyes.
Eyes colder than the Antarctic in mid-winter. “It’s Montgomery
now. | assume you’re here for the reunion?”

“Yes.” Sunny resisted the urge to straighten her rumpled tunic
and creased slacks, or run her hand through her short, dark curls.
Though she wasn’t nearly as heavy as she’d once been, Sunny
knew she’d never be one of the “thin” girls—the style-conscious
clique who had decided who counted in their school. And Sunny
hadn’t. Though she’d been a leader of sorts in her own right, but
not of the alphas. “I have a reservation for four days.”

Ruby turned to her computer. “Ah, yes. Here you are. Non-
smoking. Single room. Sunny Clark. Still the same name?”

Sunny attempted to ignore the smug smile on Ruby’s face.
“Yeah. And what about you? | understand Tom’s your second?
No, third husband. Oh, wait. He’s already moved on, t0o0.”

Ruby slammed a keycard on the countertop, her smile tighter
than a Hollywood starlet’s pushup bra. “Room 401. Enjoy your
stay—and the view.”

Sunny picked up the card. “Why thank you. I think I will.”
Whistling an old country song about a cheating farm wife who left
her husband, Sunny wheeled her suitcase to the elevator.

The room looked like a thousand other generic hotel rooms,
though maybe a tad smaller. Sunny dumped her suitcase on the
bed closest to the door, then opened the curtains and snorted. Her
“luxury” room looked out over the rear parking lot and was next to
the elevator. At least she could see the mountain from here. Ruby
might not think the view was much, but it was exactly what Sunny
wanted to see. The late afternoon sun turned the autumn colors to
a dazzling kaleidoscope display.



WHO’S YOUR ALPHA? 15

Sunny checked the clock on the nightstand. Five o’clock. She
could grab some supper, then go for a run. Rommy wasn’t due in
until late and she’d have to do the family thing first. They’d hook
up tomorrow, if possible. She stretched out her hand and stared at
it. Her fingernails changed to claws and dark fur grew without her
even thinking about it. Odd. Usually she had to really concentrate
for the shift to happen. She shook her head and her hand resumed
its normal long-fingered, manicured shape.

Except for the occasional run, she’d kept the urge to shift
closed away for years. What was so special about this town that
increased the desire, like hunger needing feeding? Or, in this case,
changing? She couldn’t even blame the urge on the full moon
because she could change whenever and wherever she wanted.
But why here? Why now?

Shaking off the questions, she strolled the three blocks to
the nearby family diner rather than eat in the over-priced hotel
restaurant. Besides, she figured from the fancy names on the menu,
they probably gave you “cuisine” sized meals. And she wanted
food. Food she could sink her teeth into. Food that filled her up.
Food not served with crystal goblets, fine linen, and a wine list.
She grinned as she passed by stores already closed for the night.
Unlike larger towns and cities, Carsonville stores closed around
five. Except on Fridays, then they stayed open as late as nine.

She pushed open the door of the diner. The noise of loud locals,
country music, clanging heavy china, and “order up” assaulted her
ears with a forgotten—and welcome—din. The place was pretty
well packed. She inhaled. And inhaled again.

“Can | help you?” A waitress who looked to be barely past
jail-bait age smiled at her, the bright fluorescents glinting off her
braces.

“Table for one, please.”

“I’ve got one booth left, or the counter.”

Sunny spied the open booth—a two-seater next to the door.
Noisy, cold—few people liked it. But she didn’t relish sitting at
the counter on a stool barely big enough for one hip let alone two.
“I’ll take the booth. Thanks.”

“Sure.” The girl—Darla according to her nametag—Ied her
the two steps over and handed her a menu. “The specials tonight
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are the ham steak, meat loaf, or macaroni and cheese. I’ll give you
a few minutes.”

Sunny looked over the menu and grinned. Another thing that
hadn’t changed. Oh, the prices were a little higher and they’d
made a passing nod to “healthy” food by adding broiled or baked
choices, but it was basically the same menu from ten years ago.
And she knew exactly what she wanted. As she waited, the rest of
the seats filled up with more coming. Though older, she recognized
many of the patrons, some of them her old classmates, now with
families of their own. A touch of envy colored her vision. If only...
Might as well wish for David to walk in.

“Sunny?”

She looked up and all thoughts of food scurried away like a
mouse from a cat. “David?”

The man standing next to her table looked even better than the
lean muscled, dark-haired boy she’d had a crush on. Of course,
every other female—and a few males—had felt the same way.
David Maxwell was and had been every girl’s dream. But he’d
been her neighbor, and her friend. Unfortunately, that hadn’t
extended to boyfriend.

“Hi.” His smile shone brighter than Las Vegas at full power.
And she’d just spun the Mega-prize.

“Hi. You here with anyone?” Heat poured into her face. Man,
was that lame. Of course he was. How could he not be?

“No. Just waiting for a seat.”

Willing her hand not to shake, she pointed at the empty bench
opposite her. “You’re welcome to join me.” She came close to
melting into a puddle when he slid onto the seat.

“Don’t tell me you’re here alone,” he said.

“Completely. It’s been a long time since | was in town. How
‘bout you? Are you here for the festivities?”

“Actually, I still live here. | was away for a few years, but
came back.” His shoulder lifted in an easy shrug, drawing her
eyes. “Guess | missed the place. What about you? We never heard
much after your folks left. Where are they now?”

“Would you believe somewhere in South America—Brazil
last | heard. Dad is doing a study on the mythology of some
unpronounceable indigenous tribe and Mom’s studying their
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forms of arts and crafts.”

“South America? That sounds like your folks. We never knew
where they were going to drag you off to next.”

“Yeah, | did get to see a lot of places—mostly jungles and
deep forests. Probably why I did so well in World Cultures class.
So what do you do here?”

“I’m a vet. | have a small clinic across the river.”

“Avet? Just like you always wanted.” Good for him. At least
one of them was living their dream. She loved her job; loved
helping people with their problems, but it didn’t fill the empty
place in her heart reserved for someone special. A spot so far left
untouched.

A Dbeautiful blush covered his face. She studied his eyes.
She’d always loved them—palest blue ringed with a darker hue.
So different from her own. She’d worn contacts as long as she
could remember to cover the odd bi-coloring. Who had one green
eye and one brown eye?

“Are you ready to order?” Darla was back.

“Cheese steak sandwich with onions and mushrooms, fries,
and a Coke,” Sunny said.

“I’ll have the same,” David said.

Darla left them and Sunny grinned. “The same? How do you
keep in shape?”

“I run a lot. Besides, people don’t come here for the salads.”

Sunny laughed, drawing stares from the surrounding tables.
She hadn’t felt this good in a long time. It had been forever since
she and David had exchanged confidences over Oreo’s and milk
in the Kitchen. She’d missed talking with him. Looking at him.
Drooling over him. Tamping down her runaway hormones she
returned to their discussion.

“I still don’t know what you do. Or where you live.” David
said.

“Pittsburgh. 1I’m a psychologist at a small clinic there.”

“A psychologist! 1I’d never have guessed that. | thought you
were going to go into business.”

Sunny stared out the window at the mountain. The town had
been built at its base, between the slope and the river. “Things
change.”
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Darla returned and sat four plates down—two with foot long
toasted rolls cut in half and overflowing with chopped meat,
cheese, mushrooms, onions, and sauce. The other plates were
mounded with fries still sizzling from their oil bath. Next to the
plates, she set two glasses filled with ice and soda.

“Will there be anything else?”

Yeah, David in my bed. “Um, no, I think we’re good,” Sunny
said. She studied her sandwich and the mound of fries and sighed,
her mouth watering from the aroma alone. She tucked the filling
into the roll, picked half up and bit into it. Her eyes closed as
the blend of flavors exploded in her mouth. “Oh, God, that is so
good.”

“You don’t have steak sandwiches in Pittsburgh?”

She opened her eyes to find him grinning at her. “Not like
this.”

“I’m beginning to think you didn’t come back so much for the
reunion as you did for this sandwich.”

She noted he was making short work of his food, too. “You
got that right.”

He put down his sandwich and stared at her until heat suffused
her face. “So why did you come back, Sun? When you left, you
swore that was it.”

Her sigh this time wasn’t one of ecstasy. “As | said, things
change. I’ve changed. I’m not the same cowed little dork | used to
be. I guess | needed to come back to prove something to myself.”
She dug into her fries, avoiding his knowing look.

“That Ruby and her gang don’t rule you.”

“That, and more. And | missed the mountain. Pittsburgh is
close, but it’s just not the same.”

“This place is in your blood. Those of us who are part of the
mountain may try to leave—and do for a while—but we always
come back.”

“Why? What is it about this place? There’s nothing special
about this mountain. It’s just a mountain. A pile of dirt and rocks
covered with trees. Why does this one draw me so? And why does
it play in all my nightmares?”

