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  Chapter One


  


  


  "IT’S LIKE, I CAN’T decide between the Kate Spade slides and the Via Spiga T-straps, you know?"


  Kneeling on the floor of the Neiman Marcus footwear department, Lenox Square, Atlanta, Georgia, Jolie Goodman peered at the tortured coed over a mountain of overflowing shoe boxes. Jolie's knees were raw and carpet burned. Her arms twitched from relaying stacks of shoe boxes to and from the stockroom. Her fingers ached from tying laces and finagling straps to ease shoes onto malodorous feet. Yet her considerable discomfort was apparently minuscule in comparison to the momentous decision weighing on the young woman's mind.


  Jolie reached into her sales arsenal and pulled out a persuasive smile. "Why don't you take both and decide when you get home? You can always return a pair later."


  The woman's shoulders fell in relief. "You're right. I'll take them both. Oh, and the Prada flats, too."


  Jolie nodded with approval, scooped up the boxes, and trotted to the checkout counter before the girl could change her mind. Michael Lane, a senior sales consultant, waited for a receipt to print. He eyed the three boxes in her hands with an arched brow. "You're catching on," he murmured. "You just might last after all."


  Only through the holiday sales season, Jolie promised herself. Eighty-one more days, if one were counting. The salary and commissions would tide her over until the housing market picked up after the first of the year and she could resume building her real-estate business. She had hoped the experience would sharpen her sales skills...she hadn't counted on the bonus of raising her threshold for pain.


  Michael ripped off the long sales receipt and handed it to his customer with an ingratiating smile "Thank you for shopping at Neiman Marcus." As he turned toward Jolie, he said, "Don't forget about the sales meeting tomorrow morning at nine. I know you're not on until noon, but everyone is expected to be there."


  Jolie groaned inwardly. She'd been planning to assemble a mailing to her former real estate customers the next morning—one day into her temporary job, and she was already neglecting her primary goal. She rang up the slightly enormous sale, swiped the young woman's credit card, then sent her on her way with a brimming Neiman Marcus shopping bag. The satisfaction over the big fat sale was short-lived, however, because she had to straighten and clear thirty-some boxes of discards before she could move on to the next customer.


  Discards—that was a laugh. The boxes held some of the most exquisite designer shoes available, each stuffed and wrapped with form-holding stays, some swathed in cloth bags, some with registration cards. In her previous unenlightened world, she hadn't known that people actually registered their footwear, but she had since learned that when consumers forked over hundreds of dollars for a pair of shoes, they expected prestigious, if hollow, bonuses.


  Jolie stooped, ignored the twinge in her lower back, and began repackaging the shoes. She reminded herself she should be thanking her lucky stars for landing this position. According to Michael, the shoe department ranked high in dollar sales per customer, and was always busy. She could do worse for a temporary job. While she repacked a pair of Anne Klein mules, she scanned the customers for the person who seemed most eager to be waited on. They were in the midst of a Columbus Day sale, and the temperatures had begun to dip in earnest, so Atlantans were rushing to the mall in droves to replace their sandals with more substantial fare. And six-hundred-dollar faux crocodile stiletto-heeled boots would definitely keep the chill at bay.


  Her gaze skimmed over the after-five crowd, then caught on a familiar dark orange ball cap. Her heart stalled. Gary? The man stood several yards away, his profile obscured by other shoppers. In a split second, her mind rationalized it could be him—he certainly had preferred shopping at the upscale stores in this mall. Her heart jumpstarted, thudding in her ears. What would she do first—confront him or call the police? Kiss him or kill him?


  Jolie craned for a better look just as the man turned. Her pulse spiked, then a fusion of disappointment and relief shot through her. It wasn't Gary. Again. She dropped her gaze and stared at the box in her hand until her vital signs recovered. She felt like a fool all over again, just like a month ago when she explained to a dubious officer that her boyfriend—and her car—had simply disappeared. But Gary drove a Mercedes—why would he want her Mercury? In her mind, her car being stolen and Gary dropping out of sight were mutually exclusive. The uniformed man hadn't been nearly so magnanimous when he'd told her flat out that she'd been royally scammed.


  Squashing the train of thought, she gave herself a mental shake—she couldn't afford to be distracted, not now, when she needed to be on her sales game. She resumed scanning for ripe customers.


  Her gaze landed on a tanned and rumpled sandy-haired man, strangely dressed in holey jeans and an expensive sport coat, hovering near a sleek blonde to whom Michael was showing a strappy shoe that Jolie hadn't yet memorized—Stuart Weitzman? Stubbs and Wootton? Her head swam with trendy monikers. From the restless look on the man's rugged face, he was a salesman's worst enemy—a "straggler," the person who accompanies the primary shopper and shifts from foot to foot until the shopper moves along. Interesting face or no, he wasn't useful to her.


  Scan, scan—stop. Jolie cringed.


  Ten feet away, Sammy "Sold" Sanders, real-estate agent extraordinaire and Jolie's ex-boss, scrutinized a Manolo Blahnik bootie with laser blue eyes. Jolie's pulse hammered as she imagined the belly laugh that Sammy would enjoy when she discovered that her employee who had quit in a puffed-up huff over the questionable ethics of a deal had been reduced to selling shoes. Jolie had hoped to see Sammy again, but not until the Jolie Goodman Real Estate Agency was well into the black...or at least had letterhead. She stacked boxes high in her arms and lifted them to obscure her face as she hurried toward the stockroom. Maybe she could hide out until Sammy left.


  During the two hundred or so trips she'd made to and from the stockroom that day, Jolie thought she had the path and its obstacles memorized. Apparently not, she realized, as she collided with something solid and bounced back. She teetered on the heels of her sensible pumps, trying to stabilize the boxes that swayed one way and then the other. She failed spectacularly and acrobatically, falling hard on her tailbone while propelling the boxes into the air so high, she had time to envision the sound and sight of the merchandise crashing to the ground before it actually happened.


  Except it was so much worse than she'd imagined.


  The shoe boxes landed on and around Jolie in a thudding avalanche. Everyone within earshot turned to stare, including Sammy Sanders, which was bad enough on its own, but since Jolie was on the floor with her legs spread and her skirt rucked up to her thighs, it was the stuff of which nightmares were made. In those first few seconds of stunned silence, she was afraid everyone was going to start clapping, like the time she dropped her tray in the school lunchroom in the seventh grade. But no one clapped: The customers of Neiman Marcus simply seemed annoyed that she'd interrupted their pristine environment.


  "I beg your pardon," a deep voice said.


  Jolie bent her head back to find the sandy-haired man with the holey jeans standing over her, his hand extended.


  A smile played on his mouth. "I wasn't looking where you were going."


  Afraid that she might pull him down with her when she tried to stand, Jolie rolled over on her side and pushed herself to her knees before accepting his hand and being helped to her feet. His gentlemanly behavior, she noticed, didn't keep him from stealing a peek at the expanse of leg she had on display.


  "Thank you," she chirped, yanking down her hem. She'd managed to lose one of her own shoes in the aftermath, and proceeded to toe it upright and stick her foot inside before anyone noticed it wasn't a brand that came with a registration card.


  "Are you okay?" the man asked.


  She nodded, cheeks flaming "I should be asking you. I just clobbered you with five thousand dollars' worth of shoes."


  One side of his mouth lifted. "I'll live."


  But it was the smile in his brown eyes that made her tongue do a figure eight.


  Michael Lane rushed up. "Are you all right, sir?"


  "I'm fine."


  "Please accept our deepest apologies. This is Jolie's first day on the job." Michael shot her a frown that indicated it might also be her last day on the job.


  "No harm done," the man said smoothly.


  "Jolie? Jolie Goodman, I thought that was you."


  Jolie closed her eyes briefly, then turned to face the music. Sammy Sanders glided toward them in all her pink and white blonde glory.


  "Hello, Sammy."


  Sammy's gaze landed on Jolie's lapel badge, and her eyes rounded. "Are you working here?"


  "Yes."


  Sammy made a distressed noise, as if she were stepping over a homeless person, and touched the arm of Jolie's jacket with a manicured hand. "Jolie, it doesn't have to be like this. Come back to the Sanders Agency and we'll let bygones be bygones."


  Jolie glanced down at Sammy's hand, then pulled away. "Excuse me while I clean up the mess I made."


  Sammy's face reddened, then she tossed her pale hair. "While you're in the back, Jolie, fetch me this little number in a size seven, will you?"


  Fetch...like a dog. Sammy had been having her fetch things for years—would she never be able to get one up on the woman?


  The man she'd plowed into stepped in. "I believe the lady was helping me."


  Sammy flicked her gaze over him, then conjured up an ingratiating smile. "I'll wait."


  He looked around and picked up the nearest men's shoe, a lustrous Cole Haan loafer, quite a contrast to the battered tennis shoes he wore. "Do you have this in size eleven?"


  Jolie gave him a grateful look. "I'll check." She stooped to grab an armful of shoes, lids, and boxes, and scrambled toward the stockroom.


  Michael was on her heels with a second armload. "Do you know who that is?"


  "My former boss, Sammy Sanders."


  "I mean the man."


  "No. Should I?"


  "That's Beck Underwood."


  She dropped her load on a table. "Of Underwood Broadcasting?"


  "The same. His family owns more media outlets and production companies than anyone on the East Coast."


  Egad—she subscribed to their movie channel. "I've seen his father and sister on the news," she said, suddenly realizing why the woman with him seemed familiar, "but I don't remember him."


  "He's been away from Atlanta for a few years, living in Costa Rica, I believe."


  Which explained the longish hair and the deep tan.


  "Carlotta told me he was back in town."


  "Carlotta?"


  "Carlotta Wren—she works upstairs, usually in the Prada department. Hard-core celebrity groupie, knows everyone who's anyone in Atlanta. She'd wet her capris if she knew Beck Underwood was in the store."


  Jolie held out the requested size-eleven loafer. "Maybe you should handle this sale."


  "I'm handling the sister," Michael reminded her, pulling Jimmy Choo boxes from the shelf by twos. "I'm counting on you to keep him busy while I sell her the entire fall line."


  "Will you cut me in on your commission?"


  "No, but I won't fire you."


  She swallowed. "Deal."


  "Besides," Michael said with a wry grin, "the man probably owns nothing but jungle footwear—maybe you can sell him some civilized shoes." He gave her the once-over, then squinted. "You might want to...fluff or something." Then he walked out, laden with enough shoes to shod the Rockettes.


  Jolie glanced into the mirror on the door of the employee bathroom and groaned. Her short dishwater-blonde hair, curly and fine textured, was unruly under the best of circumstances. But after a confrontation with the carpet, the stuff was a staticky, high-flying nest. Her dark jacket and skirt were lint covered, and the makeup she'd applied so carefully this morning had vanished. She resembled one of the mannequins in sportswear—prominent eyes and knees, with a chalk white pallor—and she felt as insubstantial as she looked. For someone who prided herself on her fortitude, she conceded that six hours on her feet, plus the false sighting of Gary, plus the scene she'd created, plus the run-in with Sammy Sanders...well, it was enough to wear a girl down.


  Weighing her options, she glanced at the doorway leading back to the showroom, then to the fire-exit door leading to a loading dock. She had the most outrageous urge to walk out...and keep walking.


  Is that what Gary had done? Reached some kind of personal crisis that he couldn't share with her, and simply walked away from everything—from his job, from his friends, from her? As bad as it sounded, she almost preferred to believe that he had suffered some kind of breakdown rather than consider other possible explanations—that he'd met with foul play, or that she had indeed been scammed by the man who'd professed to care about her.


  The exit sign beckoned, but she glanced at the shoe box in her hands and decided that since the man had been kind enough to intercept Sammy, he deserved to be waited on, even if he didn't spend a cent.


  Even if people with vulgar amounts of money did make her nervous.


  She finger-combed her hair and tucked it behind her ears, then straightened her clothing as best she could. There was no helping the lack of makeup, so she pasted on her best smile—the one that she thought showed too much gum, but that Gary had assured her made her face light up—and returned to the showroom.


  Her smile almost faltered, though, when Mr. Beck Underwood's bemused expression landed on her.


  She walked toward him, trying to forget that the man could buy and sell her a thousand times over. "I'm sorry again about running into you. Did you really want to try on this shoe or were you just being nice?"


  "Both," he said mildly. "My sister is going to be a while, and I need shoes, so this works for me."


  At the twinkle in his eyes, her tongue lodged at the roof of her mouth. Like a mime, she gestured to a nearby chair, and made her feet follow him. As he sat, she scanned the area for signs of Sammy.


  "She's behind the insoles rack," he whispered.


  Jolie flushed and made herself not look. The man probably thought she was clumsy and paranoid. She busied herself unpacking the expensive shoes. "Will you be needing a dress sock, sir?"


  He slipped off his tennis shoe and wiggled bare, brown toes. "I suppose so. I'm afraid I've gotten into the habit of not wearing socks." He smiled. "And my dad is 'sir'—I'm just Beck."


  She suddenly felt small. And poor. "I...know who you are."


  "Ah. Well, promise you won't hold it against me."


  She smiled and retrieved a pair of tan-colored socks to match the loafers. When she started to slip one of the socks over his foot, he took it from her. "I can do it."


  "I don't mind," she said quickly. Customers expected it—to be dressed and undressed and re-dressed if necessary. It was an unwritten rule: No one leaves the store without being touched.


  "I don't have to be catered to," he said, his tone brittle.


  Jolie blinked. "I'm sorry."


  He looked contrite and exhaled, shaking his head. "Don't be. It's me." Then he grinned unexpectedly. "Besides, under more private circumstances, I might take you up on your offer."


  Heat climbed her neck and cheeks. He was teasing her—his good deed for the day. Upon closer scrutiny, his face was even more interesting—his eyes a deep brown, bracketed by untanned lines created from squinting in the sun. Late thirties, she guessed. His skin was ruddy, his strong nose peeling from a recent burn. Despite the pale streaks in his hair, he was about as far from a beach boy as a man could be. When he leaned over to slip on the shoes, she caught a glimpse of his powerful torso beneath the sport coat.


  She averted her gaze and concentrated on the stitched design on the vamp of the shoe he was trying on, handing him a shoe horn to protect the heel counter. (This morning Michael had given her an "anatomy of a shoe" lesson, complete with metal pointer and pop quiz.)


  The man stood and hefted his weight from foot to foot, then took a couple of steps in one direction and came back. "I'll take them."


  A salesperson's favorite words. She smiled. "That was fast."


  He laughed. "Men don't have a complicated relationship with shoes."


  She liked his easy laugh, it was a happy noise that drew attention—including Sammy's, Jolie noticed. Her former boss came over, her pale brows knit in frustration. "Jolie, were you able to find the shoe I wanted?"


  Jolie glanced in Beck's direction. "Go ahead," he said. "I'll wait."


  "Give me just a minute," Jolie murmured, then manufactured a smile for Sammy. "A size seven, wasn't it?"


  "Yes." Sammy snapped her fingers. "And please hurry—I have a big closing in thirty minutes."


  Embarrassment flooded Jolie, setting her skin on fire. For the thousandth time, Jolie thought how attractive Sammy would be without her permanent smugness. "Yes, ma'am." She returned to the stockroom, her ego smarting.


  Despite the fact that she'd worked for the Sanders Agency for over a decade, it had been inevitable that she and Sammy would part on bad terms. Edgar Sanders had hired her as a receptionist right out of high school, and from the beginning she had clashed with the man's daughter. Sammy was a few years older than Jolie and on the fast track to realty royalty. She'd hated Jolie on sight. Mr. Sanders, on the other hand, had rewarded Jolie's hard work by moving her up through the company. The two women had developed an uneasy relationship based on avoidance. Jolie had managed to put herself through night school, to become an experienced agent, and three months ago, to obtain her broker's license with an eye toward commercial real estate. Unfortunately, it had coincided with Mr. Sanders' retirement, and suddenly, Jolie had found herself working for Sammy.


  Remarkably, the woman's personality seemed to change overnight. She'd been downright helpful to Jolie...and two weeks ago, Jolie had discovered why. In order to close a big deal, Sammy wanted Jolie to pass information to the buyer that would breach the company's confidentiality agreement with the seller. Gary had been missing for a few days, and Jolie was already stressed. In fact, she had a feeling that Sammy had purposefully targeted her during a vulnerable time, thinking she would cave. Jolie didn't, and Sammy threatened to fire her. Instead, Jolie had quit. Sammy said Jolie had lost her mind—no one left the Sanders Agency voluntarily.


  And now Jolie was selling shoes. Boy, she had really shown her.


  She sighed and scanned for the pair of shoes that cost more than her week's salary, then removed two boxes from the shelf. She carried them out to Sammy, who apparently had taken advantage of the opportunity to introduce herself to Beck Underwood. The oversize Barbie doll had extended her business card in his direction and he was accepting it, although somewhat reluctantly, Jolie noted.


  "We only have a size six and a half and a size seven and a half," Jolie said to Sammy, holding up the boxes. "Would you like to try them?"


  Sammy made a face and waved her hand. "No, that's okay. I really was only killing time until my big closing."


  Jolie nodded. "It must be a really big closing, since you've already mentioned it twice."


  Sammy's eyes narrowed. "Happy shoeing, Jolie."


  Jolie watched Sammy sashay away, her stomach churning over the way she'd handled the situation. This was a bad time to be starting her own brokerage company, and she had very few resources to fall back on. Considering how many agencies were struggling, if she couldn't get enough business going in the next few months, she might have to go crawling back to Sammy or start at square one somewhere else.


  She glanced down at the boxes in her hands. She didn't seem to have much of a future in shoes.


  "I sense history between the two of you."


  Jolie glanced at Beck Underwood, who sat patiently with his new shoes on his lap. He had put his old tennis shoes back on, and Jolie wondered about the ground those battered shoes had covered, places she hoped to see someday.


  "Former boss," Jolie murmured, then reached for his new shoes. "I'm sorry you had to wait. Do you need anything else?"


  "Yeah." Then he smiled. "But it'll give me an excuse to come back—this is the most excitement I've had since I returned to Atlanta."


  She managed a shaky smile, thinking she didn't know how much more excitement she could take today. She just wanted to go home and soak her feet, and maybe call her friend Leann to report on what had to be the world's worst first day on the job.


  She set aside the shoes Sammy had passed on and carried Beck's loafers to the counter to ring up his sale.


  A willowy black woman wearing chinos and a dark jacket walked up to the counter.


  "I'll be right with you," Jolie said.


  "Jolie Goodman?"


  Jolie tensed. "Yes."


  The woman opened her coat to reveal a silver badge. "I'm Detective Salyers with the Atlanta PD. I need to speak with you."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  JOLIE STARED AT THE DETECTIVE and her stomach caved. "Is something wrong?"


  "I just need to talk with you, ma'am."


  "Is this about Gary?"


  "Yes." The woman's expression gave away nothing.


  Jolie's mind reeled. She looked up and saw that Beck Underwood had overheard everything and was watching her carefully. Across the sales floor, Michael Lane stared curiously in her direction. She glanced at her watch, then looked back to the detective. "My shift ends in fifteen minutes. Can you wait?"


  The woman nodded. "How about meeting me at the Coffee Shack in the food court?"


  Jolie swallowed hard. "Okay." She watched the policewoman walk away and wanted desperately to run after her. Her heart slammed against her breastbone, and her hands were shaking so badly, she could barely finish ringing up the sale.


  She looked up and tried to fix her face in a natural expression. "Will you be using your Neiman Marcus card?"


  Beck was staring at her. Slowly, he reached for his wallet and flipped through before removing cash. "There isn't a Neiman Marcus where I've been living."


  She tried to smile and counted back his change. While she bagged his purchase, her gaze drifted toward the mall entrance. The detective had to have some kind of news, didn't she? And if it were good news, the police would have called, wouldn't they? Or Gary himself?


  Beck cleared his throat. "This is none of my business, but is everything okay?"


  She nodded and held up his shopping bag. "Thank you for shopping at Neiman Marcus." Then she gave him the best smile she could manage. "Please come back and I'll try not to bulldoze you."


  He hesitated, then took his bag. "Take care."


  She maintained a cheery smile until he turned away. Then she grabbed the Sammy rejects and checked the floor for debris she might have overlooked from the crash. In the stockroom, she spent the last few minutes of her shift methodically returning the jumble of boxes, lids, and shoes to order.


  Snippets of Gary Hagan kept popping into her head—his crooked smile, his curly black hair that he kept gelled in place or covered with an orange cap, the cell phone that was at his ear more often than it was in his pocket. He was wiry and athletic, with an electric personality, always moving. Gary had been the most thoughtful man she'd known—he'd never missed an opportunity to celebrate an occasion, and often had brought her flowers for no reason. But the police didn't understand any of those things.


  She climbed onto a stool to reshelve the boxes, and unbidden tears clouded her vision. She swayed, then grabbed the edge of the shelf to keep from falling.


  "Jolie?" Michael Lane was behind her, his hand against her back. "Are you okay?"


  "Just a little light-headed," she said, allowing him to help her down.


  "Who was that woman? She asked me to point you out to her."


  Jolie hesitated, but if Michael was left to concoct his own answer, he might come up with something worse than the truth. "She's a detective from the police department. A guy I was dating disappeared a few weeks ago."


  "Disappeared?"


  She nodded. "The detective must have news, because she wants to talk to me. I asked her to meet me when my shift ended."


  "Go," he said, pointing toward the door. "I'll put everything back. I hope she has good news."


  She nodded gratefully, then retrieved her purse from a locker in the break room and walked out across the showroom toward the entrance to the mall. She resisted the urge to look for Beck Underwood. In the space of a few minutes, he had learned that she was a hopeless klutz, estranged from her former boss, and that the police wanted to talk to her. The man probably thought she was a total drama queen. He'd never know how much she'd appreciated his concern.


  She nodded to the security guard at the doorway and hurried out into the mall, instantly assaulted with voices, music, and crowd noise reverberating between tile floors and glass ceilings. Because of Columbus Day, kids were off school and had been at the mall all day in full force, cruising for attention and trouble. The girls were squeezed into provocative clothes and looked old enough to do things they shouldn't. The boys looked overwhelmed.


  A far cry from her own sheltered upbringing. She had been an only child, a change-of-life baby, and her frugal parents had harbored rather old-fashioned notions about child-rearing. But even if she hadn't worn the most fashionable clothes or obtained her driver's license until she was eighteen, she could thank her parents for loving her and for giving her a good value system. She'd lost them both to illness when she was in her early twenties. Work had been her solace, and night school had kept her plenty busy. Oh, there had been occasional dates and sporadic boyfriends, but Gary Hagan had been the first man who had made her think about sharing her future. He was an orphan too, having lost his parents to a car accident. She thought it had made them closer, their aloneness.


  Would her parents have approved of Gary? She'd asked herself this question many times over the months they had dated. In the beginning they would have been uncomfortable with his exuberance, just as she'd been. But eventually, they would've been won over by his relentless cheerfulness.


  At least she liked to think so


  Through gaps in the crowd, Jolie saw the lady detective up ahead, pacing in front of the coffee vendor.


  Pacing...that couldn't be good.


  Jolie drew in a shaky breath and strode forward, eager to get the meeting over with. Detective Salyers spotted her and stood still, waiting until she came close enough to speak.


  "Would you like a cup of coffee?"


  Jolie shook her head.


  "I'm going to get a cup, why don't you grab us a table?"


  Another delay. Jolie found a table for two away from the din and studied what looked to be cookie crumbs left from the previous occupant. It was a trick she'd learned: Focusing on mundane details allowed her to get through difficult times because they were reminders that life went on. No matter what the detective had to say, life would go on. Tomorrow someone else would be sitting here, maybe falling in love for the first time, or contemplating what to cook for dinner. And Gary would either be dead or alive.


  "Here you go," Detective Salyers said, sliding a cup of caramel-colored coffee in front of her. The woman smiled. "I thought you might change your mind."


  Jolie thanked her.


  The detective claimed the opposite seat. "Ms. Goodman, you're a difficult woman to track down. You weren't home, and we have your employer listed as the Sanders Agency."


  "I left there a couple of weeks ago."


  "We contacted the woman you had listed as your closest relative on the missing person's report you filed on Gary Hagan—a Leann Renaldi in Jacksonville?"


  "Yes, she's a good friend." And she was probably frantic by now.


  "She told us where we could find you."


  Jolie sipped the coffee, flinching when the scalding liquid hit her tongue. "Did you find Gary?" she blurted. "Is he alive?"


  Detective Salyers sat forward, her long, dark fingers wrapped around the paper cup. "No. And we don't know."


  Jolie heaved a sigh of relief and frustration. "What's this all about then?"


  "We found your boyfriend's car."


  "His Mercedes? Where?"


  "In the Chattahoochee River."


  Jolie's heart jerked. "In the river? Where?"


  "Near Roswell." The detective wet her lips. "And we found a body inside."


  Jolie inhaled against the sharp pain in her chest and covered her mouth with her hand. "I thought you said—"


  "It's not Mr. Hagan. It's...a woman. Belted into the passenger seat."


  Jolie's mind spun in confusion. "A woman? Who?"


  "The body hasn't yet been identified. I was hoping you could give us some idea who it might be. She's Caucasian, dark hair."


  Jolie shook her head, trying to make sense of what the woman was saying. "I don't...I can't...think..."


  "His sister?"


  "No. Gary was—is an only child."


  "Mother?"


  "She's deceased. As well as Gary's father."


  "Business associate? Secretary, maybe."


  Jolie shook her head. "Gary worked for himself and he worked alone."


  Detective Salyers sipped from her coffee cup. "Perhaps an old girlfriend?"


  Jolie bit her lip and closed her eyes briefly. Nothing about this situation sounded sane. A woman was dead...in Gary's car. He was missing...and so was her own car. She hadn't wanted to believe that Gary had stolen her car, couldn't imagine why he would have needed it. But now....


  "I don't know any of Gary's old girlfriends." She touched her temple. "Although he did mention once that he'd had problem with a girl he'd dated."


  "What kind of problem?"


  She frowned, trying to remember. "It was an offhand comment about a fatal attraction."


  Salyers looked interested. "Did he mention a name?"


  "No. You'd have to talk to his friends."


  "You're my first stop. Since you filed the missing persons report, I assumed you two were close."


  Jolie paused, wondering how she could best describe her relationship with Gary. Friendly lovers? Loverly friends? "We dated, but Gary kept company in high social circles. I never met any of his friends."


  "You didn't find that to be suspicious?"


  She could feel the older woman's censure. "I got the feeling that he wanted to keep that part of his life separate."


  "You mean, that he was ashamed of you?"


  Anger sparked in Jolie's stomach. "Actually, I thought he might be ashamed of them."


  Salyers put pen to paper. "I need names."


  Jolie shook her head. "I'd tell you if I knew any, but I don't."


  The detective pursed her mouth and withdrew a notebook. "Would you mind if we started from the beginning? I inherited this case, and I'd like to get some fresh notes now that we have a new lead."


  Jolie shrugged, suddenly very glad for the coffee.


  "Your boyfriend's name is Gary Hagan—H-A-G-A-N, right?"


  "Yes."


  "When was the last time you saw Mr. Hagan?"


  "A month ago, September tenth."


  "Do you remember what day of the week that was?"


  "Friday."


  "What was he doing the last time you saw him?"


  "He dropped me off at my apartment around eight thirty."


  "And was headed where? Do you know?"


  "To Buckhead. We'd had an early dinner near my apartment. He said he had a few things to take care of and that he'd call me the next day. He wasn't specific."


  "Was that typical, for him to go out after the two of you had had a date?"


  Jolie frowned. "I wouldn't say it was typical, but it had happened a few times."


  "Did he seem different to you that night?"


  "What do you mean?"


  Salyers shrugged. "Had he received a phone call that upset him? Was he overly tired? Had he been drinking?"


  She had replayed her last conversation with Gary so many times, looking for clues as to his frame of mind. "He seemed a little...irritable."


  "Had you argued?"


  Jolie shrugged. "It was nothing, really. Gary was a bit of a slob, and I was picking up after him. He snapped at me."


  "So he had a temper."


  "I'd heard him raise his voice during phone calls, but he'd never lost his temper with me."


  "Until that night?"


  Jolie nodded.


  "Did you break up?"


  She bit her lip. "No."


  "Did you get the feeling that he wanted to stop seeing you?"


  Yes. "Maybe. He'd grown distant in the previous few days, and when he snapped at me for picking up after him...well, I remember thinking it was the kind of nitpicking that couples go through when they're on the verge of breaking up."


  "Was he wearing a hat when you last saw him?"


  Jolie's heart jumped. "Why?"


  "We found a man's hat in the car."


  "He liked to wear an orange ball cap, one of those rounded ones that fit close to the head, with a gray bill. Is that the cap you found?"


  "After that much time in the mud, it's hard to say what the original color was, but the shape is similar."


  Jolie covered her mouth, the image of Gary's body submerged in the thick muddy water of the Chattahoochee too awful to imagine.


  "Ms. Goodman, what exactly was Mr. Hagan's occupation?"


  Jolie squirmed—it was the one point of contention between her and Gary. "He was vague about what he did, but he called himself a services broker."


  "A services broker?"


  "Gary had this incredible network of acquaintances. If a person wanted something special, they called Gary. He said he could arrange a ride in a traffic helicopter, or courtside seats for the Hawks, things like that."


  Salyers nodded, making notes. "Did his services extend to supplying drugs or prostitutes?"


  Jolie grimaced. "No, of course not."


  "Are you certain? If he were deliberately vague about what he did, maybe he was covering up."


  Jolie didn't know what to say, so she simply lifted a hand. "I suppose anything is possible."


  "Did the two of you ever do drugs?"


  "No."


  "Were you aware that Mr. Hagan has a record for dealing coke?"


  She felt nauseous. "No. When?"


  "Eight years ago in Orlando."


  "I didn't even know he'd lived in Orlando."


  The look that Salyers gave her made her feel stupid and susceptible. "Did Mr. Hagan own a gun?"


  Anxiety eddied in her chest. "If he did, he never mentioned it."


  "You didn't see a gun at his apartment, in his car?"


  "I only visited his apartment a couple of times, but no."


  Salyers made more notes. "Okay, you said that Mr. Hagan left that night to go out—what happened next?"


  "I watched TV, then I went to bed. I got up the next morning and when I went out to run errands around nine o'clock, my car was gone."


  "Were there signs that the car had been broken into—glass on the ground, for instance?"


  "No."


  "Did Mr. Hagan have a key?"


  "Yes. I had locked my keys in the car once, so we made a copy for the sake of convenience."


  "Was that your idea or Mr. Hagan's?"


  Jolie squinted. "Gary's, I believe—why?"


  "Just asking." She consulted her notes. "You drove a 2005 gray Mercury Sable Sedan, is that right?"


  "Yes."


  "But you didn't make an immediate connection between your car missing and Mr. Hagan?"


  "No. After I called the police to report my car stolen, I called Gary, but he didn't answer his phone. Several hours later, I began to suspect that something was wrong, except I was worried about Gary, not my car."


  "You called his cell phone?"


  Jolie nodded. "He was never without it. He didn't even have a land line at his apartment."


  "And he lived in Buckhead?" The woman turned back a few pages in her notebook and read off the address.


  Jolie nodded. "That's right. But there was a fire at his complex a few days after he...disappeared."


  Salyers heaved a sigh. "It seems like we had an apartment fire every week this summer. We have two serial arsonists in custody. His unit was damaged?"


  "And almost everything in it."


  "Almost?"


  "I called the manager to tell him that Gary was missing when I saw the news about the fire. The manager called me a couple of weeks ago, said he had salvaged a box of Gary's things and if I wanted them, I should stop by." She frowned. "When I got there, he tried to extort the overdue rent but wound up giving me a box of things that probably came from Gary's fireproof desk—photographs, piled-up mail."


  "Did you keep them?"


  "Yes, the box is at my place."


  "The same address listed for you on the missing persons report?"


  "Yes, near Roswell," she said, and she realized she had repeated the name of the area where Gary's car had been found.


  "Would it be possible for you to bring the box by the midtown precinct tomorrow?"


  Jolie nodded.


  Salyers made a note of it. "Ms. Goodman, when did you report Mr. Hagan missing?"


  "The following Wednesday, I believe."


  "That seems like a long time to wait."


  Jolie bristled at the woman's accusing tone. "Gary is an adult. I didn't keep tabs on him"


  "But you still didn't believe he had anything to do with your missing car?"


  "No. I thought it was a coincidence. Gary had a nice car—I couldn't imagine why he would have wanted mine." Then again, it hadn't occurred to her that he'd just rolled his own vehicle into the river and needed a getaway car.


  "It didn't cross your mind that he might simply have sold your car for cash?"


  Jolie shook her head. "He wouldn't have done something like that."


  Salyers pursed her mouth. "How long had you been seeing Mr. Hagan when he disappeared?"


  "About four months."


  "How did you meet him?"


  "I was working for the Sanders Agency. He came in one day to ask for directions."


  Salyers smiled. "And he got your number instead?"


  Jolie nodded, smiling for the first time. "Gary was very...persuasive."


  "Were the two of you serious?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "Did you date other people?"


  Jolie rolled one shoulder. "We never discussed it—I didn't date anyone else, and I guess I just assumed that he didn't either."


  "In the box of personal effects that the manager gave you, do you remember seeing an address or schedule book?"


  "No, but I didn't go through the box closely."


  Salyers frowned. "Really? If my boyfriend was missing, I'd have gone through it with a fine-tooth comb."


  Again, the censure. Jolie tried to ignore the prickly nervousness that gathered around her pulse points. "Gary kept everything in his phone."


  The detective studied her as if she were trying to size her up. Her entire life, Jolie had felt as if people were sizing her up, trying to figure her out. It unnerved her because she wasn't nearly as complicated as people thought she was. She wanted the same things in life that other people wanted, except she hadn't yet figured out how to get them.


  "Has your insurance company paid the claim for your stolen car?"


  "Not yet." Jolie angled her head. "What are you getting at?"


  Salyers sighed and pressed her hand against the table. "Ms. Goodman, this is no longer a missing persons case. This is now a homicide investigation."


  "Homicide?"


  "And your boyfriend is a fugitive."


  "Fugitive?"


  "And if you know more than you're telling, you could be charged as an accessory."


  Alarm squeezed Jolie's chest. "Accessory? I don't know what you're talking about." Her voice escalated until people around them turned to stare.


  Salyers adopted a calming expression. "All I'm saying is that if Mr. Hagan came and knocked on your door that night and asked for your car, now is the time to say so, before this gets any worse for you."


  She knew her mouth was open—she could feel the air on her tongue. She snapped her jaw closed and pushed to her feet. "When I filed the report on my car and the missing persons report on Gary, you people made me feel like an idiot. I was patronized and told that I'd been conned." She was shaking. "I didn't see Gary later that night, or any time after he left my apartment Friday. Now, if you don't have anything else to tell me, I'd really like to go."


  Salyers stood. "Ms. Goodman, I'm giving you this information for your own protection. If Gary Hagan is a dangerous man and he's still alive, you could be in danger yourself." She handed Jolie a card. "If he tries to contact you, call me."


  Jolie stared at the card, seeing nothing. She just wanted to escape to a quiet place where she could think. She shouldered her purse and stalked away, blinking rapidly. Nausea ebbed and flowed in her stomach. After threading her way through the food court, she stepped into the main corridor of the mall, into a stream of shoppers heading toward the exit. Dozens of people passed her, going in the opposite direction, brushing her shoulder, bumping her purse.


  She searched their faces, desperately hoping to see Gary in his orange ball cap, laughing, saying everything had been a huge misunderstanding. But they were all strangers to her, giving her a fleeting glance, if that. People staring past her and through her, shuffling toward their respective destinations. Life went on.


  Then her gaze settled on one familiar face a few yards away, walking toward her: Beck Underwood. He was walking next to his sister, who was talking, her blonde head turned toward him. He was laden with Neiman Marcus shopping bags—apparently Michael had scored a fat sale. At that second, Beck's gaze landed on her, and recognition registered on his face. Recognition and concern.


  Jolie quickly turned her head and walked faster, carrying herself past and away from the man with the perceptive brown eyes. Unreasonable resentment flickered through her body—people with as much money as the Underwoods didn't have to worry about things the way that normal people did. If they were wrongly implicated in a crime, they'd simply make a couple of phone calls and the problem would disappear. Gary had called it the "Buckhead Bubble"—a magic bubble, he said, that surrounded the country-club set that lived in the ritziest part of Atlanta.


  For a few seconds, she fantasized what it would be like to walk in the designer shoes of the rich and famous...to have all doors and possibilities and pleasures at your fingertips. It was an attractive daydream when her own humdrum life seemed so precarious.


  Swallowing past a lump in her throat, her mind jumped to who the dead woman could be, and why she had been in Gary's car. Where was Gary, and why had he implicated her by stealing her car? And could Detective Salyers be right? Could she herself be in danger?


  She pushed open the door leading to the parking garage and stepped out into the uncharacteristic chill of the evening. It wasn't quite 7 P.M., but the days were getting shorter, and the sunlight was already fading. In the parking garage, the light was even more diffuse, and two flickering bulbs didn't help to dispel the darkness in the corners. She jumped when the heavy metal door slammed closed behind her.


  The garage was full of cars, but empty of people, except a few who were unlocking trunks for their shopping bags. She walked down the ramp a half level to where she'd parked her car, her pumps clicking against the concrete, sending rhythmic echoes around her. Jolie pivoted her head right and left, telling herself it was good policy to be alert, that the detective's words hadn't spooked her. But when she spotted her rental car, she found herself walking faster and faster.


  Footsteps sounded behind her, and a shadow fell upon hers. She walked faster and the footsteps kept coming. Her heart thrashed in her chest and she whipped around. A man walking a few yards behind her held up his arm, aiming something in his hand. A scream gathered at the back of her throat just as his thumb moved and the car next to hers bleated, the lights flashing in response to a keyless remote. Oblivious to the fact that she was on the verge of cardiac arrest, the man nodded briefly, then walked past her, opened his door and swung inside.


  Jolie slumped against the door of her own car in abject relief, chiding herself for letting the detective's words get to her. No doubt that Gary, wherever he was, was in a lot of trouble, but she had no reason to be afraid.


  Then she wet her lips and listened to the blood rushing in her ears. So why was she?


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  


  JOLIE SCOOTED INTO THE tan-colored rental and closed the door behind her. When she pulled the seat belt across her shoulder, she had a grisly vision of a faceless woman belted into the passenger seat of Gary's Mercedes, the clawing fear she must have felt when she realized the car was going into the muddy river, the car filling up with water—


  Her cell phone rang, sending her pulse and imagination into overdrive. Gary? She pulled the phone out of her purse with a shaking hand and checked the screen: Leann. With a sigh of relief, she connected the call. "Hi."


  "The police called me looking for you!"


  "They found me."


  "What's going on?"


  "They found Gary's car."


  "You're kidding. Where?"


  "In the Chattahoochee River." She bit her lip, loath to say the words. "There was a body inside the car...a woman."


  "What? Oh, my God, who?"


  Jolie released a shaky sigh. "No one knows yet."


  "Did they find Gary?"


  "No, just his hat."


  "So they think he's still alive?"


  "I believe so. They seem to think that he stole my car after sending his into the river."


  "Omigod."


  "It gets worse. They think I know something about what happened. That I gave him my car so he could get away." She swallowed a wad of tears, but her voice still wobbled. "A detective told me I could be charged with accessory.'


  "To murder?"


  "To whatever they charge him with."


  "I can't believe this. Are you going to get a lawyer?"


  She felt faint. "With what?" Her laugh sounded hysterical to her own ears. "My savings is gone from trying to get my business off the ground. I'm already eating into my credit cards. Besides, wouldn't that make me look guilty?"


  "Possibly." Leann sighed. "I should be there for you."


  "Your sister needs you right now."


  "I know, I'm just sorry about the timing of this visit."


  "I'm fine. A little shell-shocked, but fine." Salyers' warning about her safety reverberated in her head, and she looked over her shoulder at the dim, deserted parking garage. "I just keep hoping that Gary will turn up and this will end."


  "What are the police going to do next?"


  "I didn't ask," Jolie admitted. "They're trying to identify the woman."


  "Did they give you a description of her?"


  "Only that she was Caucasian with dark hair."


  "Hm. What kinds of questions did they ask about Gary?"


  "It was just one detective, a woman, and she asked me a lot about Gary's job."


  "What did you tell her?"


  "Not much—like I told you before, Gary was vague about that part of his life." Jolie hesitated. "Leann?"


  "Yeah?"


  "I know you only met Gary a few times, and I know you didn't exactly click with him, but did you ever get the feeling that he was capable of...murder?"


  "He was a little manic maybe, but capable of murder? I just don't know." Leann made a rueful noise. "On the other hand, Jolie, you have to admit that you might be a little gullible where men are concerned."


  She blinked and allowed that painful tidbit to sink in.


  "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have said that."


  "No," Jolie said in a hoarse voice, "it's okay. But I should go. I'll call you soon."


  She disconnected the call and turned off her phone, then focused on the designs on her windshield made from various bugs whose lives had ended suddenly simply because she'd been going in the opposite direction. The randomness of it all was mind-blowing. She was assailed with an overwhelming sense of "float," that her life seemed to be shifting out from under her.


  Maybe Leann was right. Maybe she was gullible where men were concerned...where Gary was concerned. She'd taken his smiles and stories at face value, and when red flags had raised in her mind, she hadn't probed or pushed because...why? Because she felt special that someone like him wanted to be with someone like her and she didn't want to risk breaking the spell?


  Waves of shame rolled over her. Forget what Gary had gotten himself into. What had she gotten herself into?


  She had obviously overestimated Gary's feelings for her—but had she also overestimated her feelings for him? Maybe she intentionally turned a blind eye to the problem areas of their relationship because he had been such a source of moral support for her, he had constantly encouraged her to break out of her shell, to take on the world. Her shyness and aversion to new people and new situations had confounded Gary. Over and over he had said she had the makings of a successful individual—she simply needed to crash through her self-imposed barriers. She had believed him, had started making changes in her life after his disappearance...only now to discover that he'd left her saddled with this unbelievable debacle.


  She inhaled a cleansing breath, then started the car and eased her way out of the parking garage and into traffic. The worst of the rush hour was over, but there were still plenty of cars to weave through from where the Lenox mall was located in Buckhead north to her apartment complex in Roswell. Her route took her over a section of the muddy Chattahoochee River, running high from recent rains. Her throat convulsed as she gazed over the broken, angry surface of the rushing water.


  Shortly after she'd met Gary, Mr. Sanders had put together an outing for the employees of the agency and their families that included an afternoon of "tubing" down the 'Hooch. Single employees were allowed to invite two guests, so she'd asked Leann and after much hesitation, Gary, to sit in an inner tube and float, butt in water, down the river. Leann had taken an instant dislike to Gary, but Jolie had felt the first stirrings of something deeper as he made jokes and entertained them all afternoon.


  A memory chord strummed...Gary teasing her about her fear of the brown, frothy water, about not knowing what was beneath the surface.


  The 'Hooch would be the perfect place to dump something you wanted to get rid of. There's no telling how many cars and guns and bodies are just beneath us. Then he'd reached over and grabbed her bare leg like a snake striking, howling with laughter when she'd let out a scream.


  Had he remembered his observation when he was looking for a place to dump his car and a body? Had the woman already been dead? The likelihood of him being near the river bank and accidentally driving into the water seemed remote, and if it had been an accident, why hadn't he contacted the police?


  Fear took root in her stomach, slowly encompassing all of her internal organs. Denial warred with reality. Had she allowed a cold-blooded killer into her home and into her bed? Was it only happenstance that had kept her from being the woman strapped into his car and sent to a watery grave?


  When the enormity of her gullibility hit home, tears threatened to engulf her. She gripped the steering wheel and gulped for air until she gave herself the hiccups. By the time she pulled into her assigned parking space in the apartment complex, the day sat on the precipice of darkness, and she was thoroughly spooked. She gathered her things and swung out of the car in one motion, slamming the door behind her. She trotted to her first-floor apartment door, warily looking for movement, shadows, anything.


  Looking over her shoulder, she stuck her key in the lock and turned the deadbolt, then practically fell into the dark interior. A ringing phone pierced the silence. She fumbled for a light and scanned the kitchen and living room for intruders. Seeing none standing out in the open, she pulled the door closed behind her and clambered for the phone. She yanked up the cordless unit, her heart hammering. "Hello?"


  "I'm sorry," Leann said.


  Jolie's shoulders yielded to the pleading tone in her friend's voice and she dropped into her favorite chair, an overstuffed wingback, with a heavy sigh. "It's okay."


  "No, it isn't. You've probably had a nightmarish day, and I go and say something stupid like that."


  "It wasn't stupid," Jolie said miserably, kicking off her shoes. "It's true—I'm gullible when it comes to men, else how could this have happened?"


  "We've all been fooled by men," Leann said, her voice wistful. "Let's just pray the police leave you out of this."


  Jolie murmured her agreement.


  "So...how was your first day as a shoe salesperson?"


  "Exhausting. I never knew how much there was to know about shoes. Oh, and get this: Sammy Sanders stopped by."


  "Ew. Was she terrible?"


  "Oh, yeah."


  "Well, between her and the police officer, were there any bright spots?"


  Beck Underwood's interesting face flashed into her mind. "Well, I crashed into a guy while I was carrying an armload of shoes."


  "That doesn't sound like a bright spot."


  "The bright spot is I didn't get fired."


  Leann laughed. "I admire you, Jolie—no matter what life hands you, you simply take it in stride."


  "Give me an alternative," Jolie said lightly. "How's your sister?"


  "Bloated, nauseous, and depressed."


  Jolie hummed her sympathy. "Do you know how much longer you'll be there?"


  "At least five more months, unless the baby comes early. This sounds selfish, but I keep thinking about all the clients I'm losing to other interior designers." Leann sighed. "And now this business with Gary. Listen, you probably just got home, so I'll let you go. But call me if you need to talk about it."


  "I will," Jolie promised, said goodbye, then returned the phone to its cradle. She sighed, missing her neighbor friend. They had met only months ago at the apartment laundry room, but they had become fast friends, bonded by Leann's occupation in interior design and her own job in real estate. Even though she was seeing Gary, Jolie had made time to foster the new friendship because she appreciated the other woman's plain-talking wisdom. She sent good thoughts toward the ceiling for Leann's sister's problem pregnancy. As she pushed herself up from the chair, the phone rang again—classic Leann.


  Jolie picked up the phone and smiled into the receiver. "What did you forget?"


  Silence greeted her.


  "Leann?"


  Someone was there, she could hear the openness of the connected call, a faint rustle in the background. "Leann, is that you?" When there was no answer, her heart skipped a beat. "Gary?"


  The rustling sound grew louder, then a click disconnected the call. Jolie swallowed and listened to the dial tone for a few seconds, then set down the phone and looked toward the darkened bedroom. Unbidden, a horror movie came to mind, the one about the cute coed receiving threatening calls all evening, only to have the police to call her later and tell her they'd traced the calls as coming from inside the house.


  She wasn't a cute coed, and for the life of her she couldn't remember how the movie had ended. For the life of her? Bad choice of words, she conceded, moving toward the bedroom as quietly as possible. She had her cell phone in her right hand, ready to punch the speed dial button for 911. Remembering something on an airline safety report about shoes being a ready weapon, she scooped up one of her chunky-heel pumps and wielded it in the other hand, thinking that if Gary Hagan was crouching in the bedroom, he would be more likely to die from laughter than from any wound she might inflict.


  Moisture gathered around her hairline as she pounced on the light switch. When she stepped into the doorway, though, the most dangerous-looking thing in her bedroom was the multi-outlet strip in the floor overloaded with a spaghetti knot of appliance cords.


  She scoffed at her foolishness and sat on the mossy-colored duvet to remove her pantyhose, thinking she had to get a grip on herself. Gary Hagan wasn't a murderer. It was more likely that he'd been drinking and somehow had driven into the river, then panicked when he couldn't get his companion out.


  Except why would he have been near the river, so far from his apartment, so far from his neighborhood of Buckhead? And who was the dead woman?


  Her gaze landed on the book that Gary had given her to read—the sales bible, he had called it. The Magic of Thinking Big by David J. Schwartz. She had gotten a couple of chapters into it, but had quit reading it when he disappeared, because she'd begun to feel patronized...not by the author, but by Gary. He was always pushing her to think about the future, to become her own boss. Don't spend the rest of your life working for someone else, Jolie. Why spend your energy making someone else rich?