He stared at her, a thoughtful frown on his face. “Nightmares?
You have them a lot?”
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“Ever since | left here. It’s weird. I’ve worked on trying to
understand them and think it has something to do with this place.”
It was odd talking so easily to him again, sliding back into their
old, comfortable pattern. Like the years hadn’t passed.

“You really don’t know?”

“Know what?”

He shook his head. “Not here. Not now.” His voice dropped
so she had to strain to hear him, and even then she wasn’t sure she
did. “I can’t believe your folks never told you.”

“What?”

“Finish your dinner. Then we’ll go for a walk.”

The rest of their dinner talk ran to inconsequential things,
like who was coming back, who married whom, who had Kids,
divorces. All the mundane subjects you touch on when you meet
an old acquaintance from your teen years.

“Would you like dessert?” David asked as Darla arrived with
their check.

“Not me. I’'m stuffed.” She reached for the bill but he was
faster.

“My treat.”

“I can pay.”

“I’m sure you can, but | owe you.”

“Huh? For what?” She almost melted into a puddle at his feet
when he grinned at her.

“Remember graduation night?”

“Ye-ah.” Sunny did remember—Dbarely. She had a fuzzy
recollection of too much beer—if you could call one beer too
much—and a long drive through the mountains.

“You don’t remember.” He laughed as he handed Darla
a twenty. “We were so wound up but nothing around here was
open...”

The memory returned, along with her snort of laughter. “So a
whole bunch of us jumped in the back of your truck and you drove
to State College to the truck stop. You didn’t have enough money
to cover your food and the gas.”

“So you treated me. I’m finally getting the chance to return
the favor.”

Sunny led the way outside. The sun had set, but soft globes
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lit the main street. David was close enough for her to feel the
heat coming off him as they strolled the familiar streets. “What
happened to the Five and Dime?” she asked as they crossed the
square.

“It closed when Wal-Mart opened out by the highway.”

“But not the hardware store.”

“That’s because they supply things you can’t get anywhere
else. The stores that were unique continue to thrive, the others...”
He shrugged.

She noted they were strolling away from the center of town
toward the mountain. “So what do you want to talk to me about?”
She jumped as his cell phone howled. She quickly hid her hands
in her pockets, willing the claws to turn back into fingers and
fingernails while David answered his phone. All she heard was
“I’ll be right there.”

“You have to go?”

“An emergency. I’m sorry. Where are you staying?”

“The hotel, room 401. Call me later?”

“If it’s not too late. Come, I’ll walk you back.”

“Go. I’m a big girl now, David. I’ll be fine.”

He sighed and shook his head. “You really have changed. The
Sunny | knew didn’t like being out at night.”

“The Sunny you knew grew up. Go on. Call me tomorrow.”
She watched as he took off at a quick jog. By the time he’d
disappeared around a corner, she turned away and faced the
mountain. Very few streetlights lit this part of town. Ten years
ago, she’d never have ventured here alone. But like she’d told
David, she’d changed.

She strolled on, reaching the end of paved streets and houses
about thirty minutes later. A narrow path led from the end of the
road into the forest. This was the night of the new moon so no
light broke up the deep darkness under the trees. She picked a
large hemlock with a double trunk next to a rounded boulder as
a memorable spot and stripped out of her clothes. Finally, she
removed her contacts. She tucked everything into her over-sized
handbag and buried it in branches at the base of the tree. Then she
shifted.

Hands and feet turned to paws, hair turned to silver-tipped
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fur. As her body changed, she sniffed the air, searching for other
animals in the area—especially humans. There was a smell—
familiar and yet not—in front of her. Not close enough to be a
danger, though. When the transformation was complete, she
shook all over, settling her fur into place. Where a woman had
previously been, a beautiful, but slightly overweight Siberian
Husky now stood. Sunny took off on the path, stretching out her
muscles, enjoying the night air and the freedom of running.
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Prologue

Everybody knows the New York City subway system. The
images of hundreds upon hundreds of thousands of harried
commuters have been flashed from one end of this planet to
another. One would be hard pressed to find a coolie in remotest
China or some animal herder on a Tibetan plateau that couldn’t
instantly bring to mind the visualization recorded deep in his
brain. The herder especially, 1 would imagine, would summon a
wan smile and shake off the image as one of madness.

It’s ironic, when one thinks of London, Moscow, or Montreal,
the same image doesn’t appear. Regardless of the facts, the images
of these transit systems are somehow more serene. Some of those
systems are newer, some are older, but only one brings forth the
chaotic visage.

And the noise, ah the noise. The mental image, no matter how
fleeting, is always accompanied by that very particular squeal
of brakes. Metal against metal, shoe against drum, with neither
willing to yield. This is the mental image of sound. The ominous
SQUEEEEAL!

It’s funny, but the mental image is always the squeal. Not the
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tap, tap, tapping of a herd of leather shod feet, clicking and clacking,
their echoes reverberating from ceramic tiled walls, to steel girder,
to cast cement platform and ceiling. It’s not the sound of the
deepening Doppler murmur as the hordes descend and disappear
into the depths. It’s not the partial overheard conversation, the
shriek of the schoolgirls, the mad ramblings of a street crazy, the
boom boxes, or the insane click, click, click, clicking, the tsh, tsh,
tshing that is your end of somebody’s Walkman. The cacophony
of the crowd is non-existent in the mental record.

It’s the squeal, always the squeal.

She walked down Prince Street toward the station on the corner
of Wooster, in Soho. At five-foot-eight inches and one hundred
and twenty pounds, with head bowed to the wind, her purposeful
stride said native New Yorker. Dressed in a long leather coat and
half heels, her mien was one of confidence and self-assuredness.
New York in early November was not unlike Paris in early spring,
she thought. Cold that belied the forty-two degree temperature,
potentiated by the dank humidity, gave a rawness that chilled to
the bone.

Attractive, in a certain manner, but not drop-dead pretty,
she had brown hair and a nice smile when warranted, and green
eyes able to cut you dead when that was warranted. This was the
package, a young, sophisticated New York woman.

That didn’t go so badly, she thought, pursing her lips and
nodding an almost imperceptible nod of satisfaction to herself.
That problem is solved and all | have to deal with now is Daddy.
That thought brought a tight-lipped frown. She shook her head
and ran the forthcoming conversation through her head. She knew
it would to be difficult, but she also knew she was right, and that
gave her the additional courage to see this matter through.

Holding tight to the handrail, she walked down the stairs and
concentrated on keeping her heels from slipping on the moist,
steel-jacketed treads. So deep was her concentration she didn’t
see the woman with the folded stroller waiting nervously on the
landing.

She glanced down the platform and noticed it was all but
deserted. She often took the train at this time of day and knew
this was the usual condition. Closest to her on the platform was a
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single male figure. She cast a quick glance as she walked past him;
not her type. He was clean-shaven and neat with clean, pressed
trousers and some sort of nylon windbreaker; in appearance a
respectable twenty-five year old. Yet there was a subdued hint of
brutality about him—definitely not her type.

He held a large golf umbrella and seemed to be having trouble
opening and closing it. He’d open it, jerk it a couple of times trying
to unstick it, and then close it. It would again seem to jam, but then
pop open. She walked past him and instinctively, though no threat
was even hinted at, clutched her purse, flap toward body, hard to
her side. She continued down the platform.

Now in front of her, perhaps another twenty feet or so,
danger loomed. A New York City street crazy walked in tight
circles mumbling to himself. Twenty-five to thirty years old, she
calculated, and dressed in the uniform d *Generation: Green army
field jacket, black watch cap, with filthy trousers and sneakers. He
seemed right from central casting.

She slowed her pace, timing her passage so as to pass behind
him as he turned from her. Once behind him, she quickened her
step and the drama played out.

Beyond her lay the huge expanse of the platform. Another
hundred feet, or maybe less, was the kiosk where she always
bought her copies of Art News and Art in America magazines.
She felt relief when she saw a New York City patrolman, Transit
Division, leaning against the kiosk sneaking a cigarette. On a
bench, some ten feet closer than the kiosk, were two black males,
high school students she guessed, laughing loudly at some private
joke.

She stopped, and as all subway riders seemed to do, she leaned
over the platform to see if the train was coming. It’s a futile thing,
for as often as not the tracks are curved and vision is limited, but
today this was not the case. Just as she leaned over the tracks, the
train roared into the far end of the station. She felt the warm rush
of moist air as it was pushed before the leviathan, and that was
the penultimate feeling she ever knew. Her final feeling was too
horrendous to describe as her body was hurled before the engine.
The last thing she heard was the awful squeal as the motorman
locked his brakes in futility.
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The man in the street uniform maintained complete awareness
of her approach; her purse hanging loose at her shoulder. She
clutched it tight to her side. He pretended to ignore her, continuing
his little act, and almost smiled to himself when he heard her
footsteps change cadence, first slow, and then as he turned from
her, sped up again as she passed him.