  It was one of the reasons she had quit the Sanders Agency; when Sammy had made a snide remark about Gary absconding with her car, quitting had seemed like both a way to defend Gary and a way to follow his advice.


  Now who felt like a big, broke fool?


  She rubbed her temples and decided there was no warding off the headache that had been coming on all day. Backtracking to the kitchen, she tossed down a couple of aspirin and peered into the freezer for dinner options. One chicken breast and a package of frozen whole-wheat waffles.


  The waffles won. She dropped two in the toaster, then walked to her desk and flipped on her computer. She'd missed the early local news, but suspected she'd be able to find something online about the discovery reeled out of the Chattahoochee River. She glanced at the to-do list next to her computer and frowned.


  


  Have business cards printed


  Send postcards to customer list


  Pay E & O insurance premium


  Pay fees for MLS


  


  The errors and omissions insurance was a must to prevent an honest contractual mistake from wrecking her real-estate career, but thankfully, it was affordable. A lifetime membership to the Multiple Listing System to access home listings online would be less expensive in the long run, but five grand stood between her and that option. For now, she'd have to go the monthly subscription route. And advertising on a shoestring budget meant lots of postcards, flyers, emails, and good old-fashioned cold-calling. She was tempted not to do anything until this bizarre situation with Gary was resolved, but when the holidays were over, the brokerage company had to be up and running. Life would go on, and she needed to be able to support herself.


  Assuming she wasn't in jail, of course.


  Jolie was halfway through the waffles when she found the story she was looking for on a local news web site:


  


  CAR AND BODY PULLED FROM


  CHATTAHOOCHEE RIVER


  A local fisherman alerted Roswell authorities that he'd found what appeared to be a late-model car just below the water's surface near the Morgan Falls Dam. A 2008 silver Mercedes sedan registered to Buckhead resident Gary Edward Hagan was pulled from the Chattahoochee River. Authorities found the decomposing body of an unidentified woman inside. A warrant has been issued for Hagan's arrest. The local and state police are asking that anyone who knows of his whereabouts contact them.


  


  She clicked on the link to photos and inhaled sharply at the color picture of Gary's car being pulled from the water by a winch, yellow water gushing from the fender wells. The next photo showed a black body bag being loaded into a van. A lump clogged her throat at the graphic nature of the photo—from the way the body handlers held the bag, the body seemed especially unwieldy. But when Jolie hit the button for the next photo, the air fled her lungs. Gary's driver's license photo. He was a handsome man, dark-headed with smooth brown skin, pale eyes, and a charming smile. But the DMV photo made him look heavy-lidded and surly. Any person who saw that photo would think him capable of murder.


  The waffles forgotten, Jolie stared at the photo for the longest time, her eyes watering and her doubts rearing.


  Was he?


  She returned to her bedroom and opened the closet door to stare down at the box of Gary's belongings the apartment manager had given to her. She debated whether she should sort through everything or not before delivering the box to Detective Salyers—after all, if she didn't look, she could always plead ignorance.


  On the other hand, Detective Salyers already believed she had looked.


  She heaved the box to the bed and gingerly lifted the lid, releasing a smoky odor into the room. Her heart squeezed with the thought that, fugitive or no, Gary's life had been reduced to this cardboard box. She sorted through bills and junk mail and set them aside, unopened. A wire tray held more mail, but the envelopes appeared to have been opened, she assumed by Gary. A check of the postmarks confirmed that they were received the week he disappeared. She uncovered his cell-phone bill, and a half dozen credit-card invoices, all with overdue amounts that were breathtaking. Gary was either slothful about bill paying or was deeply in debt.


  There was a cube of yellow note paper, on the top of which he'd scribbled, "extra door key for Gordon." She didn't remember him mentioning anyone named Gordon, but if Gary was giving him a key to his apartment, they must be close. A neighbor? A cleaning service?


  There were various flyers and postcards advertising all kinds of happenings in Buckhead, midtown, and downtown Atlanta. Concerts, art shows, restaurant openings, club events, open houses. It was how he kept up with everything, she presumed. He was on the mailing lists of the Museum of Contemporary Art, the Woodruff Arts Center, the High Museum of Art, the Fernbank Museum, the Falcons, the Braves, the Hawks, and every college in the vicinity. She turned over each flyer, looking for highlighting or more hand-scribbled notes. On the back of the postcard for the High Museum, he had written—illegibly—what looked like "hardy manuals." The nonsensical words meant nothing to her.


  There were sales papers, random coupons, and other irrelevant pieces of mail. She almost missed a small envelope the size of a gift card. The envelope was blank, but contained a tiny pink card. Outside it read, "Missing you," and inside it read "Missing me?" The card was signed, not with a signature, but with a lip imprint in pink lipstick. The imprint was smeared, badly...purposefully, but by the sender or by the receiver? Was it a message from his "troubled" ex? Since the envelope had no address or stamp, the sender had obviously delivered it in person, or left it where Gary would find it.


  She returned the card to its envelope, then delved through the rest of the box's contents—a couple of baseball caps, although not the burnt-orange-colored one he wore most often. A couple of sports-themed paperweights, a Swiss Army knife, a handful of matchbooks from local restaurants, some bottles of over-the-counter painkillers, a few music CDs he'd burned and labeled himself—80s ROCK, 90s ROCK, DELTA BLUES. She winced when she thought of his extensive music and movie collection being melted down by the fire.


  At the bottom of the box was a dusty framed photograph of his parents, a Midwestern-looking couple dressed in sensible clothes, smiling as if they were having an appropriate amount of fun. She thought of her own parents and how frantic they would be if they had lived to witness this. A wry smile curved her mouth as she wondered which would consume her mother the most—her proximity to a hideous crime, or utilizing her hard-won college degree to sell shoes.


  There was a small photo album, which surprised her because Gary didn't seem like the sentimental type. The photos in the beginning were dated and yellowed—various shots of him growing up, labeled on the back in a neat, feminine script, and she guessed that Gary's mother had started the album and perhaps he had added to it after her death. The more recent pictures were mostly snapshots of him with various well-dressed people she didn't recognize. The women were numerous, but none of them seemed to have been singled out by the camera. As she turned pages, however, the faces of four men seemed to occur more often than others—and the men appeared to know each other. Could one of them be the Gordon who was to receive an extra key? She slipped out each photo, but none of the recent pictures was labeled on the back.


  There were also a couple of photos of Gary by himself outdoors. In one he was sitting on a rock, dressed in hiking gear and mugging for the camera. The next was of the same location, but a closer shot. Fingers obscured the lower edge of the picture—a woman's fingers, with nice nails. The picture was dated a year ago by the film developer, but again not labeled. Was the photographer the mysterious pink-lipped ex?


  She turned pages and scanned photos of holiday parties, then she smiled, surprised to see photos taken during their inner tube float down the river. She had felt awkward giving them to him, had been afraid he would think she was trying to force the issue of them being a couple, but had reasoned that the shots were group shots, not just of her and Gary. They were all smiling, everyone wet—even Sammy—having a good time. Jolie turned the page and stared at the last photo, then her smile evaporated.


  It was another group photo from that summer day, except Gary's tube was bumped up next to hers. She remembered the moment, had reached out to playfully push him away. But the way her hand rested on his arm looked proprietary.


  And it obviously had disturbed someone who had viewed the picture, because her face had been obliterated by a slashing red X.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  


  "IS DETECTIVE SALYERS AVAILABLE?" Jolie asked, setting the box on the counter lip in front of a thick window that she assumed was bulletproof.


  The cop behind the counter pulled on his chin. "She's out on a case. Can I help you?"


  "My name is Jolie Goodman. She asked me to drop this off. It's related to a case she's working on."


  "Hold on." The man rummaged for a pen and paper, then slid both underneath the half-inch gap at the bottom of the window. "Write her a note, will you?"


  Jolie took the pen and scrawled, "From Jolie Goodman re: G. Hagan," and added her cell phone number. She stuffed the note down in the top of the box, and the man came through a side door to take it from her. "I'll make sure she gets it."


  Jolie thanked him, then exited the bustling station and jogged toward her car. If traffic wasn't too bad, she might make the sales meeting on time. She slid into her seat and closed the car door, fighting the urge to skip the meeting, to skip her shift—hell, to skip the entire day.


  But that would only make things worse. In fact, she really should be around people today, around crowds, to take her mind off the events of yesterday that were threatening to consume her. She started the car and turned it in the direction of Lenox Square, stifling a yawn, a result of the sleep she didn't get last night.


  She'd placed a giant cactus beneath her bedroom window and slept with a fire extinguisher—the only thing she had that could remotely be considered a weapon. She might have to use her employee discount to buy something more threatening today, although at the moment the most dangerous thing she could think of that Neiman Marcus had to offer was the employee discount itself.


  She maneuvered back roads to get to the mall and found a good parking place at this early hour. Ten minutes later she slipped into the room where, to her great relief, the sales meeting had just gotten under way. From the front, Michael Lane gave her an approving nod, then pointed to his name badge and back to her. All employees, she recalled, were supposed to wear their name badges while on duty and during company functions.


  She retrieved her badge from her bag, and fastened it while the store manager, Lindy, a spirited redhead with a high-frequency voice, recited numbers from the previous weekend's sale. She recognized individual departments that were performing well, including shoes (Michael beamed), housewares, and women's fine apparel, specifically Prada.


  "Speaking of which," Lindy said, her gaze landing somewhere behind Jolie, "here's our star sales consultant for the week, Carlotta Wren. Carlotta just topped the former weekly sales record, which she also set, by the way. Congratulations, Carlotta."


  Jolie joined in the smattering of applause and turned to see what a star sales consultant looked like. Carlotta Wren stood next to Jolie's row, tall, with long, straight dark hair clasped in a low ponytail. Her slender, hour-glass figure was wrapped in a sport-stretch red dress complemented with red platform shoes and a dark denim leather-trimmed Prada tote. She had exotic features, including a wide smile with a gap between her front teeth, reminiscent of Lauren Bacall. She took a little bow, then said, "Thank you, thank you," and dropped into the seat next to Jolie, smelling of something musky and mysterious.


  "What did I miss?" she whispered.


  "Not much," Jolie whispered back, instantly edgy from the nervous energy rolling off the woman.


  "You're new. I'm Carlotta." She stuck out her manicured hand.


  "I'm Jolie," she murmured, giving the outstretched hand a shake, conscious of her own gnawed-down nails.


  "Jolie? Do you work with Michael in shoes?"


  Jolie nodded.


  "Oh, you're the one."


  "The one what?"


  Carlotta waved her hand. "Oh, honey, we definitely have to talk after this waste-of-time meeting."


  Jolie had hoped to spend the time between the meeting and the beginning of her shift at the copy store printing flyers, so she didn't encourage the woman's attention. But when the meeting ended thirty minutes later, Carlotta turned and said, "I'm starving—have breakfast with me."


  "Well, I—"


  "What time do you clock in?"


  "Noon, but—"


  "Good," Carlotta said with a gap-toothed grin. "We have plenty of time to get to know each other. I'm meeting my friend Hannah and you'll love, love, love her."


  Joining them seemed like a foregone conclusion, and the decision was cinched by Jolie's howling stomach—the waffles had been forever ago. "Okay." Besides, she missed having Leann around to talk to. She could use a friend or two.


  Carlotta walked liked royalty, her shoulders hyper-extended and her chest thrust forward. She was a head taller than Jolie, and she had the longest neck Jolie had ever seen.


  "How do you like it in shoes?" Carlotta's voice was rich and velvety.


  "My first day was a little rough," Jolie said.


  "You'll be great—you have the perfect look for selling shoes."


  Jolie glanced down at her non-designer uniform of khaki-colored skirt, pale blue blouse, black blazer, and low-heeled sandals. "Okay."


  "Relax, I meant that in a good way. You look...approachable. That's important for shoes. Now where I am, in designer wear, it's best to look unapproachable. That scares off the riffraff who want to waste your time trying on things they can't afford. Only the people with serious money have the balls to come up to me."


  Jolie was beginning to see why this woman was a star sales consultant. "How long have you worked retail?"


  "All of my adult life, and trust me, it doesn't get better than Neiman's. Are you working part-time?"


  "Yes, through the holidays."


  "Did your company downsize? We've gotten a lot of part-timers from widespread layoffs."


  "Um, no, actually, I'm in real estate."


  "Ah. Say no more. Plenty of my good customers are realtors, and they're hurting, skipping trunk shows and buying clearance instead." She sighed and shook her head. "It's so sad."


  Jolie could only nod.


  "On the other hand, there are just as many women who can no longer afford their shrinks or their Zoloft, so they're practicing shopping therapy." Carlotta grinned. "It all evens out."


  The mall wasn't as busy today and the food court was nearly empty. Jolie eyed the spot where she had met Detective Salyers and felt a stirring of anxiety.


  "We're meeting Hannah at the Crepe Café." Carlotta said, nodding toward the end of the corridor.


  Jolie groaned inwardly, wondering how big a dent breakfast would put in her wallet. She'd lain awake most of the night wondering what she could sell if she needed an attorney, but all she could come up with was a kidney. She was a frugal person—she could get by on one.


  "Hannah knows the chef here," Carlotta said, "so we'll eat for free as long as we leave a nice tip."


  The woman was either a mind reader or she thought Jolie looked poor. Regardless, Jolie was grateful.


  Carlotta's friend hadn't yet arrived, but they were shown to a cloth-covered table in a sunny alcove. Carlotta flirted outrageously with the waiter and asked for Pellegrino bottled water. Jolie asked for hot water and lemon, and scanned the menu, which sported some rather alarming prices.


  "So, Jolie," Carlotta said over the top of her menu, "I must hear all about your encounter with Beck Underwood."


  Jolie lifted her eyebrows, and the man's face came into her mind. "My encounter? I sold him a pair of shoes."


  "No, back up," Carlotta said, waving her hand. "I haven't seen a picture of him in ages. What does he look like these days?"


  She recalled that Michael had said Carlotta was a bona fide celebrity groupie. "Um, he was sunburned, mostly."


  "Come on, is he still gorgeous?"


  Jolie shrugged and her cheeks warmed. "I wouldn't say 'gorgeous,' maybe...striking."


  Carlotta grinned and her shoulders shook with a dramatic shudder. "You know he's one of the most eligible bachelors in Atlanta."


  "Um, no, I didn't."


  "Do you have a boyfriend?"


  Jolie swallowed hard and shook her head.


  "Really? You're so pretty. With the right makeup, you could pass for Charlize Theron. I met her once at a club—her skin is perfection."


  A little overwhelmed, Jolie simply nodded. "Where are you from?"


  "Here. I grew up in Virginia-Highland."


  "That's nice," Jolie said, referring to the area of Atlanta and to Carlotta's circumstances. The woman was obviously from money.


  "You?" Carlotta asked.


  "I grew up in Dalton," Jolie said.


  North of Atlanta on Interstate 75, Dalton, Georgia was the carpet capital of the Southeast. Both of her parents had retired from flooring factories, and she wasn't the least bit ashamed, although she was prepared for the woman to wash her hands of her.


  Instead, Carlotta's eyes lit up. "Do you know Deborah Norville?"


  Jolie smiled. Celebrity newswoman Deborah Norville was Dalton's other claim to fame. "I met her once at a charity walk, she seemed really nice."


  "Darn, I'd love to have her in my book."


  "Your book?"


  Carlotta reached into her bag and pulled out a small pink, leather-bound book. "I started when I was a teenager—I met Jane Fonda at a Braves game, and it changed my life." She flipped through the book, showing Jolie the tabbed pages. "I record who I meet and where, and every category has its own alphabetized section: actors, athletes, singers and musicians, politicians, newspeople, businesspeople, and personalities."


  "Personalities?"


  "You know—people you recognize, but you're not really sure what they do...like Fergie, former Duchess of York. Who, by the way, I would kill to meet."


  This woman would have loved Gary, Jolie thought. He could have introduced her to all kinds of celebrities. Jolie nodded toward the well-worn book. "So who's the biggest celebrity you've met?"


  "Hmm, it's a toss-up between Antonio Banderas and Elton John, but since Elton has a home here, I guess I'd have to say Antonio. And maybe Bill Gates."


  "Wow. How did you meet Bill Gates?"


  "At a party. Elton I saw at a restaurant. And I've met lots of celebrities at the Sunglass Hut right here in the mall."


  "No kidding?"


  "Yeah, everybody famous needs sunglasses. Atlanta is a fabulous place to spot celebrities because there aren't that many places for them to go, and they usually don't have a paparazzi guard with them because it's the South and most people don't really care who they are as long as they wipe their feet."


  Jolie laughed, grateful for the woman's entertaining banter. The waiter brought Carlotta's Pellegrino and Jolie's hot water, and while Jolie squeezed the lemon wedge into the steaming cup, Carlotta looked up and waved at someone behind Jolie. "Oh, here's Hannah."


  Jolie turned in her seat to see a woman with short black-and-white-striped hair coming their way. She wore a white culinary smock, jeans, and black combat boots. A plain canvas bag slung over her shoulder hung almost to her knees. She smiled and swung into the seat adjacent to Jolie. "Hiya."


  Carlotta made introductions. Hannah Kizer was more reserved than Carlotta, but adventuresome, judging by her hair and the large silver barbell through her tongue. Jolie was so fascinated, she could barely focus on what the woman was saying. When the waiter took her drink order, they placed their food orders, and Hannah excused herself to say hello to the chef.


  "Is she a chef too?" Jolie asked, watching her walk through the swinging doors of the kitchen.


  "She's still a culinary student," Carlotta said. "But she works for one of the best caterers in town, and she flat-out knows food."


  A minute later, Hannah came back and settled into her chair. "Sorry I was late—traffic was worse than usual." She tapped short, neat nails on the table and Jolie caught a slight whiff of cigarette smoke.


  "We were just getting to know each other," Carlotta said. "Jolie works in shoes, so when you're ready for a new pair of ugly boots, she can help you out."


  Hannah smirked, and Jolie, a loner all of her life, admired their teasing relationship.


  "Have you heard about the bash at the High Museum tomorrow night?" Hannah asked, her tone slightly mocking.


  Carlotta leaned forward, her eyes shining. "No—what is it?"


  "A wine tasting for the big contributors, eight o'clock. The guest list is hush-hush, so I'm guessing there are some important people attending."


  "We have to go!" Carlotta said.


  "I have to work it," Hannah said, sounding disappointed.


  "Jolie will go with me," Carlotta said, then turned to Jolie. "Doesn't it sound like fun?"


  Jolie felt sheepish. "I'm kind of on a tight budget."


  Carlotta pshawed. "I got you covered. Do you know where the entrance ramp to the museum is?"


  Jolie nodded.


  "Meet me there, eight thirty sharp."


  Her mind raced and it occurred to her that the kind of people that Gary had worked for could be found at such get-togethers. Who knew? She might be able to find out something about his "work," and maybe a clue to the identity of his scary ex.


  When her practiced excuses not to socialize rose in her mind, Jolie reminded herself it meant she wouldn't be sitting at home alone, imagining herself with a big red X on her head. "Okay...but what should I wear?"


  "A black dress and great jewelry. Oh, and bring a biggish purse."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  


  THE NEXT EVENING Jolie was lucky enough to find parking along Peachtree Street, a mere block from the High Museum of Art. When she climbed out of the car, her stomach fluttered with nerves. Had she worn the right dress? Would she say the right things? Would she stumble across someone who knew Gary? And more immediate, how much, if any, of Gary’s story should she share with Carlotta?


  She had sidestepped Michael Lane's questions at work, thinking that even if he'd seen the news, he couldn't possibly connect a car and a woman being pulled out of the river with her comment that her boyfriend was missing. She'd simply told him they were checking in with her. In fact, in the light of day, it was easy to convince herself that everything would work out all right. In was only after the sun set, like now, that her imagination went into overdrive, projecting all kinds of atrocities onto the slightest sound or movement.


  She had taken only a few steps down the sidewalk when from the depths of her "biggish" purse, her cell phone rang. She stopped under a streetlight to remove the phone. She didn't recognize the local number, but she punched the CALL button anyway.


  "Hello?"


  "Ms. Goodman, this is Detective Salyers. Is this a bad time?"


  "Um, no," she said, stepping back to allow a well-dressed couple to walk by.


  "I'm sorry I didn't get back to you sooner, I got slammed yesterday and today. I did have a chance to go through the box of items you dropped off. I assume you looked through them, too."


  "Yes, I did."


  "Did anything jump out at you as being odd?"


  "You mean other than the photo with my face crossed out?" she asked wryly.


  "So you did see the pictures?"


  "Yes."


  "Do you think that Mr. Hagan was the person who drew that X over your picture?"


  Jolie sighed. "I just don't know. I can't imagine why he would do something like that, unless he was getting ready to break off our relationship."


  "Did you recognize anyone in the other pictures?"


  "The pictures of us tubing were from a work outing of mine that I invited Gary to, so of course I know those people. Otherwise, no."


  "Did you send Mr. Hagan the note with the lipstick print?"


  "No."


  "And you don't have any idea who might have?"


  "That's right."


  "Did you realize that Mr. Hagan was heavily in debt?"


  "We didn't discuss our finances with each other."


  "When you were out together, did he use cash or credit cards?"


  She squinted, trying to remember. "Cash, mostly."


  "His bank account is overdrawn. I ran a check on Mr. Hagan's credit cards, and they haven't been used since the Friday of his disappearance. Does he have access to any of your cards?"


  Jolie frowned. "No."


  "He might have stolen one of your cards. Have you noticed unusual activity on any of your accounts?"


  Jolie opened her mouth to say no, then realized she hadn't received this month's statement on her VISA and American Express. She'd been in such a hurry to get inside her apartment the last two nights, she hadn't even stopped to check the mail. "I haven't noticed, no."


  "Have you heard from Mr. Hagan?"


  "No," Jolie said. "But I had a hang-up on my home phone Monday night."


  "What time?"


  "Between seven thirty and eight."


  "You don't have caller ID?"


  "It's an old phone and the display is shot."


  "Do you think it was Mr. Hagan?"


  "I don't know," Jolie said. "I'm just trying to keep you informed."


  Salyers sighed into the phone. "Ms. Goodman, I want to believe that you had nothing to do with this, but I talked to the woman who lives above you. She said she had her window open one night a few weeks ago and heard you and a man arguing on your doorstep."


  Jolie frowned. "Mrs. Janklo? The woman has a hearing aid."


  "Well, she must’ve had the volume turned up. She said the two of you were arguing about your car."


  Jolie's mind spun, trying to recall what the woman might have overheard. A memory surfaced, and she gave a little laugh. "Oh, one night when Gary left, he was teasing me about how boring my car was, and I got a little indignant. That must have been what Mrs. Janklo heard."


  Salyers made a little snort of disbelief. "Do you remember when that conversation took place?"


  "Not really...maybe a week before he disappeared."


  A voice sounded in the background and the detective covered the phone to say something to someone, then came back on the line. "I have to take another call. But we'll be talking again, Ms. Goodman." Then she hung up.


  Jolie frowned at the phone, irritated that she was being cooperative and the woman still seemed intent on implicating her in this mess. In fact, the more information she shared, the more the detective seemed to misinterpret. Detective Salyers' response made her feel determined to find out more about Gary on her own. Maybe she could find him herself, encourage him to give himself up...and return her car.


  She stashed her phone and resumed walking toward the museum, which was lit up like a big luminaria adorning midtown. The building sat back from the street on a rise, and the long, sloping, ramped entrance was part of its architectural grandeur. A spectacularly dressed woman as tall as Carlotta Wren waited near the bottom of the ramp, but as Jolie drew closer and slowed her pace, she realized the woman was blond.


  "Thank God. I thought you had left me hanging," the woman said.


  Jolie squinted and walked closer. "Carlotta?"


  The woman laughed and touched her Marilyn Monroe-like hair. "Sorry—I should have told you that I might alter my appearance."


  "Is that a wig?"


  "Of course—don't you have wigs?"


  "No," Jolie said, feeling rather stodgy.


  Carlotta waved her hand. "Well then, let's get a look at you."


  Jolie stood stock still while Carlotta walked around her, perusing her modest black swing dress, clucking like a hen. "Not bad—are those real pearls?"


  Jolie nodded and touched her throat. "My mother's...mine now."


  "Nice touch." Then Carlotta looked down and frowned. "But your first purchase with your employee discount really must be shoes—what are those?"


  Jolie squirmed and looked down at her chunky-heeled slingbacks. "I don't know—I've had them for a while."


  "Hmm. Remember, vintage is good. Old is not good. But your makeup is great, and your hair is fabulous—what did you do to it?"


  "Washed and combed it."


  "Hmm. If you tell me it's naturally curly, I'm going to kill you."


  "Trust me, curly hair is much more trouble than it's worth."


  Carlotta sighed in obvious disagreement. "Let's go in before all the booze is gone."


  Jolie took a deep breath and followed the woman up the ramp. Carlotta had not adhered to her own advice to wear a black dress—her zebra-striped coatdress fairly glowed, and would have been almost loud, except it was overshadowed by her strappy pink and rhinestone shoes.


  Jolie gaped. "Those are the shoes kept under glass by the register."


  Carlotta looked down. "Oh, right—the Manolos. Limited edition. Aren't they amazing?"


  "Yes," Jolie murmured, stunned that star sales consultant or no, the woman could afford a four-thousand-dollar pair of shoes. Then she remembered that Carlotta had inferred that she'd grown up with money. Maybe she had a trust fund. Jolie trailed her to the entrance, where a woman in a staid suit eyed Carlotta suspiciously. "Tickets?"


  "Of course," Carlotta said, producing two long tickets and extending them with a glib smile.


  The woman frowned and lowered her reading glasses from her forehead to her nose. "Those aren't the right tickets."


  Carlotta laughed, then took the tickets back and opened her purse—which was quite "biggish," Jolie noticed. "I'm so sorry," Carlotta said, reaching into her bag. "I simply have too much on my calendar this week. Are the tickets blue?"


  "Yes," the woman said.


  "Ah. Here they are." Carlotta withdrew another pair of tickets, this time pale blue.


  The woman glanced at them, then nodded and dropped the tickets through a slit into a wooden box. "Have a nice time, Ms. Holcomb," she said with a magnanimous smile.


  "Oh, we will," Carlotta said, then clasped Jolie by the arm and pulled her forward.


  "Are the Holcombs friends of yours?" Jolie asked.


  "Hmm? Oh...I guess you could say that."


  They walked down the narrow foyer, which made an abrupt left turn and opened into an extensive atrium, open to the top story of the museum. Suited men and decked-out women mixed and mingled on a shiny white marble floor. The room whispered money. The hum of voices and low, sporadic laughter were background to a quartet playing cymbal-brushing jazz. Wine and perfume wafted on the air, tickling Jolie's nose. In the presence of so much privilege, her pulse picked up.


  Tanned, glowing skin abounded—as well as severe, highlighted hair, waxed and gelled into individual little works of art. Everyone was trying hard, jockeying for position to be seen while casting furtive glances over their wineglasses in search of better people. Jolie noticed that she didn't garner more than a glance, but almost everyone stopped to consider Carlotta in her outrageous designer outfit and platinum blonde wig, although more than one mouth twitched downward.


  "All I see are stiffs," Carlotta murmured. "Let's get some wine and find out where the interesting people are hanging out."


  Jolie started to take a step toward the bar when Carlotta ducked into an alcove next to a bronze sculpture. At a loss, Jolie followed.


  "Isn't this a stunning piece?" Carlotta asked, stepping in front of the sculpture with her back to the corridor.


  Jolie looked at the stack of cubes seemingly melting into one another. "I'm not an art connoisseur, but yes, it's interesting."


  "Step closer," Carlotta urged, and Jolie obliged.


  "Keep talking as if we're having a conversation," Carlotta said out of the corner of her mouth.


  "I thought we were having a conversation," Jolie said, then noticed that Carlotta had opened her purse.


  "Don't stare at my purse," Carlotta hissed. "Keep talking"


  Bewildered, Jolie jerked her gaze back to the sculpture. "Y-You don't have a gun in there, do you?"


  "What are you, crazy? Of course I don't. Talk, for heaven's sake."


  Jolie swallowed. "As I was saying, my knowledge of art is pretty limited. I know some of the names, but I have a difficult time—"


  "Here you go," Carlotta said, nodding and smiling while pressing something hard and cold against Jolie's hand. "You don't have to look down, it's a wineglass and a napkin."


  Jolie curled her fingers around both items, now thoroughly confused. "What for?"


  "It's a wine tasting," Carlotta said through clenched teeth.


  "And we have to bring our own glasses?"


  "Unless we want to pay a hundred dollars for one of theirs," Carlotta said, still smiling. "How do you think they make money at these events? Just come with me and do what I do."


  Jolie watched as Carlotta casually peeled off, carrying her empty wineglass in her right hand, a cocktail napkin held beneath the stem with her pinky. Jolie made her feet move and she lifted her glass similarly, although it took her a few seconds to get the pinky thing down. She followed Carlotta past the table where a gloved waiter was handing wineglasses to patrons in return for one-hundred-dollar bills, then joined one of the lines behind a semicircle of tables where stewards poured an inch of wine from any of a dozen bottles before them.


  Despite the encouraging glances from Carlotta, a sweat broke out along Jolie's hairline. What if someone had seen them? She looked around, fully expecting a security guard to bound over and oust them.


  "It's just a little wine," Carlotta whispered. "They'll never miss it."


  Jolie nodded and tried to smile, but her palms were slick against her glass as she watched Carlotta hand the steward the smuggled stemware. The young man seemed a little too dazzled by Carlotta's curves to pay much attention to the glass. Carlotta gestured to a bottle of chardonnay, and he nodded happily, pouring the requisite inch, then adding an extra splash. Carlotta twisted and smiled prettily, then winked at Jolie when she turned to walk away.


  "What can I get for you, ma'am?" the young man asked.


  Jolie jumped. "Oh...the merlot would be fine."


  He smiled and gestured. "I need your glass,"


  She flushed. "Of course." She handed it over, her chest tight.


  He held up the glass and frowned, sending her heart pounding. "You have a smudge," he said finally, then polished the glass with a cloth.


  She exhaled in relief and silently willed him to hurry as he poured the berry-colored wine into her glass. "There you are," he said, nodding.


  She thanked him, then joined Carlotta, who was walking back toward the crowd.


  "See, that didn't hurt, did it?"


  Jolie sipped the ill-gotten wine. "It wasn't exactly honest, but I suppose the tickets to get in were expensive."


  "I suppose," Carlotta said with a secret little smile.


  "Did your friends the Holcombs give them to you?"


  Carlotta shook her head, her lips wet with wine. "Jolie, I don't know anyone named Holcomb. My brother printed those tickets for me on a laser printer."


  Jolie blinked and almost choked on her wine. "You mean, we're party crashers?"


  Carlotta laughed. "You should see the look on your face. It's not a crime, you know."


  "But it's dishonest."


  "It doesn't hurt anyone," Carlotta said, then swept her arm toward the crowd. "Do you think anyone in this herd cares?"


  Indeed, no one seemed to be paying them any mind.


  "Then why do it?" Jolie asked.


  Carlotta shrugged her lovely shoulders and pursed her mouth. "Because it's exciting to see what you can get away with."


  "You do this a lot?"


  "Hannah and I hit a couple of gigs a week. She knows every catered event in town."


  "But how do you know about the tickets?"


  "Every place in town uses the same printer. This museum uses the same ticket format on either white or blue paper."


  "That's why you had two sets of tickets."


  Carlotta answered with an exaggerated nod.


  "Do the Holcombs even exist?"


  "Somewhere," Carlotta said. "I always use an old Atlanta last name. That way even if someone suspects me, they're usually too intimidated to ask questions." She grinned, revealing her gapped teeth. "Come on, let's mingle."


  Jolie fell into stride beside her. "What if someone asks who I am?"


  "Well, I never give out my real name, but that's up to you. Tonight, I'm Carly Holcomb."


  "Do you always wear a wig?"


  "No. Sometimes I wear glasses or do other things to change my appearance if I feel like it. It's fun to pretend to be someone else for a few hours." She nodded to a food-laden table. "And tonight I feel like being someone who eats Beluga."


  "Have you ever gotten caught?"


  Carlotta shook her head. "It's all about the attitude. The trick to party crashing is to act as if you belong. Oh, there have been times when people suspected I'd crashed, but who's going to bounce someone who's entertaining the guests? I talk to people, work the room. When I go to someone's home, I fawn over pets, and I always take a hostess gift." She grinned again and lifted her glass to herself. "I'm so gracious, who wouldn't want me to crash their party?"


  Jolie was in awe of the woman's chutzpah. Carlotta made her feel as if she'd been living her life in a very small way. While she was squirreled away in her apartment eating frozen waffles, Carlotta was cruising upscale soirees eating caviar.


  They filled tiny saucers with bite-sized delicacies, and Jolie's stomach rejoiced. Carlotta had impeccable manners, she noticed, eating precisely and blotting with her napkin between bites. The woman knew how to behave in polite society.


  "Do your parents still live around here?" Jolie asked.


  Carlotta's expression changed. "No, just me and my brother. Will you be okay if I split to find Hannah and say hello?"


  Jolie nodded and watched Carlotta disappear into the crowd, wondering if she'd hit a nerve. She downed one more stuffed mushroom, then handed her plate to a passing waiter, feeling like a heel that she was there under false pretenses and being waited on. She glanced around the room, suddenly antsy as she surveyed the expensive clothes and winking jewelry, watching everyone moving with regal restraint as they sipped and nipped and glad-handed people around them. Everyone seemed to know everyone else, and she had the feeling that she was observing carefully trained animals. It was morbidly fascinating to watch them interact—this was the interplay that Gary had hinted at, the ongoing drama of the rich and famous.


  Remembering her initial reason for coming, she opened her purse and slipped out the one group photo from Gary's album that she'd kept. It showed the four men that seemed to dominate the photos, and three women, plus Gary. She scanned each face, memorizing features that wouldn't have changed, then returned the photo to her purse. After fixing her expression into one of faint concern, she worked her way around the room, methodically glancing at faces while craning her neck as if she were looking for a lost friend. Face by face, she eliminated most of the crowd, then something about one man standing a few yards away made her look again. Early thirties, receding hairline, dark slashes for eyebrows...one of the men in the photos, she was almost certain. Then he lifted his drink-holding arm to rest it on the shoulder of a man next to him and her mouth went dry—it was the same pose, except in the photo he'd been leaning on Gary's shoulder.


  "Did you find the person you've been looking for?" a man said near her ear.


  Jolie jumped and turned to see Beck Underwood standing there, holding a one-hundred-dollar wineglass full of what looked suspiciously like beer.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Six


  


  


  "JOLIE, RIGHT?" the man asked, then pointed to his shiny new loafers.


  She looked down, and on the way back up noticed that he'd traded his holey jeans and sport coat for a dark gray suit and collarless cream shirt. His brown eyes danced, and a smile played on his mouth. Jolie had heard people described as breathtaking before, but she'd never actually had the mere sight of someone squeeze the air out of her lungs. She opened her mouth and dragged in a deep breath. "Yes. And you're Beck...Underwood."


  He nodded, then tsked. "Except you're one up on me—I don't know your last name."


  Carlotta's advice not to use her last name flitted through her mind, but Jolie decided there had been enough deceit for one night. "Goodman."


  "Well, Jolie Goodman, what brings you to this roaring bore of a party?"


  She glanced inadvertently at the man she recognized from Gary's photographs, then back. "Actually, I came with a friend."


  "Ah. A male friend?"


  "No."


  He gestured vaguely to the crowd with his wineglass. "Am I keeping you from finding her?"


  "No, she'll find me. In fact, she's rather eager to meet you."


  His eyebrows lifted. "Me?"


  "She says you're a celebrity."


  "And why would you be spending time with an outrageous liar?"


  She laughed. "We work together."


  "In retail or in real estate?"


  Suspicion suffused her chest. "Retail...but how did you know I'm in real estate?"


  "Your former boss gave me her card."


  She felt foolish. "Oh. Right." Remembering the events of that ghastly day, she sipped her wine and glanced back to the man from Gary's photograph.


  "Is Roger a friend of yours?" Beck nodded toward the man who had caught her attention.


  "Um, no, but he looks familiar. Do you know him?"


  "Roger LeMon. He and my sister Della dated years ago."


  Feeling like a gumshoe, she asked, "Do you know anything about him?"


  "Old family, made their money in banking—I think Roger is a venture capitalist, but I've been away for a while." He grinned. "I've also lost my touch, if I'm standing here answering questions about another guy."


  Her cheeks blazed. "I'm...just trying to place how I might know him."


  He looked philosophical. "He's not available anyway—the poor guy is married." Then he frowned. "At least he used to be. I've been gone too long to know for sure."


  "Someone said Costa Rica, is that right?"


  "Yeah. Wonderful place."


  "What did you do there?"


  "I went there to facilitate an agreement to broadcast in San Juan, but that didn't pan out, and I...stayed."


  She took in his tanned skin, his sun-bleached hair, and felt a tickle of resentment—or was it envy?—that he had the means and the guts to simply pick up and live in a foreign country for a few years. She wondered idly if Costa Rica was by chance experiencing a shortage of real-estate brokers. Or shoe salespersons. "Why did you come back?"


  He lifted his shoulders in a shrug. "I missed my family. My sister was going through some things I wanted to be here for." He lifted his glass, topped with a two-inch head of foam. "And I missed the cold beer."


  Jolie laughed. "I thought this was a wine tasting."


  "I found a sympathetic bartender." His smile dimmed a little, then he leaned forward. "Listen, I've been worried about you."


  He was close enough for the earthy undertones of his cologne to reach her nostrils. Her skin tingled with awareness and she resisted the urge to take a step backward...or forward.


  "Are you in some kind of trouble?" he asked.


  She was struck by his protective stance and the sincerity of his gaze. The man emanated power and money and security. She pressed her toes against the soles of her shoes to counter the inclination to lean into him. The urge to trust him was overwhelming. She wet her lips. "What if I am?"


  "Well," he said slowly, "depending on what kind of trouble it is, I might be able to help."


  Her breathing sped up, her chest moving up and down as she mulled the ramifications of taking Beck Underwood into her confidence. His accessibility to the people Gary knew would be helpful, but would he close ranks when he found out why she was asking questions?


  "There you are," Carlotta said, gliding up to stand next to Jolie. Her wineglass was newly filled and she only had eyes for Beck. "Aren't you going to introduce me to your friend, Jolie?"


  Jolie couldn't decide if she was happy or irritated to see her friend, but she splayed her hand. "Beck Underwood, this is Carlot—"


  "Carly," Carlotta cut in, extending her hand. "I'm Carly."


  If Beck was taken aback by Carlotta's flamboyant appearance, he didn't let on. "Nice to meet you, Carly."


  "It's nice to meet you too," she said, batting her eyelashes. "Are you glad to be back in Atlanta?"


  His eyebrows went up, but he nodded. "Yes."


  "The city has changed so much in the last few years. Have you decided what part of town you'll be living in?"


  He glanced at Jolie and said, "Actually, I'm in the market for a place. Do you think you could help me out?"


  Jolie froze. Yes, she needed the business, but she wasn't sure she wanted to spend that much time alone with Beck Underwood. "I, um..."


  "Of course she can help you," Carlotta oozed, then gave Jolie the evil eye before turning back. "Jolie is a real-estate whiz. She's only selling shoes at Neiman's for the holiday discount. Isn't that right, Jolie?"


  Jolie stared. It was scary how the woman ad-libbed. "Sure, I can help you find a place."


  "Great." He smiled, then pointed over his shoulder. "I have to leave, but do you have a card?"


  "No, but—"


  "But I do," Carlotta cut in, flashing a toothy smile. "Jolie can write her contact info on the back." She dug in her purse and came up with a card and a pen. The card was pale yellow and read simply "Carly" with an e-mail address and cell phone number. Jolie turned the card over and wrote her own name and cell phone number, then handed it to Beck, feeling flushed and a little unwell. "Mornings and evenings are better for me. And I'm available on Sundays."


  "I'll call you," he said, then lifted his hand in a wave.


  Jolie nodded and watched him walk away until she realized that Carlotta was watching her watch him. She glanced over and Carlotta grinned triumphantly. "Well done. You managed to snag the attention of the most eligible pair of pants here."


  Jolie shook her head. "I'm only interested in selling him a house. People like that make me nervous."


  "You mean people with money?"


  Had she just put her foot in her mouth? "Well, I—"


  "Don't ever let people with money make you nervous," Carlotta said, her voice suddenly level. "But always be suspicious." She scanned the crowd. "Did you know the governor is here? And Arthur Blank? Man, all the carats and the cash in this room would be easy pickings for a thief."


  Her eyes were serious and her voice was tinged with a mixture of resentment and excitement that made Jolie wonder how much of a thrill seeker Carlotta was. She had a feeling the woman was more complicated than she pretended to be.


  Jolie spotted Roger LeMon. "Carlotta, do you know that man in the yellow shirt?"


  Carlotta squinted. "Yeah—Roger something or another. I see him out all the time. He's a big Buckhead mucketymuck. He's hit on me a couple of times. Why?"


  "I think he and I have a mutual friend."


  "Well, let's go see."


  Carlotta barreled toward the knot of people where the man stood talking, and Jolie followed, her heart thudding in her ears. The man was in a mixed group, but was seemingly alone and disengaged, standing a half step back and constantly surveying the room.


  "Excuse me," Carlotta said, touching his arm.


  He pivoted his head and when he saw Carlotta, turned away from the group altogether. "Hel-lo."


  "Hi," Carlotta said with a flirty smile. "My name is Carly, and this is my friend, Jolie."


  He glanced at Jolie and nodded. "Hi there." But his attention snapped back to Carlotta. "I'm Roger LeMon." He put the twirl of a French pronunciation on the last name, and he might as well have said, "I'm zee big cheeze." He wasn't wearing a wedding ring, she noticed.


  "So, Roger LeMon," Carlotta said, mimicking the pronunciation and improving upon it, "my friend Jolie thinks you two have a mutual acquaintance."


  He looked back at Jolie, his thick eyebrows raised high on his forehead. "Who would that be?"


  Jolie tried to affect a casual tone. "Gary Hagan?"


  He drew back slightly, his eyes narrowing, then he recovered and shook his head. "Hagan, did you say?"


  "Yes, Gary Hagan."


  He made a noise in his throat. "No, the name doesn't ring a bell. Why would you think I would know this Hagan fellow?"


  Unprepared for his flat denial, Jolie chose her words carefully. "It was a photo I saw—you look like one of the men in it with Gary."


  He gave a little laugh. "Well, they say everyone has a twin somewhere. Who is this Hagan guy?"


  "Just a friend." Her breathing was shallow.


  He squinted. "What did you say your name was again?"


  Fine hairs rose on the nape of her neck. "Jolie Goodman."


  He nodded, then drained his wineglass. "Ladies, it was nice meeting you," he said, edging away. "But this is, after all, a wine tasting, and I need another taste." He lifted his glass, turned and strode away.


  Carlotta gave her a wry smile. "I guess you were mistaken." Then she frowned. "It's weird, but the name Gary Hagan sounds familiar to me."


  Jolie's heart rate picked up, but she tried to maintain a steady voice. "You know Gary?"


  A furrow formed on Carlotta's forehead, then she shook her head. "No, I'm thinking of another guy I used to know, Gary Haggardy." She shrugged and looked around, already bored.


  Jolie watched Roger LeMon moving through the crowd. His pace seemed more hurried than someone who was chasing a drink refill. Indeed, instead of stopping at the bar, he strode past and veered off down a hallway. Curious.


  "I'm going to the ladies' room," she murmured to Carlotta.


  "I'll meet you at the food table," Carlotta said. "Hannah said they were getting ready to put out lobster cakes."


  Jolie barely heard her as she walked away. Keeping an eye out for Roger LeMon, she traced his steps through the crowd and down the side hallway. A lone pay phone was mounted at the end of the hall, just before the entrance to the restrooms. Roger LeMon stood with his back to her, a black phone receiver pressed to his ear. The fact that the man was using a pay phone was suspicious enough, and from the angry gestures he made, she gathered he wasn't talking to his mother.


  Thankful for the carpet, she walked quietly toward him. As she drew closer, she could hear his agitated, lowered voice.


  "—recognized me from a photograph...Hell, I don't know...She said she was a friend...Goodman, Jolie Goodman..."


  At the sound of her own name, Jolie's feet faltered and her knees threatened to give way. She spun around to make a silent retreat, but as she rounded the corner, the wineglass slipped out of her hand. She clawed the air, but the glass tumbled and bounced on the carpet, spilling wine in a red arc. Jolie stared at the glass, knowing if she retrieved it, she'd be in LeMon's line of vision—and if he'd heard the noise, he would most likely be looking. Instead she turned and racewalked back through the crowd until she reached the food table.


  Carlotta, in her look-at-me ensemble, was hard to miss. She grinned. "Jolie, try the quiche—"


  "I have to go."


  Carlotta frowned. "Is something wrong?"


  "I'm...not feeling well," Jolie said. Which was true. "I'll s–see you tomorrow—thanks for the ticket."


  She turned and practically trotted toward the exit, sending panicked glances over her shoulder for Roger LeMon. She flew by the ticket taker and stumbled down the entrance ramp, walking as fast as her shoes would allow along the dimly lit sidewalk to her car. She gulped air as she fumbled to get her key in the lock, then realized she'd forgotten to lock the door. She grabbed at the handle and opened the door, then practically flung herself inside and slammed it shut.


  She gripped the wheel, inhaling and exhaling slowly to calm her vital signs, trying to figure out what to do next. Call Detective Salyers? The woman's suspicion resounded in her head. Would she accuse Jolie of grasping at straws, or maybe lying altogether? Jolie hesitated, then reached for her purse.


  "Jolie," a man said. From the back seat.


  She froze, and terror bolted through her body at the realization that someone had been lying in wait for her. The muscles in her legs bunched and her arm flew to the door handle.


  "Jolie, it's me—Gary."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  


  "GARY?" SHE WHISPERED on a breath that seemed to be pulled out of her.


  "Don't turn around, Jolie."


  She stopped, mid-turn, her heart thudding in her ears. "Why not?"


  "So that when the police ask if you've seen me, you can say no." His voice sounded reedy and unfamiliar. Terrifying.


  Her fingers curled around the metal door handle. "What happened to you?"


  "I don't have time to explain now, but I want you to know that I didn't do what the police are accusing me of. I was set up." His voice ended on a choke.


  Think, think, keep him talking. "Who...who was the woman in your car, Gary?"


  "I can't tell you. The less you know, the better."


  "But where have you been?"


  "Staying out of sight. They think I'm dead, and I want them to keep thinking it."


  She frowned. "Who is 'they'?"


  "Like I said, the less you know, the better." He sounded more agitated. "If anyone asks you about me, I simply disappeared."


  "With my car," she reminded him.


  "I'm sorry about that. I'll pay you back, I swear. Money, at least, isn't a problem."


  She pulled the door release as far as it would go without making noise. "How did you know I was here?"


  "I followed you from your apartment. It was too dangerous to talk to you there. They would expect it."


  Her skin crawled and her mind raced with questions. "Gary, if you were set up, why don't you go to the police? The detective I've been talking to—"


  "Jolie, if anyone knows I'm alive, you could be in danger. That's why I had to do this—to warn you."


  She swallowed. "Why would I be in danger?"


  "Because of the envelope."


  "What envelope?"


  Silence, then..."Oh, God, maybe they intercepted it." He sounded desperate, making mewling noises.


  "Gary," she said carefully, "what was in the envelope?"


  A scrambling noise sounded from the back. "I have to go, Jolie. I'm sorry I got you involved. I'm sorry for a lot of things." He sounded almost philosophical, as if he were talking about something in the very distant past.


  "Wait, Gary—don't go. Let me drive you to a police station."


  "No."


  "If you're in danger, they'll put you in protective custody."


  He scoffed. "That only means I'll be alone when they come to kill me."


  "Who is 'they'?"


  "Bye, Jolie. Promise me you won't say anything to the police. Both of our lives depend on it."


  She pressed her lips together and shook her head, fighting tears.


  Suddenly he came up over the seat and put his arms around her, pressing his cheek against hers so she couldn't move her head. She screamed, but the sound was lost against the hand he cupped over her mouth. She sucked air through her nose, jerking in her attempt to fill her lungs. His hands smelled grimy, his rough beard pricking her skin. He had her arms pinned to her sides. He had never behaved aggressively toward her, and the possibility of him being high on cocaine blipped into her panicked mind. She struggled and tried to bite his fingers.