Yeah rich bitch, he thought, don’t get too close to the great
unwashed.

He turned in her direction, and to the casual eye was merely
completing his latest circuit. In a glance, he took in the girl
leaning over the tracks, the two teenagers, and the cop far down
the platform.

There was no one on the other side of the tracks on the
downtown line.

Three quick steps and he struck! He grabbed her purse with
his left hand and held tight. Before she could react, he hit her with
a vicious overhand right fist to her temple. Because her hand, in a
reflexive grip, held tight to her purse, which he too was holding,
she didn’t go down. Her knees buckled from the blow, then the
grip relaxed. Now instead of ripping the purse from her grasp, he
held tight to it and pushed her to the rails.

Somewhere between his initial attack and the push sending
her to an unspeakable death under the shrieking train, she let out
an ear-piercing scream.

All the terror of death was in that wail, and though it soon
blended with the squeal of the train, it did not go unheard.

With the purse now locked solid to his side, the mugger sped
toward the staircase. The two teenagers, alerted by the scream,
realized what was happening and raced down the platform in
pursuit. Slower to react than the teenagers, the policeman lumbered
in their wake.

As the mugger passed the man with the umbrella, he risked a
quick glance over his shoulder and was terrified to see the boys,
with huge flying steps, were all but on him! Up the steps, two at
a time, he raced.

In another five seconds the kids might have caught up with
him, but just as they were passing the man with the umbrella, he
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turned into them as the umbrella popped open. The three of them
went down in a sprawling mass. One of the teens went skidding
forward on his hands and knees but the other one, though he fell,
managed to go into a roll and soon regained his footing. Three
more steps and he was taking the stairs two at a time with the
transit cop hot on his heels.

As the cop, preceded by the youth, attained the landing, the
woman with the now open stroller turned into them. It looked as
though her eyes first followed the purse snatcher and then turned
to see what was transpiring. The teenager again went down after
getting entangled in the stroller. This time his wrist snapped with
an audible CRACK! He fell and screamed in agony as the transit
cop fell on him.

The mugger, now blended into the street scene, grabbed a
gypsy cab to freedom.

Within minutes the panic on the platform subsided and a quick
response by E.M.S. and the Police department calmed the scene.
Power had been shut off to the tracks and the Fire Department,
along with track maintenance personnel, were working to jack up
the train to retrieve the mangled corpse of the girl.

On the platform first aid was being administrated to the two
all but heroic boys, and the cop was making a preliminary report
to the responding detectives.

The man with the umbrella and the lady with the stroller were
nowhere to be found. Afraid of becoming involved? Afraid of
being called stupid and clumsy? Who knows, they were gone!

Within a few hours the system was back to normal. A girl
was dead, a family would mourn, and twenty-seven thousand
commuters were inconvenienced. The late edition of the Post
would scream in alliteration, “Crazy Kills Coed,” and the Channel
1 News street reporter would finish her piece. And as they faded
to black, all to be heard was the rumble of the train and the squeal
of the brakes.






Chapter 1

I just returned to my apartment and | wasn’t happy. It’s not that
I was unhappy, | understood the nature of the problem and both
sides maintained reasonable positions to a certain degree. So let’s
change unhappy to frustrated.

I’d grown up in a large brownstone in the Ridgewood section
of Queens. My parents purchased the building from the estate of
the deceased owner, a successful art dealer. The joke in the family
was there was a Picasso hidden somewhere in the walls and finders
keepers. Funny, it was always a Picasso and not a Rembrandt or
Renoir. I don’t think anybody even knew what kind of art the poor
soul had handled.

That’s where we lived and | grew up. No brothers, no sisters,
only Mom, Dad, and me. My parents married somewhat late in life,
and | suppose one child was all they thought they could handle.
When | once asked my mother why I had no siblings, she told me
I was so perfect there was no need for another child. At that point
my father piped in with his usual teasing levity, “Your mother has
it all wrong. You were so miserable a child we thought our hearts
couldn’t take the strain of another like you.”
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I told him he was “full of soup,” we laughed, and there it
ended.

The truth is, | was a good kid.

As | look back now, high school was a blur and St. John’s
University a little less so. Having no real passions, | majored in
English and sleepwalked through the attendant liberal arts courses.
Over the dinner table we talked of teaching, but the thought of that,
too, left me empty. Just before graduation a classmate mentioned
the test for the police department was coming up. | never even
thought of becoming a policeman, but it seemed like it might
make an interesting career.

I passed the test with flying colors, breezed through the
academy, and by the age of twenty-two, | became a patrolman for
the NYPD.

Those first three years | lived at home. My first assignment was
to a precinct in a “High Crime Area”—Brownsville-Bed Sty. It’s
a terrible place where I encountered every sort of human misery
each day. The decent people of the area were held captive by their
poverty, which was exacerbated by their lack of education. Not
just formal education, mind you, but the education coming from
a loving home life and caring community. Generations, one piled
upon another, of poverty, of welfare, of drug and crime ravaged
streets, left no shred of hope, no glimpse of the so-called American
dream, no anything except despair. Slums, decay, ignorance, and
vermin were the four horsemen who reigned over those sour
streets, and the poor people who trod them believed those streets
ran to infinity.

I worked in a terrible, joyless place, but then | made Sergeant
and | transferred to a West Village precinct.

Although I knew it tore a small piece from my parent’s hearts
when | did it, I got myself this apartment on West 73rd Street. It
was time to grow up.

The brownstone my parents owned was a three family
structure. We lived on the main floor: three huge bedrooms,
kitchen, one-and-a-half baths, etc. The upstairs contained an
identical apartment, the basement a very large studio.

They rented out the upstairs apartment and the basement
studio, which provided my parents with a very nice supplemental
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income. The upstairs apartment housed a conservative Jewish
couple with two children close to my age. They were clean, quiet
people, active in their Temple, and they tended to socialize with
their own. We had very little social intercourse with them. They
paid their rent on time and kept to themselves.

The basement apartment proved to be more problematic. Not
suitable for a family, it tended to rent to more transient types. There
were no problems with it, thank God, only a greater turnover.

Everything went well until Mom suffered a stroke in May of
1991.

German-Americans of a certain age know nothing of salad
or sushi. Their tables are crowded with Braten or Wurst, potato
dumplings sliding down like butter but sticking like mucilage, and
the richest desserts of Strudel or Black Forest, and, oh yeah, some
beer.

Not what you might call Dr. Jones’ heart smart diet.

Mom’s carotid arteries were all but blocked solid by an
amalgam of sludge cutting off almost all the oxygen her brain
needed to survive. She never knew what hit her, and at age
seventy-two she died.

To lose a mother is a dreadful thing, but for all the pain of loss,
it is never completely unexpected. Rather it is, after all, inevitable.
Parents are older and no matter the suddenness as they are snatched
away, the void is anticipated.

Not so, | don’t think, between husband and wife. Their
intellect tells them death looms, but they are the same age, on the
same track, and one’s mortality is seldom considered, and neither
is that of the spouse.

As you can imagine, Mom’s death hurt me, but Dad’s anguish
was impossible to access. Who knows what transpires between
two people who have committed their lives to each other. We
cannot judge the pain without first experiencing the pain, and any
attempt to do so is futile.

The effect on Dad by Mom’s passing was as palpable as it
was poignant, and like the proverbial balloon leaking air, his life
ebbed away.

Small things, big things, the usual rounds encountered. Trips
to doctors, trips to labs, trips to hospitals and pharmacies, and on
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and on until...

Can life travel at different speeds at the same time? Over the
course of three years Dad faded, and yet in an instant he, too, was
gone.

With Teutonic efficiency, Dad made arrangements while still
able, and | became the sole heir. | inherited a very nice chunk of
change, and the house, of course. My first impulse was to sell
the house and convert everything to cash. Dad’s lawyer advised
against it.

The house, now with three rental units, threw off a huge
income. The two large apartments brought in eighteen hundred
a month each, and the studio around seven-fifty. The taxes were
low and even after the huge hit by New York State for inheritance
taxes, it was all upside.

Well, so | thought.

Soon after Dad’s death | was approached by Mr. Rivkin, the
upstairs tenant, about the possibility of his purchasing the house.
I told him | would consider it but first | had to discuss it with
the lawyer. When | told him of my intention to keep the house,
he became angry and within eight months he bought a different
house and moved out.

I was left with only Julie, a Bear Stearns secretary, in the
basement studio.

To make a long story short, the lawyer made a deal with a
local real estate agency and they soon found new, suitable tenants.
They provide the tenants, but that’s where their responsibility
ends. I still have to manage the property. Nothing for nothing, the
lawyer said.