  His grip tightened like a vise. "Jolie, for God's sake, I'm not going to hurt you, but you have to promise me you won't go to the police. Please," he begged, his voice tearful. "I need time to get my ducks in a row, then I'll go to the police."


  His despair reverberated in the small car. Real or imagined, he was indeed afraid for his life. She nodded against his hand.


  "Thank you," he breathed, then slowly released her mouth. "I'll be around, keeping an eye on you. But be careful, Jolie."


  She gasped for fresh air and glanced in the rearview mirror, but she saw only the outline of his head and shoulders. The back door opened, then slammed, sending a vibration through the small car. In the side mirror, she saw him run away and disappear into the darkness.


  Jolie clawed at the controls on the door panel until she heard the comforting thwack of all four doors locking, then she lowered her head on the steering wheel, giving in to shuddering breaths and waves of relief...frustration...confusion. Nothing remotely like this had ever happened to her before. How had she, a normal, hardworking, good girl, suddenly become enmeshed in a murder investigation?


  She massaged her temples, trying to chase away the fear, to clear her head enough to think. Gary was obviously terrified, but was it possible that he'd become mentally unstable—sometime before or after he'd driven his car into the river and killed that woman? And was he using coke? With all the talk about what "they" would do to him, he'd sounded clinically paranoid. She'd promised him she wouldn't go to the police, but that went against her every gut instinct.


  And what if he was telling the truth? What if he had been set up by some kind of drug ring and the police couldn't protect him? Roger LeMon had seemed intent on hiding his relationship to Gary, although the man didn't strike her as a criminal mastermind. If he were a successful investment broker, he might simply be worried about his reputation if the media tied him personally to a murderer.


  Common sense itself kept pulling her away from Gary's fantastic tale of being set up. Wouldn't denial be a likely first line of defense? On the other hand, if he were guilty of murdering the woman in his car, why would he stay in Atlanta? Why not flee to another state, or another country? He'd made it sound as if he were going to try to resolve the situation himself and go to the police afterward. What if he was right—what if she went to the police and their interference only made things worse...or cost him his life?


  A knock sounded on the window. Jolie gripped the steering wheel and screamed until her tonsils quivered, then turned her head.


  Beck Underwood stood there with his hands up, his eyes wide. "Didn't mean to scare you," he shouted, his voice muffled by the window.


  Her shoulders fell in relief, but she'd had enough of men sneaking up on her for one night. She rolled down the window. "Are you following me?"


  He looked perplexed. "What? No." He gestured in the direction Gary had gone. "I was coming back from walking my sister to her car and I saw you sitting here. Are you having car trouble?"


  She looked up at him and burst into tears—a first for her, ever. And she wasn't sure who was more horrified, her or the man standing outside her car. While she tried to pull herself together, he squatted down to her level and placed his hand on the car door. He had big, strong hands that matched his physique...capable hands...capable of harm? She retreated a few inches, suddenly suspicious of everyone.


  He sighed. "Look, Jolie, I don't know what kind of trouble you're in, but it's clear to me that you're scared of something. Does this have anything to do with that police officer coming to see you the other day?"


  His voice pulled at her with a promise of comfort. Once again she had the overwhelming urge to confide in this stranger. But as the seconds ticked by, the desire to spill her guts was overridden by the fear that Gary might still be watching her, might even be within hearing distance.


  "I'm fine," she said, dragging a tissue from her purse. "I'm not feeling well, that's all." Now accustomed to the man seeing her at her worst, she blew her nose noisily.


  "Let me drive you home," he said.


  "No." She stuck the key into the ignition and turned over the car engine. "I'll be fine. I just need a good night's sleep."


  "I'll follow you home."


  "No," she said, more vehemently than she'd intended. What kind of mess was she that in the space of a minute she could find him suspicious, then trustworthy, then suspicious again?


  "Good night," she said quietly, then buzzed up the window, displacing his hand.


  As she pulled away from the curb, she glanced in the side mirror and watched him standing with his hands on his hips, staring after her. He had to be thinking she was the most bizarre woman he'd ever met.


  Considering her current predicament, she would have to concur. In the past couple of days, she felt as if she'd entered the Twilight Zone. As she proceeded north on Peachtree Street, she scanned the sidewalks for any sign of Gary on foot, while keeping an eye on her rearview mirror for headlights. She wiped the corners of her eyes and exhaled heartily, then turned on the air conditioner full blast to dispel the faint smell of cigarettes and body odor Gary had left behind. How long had he been following her, waiting for her? She shivered, remembering the desperate edge to his voice.


  What had been in the envelope he'd sent her—money? Drugs? And was this "they" he was talking about intercepting her mail? If so, "they" had already made a connection between her and Gary. Who were "they"...friends of his? People who knew about the missing person's report she'd filed? Police officers? Was that why Gary was afraid for her to go to the police, because they were involved somehow? Of course, the missing persons report was a matter of public record, for anyone to access.


  She shook her aching head, realizing she was buying into Gary's thin explanation of a conspiracy. Because, despite evidence to the contrary, she wanted to believe him, needed to believe him. Because she needed to justify her decision to become involved with him? Otherwise, what kind of a woman would she be if she could be conned by a con man?


  Gullible? Or, in this case, criminal?


  She reached for her purse and rummaged with one hand until she came up with her cell phone, her heart hammering against her ribs. Her thumb hovered over the number pad as she debated whether to call Detective Salyers.


  But what information could she provide really—other than the fact that Gary was alive, which the police already suspected? He'd given her no names, no specifics at all, to support his contention that he was set up. Salyers would probably dismiss his ramblings as those of a strung-out fugitive, then have him hunted down. And maybe haul her in for good measure.


  If he was guilty and she didn't call Salyers, he would eventually be found and brought to justice. If he was innocent and she didn't call Salyers, he might be able to gather more information in his defense before the police closed in.


  So in reality, there was nothing tangible to be gained from telling Salyers about Gary's sudden reappearance. And if she implicated herself further, the police would pester her to no end. Gary's warning to be careful rang in her ears. The police couldn't help her there, either, other than to reiterate his warning...and maybe make things worse if "they" thought she was cooperating with the police.


  She glanced down at the phone, wavering. When she stopped at the next intersection, she punched in a number and waited while the phone rang one, two, three, four times.


  "Hello," Leann said, sounding out of breath.


  At the sound of a familiar voice, Jolie's blood pressure instantly eased. "Hey, it's me. Did I catch you at a bad time?"


  "Just dealing with some throw-up," Leann said with a tired sigh.


  Jolie cringed. "Your sister sounds miserable."


  "Almost as miserable as I am," Leann murmured. "I thought you were going to a party tonight."


  "I just left." She flipped on her signal, then merged onto Roswell Road.


  "Wow, it must have been a bomb."


  "No, it was fine," Jolie said. "A little ritzy for me, but...okay."


  "Your new friend must be ritzy, too."


  Was that a touch of jealousy in her voice? Jolie gave a little laugh. "Carlotta? Get this. She had fake tickets to get us in, and smuggled in wineglasses so we wouldn't have to buy them for the wine tasting."


  "You crashed the party?"


  "Yes."


  Leann howled laughing. "I don't believe it! You crashed a shindig at the High Museum?"


  Jolie frowned. "Yes." At this point, she didn't want to admit she'd been bamboozled into being bad. "Apparently, Carlotta and her friend are both serial party crashers."


  "Sounds fun. So why did you leave early?"


  She didn't feel like recounting the story of Roger LeMon, especially when there were more important things to report. "I was tired. But when I walked back to my car, Gary was waiting for me."


  Leann gasped. "Gary? Are you shitting me?"


  "No. He was in the backseat, hiding."


  "Omigod! Are you all right? Did he hurt you?"


  "No, he didn't hurt me, but he nearly frightened me to death."


  Leann sputtered. "Tell me everything! Where has he been?"


  "He didn't say, only that he's been hiding out. He said he's innocent, that he was set up for the woman's murder."


  "Who set him up? And who was the woman?"


  "He wouldn't tell me anything. He said the less I knew, the better. And he begged me not to tell the police that I'd talked to him."


  "So why did he come to you at all?"


  "He said he wanted to warn me that both our lives will be in danger if I go to the police."


  "Gee, Jolie, he's either crazy or crazy in love if he'd risk his life just to talk to you. Do you believe him?"


  "I don't know...maybe. He was definitely scared."


  "Tell me you're going to the police."


  Jolie bit into her lip. "I've been going back and forth trying to decide...but I don't think so, not yet anyway. Gary didn't tell me anything useful, and he said he needed some time to get his ducks in a row."


  "You mean, like to get away?" Leann asked dryly.


  "If he wanted to get away, he's had plenty of time to do that. I think he's trying to gather evidence against the people who set him up. He said then he'd go to the police himself."


  "Jolie . . ." Leann's voice petered out.


  "I know—you think I'm being gullible."


  "Jolie, for God's sake, he's a fugitive. You could get into big trouble."


  "Leann, I'm not harboring him."


  "Do you know where he's staying?"


  "No—if I did, I would definitely call the police. But they're already accusing me of knowing more than I do. If I told them I talked to Gary and that he didn't tell me anything, do you think they would believe me?"


  "That actually makes sense. Either that or I'm sleep deprived. Do you think you'll see him again?"


  "I don't know. He said he'd be keeping an eye on me, to make sure I'm safe."


  Leann made a choking sound. "Doesn't that creep you out?"


  "A little," she admitted. "But he actually sounded...protective."


  "I didn't realize you cared so much for this guy."


  Jolie sighed. "It's not a matter of how much I care for Gary. When that detective accused me of being an accessory, I felt helpless. If Gary is innocent, I don't want to be the person to make things worse. You had to be there, Leann, to hear his voice."


  Leann made a rueful noise. "I'll support you if you're sure."


  "I'm not sure of anything these days."


  "I just don't want to see you wreck your life over someone like Gary Hagan."


  Jolie gave a wry laugh as she wheeled into her parking place. "That would imply I had a life to wreck. I just pulled into the complex. Thanks for keeping me company on the way home."


  "No problem. Look, Jolie, I know you're not big on guns, but think about getting a dog or something." She sighed. "I hate not being there—is there someone you can call if you're in real trouble? Your party-crasher friend, maybe?"


  The thought of Carlotta coming to her rescue was so absurd, she almost laughed. Then, unbidden, the face of Beck Underwood popped into her mind. That protective air, the note of concern in his voice.


  She swallowed. "There's...someone. But only if I'm in real trouble."


  "Good. Look, I hate to run, but I think I hear my sister calling. Stay in touch, okay?"


  "Okay." Jolie disconnected the call and exhaled a shaky breath. She looked all around the parking lot until she was satisfied that no one was lurking in the shadows. After gathering her purse, she opened the car door and pushed herself to her feet. She slammed the door with all her strength to warn any would-be attackers that if assaulted, she could at least make a lot of noise, then trotted to the bay of metal mailboxes next to the sidewalk. Her neglected six-by-six-inch box was stuffed full. She yanked the envelopes and catalogs out by handfuls, shoving them into her purse until she could scrutinize them in the light.


  A noise behind her sent her heart to her throat, but it was only a neighbor's air-conditioning unit kicking on. Even so, she galloped to her door and unlocked it as if the devil were on her heels. Then she walked from room to room, slapping on lights and checking windows and lifting the dust ruffle on her bed. Satisfied that no one was lying in wait, she walked back into the living area and flipped on the television for comforting noise. Then she dropped into her favorite chair to sort through the mail.


  Junk mail, catalogs, flyers, bills. A reminder from her doctor for her annual checkup, a schedule of adult education classes from a local university, a copy of the Atlanta Business Chronicle. She flipped through and sorted everything twice, but there was nothing from Gary. And while her credit card statements showed disquieting balances, there was no unusual activity.


  But then hadn't Gary said that money was no problem?


  She squeezed her eyes closed, trying to remember everything he'd said, and wondering if she should have handled things differently. So many questions orbited in her head, she could barely separate one from another. Was Gary involved with drugs? Who was the woman in his car? Had he been set up? And was she truly in danger?


  She sat back in the chair and pulled her knees up to her chin. She'd been alone most of her life—an only child, a solitary student, an introverted teenager, a reserved adult. And she'd never minded, not really. Loneliness had a comfortable, insular quality that could lull a person into feeling secure in a distorted kind of way...secure in the knowledge that she'd never have to expose herself to another person's failings. If she didn't trust, she'd never be betrayed, and if she didn't love, she'd never be rejected. In fact, she'd counted herself lucky, because while women around her seemed to be drowning in melodrama with their parents and their roommates and their boyfriends, she was immersing herself in school and work, positive she'd come out ahead on the other end.


  Except here she was at thirty-one, losing ground.


  Leann had once called her fatalistic, which was laughable now, considering the circumstances. But she'd preferred to think of herself as vigilant. She favored list-making, slow transitions, and backup plans. Then Gary had come along, with his winning smile and irresistible spontaneity and just enough detachment to make her believe that they had something in common. Except the side she concealed was emotional; and the side he concealed might be criminal.


  Jolie hugged her knees to her chest and fought the swell of tears that pushed at her throat. Crying wouldn't help anything. Her lapse in front of Beck Underwood had been so humiliating, she wasn't sure she could face him again. It wasn't like her to lose control, and certainly not in front of a virtual stranger. And of all the virtual strangers in the world, why did he keep popping up when she needed someone the most—and the least?


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  


  JOLIE TRIED TO HIDE a yawn behind a shoe box lid as she repacked a pair of Christian Dior "padlock" sandals. The right shoe sported a tiny silver-tone padlock, and the left shoe, the miniature keys. After a gander at the price tag, she understood the gimmick—if someone paid that much for shoes, they needed to keep them under lock and key.


  Fifteen minutes until her break, then she'd find a display to crawl under for a nap if she had to. She bugged her eyes, trying to shake herself awake, thinking that if she made it until the end of her shift, she was likely to fall asleep at the wheel on the way home. The lack of sleep was wearing on her—that and the strain of looking over her shoulder all day, after Gary's impromptu appearance last night. Her nerves were shot. Her neck ached and her eyes burned from constantly scanning the crowd for Gary, or anyone matching his build. If he had grown a beard, he might have done other things to change his appearance. Suddenly she felt a finger peck on her shoulder. Jolie stiffened and whirled around, her pulse skyrocketing.


  "Remember me?" a young woman asked, holding up a Neiman Marcus shopping bag. "Kate Spade slides, Via Spiga T-straps? My dad made me bring back the Prada flats."


  Jolie's memory stirred, then surfaced as her muscles relaxed. The coed from Monday who couldn't make up her mind. Jolie tried to maintain her cheerful smile. A return. The last time she'd handled a return, she'd accidentally processed a refund for over a million dollars. "Just a moment, I need to get a supervisor."


  She signaled Michael, who was helping an elderly woman find shoes that would work with her orthopedic inserts. He excused himself, then walked over and spotted the bag. "Will you be exchanging these today?" he asked the young woman. Always the salesman, trying to salvage the sale.


  "No. I'd like a refund," she said, then pointed to Jolie. "When she sold me the shoes, she said I could bring them back if I changed my mind."


  Jolie squirmed, but Michael gave the woman a tight smile. "Yes, if the shoes haven't been worn outside, you may have a full refund."


  "Oh, they haven't been worn outside," the girl said cheerfully. "Just in my house, trying to convince my dad how cute they looked with my outfit." Then her face fell. "But he didn't go for it."


  Michael removed the shoes from the box and inspected the soles carefully, then, apparently satisfied, nodded and talked Jolie through the refund as she punched the appropriate buttons on the computer terminal/cash register. When the woman's refund had been processed, she flitted on her way.


  "You have to be careful," Michael said. "Some customers buy a pair of shoes they can't afford, wear them once, then try to return them."


  "Really?"


  "Happens all the time—people buy an outfit for a big occasion, wear it, then bring it back the next day for a refund."


  "What do you do?"


  He sighed. "We handle it case by case. If they bought the wrong size and simply want an exchange after it's been worn, of course we'll do that because it's partly our job to make sure the shoes fit properly before the customer leaves. But if the shoe clearly has been worn and the person wants a refund, we have to apologize and explain the refund policy. If they're a good customer, we'll usually give them a store credit. It's only the ones that are out to cheat us that get upset." He looked past Jolie's shoulder and angled his head. "Well, look who's slumming."


  Jolie turned to see Carlotta striding toward them wearing her normal smug smile, stunningly swathed head to toe in pea green—a color, Jolie noted, that would make her look like a zombie. Carlotta was carrying a shoe box and an inventory slip. She gestured toward the nearly vacant sales floor. "I see it's dead down here, too."


  Michael nodded. "Everyone's holding out for the Blahnik appearance on Saturday."


  "That's right," Carlotta said. "It'll be a zoo." She held up the box, marked SIZE 7. "You'll want to put these back right away."


  Michael frowned. "Your customer didn't want them after all?"


  "No," Carlotta said ruefully. "Pity, too—they looked amazing with the dress she picked out."


  Michael opened the box and peeled back the tissue paper. Jolie swallowed her gasp—the limited edition pink and rhinestone shoes that Carlotta had worn the night before. She lifted her gaze to Carlotta, who was staring back with one eyebrow raised ever so slightly.


  Michael removed the shoes lovingly and set them on the counter. Indeed, they looked pristine. "They'll sell Saturday after Manolo signs them." He removed a key from the cash drawer and unlocked the glass case next to the counter, then situated the sandals next to a pair of alligator slingbacks, and relocked the case. "Carlotta, we're going to need some extra help down here Saturday. Would you like to pitch in?"


  "Sure. I could bring a dozen pairs of my own shoes for him to sign."


  Michael wagged his finger. "No carry-ins for the autographing. Only shoes purchased during the event, and maybe a pair you're wearing, at Manolo's discretion."


  Jolie looked back and forth between them. "The man is going to sign shoes?"


  Michael grinned. "Hundreds of pairs, hopefully. And I need for you to come in as early as you can to help me set up ropes to control the lines."


  Jolie balked. "There's going to be crowd control?"


  "Oh, there will be lots of extra security, and Manolo will have his own crew, too. But it's always better if we try to maintain as much order as possible, set up a separate area for the media, that kind of thing." He glanced across the showroom. "I'd better get back to my customer. Jolie, you look exhausted—aren't you due a break?"


  She nodded gratefully, and stifled another yawn.


  He winked. "I hope you were out doing something fun last night."


  "She was with me," Carlotta said.


  He scowled. "Don't corrupt Jolie—she's a good girl."


  Carlotta stuck her tongue out at him, and he returned to his customer. She glanced at Jolie and frowned. "You look ghastly."


  "Thanks"


  "Are you still sick from last night?"


  "I haven't been sleeping well," she said evasively.


  "Well, you left too soon. Guess who I saw!"


  "Who?"


  "Michael Stipe!"


  Jolie squinted.


  "Michael Stipe—the lead singer for R.E.M.?"


  "Oh. Right."


  Carlotta sighed and leaned on the counter. "You're slightly hopeless, you know."


  Jolie blinked back sudden moisture in her eyes, then looked away, mortified.


  "Hey, I didn't mean that," Carlotta said, her voice low and soft.


  Jolie waved her hand. "Trust me, it isn't you. It's..." She looked back to see real concern on the woman's face. "I'm exhausted, that's all."


  Carlotta made a cooing sound. "Come upstairs with me to the lounge—you can take a catnap. And something just arrived that I think will look sensational on you."


  Jolie managed a laugh and followed her across the showroom. "Right."


  "You should perk up your wardrobe a little, wear bright colors."


  "I'm more comfortable in dark colors."


  "Comfortable isn't fun," Carlotta fussed, stepping onto the up escalator. "You're too young to be comfortable."


  Jolie pursed her mouth. "Those shoes you gave to Michael—were they the same shoes you were wearing last night?"


  Carlotta's mouth twitched, then she nodded. "You're not going to tell on me, are you?"


  "No. But why risk it?"


  "It's fun," Carlotta said. "You're going to have to add that word to your vocabulary. F-U-N, fun."


  "Fun, like the party crashing?"


  "Exactly. I get to wear fabulous shoes, the shoes get exposure—a dozen women asked me where I got them. I bring the shoes back, someone comes in to buy them, everybody wins." She lifted her arms to underscore the brilliance of her logic.


  "How do you keep them looking so new?"


  A sly smile curved her wide mouth. "I have my little tricks—I tape the bottoms so they don't get scarred up, and I leave in the cardboard stays so the leather doesn't crease."


  "That can't be comfortable."


  "Like I said, comfortable isn't fun."


  Jolie marveled at the woman's aplomb. As she followed her to the cool, hushed area of the fitting rooms, she observed that Carlotta's entire bearing was stamped with self-assurance. People turned to look at her, stepped aside so she wouldn't have to. Her hair was loose and flowing today, a dark curtain down her back. Far from classically beautiful, she had more presence than a roomful of models...yet she was enigmatically single, irresistibly aloof.


  Carlotta led her to a spacious dressing room with lush carpet, and pointed to an upholstered chaise. "There. Lie down and take a nap. I'll come back in thirty minutes."


  "Are you sure I won't get you into trouble?" Jolie asked, looking at the chaise with longing.


  "I'm sure," Carlotta said with a laugh. "Besides, you're no good to Michael if you're dead on your feet. There's the light switch—get some rest."


  She closed the door and Jolie hesitated only a few seconds before extinguishing the light and feeling her way toward the chaise. She removed her jacket and stepped out of her shoes, then eased onto the plump surface, reveling in the coolness of the smooth fabric against her skin. She turned on her back and exhaled slowly, flexing her feet to stretch her twitching leg muscles, then relaxed into the softness. Heaven. She closed her eyes to allow the haze of exhaustion to lull her into semi-consciousness, but her mind fought her body's need for rest.


  The events of the past few days rose to haunt her, racing through her brain, merging and morphing until Gary had turned into a monster. He was taunting her, laughing at her fear of what lay beneath the surface of the brown, foamy Chattahoochee River, strapping her into the passenger seat of his car, then sending her rolling downhill into the water. First she was floating, then the water rose higher and higher, pulling at her clothes. She tried to free herself, but her arms were pinned to her sides. She was going to drown. A tremendous hatred for Gary seized her...until she turned her head to see him strapped in the driver's seat, also trapped. His eyes were big, apologetic, innocent . . .


  Jolie jerked awake, the sheen of perspiration cool on her brow and neck. She inhaled deeply to relieve her squeezed lungs and to slow her elevated heartbeat. Closing her eyes, she wondered how long she'd been asleep—five minutes? An hour? She didn't care, she just wanted to lie there for a few more minutes in the blessed dark.


  Voices came to her, agitated and low...threatening. Slowly she recognized one of the voices as Carlotta's. She was arguing...with a man.


  "—ever come here again, I'll call the police."


  "Do that, Lottie. I'm sure the people you work with would be interested..."


  Jolie sat up and scooted closer to the wall, where their voices were being funneled through an air vent.


  "—dare threaten me," Carlotta said in a hoarse whisper.


  A man's harsh laugh sounded. "You know I don't make idle threats. Two grand by next Friday."


  The stone-cold tone of the man's voice sent a chill down Jolie's neck. The silence stretched on, then Carlotta murmured, "H–how will I find you?"


  "Don't worry," he said. "I'll find you."


  Footsteps sounded against the tile floor, then receded. Jolie held her breath, wondering what kind of trouble Carlotta was in, and what was going through the woman's mind right now. A couple of sniffles sounded, then a thump, as if Carlotta had brought her hand down on the counter in frustration. Jolie felt an instant kinship, then shook her head at the absurdity of suddenly feeling aligned with the woman because they both were in dire straits.


  A light knock at the dressing-room door sent Jolie scooting away from the wall.


  "Jolie, it's me," Carlotta said, then opened the door and stuck her head inside. "Are you awake?"


  "Yes," Jolie said, then stood and flipped on the light. She blinked against the glare and glanced at her watch. She'd been asleep for twenty-five minutes.


  "Were you able to get some rest?" Carlotta asked, showing no signs of being threatened only a moment ago.


  "Yes, thank you so much," Jolie said, then slid her feet into her shoes and reached for the jacket she'd shed.


  "Wait, I want you to try on something."


  Jolie gave her a wry smile. "I don't have the time or the money."


  "Oh, shush, Michael can spare you for five more minutes. Get a load of this." She held up a sleeveless butternut-colored Ultrasuede jumpsuit with wide legs and a silver-tone belt that hung low on the hips.


  Jolie's lips parted and she felt an irrational gush of appreciation for the designer. "Oh, my."


  "It's perfect for you; try it on."


  "I couldn't."


  "Sure you can," Carlotta said, stepping in and closing the door behind her. "Just try it."


  Jolie wavered, then reached forward to touch the fabric and was lost in the exquisite liquidity of the cloth. "Okay, but I'm only trying it on."


  Carlotta eased the jumpsuit off the hanger while Jolie undressed a bit self-consciously. Carlotta hummed and eyed her figure critically. "Wow, if you were a few inches taller, you could be a model."


  "I've lost weight recently," Jolie said, glad that at least her Wal-Mart white underwear matched, but knowing it made her look bluishly pale. "I guess I haven't adjusted to my new schedule."


  "How's your real-estate business coming along? Have you called that hunky Beck Underwood yet?"


  Jolie stepped into the jumpsuit, nervous at the mere sound of his name. "He's supposed to call me." She didn't add that she'd left her cell phone turned off all day. She wasn't sure who she wanted to hear from less: him or Detective Salyers.


  "Are you kidding me?" Carlotta gaped. "Do you know how many realtors in this city would sell their soul to be Beck Underwood's agent? We're talking a multimillion-dollar home. The commission would set you up for a year!"


  She'd told herself the same thing a thousand times. "I know."


  "You act as if you're afraid of him," Carlotta said. "Or is it men in general? Michael told me that your boyfriend is...missing?"


  Jolie glanced up from shrugging into the top of the jumpsuit.


  Carlotta winced. "Don't be angry with Michael—he thought you could use a little moral support."


  So that was why Carlotta was being nice to her. Jolie wondered if everyone would be as supportive if they knew all the details of her "missing" boyfriend.


  "You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to," Carlotta murmured.


  In answer, Jolie dropped her gaze and allowed Carlotta to fasten the silver-tone buttons running up the front from waist to breastbone. In light of the conversation she'd overheard, the woman had her own problems.


  "There," Carlotta said, then stood back. Her face lit up, then she turned Jolie around to look in the wall mirror. "You," she said over Jolie's shoulder, "look like a goddess."


  Okay, "goddess" was stretching it a bit, Jolie thought, studying her reflection with wide-eyed wonder. But "good" was not inappropriate. She slid her hands into the hidden side pockets and drank in the sight of herself in the luxe designer outfit. The style, the color and drape of the fabric—everything about the jumpsuit was perfect for her figure type and skin tone. She didn't look like herself. The woman staring back looked...accomplished. Situated. As if she knew who she was, and other people be damned.


  With the impact of a thunderbolt, Jolie suddenly realized the attraction of haute couture: it wasn't how high fashion made a woman look, it was how high fashion made a woman feel.


  "Well, was I right?"


  She glanced at Carlotta in the mirror and nodded miserably. "It's incredible, but I couldn't possibly afford something like this. How much is it?"


  Carlotta fidgeted. "Well..."


  Jolie picked up the dangling tag and her heart dropped. "This is more than the Blue Book value on my car." A car that she didn't even have. She began fumbling with the buttons. "Carlotta, I shouldn't even be trying this on."


  "Relax, Jolie...relax. I'll help you work out the financials. You simply must have this outfit."


  "Even with my employee discount, it's an impossibility."


  Carlotta put her hands on Jolie's shoulders. "I have a system."


  Jolie was instantly wary. "What do you mean?"


  "Buy the outfit at your discount, wear it to a big bash tomorrow night that you simply must attend with me, then return it." She lifted her arms in a happy "see?" shrug.


  "I can't do that," Jolie said, shaking her head. "It wouldn't be honest." Then she squinted. "What bash?"


  "It's a big reception for journalists—some kind of award nominations are being announced. I'm going, and you have to go with me."


  Jolie gave her a wry smile. "You mean crash with you?"


  Carlotta grinned. "All the best people will be there."


  She thought of Roger LeMon. "Some of the same people we saw the other night?"


  "Sure, that pack runs together."


  She'd like the chance to get close to Roger LeMon to find out more about his relationship to Gary, and why he cared that she had connected them. But how could she do that when he already knew who she was?


  Jolie looked back at her reflection. She didn't look like herself. "Carlotta, do you think I could borrow one of your wigs for tomorrow night?"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  


  JOLIE SAT SLUMPED IN HER CAR, questioning her judgment for agreeing to meet Carlotta in the parking garage of the hotel. Sitting in the dimly lit structure, she was an easy target for anyone who might have followed her. Not that she'd noticed anyone following her, but between Gary's stealth, Roger LeMon's secrecy, and Detective Salyers' perseverance, she couldn't be certain.


  Except surely Gary wouldn't have the cojones to tail her in her own car.


  She glanced at her cell phone display: 2 MISSED CALLS. Salyers had called twice yesterday, twice today. Jolie wondered if she were breaking some kind of law by not answering and not returning the detective's calls, but she'd promised herself that she'd call Salyers tomorrow about Roger LeMon, regardless if she learned something solid tonight. She picked up the folded sheets of paper she'd printed last night after researching her subject on the Internet.


  Roger LeMon was thirty-four years old, graduated from Vanderbilt University with a degree in finance, worked in the Buckhead office of LeMon and Pride, Ltd., the investment company his late father had founded. By all appearances, the man was a success in his professional and in his personal life. Recipient of various humanitarian awards for philanthropic contributions, winning member of an Atlanta tennis club, on the board of a local business college, on the vestry of his church. Married to Janet Chisholm, lived in a gated neighborhood in Buckhead, no children that Jolie could find a record of. And no direct link to Gary that she could pinpoint, other than the photograph.


  On the opposite end of the parking garage, headlights appeared, then a dark sedan...slowly climbing the ramp...turning into the aisle where she had parked. Carlotta had told her to look for a white Miata convertible, so she slumped lower and watched in her side mirror for the sedan to pass by.


  Instead, it stopped...directly behind her car, trapping her. Tinted windows hid the face of the occupant. Realization of her stupidity hit Jolie full force, and she scrambled for her cell phone. The hypocrisy of calling the police now was not lost on her, but she didn't care. And how petty was it that she was thinking if she were shot wearing the jumpsuit, she wouldn't be able to return it?


  The tinted window started to buzz down just as she punched in 9-1-1. Oh, God..."they" were going to get her. Her heart pounded in her ears so loudly, she could barely hear the phone ringing.


  "Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?"


  Jolie opened her mouth to unload on the answerer, her eyes riveted on the car window as the top of Carlotta's head appeared, then her gapped grin. Jolie sighed in relief. "Operator, I'm so sorry, I made a mistake."


  She disconnected the call, then climbed out of the car, irritated with herself. "I thought you were driving a white convertible!"


  Carlotta frowned. "My battery was dead. I had to borrow my brother's car."


  "Oh." Jolie gave herself a mental shake. She was either going to have to go to the police or calm the heck down.


  Carlotta handed a Mui Mui shoe box out the window. "I have your shoes, but put the box in your car so you'll have it to make your return tomorrow."


  Jolie put the empty box in the trunk, already dreading the return tomorrow. Would Michael know she'd worn them tonight?


  "Get in," Carlotta said, "and I'll find a place to park."


  She locked her car doors, then shouldered her "biggish" purse and checked to make sure the shocking price tag of the jumpsuit was still secure, tucked down inside the bodice beneath her armpit, held in place with a tiny safety pin.


  She climbed into the sedan and closed the door. The interior was luxurious and clean, but reeked of cigarette smoke. "What does your brother do?"


  "He's a hacker," Carlotta declared. "Mostly he plays computer games, but sometimes he'll get in the mood to work, help companies with their security, things like that."


  "He must be smart."


  "Yeah, especially for a nineteen-year-old."


  Jolie's eyebrows went up.


  Carlotta sighed as she turned into a parking place. "Yes, there's a big age difference. Mother thought another baby would help their marriage."


  Jolie could tell by the tone of her voice that it hadn't. "Sounds like you're close to your brother."


  She shrugged. "He lives with me." Then she turned off the ignition and smiled with approval. "You look great."


  "Thanks. So do you."


  Carlotta preened in her "borrowed" red bugle bead jacket over a silvery three-quarter-length dress. Her lustrous dark hair was skimmed back and twisted into a chignon. Against her black, black hair and her olive skin tone, her blue eyes were captivating.


  Jolie leaned in. "I thought your eyes were brown."


  "Tonight they're blue."


  "Contact lenses?"


  "Yeah, I have green ones, too, and a pair that looks like cat eyes—those freak everyone out a little. Are you ready for your shoes and new hair?" Carlotta had already turned to retrieve a bag from the backseat. "Here are the shoes."


  When Jolie opened the bag to find the soles of the silver-colored cut-out leather pumps covered with several layers of tape, she worked her mouth from side to side. "I feel like a thief."


  "Let's don't go through that again. Come on, we're going to be late. Remember to leave in the cardboard stays."


  Jolie removed the low heeled sandals she'd worn and pushed her feet into the yummy shoes.


  "Put your other shoes in your bag, just in case you have to...leave in a hurry."


  "You mean in case we get caught crashing and are chased out?"


  "It's rare, but it happens. It's just best to be prepared. Here's your wig." She hoisted a medium-brown pageboy wig, then angled her head. "But your hair looks great—are you sure you want to do this?"


  Jolie nodded, then, using the visor mirror, tucked her curls into a hairnet that Carlotta handed her and stretched the wig over her scalp. She tugged at the ends until all was even. The transformation was startling. She touched her face to prove to her brain that she truly was looking at herself.


  "Let me see," Carlotta said, then gasped when Jolie turned her head. "You look...completely different. Your boyfriend wouldn't even recognize—" She stopped. "I'm sorry, Jolie, I didn't mean to upset you—wait a minute." She gestured vaguely toward Jolie's getup. "Does this have something to do with that?"


  Jolie's throat constricted. "Maybe."


  Carlotta squinted. "At the museum the other night when you were talking to Roger what's-his-name, was the mutual friend you mentioned your boyfriend?"


  "Yes."


  "But Roger denied knowing him."


  "He lied." Jolie hesitated, then pulled from her purse the photo she'd saved from Gary's album. "Gary is the one standing next to Roger. They look chummy to me."


  Carlotta hummed her agreement. "But why would the man lie?"


  Jolie was silent, knowing she could use an ally, but not sure if she could trust a woman who "borrowed" merchandise from the store and was having money problems. Then she glanced at herself—bewigged and wearing her own "borrowed" outfit—and realized that she was in no position to cast stones.


  Carlotta looked up. "What's your boyfriend's name again?"


  "Gary Hagan."


  "He's cute. I don't recognize him, but wow, that name still sounds so familiar."


  Jolie took a deep breath. "You've probably heard it on the news. His car was pulled out of the Chattahoochee River earlier this week."


  Carlotta's big blue eyes got even bigger. "He's dead?"


  "His body wasn't found," Jolie said carefully. "But a woman's body was in the car."


  Carlotta gasped. "Who?"


  "The police don't know yet."


  "Christ. Oh, you poor thing." Carlotta reached out to touch her arm. "You must be going crazy."


  "I'm muddling through."


  "Do you think he's alive?"


  "The police do. My car was stolen the same night Gary disappeared."


  "Christ. He killed somebody, then he stole your car?"


  Jolie wet her lips. "Actually...I don't believe he killed anyone."


  "You think it was an accident?"


  "I don't know," she said, weighing her words. "Gary had friends in high places. I'm thinking maybe he got in the middle of something, maybe he was...set up."


  Carlotta's jaw dropped. "Christ, this is like something on TV. Are you on a mission to clear the name of the man you love?"


  Jolie squirmed. "Well—"


  "Christ, the police don't think you're involved, do they?"


  "Well—"


  "They do?"


  "Not directly. But the detective who questioned me practically accused me of giving Gary my car to get away."


  "Christ, Christ, Christ." Carlotta bounced in her seat. "Your life is more exciting than mine!"


  The woman's exuberance alarmed her. Jolie looked all around and lifted a quieting hand. "Carlotta, please...I need the job at Neiman's. If Michael or anyone else there thought I was somehow linked to a murder—"


  "Say no more." Carlotta said, suddenly sober. "I hear what you're saying about the people you work with knowing your personal business."


  Jolie remembered the quiver of fear in Carlotta's voice yesterday in the conversation she'd overheard from the dressing room, and wondered if she should tell Carlotta that she'd inadvertently overheard. But since she wasn't in a position to help the woman monetarily, she felt sure that Carlotta would rather not know that she knew.


  "Thank you for understanding," was all Jolie said.


  "So are you hoping to run into Roger LeMon again tonight, ergo the disguise?"


  "Right. I shouldn't have given him my name. If I do see him, I'm hoping he won't realize I'm the same person he talked to the other night."


  Carlotta tilted her head, and the tip of her tongue appeared. "Hmm . I know!" She pulled out a small case. "Wear my green contact lenses. They don't have a prescription, and they've just been cleaned."


  Jolie hesitated. "I don't know...having something in my eye."


  It's like a tampon, you won't even know it's there."


  Although the imagery did not soothe her qualms, Jolie agreed to try them. Carlotta coached and after much poking and blinking and tearing, they were in. She stared in the mirror, marveling how much the color did change her appearance. "My mascara is a wreck, though," she said, pulling her makeup kit from her purse.


  "Do you have an eyebrow pencil?"


  Jolie checked. "I have mascara, powder and lip gloss."


  "Lip gloss? What are you, in the sixth grade? Here." Carlotta removed a makeup case the size of a loaf of bread from her purse and unzipped it. She rummaged, then withdrew a gold-tone case and twisted up a lipstick the color of cinnamon. "Try this."


  Jolie eyed her bag. "That's some arsenal."


  "Don't underestimate the power of the right shade of lipstick."


  After smoothing on the color, Jolie had to admit Carlotta was right.


  "Now, about your eyebrows . . ."


  Jolie frowned. "What about my eyebrows?" They were pale, practically nonexistent.


  "Eyebrows are the most distinctive feature you have. Did you know that your eyebrows keep their basic shape from the time you're born until you die unless you pluck them?"


  "No."


  She held up a brown pencil. "Give me a couple of minutes, and I promise, no one will recognize you."


  Jolie acquiesced and a few pencil strokes later, sported darker, fuller eyebrows with an artful arch. That did it—she did indeed look like a different person.


  Carlotta clapped her hands. "What else can I do to help?"


  "Do you recognize anyone else in the picture?"


  Carlotta turned on the overhead light and studied the photograph again. "No...wait, this woman looks familiar," she said, tapping the face of a smiling brunette standing on the end. Pretty, with a mod haircut.


  "You don't know her name?"


  "No, but she might be a customer. That's a seven-hundred-dollar Ralph Lauren Black Label sweater."


  Jolie peered at the woman's yellow sweater—beautiful, but brand-unrecognizable to her untrained eye.


  Carlotta drew the picture closer to her blue, blue eyes. "Hmm."


  "What?"


  "That picture on the wall behind them—I've seen it before."


  Jolie studied the picture, which appeared to be an illustration of a pig wearing a suit—a page from a children's book? "Do you remember where? Was it a bar, or someone's house?"


  Carlotta frowned, then shook her head and handed back the photo. "I can't remember."


  "Okay," Jolie said on an exhale. "Well, I've held us up long enough. I have no idea what I'll say to Roger LeMon if I see him, but I guess I'll just play it by ear."


  "Wait—a name, you need a name!"


  "Right. How about...Linda?"


  "Okay, and I'll be Betty." Carlotta grinned. "I've always loved that name." She opened her purse and removed a small white container. "I have a little disguise of my own."


  Jolie watched her withdraw what looked like a retainer, then insert it into her mouth. When Carlotta turned and grinned, the gap between her front teeth was gone, replaced by perfect, sparkling white incisors. A slight adjustment, a remarkable change.


  "Wow," Jolie murmured.


  Carlotta shrugged. "My dentist is always after me to get caps, but I kind of like my smile. My father always said it gave me character." Her voice dropped an octave when she mentioned her father.


  "Are your parents still living?" Jolie asked quietly.


  "Yeah," Carlotta said with a stark laugh, opening her door. "If you can call it that. Ready?"


  Jolie sensed more to Carlotta's story, but nodded and opened her own door, reminding herself that she had a reason for attending tonight's party besides bonding with Carlotta—although that idea suddenly held more appeal than dogging Roger LeMon. She stood, adjusted her clothes, and took a few tentative steps in the stiff shoes. "I hope I don't fall."


  "You'll get used to them," Carlotta said.


  But by the time they made it to the elevator and rode down to the ground floor, her feet were already chafed from the cardboard stays. The guilt of wearing the pricey outfit and the unfamiliar snugness of the wig seemed to weigh her down, making each footstep more difficult.


  "You look like you're in pain," Carlotta chastised.


  "I am in pain."


  "Just think of how good your outfit looks and that'll make you feel better."


  "At least we don't have far to go," Jolie said, turning toward the glass door that led from the garage into the hotel.


  "We're going this way," Carlotta said, pointing in the opposite direction.


  Jolie frowned. "What are you up to?"


  Carlotta gave her a secret smile. "You'll see."


  Jolie followed her to a side exit of the garage and out onto the sidewalk, then looked around to get her bearings. They were past the hotel and around the corner. In fact, most of the cars turning down the side street were taxis and limousines presumably circling back around to Peachtree Street after dropping guests at the hotel. Carlotta turned to the right and headed toward the street corner, farther still from their destination.


  Clutching her bag closer to her body, Jolie was besieged by a sudden case of nerves, wondering how she'd made the leap from nice and predictable to...here.


  Maybe Sammy Sanders had been right. Maybe she was out of her mind to leave her comfy job. What did it say about her that she could let Gary's disappearance throw her life into chaos? She wasn't even sure how she still felt about him, but his disappearance had been a catalyst in her life. Carlotta's earlier words resonated in her memory, in her heart. Your life is more exciting than mine.


  A few steps ahead of her, Carlotta stepped to the curb and flagged down a shiny black limo, then leaned in a lowered window and spoke to the driver. The woman's body language was pure flirtation. Suddenly she turned and beckoned Jolie forward. "Come on, we're going to arrive in style."


  Jolie blinked the swimmy contact lenses into place, scooted forward in her stiff shoes and murmured, "Suddenly, my life is more exciting than mine."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  


  JOLIE SLID IN NEXT TO CARLOTTA on the long, black bench seat of the limousine. "We're taking a limo around the block?"


  "It's all about perception," Carlotta said. "People will assume we're somebody important if we arrive in a service."


  Jolie wasn't about to argue, because her feet were screaming for relief. And although the ride was over before her tootsies could get a break, Jolie conceded a little thrill of excitement when a gloved hotel doorman opened the door and helped her out onto the carpet under the canopied entrance, and people turned to look. "Are you ladies here for the broadcasters reception?"


  "Yes," Carlotta said in a clipped voice, ringing with unmistaken authority. "Could you point us in the right direction, please?"


  "Straight ahead to the lobby, then left," the doorman said, beaming at the women.


  Carlotta folded a tip into his hand. "Thank you indeed."


  Jolie was conscious of other people's heads pivoting with interest as they walked toward the open double doors. The women seemed intrigued; the men were more blatant with their admiring looks. For a few minutes she forgot how much her feet hurt.


  Out of the corner of her eye, a car on Peachtree Street caught her attention—a gray Mercury Sable sedan...hers? Her breath caught in her chest at the thought of Gary following her. She craned for a better look, but the contact lenses moved on her eyes, obscuring her vision for a few seconds. She blinked furiously, but by the time she had focused, the car had already slid into traffic and out of sight. She exhaled a long breath, telling herself there were hundreds of cars like hers in the metro area. Surely Gary wouldn't risk being caught driving a stolen car along the Peachtree Street corridor at night when the police patrols were in full force.


  She wondered if he would be waiting for her when she returned to her car tonight, or if, as Leann had suggested, he had used the bought time to get the hell out of Dodge.


  Was she being a colossal, gullible fool by believing him?


  "Are you okay?" Carlotta asked.


  "Fine," she murmured, and resumed walking.


  They were directed down a lavishly tiled hallway that opened up into a spacious foyer with a small, tasteful sign that welcomed guests to the reception for the Broadcasters and Journalists Association of Georgia. Jolie's palms were moist when they chained onto a line of beautifully dressed guests waiting to give their tickets to a rather stern-looking middle-aged gentleman. She grew even more nervous when Carlotta, casting inconspicuous glances at the tickets people around them were holding, turned a little gray around the gills.


  "What's wrong?" Jolie whispered.


  "I was misinformed," Carlotta whispered back. "I had my brother print up the wrong tickets."


  Jolie felt a full-fledged sweat coming on, and out of fear of staining the rented jumpsuit, concentrated on trying to contract her pores. "What are we going to do?"


  "Follow my lead," Carlotta said just as the couple in front of them moved on and the ticket taker held out his hand.


  "Tickets please."


  "Forgive my ignorance, sir," Carlotta said in a distinct British accent. "This is the first time I have attended such an event, and I wasn't aware that I was supposed to bring the vouchers."


  Jolie stared. The woman was a chameleon.


  A wrinkle formed in the man's brow. "I'm not supposed to let you in without a ticket, ma'am."


  "Oh," Carlotta murmured, fluttering her hands. "I'm quite embarrassed, still adjusting to American protocol and all of that." She turned to bestow a beatific smile on the people behind them. Then she turned back to the ticket holder. "Isn't there something you can do, sir? Check my name on a list, perhaps? Betty Halverson, CNN. And guest."


  Jolie did her part, nodding as if she were indeed the guest of British-born Betty Halverson, CNN, although her neck itched and the contact in her left eye was beginning to feel like a tampon all right—a tampon in her eye.


  The ticket taker leaned in to speak to Carlotta conspiratorially. "I asked for a list, ma'am, but they didn't give me one."


  Carlotta made a rueful noise in her throat. "This isn't your fault, good sir, it's mine, all mine." Flap, flap went her false eyelashes.


  Jolie could practically hear the man's resolve crumbling. "I think it would be all right this once," he murmured.


  "You are a true gentleman," Carlotta crooned, and floated through the opening.


  Jolie followed with a grateful American nod. When they had moved out of earshot, she looked at Carlotta. "What was that?"


  "Accents will open doors," Carlotta said with a lovely shrug. "People with a British accent sound smart and trustworthy."


  "You're scary," Jolie said.


  "We're in, aren't we?" Carlotta said, then scanned the room full of milling guests. She stopped and inhaled sharply. "Oh, my God."


  Jolie froze and tried to blink her contact lens into place. "Do you see Roger LeMon?"


  "No, it's Anderson Cooper."


  "Doesn't he have his own show on CNN?"


  "Who cares about that? He's the son of Gloria Vanderbilt!"


  "Then maybe you should go introduce yourself to your coworker," Jolie said wryly.


  Carlotta made a face and continued to survey the room. "I'm going to be able to add to my book tonight. Without moving, I see the mayor, Jasmine Guy, and Clark Howard."


  "The consumer reports guy?"


  "Yes." Carlotta frowned. "I think I’ll him that his advice to shop discount is not only bad for the economy, but bad for the Atlanta fashion scene."


  "Oh, no," Jolie said with a laugh. "It's better to buy something and wear it, then return it."


  Carlotta frowned harder. "I told you, this is good advertising. Do you know how many people are looking at you right now?"


  "They're looking through me to get to you," Jolie said, then nodded toward the bar. "Since you hired the limousine for our long journey, I'll get us drink tickets."


  "Wait," Carlotta said, clasping Jolie's arm. She stared at the table where tickets were being sold and murmured, "Yellow." Then she angled her body toward Jolie, opened her purse, and pulled out six yellow generic tear-off tickets. "Three for you, three for me."


  Jolie's eyes widened, and her errant lens popped back into place. "You brought your own drink tickets?"


  "You can buy them in rolls at any office supply store."


  "How did you know the tickets would be yellow?"


  "I didn't—I brought red, blue, and yellow, just in case."


  "You really have this down to a science, don't you?"


  "I prefer to think of it as an art," Carlotta said with a smile, as they walked toward the bar. "By the way, don't get red wine or anything to eat with red sauce—you know the old saying, 'If you break it, you buy it'?"


  "Yes."


  "Well," Carlotta said, gesturing at the jumpsuit. "If you stain it, you obtain it."