What does “manage the property” mean? First, collect the
rents. Not too unpleasant a task, | agree. The real pain is handling
all the small maintenance problems.

It seemed | was always looking for someone to fix this or that.
I’m not the handiest guy in the world, nor do I have the inclination
to schlep out to Ridgewood when a light switch wouldn’t or a door
lock couldn’t.

These petty annoyances continued until about two-and-a-half
years ago. At that time, Julie informed me she was moving in
with her boyfriend, and perhaps | should start looking for another
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tenant. | called the real estate broker and put him on the case.

And he came up with Ted!

Ted was a union carpenter, divorced, about my age, and
Ted proffered a wonderful idea. For a moderate reduction in
rent he would see to all the repairs and maintenance. Not only a
journeyman carpenter, he was also skilled in plumbing, electricity,
painting, and a host of other skills.

He was a gift from an empathetic God. | checked him out,
and he took only one pop for marijuana smoking. He could smoke
salmon in the basement as far as | was concerned.

We became friends of a sort, and he took over almost all of my
responsibilities. Hell, he even collected the rents.

There was one problem though: Ted is about as thick as Jackie
Mason’s accent. He is in constant disagreement with the other
tenants. He berates them about excessive noise, not recycling,
leaving garbage pails uncovered, and a plethora of other petty
annoyances. It seems as though every three or four months I
would have to meet with one of the other tenants and smooth some
rumpled feathers.

I’d just gotten back from Ridgewood after settling another
silly dispute, and about to pour myself a dram of my favorite
single malt, when the phone rang.
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Dedicatton
This one is dedicated to my critters, Sam and Lauren.
Sure, now that they’re teenagers, I’m no longer cool...

...or smart...
...or good-looking...

...and they like to point out things like hair sprouting
from my ears...

...but not from my bald spot.

Anyway, they still are willing to be seen in public with me
(sometimes), and I’m pretty sure they still love me.
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| gotta give another bow to my editors, Robert and Rida.
Despite everything, they were open to doing another.
A round of applause, folks!

And thanks to writers Barb D’ Amato, Robert Walker and
Joe Konrath for agreeing to write blurbs for Guy I.

“God is a comedian, playing to an audience too afraid to
laugh.” - Voltaire 1694-1778



ol

-~

(13
ey, dude.”
“Yeah?”

“You ever heard of something called a siesta?”

“Siesta? Yeah, sure, | guess.”

*“You know what a siesta is?”

“Well, um, I think so. It’s like a nap or something, right?”

“Yep. You got it. It’s a nap or rest that one takes in Latin
America or Spain after eating.”

“Okay, sure. That makes sense.”

“Do you know why they have siestas after eating?”

Though I was busy running through a graveyard, I thought for
a second. “No, I guess | don’t really know.”

“Well, it’s so that we won’t do this.” And with that, the chicken
quesadilla that 1I’d had for lunch slugged me in the gut. Hot sauce
vapor burped past my lips and my ears popped as | went into a
controlled roll.

Okay, maybe it wasn’t a controlled roll. It was more like a
graceful ballet dance move.

No, not really, it wasn’t.
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A gymnastic spiral?

I wish.

Um. A tumbler’s spin?

No.

Okay, okay. The truth is, | doubled over in mid stride, my
legs collapsing weakly, and stumbled into the sorcerer who was
running next to me. He shoved back roughly, causing me to lose
all control, trip over a tombstone from a guy who died in 1967,
and skid face first into some ragweed missed by the cemetery’s
groundskeeper.

I’m allergic to ragweed.
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rolled over, my nose and eyes already itching. “Aw, damn it!”

“You okay, Guy?”

I glared at Thurman. “Why’d you shove me?”

He looked hurt. “I didn’t shove you. You banged into me.”

“I didn’t bang into you. | fell into you.”

He was sweating profusely. Guess black Goth garb isn’t the
best thing to wear when you’re expending unnecessary and excess
amounts of energy.

The grass was nicely manicured and comfortable, so | rolled
over and rubbed my nose.

“Dude, we have to get out of here,” he said.

I sneezed but didn’t move. “All right, Thurman. Do you want
to tell me where we’re going?” Something jabbed into my side.
A television remote. My travel bag was lying against a tree, its
contents strewn over the grass. The remote had likely spilled from
the bag, which he’d packed in our rush to leave the house. “And
why was this in my bag?”

He gave me a look. “Which do you want to know?”

“Huh?”
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“Which question? You asked two.”

“Oh, uh. Let’s start with...what’s going on? Why are we
running?”

“Those are new questions,” he accused. “Now you’re up to
four. How am | supposed to answer four different questions at
once?”

I sighed. | knew better than to get into that argument. So with
that really patient voice that parents use to cover up their irritation
when talking to a naughty toddler | said, “So, think. You busted
into the house swirling purple smoke and yelling ‘they’re here,’
and something about a Quest. Do you remember that?”

“Um, yeah.”

“And like big dummies, we dropped our beers, left the stereo
on, and ran up into the graveyard. Are we in agreement?”

“Well, yeah, I guess so...”

“And my beer is dying of warmth right now and I’m not there
to save it.”

“Um.”

“And | got tripped up and landed on my face.”

“Okay.”

“So the question really is, why am | here right now?’” |
sneezed again. A string of gook spewed onto my hand. Gross. |
wiped it on the grass. My eyes were watering from the ragweed.

“Oh, that question.”

Two panting figures ran up. Knob and Seth.

Knob immediately flopped onto the grass and made himself
comfortable. Knob’s an elf. Well, not really, but don’t tell him
that.

The other one was my little brother Seth. Yeah, | was letting
him tag along. He isn’t too bad as little brothers go.

“So, guys. Why’d you stop? We were running really fast. |
was keeping up with Knob really well!” Seth exclaimed.

“I’m trying to figure out why we were running in the first
place,” I said.

“Exercise, wasn’t it? Weren’t we just working out?” Knob
asked. He plucked a piece of ragweed and chewed on a leaf. |
winced.

“Uh, no, Knob. If you’ll recall, you and | were having a nice
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cold beer together when numbnuts here came running in yelling
and screaming.”

Thurman looked hurt. “I’m not a numbnuts.”

“Fine, you’re not a numbnuts. You are a goof, though.”

“I think Thurman is pretty neat. He can do magic and wears
black, and all that stuff,” Seth said rapid-fire. His words practically
tripped over themselves in their haste to get out of his mouth.

“Dude, what’s wrong with you?” Knob asked him.

Seth had a manic look on his face. “I only had four words in
the last book. I have all kinds of making up to do. I’m going to
keep talking until I have something to say.”

“Whoa. Dude. Slow down. | get the feeling you’ll get more
opportunity this time. Just take it easy.”

“Ignore him. He’s a teenager. Besides, there’s always the
‘delete’ key,” said Seth’s big brother, who’s had a lot of practice
ignoring his little brother, though 1 still feel kind of bad about it
once in a while.

< Delete > responded Seth, his lips going a mile a minute.

“There, see. Okay, now what was | saying?”

Thurman looked scared. “Look, guys, | don’t like being in the
open like this. Let’s get under cover somewhere and talk about
this.”

I glared at him. “We were under cover. You’re the reason
we’re out of cover.”

He turned red. “Sorry. | don’t think clearly when 1I’m freaking
out.”

“When do you think clearly?”

“Look, I’m sorry. But this is serious! We can’t be in the open!”
His eyes darted around. He grabbed them and plugged them back
in.

“Fine. We can visit the Warrior. Her house is right here.” |
gestured.

Knob brightened. “Yeah, let’s go there. | haven’t seen her in
a while.”

Thurman nodded. “I’d feel safe there. That works for me,
too.”

Seth said something else, but it was deleted again by our
helpful writer.
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I stood up, sneezed, and brushed crushed grass off my knees.
“Okay, let’s go. Knob, would you spit that stuff out?”

Knob spit out a green glob of munched up ragweed.

Then | sneezed again.

“Bless you,” Thurman said.

“Bless you,” Knob said.

< Delete > Seth said.

Wah-choo!

“Bless you.”

“Bless you.”

< Delete >

“Would you guys—”

Wah-choo!

“Bless you,” they chimed in unison.

All but Seth, who said, < Delete >

“—please stop saying—”

Bla-choo! Wha-choo!

“Bless you. Bless you,” < Delete >, they sang.

“—*bless you’ every time I—"

Whaa-chooo!

“Bless you,” they chorused.

“—sneeze!” | glared at my three blessers, my nose running
like a marathoner.

They looked back with wide-eyed innocence.

Then Knob said, “You’re supposed to say, ‘thank you’ when
someone blesses you.”

“I’m not thanking you!”

“You’re welcome,” he said.