  Jolie swallowed. "Got it." They joined the line at the bar and Jolie glanced around the ballroom. Even to her unsophisticated eye, this crowd seemed more affluent compared to the crowd of two nights ago. "What's the biggest event you've ever crashed?" she whispered to Carlotta.


  "The governor's inaugural ball."


  Jolie's eyes bugged. "How did you manage that?"


  "Hannah loaned me a chef's coat to wear over my outfit. I walked in through the kitchen, picked up a tray and carried it to a table, detoured through the bathroom to remove the coat, stuffed the coat into my bag, and joined the party."


  Jolie shook her head in amazement.


  "By the way, Hannah will be here in an hour," Carlotta said, looking around, "so I need to find a side door to let her in."


  "Okay," Jolie said, moving up in the bar line.


  "But the most fun I had," Carlotta said, on a roll now, "was watching the Hawks. I printed up a press pass, borrowed my brother's camera with a big honking lens, and parked myself courtside."


  "When was that?"


  "The entire 2005-2006 season."


  Jolie gaped. "No one ever questioned you?"


  "Nope." Carlotta stepped up and handed the bartender one of the generic drink tickets in exchange for a gin and tonic.


  Jolie got white wine, tipped well to assuage her conscience and then began to scout the room for Roger LeMon or one of the others in the photograph.


  "I'll check out the opposite side of the room," Carlotta murmured. Jolie nodded and watched the men watch her friend as she glided across the room. When she realized she was getting a few looks of her own, she reached up to touch her hair and encountered the unfamiliar texture of the straight wig. The knowledge that tonight she didn't have to be mousy little Jolie Goodman shot through her. Tonight she could be anybody she wanted to be.


  "Beautiful outfit," a woman next to her said.


  Jolie smiled, then wet her lips. "Why, thank yaw," she said, but her British accent came out sounding like Scarlett O'Hara with her mouth full of peanut butter. She cleared her throat. "I mean, thank you," she said in her normal voice, then felt compelled to add, "Neiman's."


  The woman pursed her mouth and nodded, then turned back to her group. Jolie sipped her wine and moved around the room, forcing herself to join knots of people and make small talk about the weather and traffic, and to congratulate the people who wore colored badges, designating a nomination for a broadcasting or journalism award.


  She introduced herself as Linda, an attorney—why not? She'd wondered what it was like to walk in the shoes of the rich and famous, and now she was getting a taste of it. Her feet had progressed beyond painful; they were anesthetized, allowing her to accept compliments graciously, plugging Neiman's at every opportunity. A couple of men tried to latch on, buy her a drink, and while she enjoyed the attention, she made excuses to keep moving.


  For some reason, Beck Underwood's face kept popping into her mind, and she wondered if she'd see him tonight. Mixed feelings danced in her chest over the fact that if he did put in an appearance, she wouldn't be able to talk to him and not blow her cover. Which was probably for the best, she told herself. The last thing she needed was to develop a crush on Beck Underwood simply because he had a hero complex and was bored with being back home.


  Blaming that disturbing mind tangent on the fact that her brain was trying to pump blood to her numb feet, she wiggled her toes (at least she thought she did) and forced herself to move on.


  Everywhere she turned, she was drawn into light conversation. She attributed the warm reception she received to the clothes and the shoes, although she couldn't blame people for treating her differently. She felt different. Taller, sexier, wittier. She was well-read and had observed local politics for years, but had never put herself in situations to engage in clever party dialogue. The wine and the new persona she'd adopted made her brave. In one crowd she ventured a joke that garnered bursts of laughter, to her great surprise. The attention was absolutely heady, more powerful than the wine. She caught a glimpse of herself in a mirrored column and was stunned at the woman who was reflected—self-assured, poised, polished. Was this the person she might have become, under different circumstances?


  Jolie turned away and sipped from her glass, unnerved at her train of thought since arriving. She'd never wanted to be anyone other than herself until this mess had landed in her lap. In fact, people with money and power had always made her uneasy, and she'd do well to remember that the same people who had laughed at her jokes wouldn't give her a second glance if she were wearing her normal discount-store clothing and selling them shoes.


  And that some people in this social echelon—perhaps in this very room—might be responsible for what had happened to Gary...and the woman in his car. Bolstered by a second glass of wine, she canvassed the room with new resolve. And then she spotted Roger LeMon, wearing a tuxedo, one hand wrapped around a drink, the other in his pocket. He was talking to a man who was wearing an award nomination badge, and they seemed to be deep in conversation. But what sent a stone to her stomach was the fact that the second man, a stout, round-faced fellow who looked prematurely gray, was also familiar. He too was in the photo in her purse.


  "Do you see what I see?"


  Jolie jumped and turned her head to see Carlotta, her intense blue eyes wide with excitement. "You mean Roger LeMon? I just saw him. Do you know the man he's talking to? He's in the photo too."


  "I've seen him around, but I don't know who he is."


  "He's wearing a nominee badge."


  "Then by all means, let's go congratulate him."


  Jolie touched Carlotta's arm. "Wait. What if LeMon recognizes us?"


  "He's not going to recognize us," Carlotta said, then wet her lips. "Especially not this English rose," she said in her perfect British accent.


  "How did you learn to do that?" Jolie asked as they made their way through the crowd.


  "I had an English nanny."


  More clues to her blueblood upbringing. Jolie followed her friend through the crowd, sensing the master party crasher had had a troubled life. Why else would she delight in mocking the class of people that would probably welcome her with open arms? Only a powerful resentment could drive a person to go to so much trouble to pull one over on a group of people who would never realize they'd been had.


  The closer they got to Roger LeMon, the harder Jolie's heart pounded. His voice and his words from the other night reverberated in her head. She said she was a friend...Goodman, Jolie Goodman.


  She had to force herself to walk closer, terrified that he would recognize her, that he might even have found her dropped wineglass the other night and know that his conversation had been overheard. By the time they were near enough to the men to strike up a conversation, her tongue was immobile. Part by part, her body was becoming paralyzed. Not that she had to worry, with Carlotta in the vicinity.


  "Hallo," the woman purred, stepping between the men. They stopped mid-conversation. LeMon seemed perturbed by the interruption, and took the opportunity to drink deeply from his cocktail. Carlotta directed her attention—and accent—to the unknown man. "I'm Betty, and this is my friend Linda, and we wanted to say congratulations on your nomination."


  The plump man raked his gaze over Betty and interest flared in his eyes. He switched his drink to his left hand—the one with the wedding ring—and shook Carlotta's hand with his right. "Thank you. I'm Kyle Coffee. This here is Roger LeMon." His speech was slightly slurred, and he seemed to be well on his way to being toasted.


  "How do you do, Roger?" Carlotta said. "Do both of you gentlemen work in the industry?"


  "I'm in television production," Kyle offered. "My buddy Roger is a money man."


  Carlotta smiled. "Ah. Sounds like a most fortuitous friendship. You work together?"


  "No," Kyle Coffee said with an exaggerated wink. "I guess you could say we play together, wouldn't you, Roger?"


  LeMon hesitated, then gave a little laugh and turned to look at Jolie.


  She fought the clawing urge to run. The relief that he didn't seem to recognize her gave way to the heebie-jeebies from his lascivious stare. He wet his thin lips, then said to Carlotta, "So, does your friend have that same cute accent?"


  Carlotta gave Jolie a questioning look. "Who, Linda? Well—"


  "No," Jolie said softly, but emphasized the Georgia drawl she'd been raised with and had worked hard to dispel. "That is, I have a cute accent, but it's closer to home."


  They all laughed and Roger inched nearer. The hand in his pocket began to jingle change and his neck loosened with what she assumed was his "hey, chickie baby" stance. "Nice outfit," he said, looking at her boobs.


  "Thanks." Her mind raced, searching for a line of questioning that might lead somewhere helpful. "Where do you live, Roger?"


  He took another drink, as if he were debating on what—or perhaps whether—to tell her. "In Buckhead," he said finally. "You?"


  "Vinings," she said, glad that her real-estate training had made her so familiar with the metro area. "I just moved to town. What did your friend mean when he said you were a money man?" She managed a flirtatious smile. "You don't launder money, do you?"


  Kyle Coffee belly-laughed, blowing his flammable breath all over them. Roger joined in, slightly less amused, a half beat later. "No. I'm an investment broker. What do you do...um—"


  "Linda," she supplied. "I'm an attorney."


  Kyle elbowed Roger. "Maybe she's a divorce attorney." He laughed again, scorching the air.


  Roger's thick, dark eyebrows came together. "Maybe you've had a little too much to drink, Kyle."


  When the silence began to grow tense, Jolie asked, "So, Roger, do you come to these events to network for clients?"


  "No, I come for the same reason that most everyone else is here: to kill time." He lifted his glass for another drink and winced as he swallowed. "Besides, almost everyone here is already a client of mine."


  She glanced around to humor him "I guess that means you deal only with high rollers."


  He shrugged. "Well, not to brag, but my minimum investment for new clients is seven figures."


  The man was so bragging. But with those requirements and Gary's wrecked finances, Gary certainly wasn't a client of LeMon's. "Do you have a business card?" she asked.


  He extended his drink for her to hold, and she took it, feeling a little smarmy just by association. She had the feeling that Roger LeMon was used to people doing what he wanted, especially women. And while some women might find his arrogance attractive, she was repulsed. She watched as unobtrusively as she could as he removed his wallet. On his left ring finger was a gold band—a band he hadn't been wearing two nights ago. He made a show of opening his wallet, which boasted a thick stack of bills, then withdrew a business card and tucked the wallet back into his pocket.


  Jolie glanced at Carlotta, who had noticed the wad of money and seemed to be deep in thought as she sipped her gin and tonic. Unease tickled Jolie's spine, but she cut back to Roger and offered him a beguiling smile as he handed her his business card.


  Feeling bold, she asked, "Is there a private number on your card?"


  He pursed his mouth and stared at her cleavage again, then pulled a pen out of his jacket and clicked the end with purpose. He turned over the card and wrote something on it, then reached forward to tuck the card in a small breast pocket on her jumpsuit. "Call me soon."


  He stroked her breast as he pulled out his finger and she swallowed against the revulsion that rose in her throat. His hands were long and slender, his nails manicured. The edge of a small black tattoo on his wrist peeked out from beneath his shirt cuff. His smile was cocky as he returned his pen to an inside pocket. Her hands itched to throw the two drinks she held in his face.


  "Don't look now, Roger," Kyle Coffee said with an elbow nudge. "Here comes history."


  Both men looked over Jolie's shoulder and fixed smiles on their faces at whoever was approaching.


  Jolie turned around to greet the arrivals, and nearly choked. Beck Underwood and his sister stood there, both of them giving Roger wary glances. It suddenly hit her that Beck had mentioned his sister had once dated Roger. Jolie ducked her head and frantically glanced around for an escape route, but found herself hemmed in between Roger and a gigantic sago palm tree. Desperate, she held up her wineglass to obscure her face.


  "Hi, Della," LeMon said, dipping his chin.


  "Hello, Roger," Della replied, her voice surprisingly tentative for an heiress, although based on the dark circles beneath her eyes, the woman looked a little under the weather.


  "Hey, Beck," LeMon said a little too loudly. "Long time, no see. I hear you've been living with natives, or something like that."


  "Or something like that," Beck said coolly.


  Out of the corner of her eye, Jolie saw Roger's hand twitch as he suddenly realized he didn't have a drink—Jolie was still holding his glass. When he reached for it, Jolie felt all eyes land on her, and she dreaded looking up. When she did, newly shorn Beck Underwood, exquisite in a black suit, white shirt, and silvery tie, was studying her, then "Betty." Jolie averted her gaze and hoped like heck he didn't put two and two together and get two—namely, her and Carlotta.


  "We came over to congratulate Kyle," his sister said, extending her hand and a smile to the inebriated man. "Dad couldn't be here tonight, but he can't say enough about your work on the Yesterdays series."


  Kyle Coffee must have realized the significance of the Underwoods' presence because he visibly tried to gather himself. "Thank you," he said, shaking hands with Della, then Beck. "Good to see you b–back, B–Beck," he ventured, but the alliteration was too much for his sloshy tongue to handle and he giggled nervously. "Uh...meet our new friends," he said to cover his gaffe.


  Jolie was caught.


  "Della and Beck Underwood, this is Betty and...and...Linda!" Kyle said, proud of himself for remembering.


  Carlotta nodded graciously. "Hallo."


  "Oh, you're from England," Della Underwood said. "What part?"


  "London," Carlotta said without missing a beat.


  "What part of London?" Beck Underwood asked mildly.


  Jolie's heart began to trip overtime. He was on to them.


  "Liverpool Street," Carlotta said triumphantly.


  "Ah. Near the station, or in the city?"


  Carlotta's smile faltered for a split second. "Er, near the station...of course."


  He nodded, then he looked at Jolie and his eyes danced with mischief. "Linda—it is Linda, right?"


  She nodded, feeling like an idiot.


  "Are you from London also?"


  "N-No," she stammered in her resurrected Southern accent.


  "Linda is an attorney from Vinings," Carlotta offered, trying to be helpful.


  "Is she?" Beck asked, his eyebrows lifted.


  "Beck Underwood," a woman's voice said behind them. "I knew our paths would cross again."


  They all turned, and Jolie's intestines twisted at the sight of the blonde gliding their way dressed in shocking pink. Sammy "Sold" Sanders.


  This night just kept getting better.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  


  WATCHING SAMMY SANDERS introduce herself around the circle was painful because the woman personified every stereotype that had plagued the real-estate business for decades: shellacked hair, cheesy smile, and an elbow-wagging handshake straight out of Realty 101. Jolie decided to take her chances climbing over the palm tree, but came up short when Roger LeMon hooked his arm in hers.


  "You're not leaving." It was more of a statement than a question. He glanced toward Della Underwood for a split second, and it hit Jolie like a thunderbolt that he wanted to make the woman jealous. Her flash of anger dissipated when she considered the ramifications—and complications—of unresolved feelings between Roger and Della. A memory stirred...something Beck had said when she'd asked about his return to Atlanta. "My sister was going through some things I wanted to be here for."


  A love affair gone bad?


  By the time Jolie had processed the new possibilities, Sammy was standing in front of her. "I'm Sammy," she said, grabbing Jolie's hand for a pump that would have brought up water from the Sahara.


  "Linda," Jolie murmured.


  "Hey, Linda just moved here," Kyle Coffee boomed. "Maybe she needs a house."


  Sammy went from seven hundred and fifty watts to one thousand. "Really?"


  "No...no," Jolie said as quickly as her acquired drawl would allow. "I don't need a house."


  Sammy's face fell, then she squinted. "Have we met before?"


  Jolie's heart skipped a beat, then resumed. "No. Like he said, I'm new in town."


  "Linda is an attorney," Carlotta and Beck said in unison.


  Everyone stared. Carlotta cleared her throat and added, "She lives in Vinings."


  Sammy turned back to Jolie. "It's just that...you remind me of somebody...I can't put my finger on it."


  Carlotta couldn't know that Sammy was her former boss, but Jolie suspected that her friend could see the panic on her face.


  "Oh, you know what they say," Carlotta said with a laugh. "Everyone has a twin somewhere."


  Next to her, Roger LeMon's head jerked toward Carlotta. Jolie winced inwardly when she realized that Carlotta had inadvertently echoed LeMon's response from two nights ago when she'd said she recognized him from a photo with Gary. Had he just made the connection?


  His head pivoted back to her and Jolie saw suspicion flash through his eyes. She maintained a wide-eyed expression for his sake and for Sammy's. Then Sammy glanced down at Jolie's shoes and she snapped her fingers. "Did you get those shoes at Neiman's?"


  Jolie felt her smile waver, but she managed a nod.


  "Were you shopping there this week? Monday maybe?"


  Jolie managed another nod.


  "I'll bet that's it," Sammy said with a big smile. "I probably saw you in the shoe department."


  Beck's burst of dry laughter got everyone's attention. He lifted his big shoulders in a casual shrug. "Eventually, you see everyone in Atlanta in the shoe department at Neiman's."


  "So true," Carlotta said, jumping on the "save Jolie" bandwagon. Everyone laughed politely, but Roger LeMon kept staring at her. Jolie squirmed and her mind raced for a reason to excuse herself as the sudden lull in the conversation dragged on.


  "Linda," Carlotta sang, "I hate to be a damp rag, but we did promise Hannah that we would meet her."


  "Right," Jolie agreed in relief.


  "It was nice to meet everyone," Carlotta said, backing away and bowing, leaving Jolie to wonder if bowing was still in vogue in England.


  Afraid that Sammy would recognize her voice if she spoke again, Jolie nodded her agreement, sending a smile all around. Kyle Coffee waved good-naturedly and Sammy had refocused her fawning self on Beck Underwood, pressing a cream-colored postcard into his hand. Roger LeMon continued to watch Jolie through narrowed eyes with such dark intensity that if he were somehow involved in this mess, she could understand why Gary had sounded so terrified. She tried to smile, but LeMon's face remained immobile.


  Her numb feet weren't responding well—she stumbled past Beck Underwood and he reached out to steady her with his arm. The warmth and strength of his fingers against her bare skin sent a jolt of awareness through her. When she looked into his brown eyes, she saw questions there. She was grateful that despite his obvious bewilderment, he hadn't given them away.


  "Thank you," she murmured.


  "You're welcome," he said, holding her arm a few seconds longer than necessary before releasing her.


  She blamed her heightened senses on the constant stream of adrenaline her body had been pumping throughout the evening, and turned to walk away as fast as her deadened feet would take her. Next to her, she could sense that Carlotta was ready to burst out of her skin. They had barely gotten out of earshot when Carlotta squealed. "Oh, my God, that was so exciting!"


  Jolie exhaled. "That isn't a word I would've used."


  "Did you find out anything from Roger LeMon?"


  "Maybe...I don't know." She touched her thumping head. "This entire thing could be a dead end. Maybe I'm looking for a bigger connection than what's there."


  "Are you going to call him?"


  "I don't know. I'm not sure, but I think he recognized us toward the end."


  Carlotta touched her temple. "Because of what I said about having a twin? I'm so sorry. That just popped out." She winced. "If I've blown our cover, I'll never forgive myself."


  Jolie decided not to make her feel worse by telling her about the phone conversation she'd overheard the other night, and that if LeMon thought they were trying to pull one over on him, he might be incensed—to the point of being dangerous.


  "It's okay," Jolie said. "I could be wrong about him recognizing us."


  "Beck Underwood saw right through us." Carlotta elbowed Jolie. "But then again, the man seems to have radar where you're concerned."


  Jolie's cheeks warmed. "I don't know what you're talking about."


  "He has a thing for you."


  "No, he doesn't, and if he did, I'm not interested." Not interested in being a novelty for a man who moved easily in circles she had to crash.


  Carlotta pressed her lips together. "Are you still hung up on your boyfriend?" She made a rueful noise. "Of course you are, I didn't mean to be crass. You don't even know for sure if the man is dead or alive."


  "R–right." Jolie drained the remaining inch of white wine in her glass. "Did you find out anything about Kyle Coffee?"


  "Other than he can't hold his liquor? The only thing I noticed that was odd was that he and LeMon have the same tattoo."


  Jolie frowned. "The one on LeMon's wrist? I noticed it, but I couldn't make out what it was."


  "Kyle had one in the same place, but I could see his because the slob had lost a cuff link. It was some kind of crest—maybe a college fraternity thing?"


  Jolie splayed her hand. "It could mean nothing."


  "Did your boyfriend have one?"


  "No."


  "Hmm. Well, you're right—it could be nothing. I gathered that you knew Realtor Barbie from somewhere?"


  Jolie rolled her eyes. "Sammy is my ex-boss."


  Carlotta made a face. "Did she fire you?"


  "No. I quit."


  Carlotta raised her eyebrows, then grinned, revealing her retouched smile. "I like you, Jolie Goodman. You've got moxie."


  Warm surprise suffused Jolie's chest, and she conceded a little thrill to be accepted by someone like Carlotta, who was such an interesting character herself.


  They climbed a short set of carpeted stairs to another bar area where they swapped two more tickets for fresh drinks. "This is my limit," Jolie murmured, already feeling a little light-headed. On the other hand, the guilt of consuming free drinks seemed to dissipate with each one, Jolie noted, sipping the crisp chardonnay.


  Carlotta stopped a waiter and whipped out her British accent. "Pardon me, could you direct me to the smoking area?"


  He pointed. "Down this hall and to the right, out the doors onto a covered patio."


  She thanked the man, then pulled out her cell phone. "I'll tell Hannah where to meet us."


  While Carlotta called Hannah, Jolie realized the raised floor gave her a good vantage for spying. She slid a glance in the direction where they'd been standing earlier. Only Kyle Coffee remained, talking to a new group of people, none of whom she recognized. She picked out Beck and Della Underwood a few yards away, shaking hands with more nominees. Beck was hard to miss because he was at least a half head taller than most of the men in the room. His hand hovered at his sister's waist protectively and Jolie experienced a stab of envy over their closeness. If she ever became a mother, she would want more than one child to make sure they had siblings to grow up with and comfort and companionship after she and their father had passed on.


  Why those domestic thoughts were whirling through her head now, she couldn't fathom. She had to get through this chaos surrounding Gary before she could move on with her life. But as she watched Beck move, undeniable attraction curled in her stomach. She liked the way he carried his body—with the grace of a natural athlete. It was, she realized, easier to observe him from a distance. When the man was in her personal space, his presence played havoc with her senses.


  She wondered if he'd stepped in tonight for his powerful father, and if he'd minded. Was he the prodigal son returning home to pull his weight in the family conglomerate after whiling away a few years in paradise? Had he been summoned home?


  His noise about finding a house notwithstanding, would he stay in Atlanta, or be off on another adventure when things became too staid? That kind of freedom frightened Jolie, it was too...uncertain. She needed boundaries to be able to organize and guide her life, a measuring stick against which to gauge her progress—a by-product of her blue-collar upbringing, she was sure. She supposed it would be different if one were raised without financial limitations, which probably explained why money married money...being rich was as much a state of mind as it was a state of bank account.


  As she watched, a beautiful redhead engaged Beck in conversation. The woman was perfect in every way: perfect hair, perfect smile, perfect figure, perfect clothes, perfect carriage. She angled her body toward Beck in an unmistakable invitation, and he didn't turn away. He was, after all, a man. A rich man who was accustomed to having beautiful women throw themselves at him. Jolie's cheeks flamed that she had even briefly entertained the idea that he might be interested in her.


  He laughed at something the woman said, revealing even white teeth, then he glanced around the room and before she could look away, looked up and caught her staring at him. Great. He lifted his chin slightly and a smile played on his mouth before he turned his head to respond to something else the redhead said.


  Jolie looked away before she could make an even bigger fool out of herself. Undoubtedly, the man already thought she was certifiable—why not behave like a stalker too?


  Keeping an eye peeled for Roger LeMon, she scanned the crowd methodically, thinking she should have watched where he'd gone. A few seconds later, she chastised herself. Just because LeMon gave her the creeps and lied—possibly—about knowing Gary didn't mean he was a criminal monster. He simply could be a run-of-the-mill chauvinistic jerk.


  The wisecrack that Kyle Coffee had made about a divorce attorney—had he been hinting that he himself could use one, or Roger? Neither man, in her opinion, presented himself as being prime husband material. Is that what Della Underwood had decided, or had Roger LeMon ended their relationship?


  Carlotta snapped her phone closed and stashed it in her bag. "Hannah will meet us outside in a few minutes. Want to come?"


  "Sure. Carlotta, what do you know about Della Underwood?"


  Carlotta pursed her mouth. "Actually, Della and I went to the same private high school for a while."


  "Were you friends?"


  "No. She was a year ahead of me, and she hung with a very exclusive crowd. Her mother has always been sickly, so she began making public appearances with her old man when she was still in high school." Carlotta laughed. "I was wildly jealous of her, we all were."


  It was hard to imagine that Carlotta would be jealous of anyone.


  "After high school, Della was a party girl, but she had a lot of style, you know? Classy. Dated senators' sons, professional athletes, was always in the social column." She paused and lifted her shoulders in a slow shrug. "Then...I don't know, she just sort of dropped off the scene. There were rumors that she was in drug rehab, that she'd had a nervous breakdown, that she'd had a baby—but none of those things were ever verified. She started making appearances again, but she was like this scared little animal, like...like she'd been wounded."