“l didn’t—"

Thurman interrupted, “Why do we bless someone after they
sneeze?”

“Yeah, | never thought of that,” Knob said.

“We don’t bless people when they cough, right?” Thurman
said.

“Or burp.”

“Or fart.”

“Or hiccup.”

“Or make that noise under your armpit.”
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“It came from the late 500 AD,” | said. Now my nose was
lacing up a pair of Nikes.

“What do you mean?” Thurman wondered.

“Hang on, | have it here,” Knob said, having pulled a book
from somewhere.

“Where’d you get that boo—"

“Hey, check it out,” he said. “People used to think that your
soul leaves your body when you sneeze, leaving it open for evil
spirits.”

“Wow! Evil spirits,” Thurman said.

“And before that, they thought your heart stopped when you
sneezed, and since you were dead for second, you needed to be
blessed.”

“You think that’s why you can’t keep your eyes open when
you sneeze?” Knob asked. “That way you can’t see your soul
leaving?”

“You can’t see your soul at all. C’mon, let’s get out of this
stuff,” | snarled.

We went down the hill, and as we got closer we heard excited
kid-chatter. Kid-chatter is that very weird noise that comes from
mixing growth hormones with an overabundance of sugar. It
reminded me of hyped up African honeybees attacking a wild
boar.

The graveyard backed up to the Warrior’s backyard, so we
walked around the pool to the deck. The pool’s surface was
roiling and frothing as if there were frenzied piranhas feeding
underneath. Suddenly, there was an eruption of water, and the top
of a kid popped out with an orange floatable noodle, squealing
with delight.

The urchin saw us and flashed bright white teeth from a sun
browned face. “Hi, Knob!”

Knob’s face lit up. “Sean, little man. Howsup?”

Another brown body catapulted out of the water. “Knob!”

“Hey, Kris. Que Pasa?” He grinned.

“Man, how do you tell them apart?” | said sourly.

Knob slid me a look. “Not my fault if you can’t tell a girl from
a boy, kemosabe.”

“Just go on in,” Kris said. Or Sean. | didn’t know which, and
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I wasn’t going to hazard a guess. If | had had the right angle to see
their swimsuits, I might have figured it out.

“Gracias, Chiquita,” Knob said, and pulled the sliding glass
door open. The twins slipped like otters back into the water.

We followed Knob into the house and found ourselves in the
dining room.

Well, we didn’t “find” ourselves there. We knew exactly where
we were and we weren’t lost, so we couldn’t “find’ ourselves in the
dining room. If we had been lost, it might have been a revelation.
But we weren’t...so it wasn’t. Rather, let’s say when we thought
about where we were, we realized we were in a dining room.

Uh, okay, sorry. Enough nitpicking. Sometimes | get pretty
upset over the abuse of the English language, as amended by
Americans and slaughtered by many.

“Hey, boys, how are you?” the Warrior asked from the kitchen.
The dining room and kitchen were separated by a tall counter and
bar stools.

“Hey, Warrior, what’s shaking?” Thurman chirped.

Then he turned white, most likely considering, first, what
could shake on our curvaceous friend, and second, whether she
would accept this kind of casual buddy-buddy salutation.

“Oh, er.. I’m uh....” he managed, choking over the words.

She smiled and Knob and | took this as permission to let the
hair on our necks fall back into normal position.

“Actually, I’m not the Warrior anymore,” she said pleasantly.

“Oh, yeah, that’s right. You take on a new name for every
quest,” Knob exclaimed.

“So you aren’t Buford either?” Seth asked.

“Nope, neither one,” she said, casually walking around the
counter from the kitchen. Actually, she wasn’t exactly walking.
I won’t tell you what she was doing quite yet, so | don’t ruin the

surprise.
“Whoa!” | said.
“Whoa!” Thurman said.
“Wh...”

...well, you get the point. We all said “whoa.”
All except Seth, who said, <Delete>
What you don’t know is why we said “whoa.” It wasn’t because
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all of a sudden we were riding horses, because we weren’t. It was a
simple declaratory statement of awe and profound interest uttered
by that dumber and less expressive half of humanity...guys.

You see, when the Warrior, or whatever she was known as
now, came around the counter, three things preceded her. We were
familiar with two of them, Mounts Left and Right. Our memories
of these two peaks of pleasure had been burned permanently into
our retinas during our first adventure with her.

But now, her mammary twins had somehow increased
from their already ponderous proportions of gravity defying
wonderfulness. That means that they got bigger.

It was what was beneath them that almost—but not quite—
made us lose interest in her twins. And it was what made it so that
she wasn’t walking. She was waddling.

Abelly.

About the size of a cantaloupe. Ha ha, just kidding. More like a
cantaloupe on steroids.No, a cantaloupe on the steroid of steroids.
No. More like, well, you get the point. It wasn’t a teeny thing.

She grinned at our reactions.

“You’re...uh...wow,” Thurman exclaimed.

“Yeah, you could say that,” she said. She looked down
and stroked her belly like the proud winner of a beer drinking
contest.

“So, uh, when are you, like, due?” Knob asked

“Oh, a few more months yet. But let’s sit down. | shouldn’t be
standing all that much right now.”

We filed into the living room and took over the chairs. Knob
claimed an armchair and draped over it like an octopus. Knob is
a sprawler. He won’t stand if he can sit. He won’t sit if he can lie
down. He leans, lays, slumps, lies...well, no, he doesn’t lie. He’s
pretty honest. But his favorite position is not vertical. Horizontal
is more his game.

“What do you mean, a few more months? It looks like you’re
about ready to go,” Thurman said.

“Well, you know me. It’s going to be twins again,” she said, a
grim set to her mouth.

The Warrior already had three sets of twins. And that doesn’t
include her personal twins. All because of the double uterti that
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gave her awesome powers of double PMS for almost a quarter of
each month.

“Hey, guys, she isn’t going to be able to come with us,”
Thurman said quietly, his face tragic.

“Who says we’re going anywhere?” | shot at him.

“Why don’t you boys tell me what’s going on?” she said,
curiosity etched on her face.

We turned our gazes to Thurman.

“Oh, well. It’s like this... Um, it’s going to sound silly.”

“Like we haven’t heard that before,” | said.

“Be nice,” the Warrior admonished.

“Okay, look...it’s like this,” he stammered.

Seth waved his hand until he had everyone’s attention.
< Delete >

Everyone looked at him and he pointed at a pad of paper and
a pencil on the table.

“What’s wrong with him?”” the Warrior asked.

“Ah, he, well, kind of pissed off our writer,” Knob said.

“Our what?”

“Let’s say that he can’t speak right now,” | told her.

“Oh, that’s horrible! He couldn’t speak during our adventure
last year, either. Do you need to write something down?” she
asked him.

Seth nodded vigorously.

“By all means, go ahead,” she told him.

He grabbed the pen and paper and started scribbling.

We all waited with interest.

Well, not Knob. He was staring vacuously into space. And
Thurman was covertly looking at the Warrior’s belly. Meanwhile,
she was looking out the back window, monitoring her sharks, er,
kids. And me, | was, uh...l don’t know. Thinking or something.

You get the point. We weren’t paying attention at all. But
we’re college kids, so what do you expect? Well, not the Warrior,
who was simply being parentally vigilant.

Seth got up and handed the paper to her.

“Let’s see,” she said, reading, “If |1 promise to settle down,
may | please have the power to speak normally back?”

She looked up. “That sounds reasonable. And he said ‘may,’
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so that has to count for something.”

“Yeah, like Mom would let him get away with saying, ‘can,””
I said.

“So who do we talk to about this?” she asked.

“Oh, I can take care of that,” Thurman said. “Can | have my
remote back?”

“You mean, ‘may |,”” the Warrior interrupted.

“The remote? What do you want my remote for?” | asked.

“Oh, that’s not your remote. It’s mine.”

“What did you bring your remote to my house for?”

“I sorta upgraded my wand.”

“You what?”

He reached over and snagged the remote from my bag. He
pointed it at Seth and touched a button.

< Delet... “...not working. Hey! It worked! | can talk
again!”

“Remember your promise,” Thurman admonished him.

“Okay, okay. Sorry, I’ll settle down.”

Seth shut up but sat grinning like a maniac.

“What are you talking about, you ‘upgraded’ your wand?”
Knob asked Thurman.

“This is my new wand,” Thurman said, brandishing the
remote.

“A television remote? Your wand is a remote?” | scoffed.

“It worked on your brother, didn’t it?”

“Well...”

“What’d you do? Hit the ‘mute’ button?” Knob asked.

“You can’t use a remote as a wand,” | sneered.

“I don’t know,” the Warrior said. “Guys and remotes...that’s a
pretty powerful combination. And he is a sorcerer, after all.”

“He’s not a sorcerer,” | shot.

“Guy, he is a sorcerer.” The Warrior glared me down.

“Yeah, right.”

“I don’t know, guys. He’s the Unbeliever, you know,” Thurman
said.

*Huh?” Knob said.

“The Unbeliever,” Thurman repeated.

“So what, | don’t get it,” Knob asked.
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“I’ve been thinking about it. His powers of unbelief might be
significant, even powerful.”

“What the heck are you talking about! I’m not an
unbeliever!”

“Whoa, you’re right,” Knob’s eyes were bright with wonder.

“I’ve been thinking that if he started believing stuff, he might
actually become a believer and lose his powers of unbelief, or
worse,” Thurman explained.

“What powers of unbelief?” I snarled.

The Warrior’s furrow was creased with thought. “You mean
like if he unbelieves something that isn’t true, it becomes true?”

“Or vice versa. Who knows how his powers might end up
manifesting themselves?” Thurman acknowledged.

“Like my powers of Esquire, right?” In our last adventures,
Knob had acquired the powers of Esquire, which gave him the
ability to read attorney-speak and converse with attorneys.

“Exactly! Why his powers might be incredibly vast, but so
subtle we can’t understand what affect he has on events.”

“I don’t have any powers,” | raged.

A wind suddenly blew through the living room knocking
over knick-knacks, paddy-wacks, brics and bracs, and other stuff
artfully arranged around the room as temptations for little kids to
destroy.

A silence fell over us as we all were likely considering how
amazing this was since the windows were closed tightly and the
kids were outside.

“Wow,” Seth said in a small voice. “Please don’t ‘unbelieve’
me, okay?”
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Laughter burst from the living room, a swell of noise that nearly
drowned out the doorbell’s ring. I hustled to put the last of the
cookies on a tray and get to the front door before whoever was
leaning on my bell got really persistent. Yeesh!

“Hang on!” | yelled, then immediately cringed. Please don’t
let it be one of the local women arriving late. That certainly
wouldn’t win me any points as the newbie to town. 1I’d been in
Martha’s Point, Virginia, for over six months now, but apparently,
I’d be a newbie, an interloper, if you will, (and wasn’t that a great
word?) until I’d reached the ripe old age of eighty-four, which was
approximately fifty-nine years down the road. Argh. It used to be
sixty years, but yesterday was my twenty-fifth birthday.

Thank you for singing, but you can stop now.

I took a second to straighten myself out before opening the
door with some semblance of normalcy. My first inclination was
to yank the thing off its fricking hinges just to get the ringing to
stop, but that would be another no-no. Plus, it was freezing outside
and snow blowing inside through a wide open door was not my
idea of a good time.
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So | gently pulled the door toward my body. And thank God |
did. Framed by the doorway, a big blue beehive stood proud and
tall eight inches above the little lady on the stoop. The top of her
hair was right at my eye level. | briefly thought about talking to
the hair instead of looking into the eyes of Ms. Thelma Boden
from the post office. She and | had a love/hate relationship. She
loved to go through my mail to see what kind of new catalog |
received to stock the back room of my costume shop. I hated her
for making me feel like a cheap floozy for giving the locals what
they demanded in the form of lacy lingerie and the occasional set
of handcuffs.

“Well, if it isn’t lvy Morris,” she drawled in her smoker’s
rasp.

Who the hell else did she expect when she showed up at my
house? But | kept my cool. I was still trying to fit in around here.
If that meant getting the shit end of every stick when it came to
conversation, then so be it.

My dad was marrying one of the town’s dearest residents. 1’d
have to have an in at that point, then 1’d open the can of whoop-ass
I so dearly wanted to let loose on an almost daily basis.

“Ms. Boden, thanks so much for coming.” | had plastered
this smile on my face nearly thirty minutes ago when my dad’s
fiancée’s bridal shower had started and | was not letting it go. If
I could have used Mega Hold Aqua Net to keep it there, | would
have.

“The party has started,” | said, stepping out of the way.

“I know that,” she snapped, like I’d insulted her. “Why you
had to have it on a Wednesday afternoon is beyond me. A body
can’t get out of work and come straight over here. | had to go
home and redo my hair.”

I almost said what fine hair it was, but held back. She wouldn’t
take it as a compliment, and | wouldn’t mean it as one, either.
Instead, | said, “Would you like to go in? | can take your coat if
you’d like. Or I can show you where the coats go and give you a
tour of the house.” I cringed at that last part. Please, don’t ask for
the tour, 1 thought. 1’d offered it to nearly everyone, but only one
person had taken me up on my offer. And all she wanted to know
was if Ben Fallon, my boyfriend of about four months (squee!)
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and | committed our sins of iniquity in my big mahogany bed.
She’d even tried to pry open one of my nightstand tables to see
if | kept any toys, or “potions” as she called them, to keep Ben
coming around. Jeez.

Thelma brought me back with her crackling voice. “I have no
need to see the house, since I can’t believe you would have been
able to improve upon it after Gertie’s passing.” She sniffed and
turned her back on me, beelining for the living room. Obviously,
she already knew the way; no help needed from me.

It was a test of my fortitude that | barely restrained myself
from pulling her back by the big hair. Fortitude and worry that I
wouldn’t be able to extract my fingers from the over-shellacked
‘do when I had her on the floor under my foot. Whether I liked
her or not, she was a friend of Martha’s. And Martha, the blushing
bride, was the Queen for the Day. Even if I did have to play the
overworked and under appreciated Cinderella.

I took extra special care to throw Thelma’s coat on top of a
leather jacket and watched with appreciation as it slid onto the
floor. Ha! Of course, I ran right over and picked it up, placing it on
top of the pile gracing the guest bedroom couch. I did not want to
start missing checks in the mail because | chose to be petty.

I made my way back to the kitchen and grabbed my tray of
cookies. Thank God they weren’t penis shaped this time, as they
had been the last time | made cookies. Funny now, but not when
I had to ice them at a disastrous panty party in November. Better
not to think about it.

I bumped into my best friend, Bella, on the way back to the
living room. She nearly dragged me to the floor with her manicured
nails.

“Do | have to be here? How long is this thing going to take?
Why don’t you have any Tastykakes?” Her normally flawless
hair—comes from running a beauty salon, | think—was a little
mussed, but for Bella that was like a hurricane coming through
and ripping up her house.

“I’m hoping it will be over in an hour,” | said, straightening
my shirt. “I didn’t plan any games or anything so | could move all
these women out of the house ASAP. | could happily live the rest
of my life without seeing all those old derrieres in the air while
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they try to scoop cotton balls from a tray to see how many kids
Martha and my dad will have.” Ew! The answer was none since
my dad was in his sixties and so was Martha. It was completely
not permitted in my world. But | wouldn’t say that out loud. Every
time 1 do something like that, it always ends up coming true. Fate
likes to spite me, so I’ve been careful lately.

“Can | do anything to help you, hon?” Bella said. “Anything
to keep me out of the living room?” She clasped her hands in front
of her chest. “Please!”

Her normally sparkling amber eyes had little light in them,
and | understood. “Sure, do you mind getting the cake out of the
fridge and making sure it’s okay? Then | need plates and forks and
napkins set out. You’ll find it all on the counters.”

“I owe you big.”

“Damn right you do.”

She laughed for the first time today, and | breathed a sigh of
relief. I had the theory Bella was psychic and | was so afraid she
was going to spout off something about my house burning down,
or the roof shooting off from all the hot air building in the living
room.

Don’t get me wrong, | love Martha and would do just about
anything for her, but the other biddies...well, 1 was completely
torn between wanting them to embrace me like 1I’d always lived
here, and wanting them to stay as far away as possible from me.
But wanting their approval, to be a part of the town, won out every
time.

So | made my way into the living room, cookies proudly
displayed, and watched Martha open presents that made even me
blush. 1 would not think about her using the feather boa with my
dad. I wouldn’t.

There had been some talk about having strippers at the party,
but I vetoed the idea. | knew I wouldn’t have been able to bear
that. If I couldn’t even think about Martha having sex, | certainly
wouldn’t have been able to see it simulated by some G-stringed
guy with a fireman’s hose over his shoulder.

Another big burst of laughter sounded. | needed to get a new
doorbell because | almost didn’t hear it again. Who else was due?
Nearly every female in town was in my house at this point. I was
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running out of places to seat the old birds.

The ringing turned to banging on the wood door. “I’m coming!
Hold on!” No, | hadn’t learned my lesson from the last time I
answered the door. | even yanked the door open this time. I nearly
got bowled over for my trouble.

Luggage, adults, children, and a dog came barreling through
the door, nearly knocking my big body down, and that was no
easy feat.

“Ivy!” one of my sisters cried. At this point | wasn’t even sure
which body parts still belonged to me, so I just grabbed the person
in front of me and held on.

Turns out it was my oldest sister Maggie doing the yelling.
Rose and Daisy weren’t far behind. I had a kid hanging off my leg
and another trying to dislocate my shoulder, while a third firmly
lodged its head into my crotch.

Hello family.
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Dedication

To my husband, Rob, who thinks he doesn’t make me
laugh anymore. In truth, I’m laughing on the inside,
honey. If I laughed out loud every time,

I’d never stop laughing.

I know, | know, would that be so bad?
But then your ego would be as big as...
well, you get the idea.

Love you.






Chapter One

elinda Kowl ran her hand through her long unruly locks as

she checked her reflection in the mirror. Her wavy brown
hair stemed to be sticking out in all directions—that’s what she
got for sleeping on wet hair—making her look a bit like Medusa
on a bad hair day. The troll would have a fit if he saw her like this.
Grabbing a nearby wig, she made quick work of tucking her own
curls under the cap of sleek black hair. With a few strokes of dark
eyeshadow over her eyelids, she looked clean and presentable.
But after a moment’s study of her reflection, she ran some heavy
eyeliner around her eyes to add a touch of sex appeal.

Down the stairs she flew, knowing she was going to get the
evil eye for being late. The drive to work was short and within
about five minutes, she was standing outside the troll’s office.
Throwing back her shoulders, she rapped twice on the door, then
pushed it open.

“Just because you knocked don’t mean you can waltz in
without permission.”

She rolled her eyes and came to a halt right in front of his
desk. “Yeah, yeah. What’s the deal today?”
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Without looking up, he passed her a slip of paper. “Nice wig,
by the way.”

Shrugging, she checked the address he had written down. She
smoothed a hand over the silky hair as she asked, “Which one?”

“Seven,” he grunted.

With a nod, she turned away.

“And don’t think I didn’t notice you were late!” he called after
her.

Her back to him, she rolled her eyes again. “Yeah, yeah.”

“Don’t be late for your pick-up.”

She closed the door on his growl, the image of his balding
head reflecting under the fluorescent lights lingering in her mind.
Lucky for her, the troll had been in a good mood. Taking long
strides down the hall, she found the keys to the number seven car
and headed for the back door.

According to the troll’s note, she had enough time before her
pick-up to get the car washed. As she walked past several cars, her
gaze lingered on number three...the black Jaguar. The troll would
never give her the J. He barely let black beauty out of the lot let
alone place it in her hands.

Number seven, one of the several Town Cars on the lot, was a
dark blue number, understated in its timeless elegance. She didn’t
mind the Town Car, but what she wouldn’t give to get her hands
on the J.

At the local carwash, Mel waved to the attendant as she
handed number seven’s keys over to one of the employees. While
the car was being washed, she checked her reflection in one of
the windows. With her dark wig and the makeup, she almost
resembled Katherine Zeta-Jones. Well, if KZJ were five eleven
in flats and weighed twice as much as she had during her last
pregnancy. Okay, maybe not quite that, but close enough. Still, her
figure had nice round curves and in her black outfit, she looked tall
and stately.

When the car was cleaned and dried, she slid behind the wheel
and headed out.

At the upscale hotel, Mel spoke briefly with the doorman,
then stood at attention next to the rear passenger door. She had
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arrived on time, as she did for every assignment, but her pick-up
was late. Her duty was to wait where she was until they arrived.
This was almost as bad as airport pick-ups, but at least she didn’t
have to hold up a sign. The doorman would inform her client she
was there.

Afew minutes later, a dark-haired man came through the doors
wearing what looked like casual business-wear. Normally, she was
used to seeing men in suits and ties, but this client was wearing
dark colored khakis and a maroon button-down shirt tucked into
the pants. A brown belt and matching shoes completed his attire.
Mel watched as the doorman pointed to her, and she leaned over
to open the car door.

“Good morning, Mr. Wells,” she greeted him.

He stopped and looked her over, a smile playing over his lips.
Without a word, he ducked inside the car and she closed the door
behind him.

After a quick nod to the doorman, Mel circled the car and slid
in behind the steering wheel. “Mr. Wells, my name is Melinda
and while you’re in town, I’ll be your driver.” Looking at his
reflection in the rear view mirror, she smiled when he met her
eyes. “l understand your appointment this morning is at ten, so we
have a few extra minutes if you need to stop anywhere.”

“Stop?”

She turned the key in the ignition and the engine purred to
life. “Yes, sir. If you’d like, we can stop to pick up some coffee, a
newspaper, anything else you might want or need.”

“I had a cup of coffee in my suite this morning, thank you,” he
said before dropping his head.

As she pulled the car into traffic, she covertly studied him in
the mirror. Seeing him outside the hotel, she’d barely had a chance
to notice he fairly towered over her, which meant he had to be at
least six foot four. Other than that, she’d only registered he had
short dark hair. What she hadn’t seen before now were the streaks
of gold shot throughout his brown hair, or the dark blue eyes that
shone with intelligence and a hint of humor.

“You said you’re going to be my driver for the entirety of my
stay?”

“Yes, sir. So if there’s anything I can do for you while you’re
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here, let me know. If you’d like, I can have coffee, pastries, and a
paper ready for you in the morning to take along on the drive. If
you need something picked up or delivered while you’re in your
meetings, | can take care of that for you,” she explained.

“And will this be the car I’ll be using the whole time?”

Nodding, she slowed to a stop at a traffic light. “Yes, sir. You
can feel free to leave things in the car during the day. If you have
presentation equipment, | can store it back at the office overnight
so you don’t have to remember to bring it down from your room
every morning.”

“You’d have to remember my equipment instead of me?” he
asked almost incredulously.

“All part of the service, sir.”

Adam watched Melinda for a minute, seeing the jet black hair
caressing her pale cheek. “Well, luckily for both of us, I have no
presentation equipment. | don’t even have a briefcase.”

She threw him a smile that lit up her eyes. “l noticed. That’s
sure not like any businessman I’ve driven around before.”

Leaning forward, he studied her for a moment before settling
back on the plush car seat. “So, Melinda, how long have you been
driving limousines?”

“Actually, what | do is called ‘car service,”” she explained.
“And I’ve been doing it for seven years.”

He was surprised. “Seven years? I’m assuming, then, that you
enjoy your job?”

“Absolutely. And at this point, 1 have many return clients,”
she told him, pride evident in her voice. “I take care of my clients,
and in return not only do | get great referrals to new clients, but
the old clients ask for me specifically. I’ve even had a few change
their business plans in order to have me drive them.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely.” She winked at him. “I bet after this trip, you’ll
be back and begging for more.”

After her statement, she laughed, her eyes crinkling at the
corners. The laugh bounced around the car, settling over him like
awispy cloud. She had a good voice, low and husky, and her laugh
matched it. He watched as she whipped through the traffic, never
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once frowning or scowling at other drivers. “While I’m up in my
fancy shmancy, and boring, meeting, where will you be?”

“I’ll give you my beeper number so if you’re done early, you
can page me. | can be back in front of the building within five
minutes, otherwise I’ll be waiting for you when you’re done.” She
glanced at him again. “And by the way, if you find you need a
larger vehicle, just page me with three zeroes and I’ll come back
with a limo.”

He frowned, aware that she didn’t really answer his question.
“Why would I need a bigger car?”

“Well, some clients like to take their clients out to lunch. If
that’s the case for you, I can trade in the old TC for a limo so your
ride can be taken care of. Makes for quite a fun three-martini-
lunch when no one has to worry about driving.”

Once again, the laugh bubbled up out of her and wavered
around the car’s interior. “I see. Well, 1 don’t anticipate having
lunch with these guys, but thanks for the offer.”

She slid the car up along a curb, turned off the engine, and
practically leapt out. His car door was opening before he even had
the chance to register they had arrived at his destination.

As he straightened up outside the luxury vehicle, he noticed
Melinda was no slouch in the height department, so to speak.
Although he usually towered over people, in her short heels, he
could touch his lips to her temple without bending. Shock slid
through him almost immediately at the involuntary thought.
Forcing himself to take a step away from her, he accepted the
business card she was extending toward him.

“That’s my beeper number and my cell, too. If you find you’ve
finished your meeting before the expected noon time, beep me
on the way down the elevator and I’ll be waiting in front of the
building,” she instructed. “If you’ve been delayed, you can beep
me with three nines and I’ll wait to hear from you when you’re
done.”

“Three zeroes means bring me the big guns, three nines means
cool your heels,” he repeated.

“I knew you were a quick study.” She closed the door behind
him, then leaned in closer to say, “Otherwise, you can always call
my cell. I have it on twenty-four hours a day.”
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Her spicy scent swirled around him and he wasn’t even aware
she had moved away until he heard her own door open and close.
Without looking back, he rolled his shoulders and stalked toward
the building and his first appointment.

Mel watched Adam walk away, thinking there was not a bad
view on that man from any angle. Up close, she’d seen the dark,
almost navy blue, of his eyes, along with the fine lines around
them that told her he did indeed have a good sense of humor. His
lips had looked firm and sensuous, and they too looked like they
could dish up a hot smile.

Although she’d never gotten involved with any of her clients,
it wasn’t exactly forbidden. For the most part, she drove around
older men who either treated her like a granddaughter or a
brainless bimbo. No matter which, she knew how to play the part
to make their trips fun and comfortable. The troll had never had
a complaint on her timeliness or attitude, and she was going to
make sure it stayed that way. He could bray and bluster about her
arriving late to the office in the mornings, but she’d never missed
a pick-up or had someone call him to say she’d been rude. And
what she’d told Wells was the truth, she’d do his errands, bring
him coffee, and even offer him a pair of slippers if that’s what
tickled his fancy. Not only did these actions bring her referrals
and repeat customers, it often brought her the tips that helped to
pay her bills.

Speaking of tips, she had some phone calls to make tonight to
make sure her track record stayed in tact.

As promised, Mel was waiting for Mr. Wells when he finished
his meeting. He looked exactly as he had that morning, crisp in a
pair of dark khaki slacks and a dark blue button down shirt. Even
his sun-kissed brown hair was unmussed, as if he had stood very
still inside the front door of the building for the past two hours.

She had his door open by the time he reached the curb.
“Afternoon, Mr. Wells.”

“Melinda.” He nodded and folded his tall frame into the
backseat.

Waiting until he had tucked himself into the car, she shut the
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door and rounded the hood to the driver’s side. She started the car,
then looked at him in the rear view mirror. “You’re not due back
until 2:30, sir, so where can | take you now?”

He blinked, almost as if he didn’t understand what she was
saying.

“Mr. Wells? Did you want to stop somewhere for lunch or go
back to the hotel?” she offered.

“Would it be possible for you to call me Adam?” he
requested.

“Oh, well, the thing is, Mr. Wells, it’s policy that | address you
respectfully. And if the troll, I mean, if my boss found out I called
you by your first name, he’d have my head on a pike,” she told
him. “So your choice is “sir’ or ‘Mr. Wells.””

“I’m really uncomfortable with you calling me either of those
things, and I think that’s more important than whatever your boss
might have to say. After all, my comfort is your responsibility,
yes?”

Grinning, she shook her head. “Sorry, sir, but | have my
orders.”

“Even if | promise not to snitch on you?” He held up one
hand, saying, “Scout’s honor.”

“Somehow | doubt you were ever a scout, sir.”

With what sounded like a long-suffering sig, he muttered,
“Adam. Call me Adam.”

“Did you want me to drop you off somewhere for lunch?” she
asked again, avoiding the whole topic by refusing to address him
at all.

He shrugged. “Why don’t you pick someplace out, casual, and
take me to it.”

“Burgers?”

“Sounds good.”

Nodding, she flicked on the turn signal and headed for her
favorite haunt. “There’s a joint right around the corner. Clean,
food’s good, beer if you want one, and reasonably priced.”

He looked out the window as she made several more turns,
then guided the big car into a small parking lot. With confidence
borne of years of experience driving large cars, she zipped the car
into a parking space and hopped out to open his door.
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“Just tell the bartender | sent you and he’ll take care of you,”
she instructed him.

“Whoa, wait a minute!” He grabbed her forearm as she tried
to turn away. “You’re coming in with me.”

“Oh, no way.” Tugging at her arm, she frowned when he
tightened his hand. His fingers burned straight through her shirt,
making a tingle shoot up her arm and down to her breasts. Another
jerk and she was freed. “I’m sorry, but | don’t eat with clients.”

“You’re telling me all those repeat clients, the ones you treat
like kings, you never have a meal with them?”

“That’s what I’m telling you.” She inconspicuously rubbed
the spot he had just released. “There are rules and policies | have
to deal with, sir. And | have a job to keep.”

“Adam, it’s Adam,” he reiterated. “And I think you can spare
a lunch without losing your job. Come on.” He wrapped his hand
around her upper arm, practically dragging her across the asphalt
parking lot and into the building.

It was darker inside, but light enough for them to see the
bartender wave them toward the mostly empty booths lining the
far wall. Without letting go, Adam made his way across the room
and basically dumped Melinda into the booth. “Besides, you can’t
leave poor little old me in a dangerous place like this.”

“Dangerous?” She laughed, great gulping guffaws. “The most
dangerous thing here is the Cobb salad.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he muttered, pushing one menu across
the table to her and taking the second for himself.

She played with the menu but didn’t bother to look at it. “Best
thing here is a burger and a big plate of fries. I’d suggest the crispy
seasoned onion rings, which are mm-mm fine, but you have a
meeting later.”

“Then I’ll go with your first suggestion and get a burger and
fries.” Without any further perusal, he replaced the menu and
folded his hands on the table.

“Cheeseburger?”

“Yeah, that sounds good.”

“What do you want to drink?”

He laughed. “Are you our waitress?”

Pushing out of the booth, she stuck her tongue out. “Coke?
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Beer? Coffee?”

“Coke.” He watched her, amusement lighting his features, as
she crossed the room to speak to the bartender.

When she returned, she was carrying two sodas and a clutch
of napkins. “They’ve got great food, but their service stinks.”
Dropping the napkins, she set down his drink, then returned to
her seat. “Zub’s a nice guy, he cooks a mean cheeseburger and his
onion rings are to die for, but his demeanor sucks.”

“Good food, bad bedside manner. Got it.”

They chatted briefly about the bar’s decor, which was early
garage, then someone called Melinda’s name. The shout was
accompanied by the loud clatter of dishes, which made her roll
her eyes.

“Ketchup, mustard?” she offered.

“Both. And does he have any extra pickles?” Adam asked.

She pressed a hand to her chest. “A man after my own heart.”
She could feel his eyes following her as she crossed the dimly lit
room to grab their plates. Setting their food on the table, she then
disappeared behind a swinging door, only to return with condiment
bottles and a bowl of round pickle slices for their burgers.

When she was settled back in her seat, he looked over the
table. “You said no onion rings!”

She cocked an eyebrow at him, then pulled the bowl to her
side of the table. “I said you shouldn’t get onion rings. | don’t
have a business meeting this afternoon.” With that statement, she
snatched up a light and crispy ring and popped it in her mouth,
whole.

They ate in relative silence, only stopping to discuss drink
refills and the quality of the food they were consuming. Once they
were finished, Melinda hailed the bartender with a wave.

“We’re done here, Zub.” Getting to her feet, she took one last
gulp of her soda. “Excellent, as always.”

The big bald man grunted and jutted out his chin. “Check?”

“I’Il catch Nina next time ‘round,” she told him, ushering
Adam toward the door.

“No, it’s my treat,” Adam argued. “I dragged you in here, |
can certainly pick up the tab.”

Melinda only waved at Zub and continued pushing Adam,
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almost bodily, out the front door. “I’m here at least once a week,
I’ll pay Nina the next time | see her.”

“That’s ridiculous, let me go pay him!” He reached for his
back pocket and froze. “Oh hell, I left my phone on the table.”

She narrowed her eyes, then held out her hand. “Fine, then
give me your wallet.”

“What?”

“Give me your wallet,” she repeated. “I don’t want you going
back in there and paying Zub for lunch.”

He gave her a look, but handed over his wallet without
comment. A second later, he disappeared back into the bar.

She waited for him outside in the sunshine and when he
returned, he was holding up his phone. Flipping him his wallet,
she led the way back to the Town Car. “So, you paid him, didn’t
you?”

“Of course not, | picked up my phone and came right back
outside,” he said as he slid his wallet back into his pocket.

“What did you give him? Twenty? Thirty?” Reaching the car,
she unlocked the doors with a click and yanked the back door
open. She turned to face him, leaning one arm across the top of
the car. “How much?”

“Thirty bucks,” he said sheepishly. “I couldn’t leave without
paying him, it’s against my nature.”

Tapping one finger against her bottom lip, she looked him
over. “Don’t you think I had a reason for doing what | did?”

“I guess I assumed you didn’t have any cash with you. I sort
of sprung this lunch date on you, so | was more than happy to pay
for it. It’s no big deal, Melinda. Thirty bucks is nothing for a lunch
out.” He patted her hand and ducked into the car.

She slammed the door, then spun around to sink into her own
seat. “You assumed wrong,” she said after sitting silently for a
moment. “And I’'m sure you’ll be happy to know your thirty bucks
are winging their way to the race track as we speak. And Nina,
that’s Zub’s wife and the business owner, is going to be out the
money.”

Adam sat in silence, a stunned look on his face, as the car
roared to life.