  "What do you think happened?"


  Carlotta spoke behind her hand. "Personally, I always wondered if maybe Mrs. Underwood was a mental case, and if maybe Della inherited something." She shrugged. "But that's only speculation on my part."


  "She's never been married?"


  "No."


  "Beck mentioned at the museum the other night that she used to date Roger LeMon."


  Carlotta frowned. "Really? I don't remember that. Not that I'm an expert on the Underwoods."


  Jolie wet her lips. "Has Beck?"


  "Has Beck what?"


  Her cheeks tingled. "Ever been married?"


  A sly smile curved Carlotta's mouth. "Not unless he got married while he was in exile."


  "What do you mean, 'in exile'?"


  "Beck worked for his dad, but it was well known that they didn't always get along. Beck was a rebel, a real champion of the working man," she said, her voice heavy with sarcasm. "If you ask me, leading pickets against his dad's companies had more to do with making his old man crazy than with sympathy for the lowly masses, but regardless, Daddy Underwood sent him packing."


  Admiration bloomed in Jolie's chest. Despite her best intentions, she stole another glance in Beck's direction and saw that he had been cornered by a reporter and camera crew. Of course anyone covering award nominations for broadcasters and journalists would want to talk to the successor to the largest broadcasting company in the Southeast. A spotlight haloed his wide torso as he spoke into the extended microphone. His body language didn't read like a rebel. He looked thoughtful and distinguished, like someone on the verge of taking over the reins of a company he would most likely inherit. A crowd had gathered around him, and from the expressions on their faces, it was apparent that men wanted to be him, and women wanted to be with him.


  "He's something, isn't he?" Carlotta whispered with a sigh.


  Jolie jerked her head around, then flushed. "He's...perplexing."


  Carlotta linked her arm in Jolie's and pulled her in the opposite direction. "He's a man, Jolie—trust me, he's not that complicated."


  Jolie closed her eyes briefly, trying to sort her jumbled thoughts. With so many other matters pressing on her mind and her heart, she had no business wasting a brain cell on Beck Underwood.


  They followed the waiter's directions through a set of glass doors to a covered patio. A chilly October wind had blown in, raising goose bumps over Jolie's bare arms. She shivered, thinking she should have worn a coat, although she didn't own anything nearly nice enough to wear over the jumpsuit.


  Pedestals holding bowls of white sand had been situated around the perimeter of the patio for the smokers. They were a forlorn bunch: social outcasts relegated to a covered concrete pad to practice their vice. The lighting was dim and depressing, and the strident whine of nearby electrical boxes filled the night air. Everyone huddled in their jackets, their backs to the wind, huffing and puffing.


  "And to think," Carlotta muttered, "smoking used to be cool." She handed her gin and tonic to Jolie to hold, then opened her purse and pulled out a box of menthol cigarettes. "Want one?"


  Jolie started to shake her head, then decided she could use something to calm her nerves and warm her up. "Okay."


  Carlotta opened the box and slid out two cigarettes, stuck them both in her mouth and pulled out a slender mother-of-pearl lighter. She lit both cigarettes, then traded one to Jolie for the drink she'd been holding.


  Jolie drew on the cigarette until her adenoids stung, then coughed smoke into her hand. "I've never been much of a smoker."


  Carlotta exhaled figure eights into the air. "I've quit twenty-seven times. I hate the way it makes my clothes smell." She gestured to Jolie's jumpsuit. "You'll have to turn it inside out and run it on air-only in the clothes dryer for at least an hour. Make sure you tape cardboard around the tags so they don't curl."


  Jolie nodded obediently and attempted a more shallow inhale on the cigarette. She glanced over her shoulder, uneasy about the pitch-blackness surrounding the patio. A person could be standing a mere foot off the edge and no one would know it. Gary could be out there, watching her as he'd said. She shivered and took a step toward the center of the patio.


  Carlotta looked toward the door, then emitted a little laugh. "Well, if his liver doesn't give out, his lungs will."


  Jolie turned to see Kyle Coffee stumbling through the door, holding an unlit cigar that was at least nine inches long. He stopped next to a bowl of sand and set down his drink, then used both hands to search various pockets. Finally he pulled out what looked like one of the postcards that Sammy was handing out, rolled it lengthwise and used it to borrow a flame from the cigarette of the guy next to him Jolie watched, poised to run in case Coffee set something—or himself—on fire, but he lit the tip of the cigar from the paper, then jammed the card into the sand without incident. He retrieved his drink, drew on the cigar until his face turned scarlet, and exhaled with a happy sigh. He didn't notice them, didn't notice much of anything, Jolie suspected. He seemed to be in a fog, shuffling around the edge of the concrete pad, tapping ashes into the grass.


  Jolie looked at Carlotta. "Do you suppose that Coffee is even more chatty when LeMon isn't around?"


  "Let's go see, shall we?"


  When they approached him, his glassy eyes made it clear that he didn't remember them. They reintroduced themselves as Betty and Linda, and Carlotta congratulated him again on his nomination. He was loud and barely coherent. The cigar smelled like singed hair.


  "That's an interesting tattoo," Carlotta said in her perfectly clipped accent, pointing to his wrist.


  He frowned and leaned in. "Huh?"


  "Your tattoo, what does it mean?"


  Her words registered and he clamped the odorous cigar between his small teeth, then yanked back his sleeve to reveal a black tattoo the size and shape of a postage stamp. Jolie leaned in for a good look, and saw a border of what looked like four arms, one melding into another counterclockwise, the tiny hands on the corners. The center of the image was a filigree pattern that she couldn't make out.


  "This," he slurred around his cigar, "was the biggest mistake I ever made."


  "You don't like having a tattoo?" Jolie asked, enunciating clearly for his benefit.


  "Hell, I got a half dozen tattoos," he said. "But this one has ruined my life."


  Jolie's skin prickled. "What makes you say that?"


  "His wife doesn't like it," Roger LeMon said behind them.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  


  JOLIE JERKED HER HEAD AROUND and her heart slammed in her chest at the sight of LeMon's thin mouth pressed into a flat line as he considered their threesome. He walked up and put his arm around Kyle Coffee's shoulder, then pulled the man's head close to his. "Isn't that right, Kyle?" he asked in a tone that might have been good-natured except for his precise enunciation. "Your wife doesn't like that tattoo because it's in a more visible place than the others."


  Kyle blinked at Roger dumbly, then nodded. "That'z right, Roger," he lisped around the cigar in his mouth.


  Roger slapped him on the back. "I called you a cab, man. It's time for you to say good night."


  "Okay," the man mumbled.


  "I'll walk you out," LeMon said, and guided his big friend toward the doors. LeMon turned his head to give Jolie a suspicious glare, then herded Coffee inside.


  Jolie exhaled.


  "Coffee was getting ready to tell us something," Carlotta said. "I just know it!"


  "Maybe. I wanted to ask him if he knew Gary."


  "So call him. Make up a story."


  "Right," Jolie murmured, except she doubted that Kyle Coffee would be as forthcoming when he was sober. And she was starting to feel as if this whole situation was getting out of hand. She didn't know which details might be relevant and which details might take her on a tangent. Plus she was feeling antsy that she hadn't heard from Gary again. She needed to talk to Detective Salyers, try to convince the woman to consider the possibility that Gary had been set up without revealing that she'd seen him. She gazed out into the inky darkness, and nearly swallowed her cigarette when she saw a figure move, then approach the patio.


  "Hiya," Hannah said, stepping up onto the concrete. Jolie's shoulders fell and a shiver overtook her. She needed food...and her life back.


  Even Carlotta looked a little spooked, but recovered quickly. "Oh, hey. You startled me."


  Hannah wore skinny black pants and a long flowing jacket that looked a bit vampire-ish. Her hair was slicked back from her slender face and gelled into place. Her makeup was dark and dramatic, and her chandelier-style earrings looked like little swords strung together. Retro Gothica. A fetish, or a lifestyle? Jolie had the sudden sensation that she wouldn't want to encounter Hannah Kizer on a dark street during the witching hour.


  Hannah looked at Jolie's ensemble, wig to shoes. "Wow, I wouldn't have recognized you."


  "Carlotta helped."


  "Yeah, I've told Carlotta if she ever wanted to go underground, she could pull it off."


  Carlotta drew on her cigarette. Jolie wondered if she were thinking about the money she'd have to come up with by next Friday.


  Hannah looked back and forth between them. "Why are you two so jumpy?"


  Jolie sent a warning glance to Carlotta. She didn't want to tell anyone about Gary who didn't need to know.


  "This party was a tough nut to crack," Carlotta said, passing her half-smoked cigarette to Hannah, indicating she could finish it. "I'm Betty and she's Linda. If I break into a British accent, just go along."


  Hannah shrugged. "Okay."


  On the way back inside, Jolie stopped to grind her cigarette into the bowl of white sand and noticed the postcard that Kyle Coffee had used to light his cigar. On impulse, she pulled the stiff, cream-colored card out of the sand and unrolled it, flicking off the charred ends.


  A party invitation...to Sammy Sanders' house the following evening—the same invitation Jolie had seen her press into Beck Underwood's hand.


  


  You're invited to a champagne pajama party.


  


  Jolie lifted an eyebrow. She'd heard rumors at the agency about the parties that Sammy hosted at her posh Buckhead residence, but of course she'd never been invited. According to the postcard, the attire was sleepwear, the guest list was exclusive, and invitations had to be presented at the door. Apparently Sammy had moved through the crowd tonight, picking and choosing her guests.


  Jolie smiled wryly. Even disguised, she wasn't good enough for Sammy.


  Tucking the creased invitation inside her purse, she followed Carlotta and Hannah back inside, where no one questioned Hannah's entry. They headed for the food tables as Hannah told them which items to avoid and which items to sample. Jolie filled a small plate with non-red-sauce foods and ate enough to dispel the slight buzz she'd gotten from the wine—she needed to be clearheaded for the drive home.


  Beneath the wig, her scalp itched like crazy. The contact lenses felt gritty in her dry eyes. Her feet...Well, her feet might never be the same. She longed for a hot soak and a soft pillow and a positive balance in her savings account. She glanced around, expecting to see Roger LeMon lurking in the shadows, watching her. And God help her, she had hoped to catch another glimpse of Beck Underwood. She was sure the man would never work with her now, but she did want to thank him for being discreet, and try to offer some rationalization for her bizarre behavior...except she couldn't think of an explanation other than the truth. And she wasn't going to drag Beck into her drama, especially since he had an indirect connection to Roger LeMon through his sister Della.


  Jolie pulled herself out of her dismal thought loop and turned toward Hannah and Carlotta.


  "The bastard isn't here, is he?" Hannah turned her head for a quick sweep of the room.


  "I didn't see him," Carlotta assured her.


  "Who?" Jolie asked.


  "Her boyfriend Russell," Carlotta said.


  "Today I'd had it," Hannah said. "I found out where he was having lunch and confronted him while he was eating with his boss."


  Carlotta gasped. "You didn't."


  Hannah nodded emphatically, her knife-earrings jingling. "Sure did. If he thinks he can simply ignore me after all I've put up with, he's insane."


  Hearing the bitterness in the woman's voice, Jolie wondered briefly who, exactly, was the sane one. Hannah the Huntress was a tad intense.


  "What happened?" Carlotta asked.


  Hannah sighed. "He promised he was going to ask his wife for a divorce this weekend."


  Jolie choked on a scallop.


  Carlotta turned her head and muttered, "He's been promising to leave his wife for a year."


  "I heard that," Hannah declared. "Carlotta thinks I'm throwing my life away." She scoffed. "As if her life is going somewhere."


  Carlotta cocked her hip. "I'm not the one who spent my lunch hour accosting my married boyfriend."


  Hannah leaned in. "When was the last time you had a boyfriend?"


  "Stalker."


  "Prune."


  Jolie set down her drink. "Look at the time. I guess I'd better be going. I have to go in early tomorrow to help Michael with the Manolo Blahnik appearance."


  Carlotta looked disappointed. "Okay. Well, I guess I'll see you tomorrow."


  Jolie hesitated, then said, "I was wondering...would the two of you like to go to a pajama party tomorrow night? My ex-boss is giving it, so it should be nice, but we'd have to crash." She had no legitimate reason to go other than it was something fun she could offer up to the girls. Plus she could get one over on Sammy, and the woman wouldn't even know it.


  Was that how Carlotta felt when she crashed upscale soirees? That it was enough for her to know?


  Jolie withdrew the mangled invitation from her purse and handed it to Carlotta, who read it and looked up. "Realtor Barbie is giving a bash?"


  Jolie nodded.


  "And we're not invited?"


  Jolie shook her head.


  Carlotta grinned. "Sounds like fun."


  "Can you reproduce the invitation?"


  "Are you kidding?" Carlotta tapped her finger on the card. "Without raised lettering this won't even be a challenge."


  Jolie felt a tiny stab of guilt over planning to crash a private party, but she remembered just a handful of the times that Sammy had dismissed her and the feeling passed. "Do you have plans, Hannah?"


  Hannah pursed her vampy mouth, then sighed. "No, I'll come."


  "Unless her boyfriend calls," Carlotta muttered.


  "I heard that."


  "I'll see you tomorrow," Jolie said before she could get caught in another round of crossfire.


  "Jolie," Carlotta said, "will you be okay walking to your car?"


  Hannah gave her a strange look. "Why wouldn't she be?"


  "She's worried about my feet in these shoes," Jolie said with a laugh. "Thanks, but I'll be fine. Good night. Oh, and...thanks."


  Carlotta gave her a secretive nod, then Jolie threaded her way back through the crowd. She kept an eye out for LeMon and other persons of interest, but saw neither. When she walked back through the reception entrance, the ticket taker was still manning his gate and gave her a friendly nod. She waved, once again having misgivings about manipulating their way into the party.


  But she did have more information to give Salyers when they talked—Jolie looked at her watch—tomorrow. She'd call the detective tomorrow. After the hoopla at the store, she'd have a few hours before the party. Enough time to put together that mailing to her former customers she'd been putting off. And to discuss a murder investigation concerning her boyfriend.


  As she retraced her steps back through the lobby, her thoughts turned to the dead woman in Gary's car. Had she been identified? Did her family know she was missing? Did she even have family? Jolie chewed the tip of a polished nail, wondering if she were to disappear how long it would be before someone missed her. When her rent came due? When the IRS missed her tax return?


  She asked for directions to the parking garage and was sent down a hallway and a short flight of stairs to the glass door that she remembered before Carlotta had taken them the roundabout way. She pushed open the door, then walked through another, more industrial door into the parking garage. The cool night air sent shivers through her body. She rubbed her hands over her arms as she waited for the elevator. Halfway up the ramp, a family of four approached their car, their boisterous noisiness a comforting sound in the gloomy concrete structure.


  Car doors slammed, then the car with the family backed up and exited the garage. Jolie tapped her foot in the echoing silence, partly to pass time, and partly to send feeling to her toes. The elevator was on its way down, but moving slowly. Fifth floor, fourth. The glass door opened behind her, and a suited man stepped up next to her to wait for the elevator. He looked all around, including at the security camera above them, then stared straight ahead. Tiny red flags raised in her mind. Something wasn't right.


  His suit was ill fitting, his fingernails were grubby, and—she glanced down—his shoes were scuffed and soiled. Her heart lurched in her chest, stealing her breath. The elevator dinged and the door slid open. He boarded first, then held the door for her.


  She stood rooted to the ground.


  "Are you comin'?" he asked.


  "No," she murmured, then took a step toward the door leading back into the hotel. "I...forgot something."


  He pursed his mouth, then shrugged. "Suit yourself."


  She shot a glance toward the security camera and stayed within its range until the elevator doors closed. According to the lights above the elevator, he rode to the third floor...where she had parked. She stood and waited for the man to drive down and exit the garage, but minutes ticked by and no man, no car. Jolie swallowed hard. Was he waiting for her by her car? In her car? If he and Gary were both there, the backseat could be crowded.


  A foursome came through the glass door and waited for the elevator. She waved them on, and a few minutes later when they drove their car down the ramp and out the exit, the hair stood up on the back of her neck. When she realized the elevator was headed back down, she turned on her heel and jogged back toward the lobby of the hotel, trying to decide between calling the police or hotel security. She stumbled through the door and up the stairs into the lobby, frantically searching for someone who looked official. A guest walked off, freeing one of the women behind the long concierge desk. Jolie headed in that direction, and the panic must have been written on her face, because when the woman looked up, she said, "May I help you?" with a look of concern.


  "There's a m-man," she stammered, "in the garage."


  "Do you mean the man who's having car trouble?"


  "Excuse me?"


  "We called an auto service, it should be here shortly."


  Jolie touched her temple. "No...I mean..." She turned and the man from the elevator was striding up behind her.


  "I called from the garage," he said. "About the auto service?"


  "It's on the way, sir," the woman said. "Third floor, right?"


  He nodded. "Thanks"


  Jolie watched him walk away and felt like a fool.


  "Ma'am, did you need anything else?"


  She turned back to the desk. "Um, no. Thanks."


  "That's a lovely outfit," the woman said.


  "Thanks," she murmured. "Neiman's."


  The woman smiled at someone behind Jolie. "Hello, Mr. Underwood."


  Jolie winced.


  "Hello," he said good-naturedly, then added, "Hi, again...Linda."


  Jolie turned slowly, and looked up into Beck's amused expression. Her cheeks flamed. "Hi. I, um, suppose you're wondering why I'm, um, dressed like this."


  "And going by a fake name?"


  "And going by a fake name," she parroted.


  He crossed his arms, still smiling. "I admit I'm slightly curious."


  She swallowed and touched her throat. "Well, my girlfriend and I were just having a little fun."


  "You crashed," he said with a grin.


  She nodded, thinking how childish it sounded, but willing to let him think she was childish rather than childish and paranoid.


  He covered his mouth with his hand. "The other night at the High Museum too?"


  She nodded and flushed to her knees. "You must think that's terrible."


  When he uncovered his mouth, he was laughing. "No, it's just that I hate these events—I can't imagine crashing one for the fun of it."


  Said the prince to the peasant girl. Cheeks burning, she straightened and walked past him. "I was just leaving."


  "Wait—did you drive?"


  She nodded.


  "Valet?"


  She shook her head, thinking he probably valeted his car at the mall. "I'm in the parking garage." The cheap seats.


  "May I walk you to your car?"


  She remembered her earlier experience and swallowed her pride. "Yes."


  He seemed surprised, but fell into step next to her. His stride was one and a half times hers, but he paced himself, then held open the door. He had loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top button of his snowy shirt. He was so handsome that she couldn't look at him, and she couldn't not look at him, which only made her feel more like a groupie.


  "Am I taking you away from your sister?" she asked.


  "No, I was just seeing Della off. I'm living at the hotel for now."


  "Oh." Her mind spun at the thought of that bill.


  "You can see why I need to find a place to live."


  She looked up. "You still want to work with me?"


  He grinned and pushed open the industrial door leading into the garage. "Are you a good real estate agent?"


  "Yes," she said as she passed under his arm. "Actually, I'm a broker."


  "So you work for yourself."


  "Yes. I'm hoping to open an office after the first of the year. For now, I'm working out of my apartment. I can give you a client reference list." She stopped at the elevator and pushed the up button.


  "No need," he said. "Anyone who is willing to work two jobs must be trustworthy."


  In response, she fidgeted with the blunt ends of her wig. The man made her forget things, like how chaotic her life had become. And how numb her feet were.


  The elevator doors opened and she walked inside, thinking when he followed how strange that since Monday, their paths had crossed so many times. She could say it was kismet, and Leann would chastise her for being gullible.


  "I assumed your family already had a broker that you worked with." She punched the button for the third floor.


  "We do," he said simply.


  "Oh." So he was going out of his way to give her his business. Hmm.


  "Did you have a good time tonight?" he asked.


  Strangely, she had—before the run-in with Roger LeMon, of course. She nodded. "Actually, I did, earlier in the evening. It's obviously rote to you, but I thought it was fascinating to see all those important people in one room and to mingle as if I were one of them." She stopped, suddenly embarrassed at what she had revealed about herself—as if Beck Underwood would be interested in her private inadequacies.


  A frown flickered across his face. "As far as I'm concerned, you're just as important as anyone in that room."


  She tried to joke her way past her lapse. "You probably say that to all the girls."


  But he didn't laugh. "No, I don't. But then again, I find myself saying things to you that I'd never say to other women. And I'm not quite sure why that is."


  He seemed to be studying her, his eyes filled with a curiosity she'd seen before. He was trying to figure her out. Silently she willed him to see what no one else could see—that she was a common woman looking for an uncommon connection, for a sign that life was more than random physical interactions. She waited, her breath coming in little spurts.


  His lips parted, and just when he seemed on the verge of saying something, the elevator chimed its arrival at the third floor.


  The elevator door opened and she walked toward her car, embarrassed that the Chevy was so...unremarkable, and irritated with herself that she cared what he thought. Their footsteps echoed against the concrete, and for some reason she liked the sound of it—their own pattern.


  She closed her eyes briefly, reminding herself that there was no "their" anything. A "their" necessitated a "they," and there was no "they."


  She walked up to the car and glanced in the backseat before unlocking the door. Empty. She turned back and smiled. "Thank you for...everything."


  "I only walked you to your car," he said mildly. In the glare of the fluorescent lights, he looked tired. Which meant she must look like something from a crypt. In a wig.


  "I mean thanks for earlier, for covering for me when Sammy was on the verge of recognizing me."


  "No problem," he said, hands in the pockets of his dark slacks. "I got the feeling that it was important to you to hide your identity." He wet his lips. "That there was more at stake than simply being able to crash a stodgy old party."


  He looked at her as if she were transparent. She couldn't break away from his gaze.


  "Are you interested in Roger LeMon?" he asked quietly.


  Her throat convulsed. "Not in the way you think." Again, the urge to confide...but again, the overriding urge to protect him, and herself. To protect him from association with a terrible crime. To protect herself from making Beck Underwood a confidante.


  "In what way, then?"


  Her mind raced. "It's business. Did things end badly between Roger LeMon and your sister?"


  "I have no idea what she saw in the man, but I believe he broke her heart."


  She wondered if LeMon was the source of Della Underwood's withdrawal from society years ago.


  "What about you?" he asked.


  She looked up. "What about me?"


  "Did someone break your heart?"


  Her lips parted. Gary's disappearance had left her wary, but heartbroken? Hardly. On the other hand, it was best to let Beck know that her heart wasn't available because of her entanglement with Gary. "There is a man," she said softly.


  He gave a little laugh. "There always is. Is he in trouble?"


  She nodded.


  "Ah. And does this party-crashing have something to do with it?"


  She nodded again.


  He averted his gaze, then looked back. "So...when can you and I get together? To talk about what I'm looking for in a house, that is."


  Despite her best efforts to be immune to him, her tongue felt gluey. "How about here, Sunday afternoon?"


  "One o'clock?"


  "One o'clock is fine," she said, her heart thumping erratically.


  He grinned. "How will I know you?"


  She grinned. "Look for Jolie Goodman."


  "I will."


  Something happened then...an exchange of ions between them. She felt the charge of her body drawing energy from his, and the accompanying carnal tug. From his eyes, she knew he felt it too. She was old enough to know that to Beck, a tug was a tug; but in her confused state, a tug was open to wide misinterpretation, and she couldn't risk giving in to the temptation of his attention.


  Jolie hastily opened the car door and lowered herself into the seat, closing the door with more force than necessary. Then she started the engine, backed up, and drove away with a wave. Capturing a glimpse of Beck Underwood in her side mirror, she mulled over the written warning. Objects in mirror are closer than they appear.


  Hmm.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  


  "JOLIE, THANK GOD. I thought you'd never get here." Michael Lane's anxiety was evident in his voice and in his hand-ruffled hair. "Customers are already starting to arrive."


  Jolie stepped back to keep from being mowed down by a salesclerk who had jogged into the stockroom to grab more Manolo Blahnik shoe boxes. She looked at her watch. "Three hours early?"


  "These people are rabid."


  Jolie held up the box of Mui Mui shoes. "I had to bring these back."


  He frowned and lifted the box lid. "Wrong size?"


  She swallowed and tried not to fidget. "Just wrong for my feet."


  He glanced at the pristine soles, then shrugged and tucked her receipt in his pocket. "I'll process your refund as soon as I get a minute. Meanwhile, I'll put them back in inventory."


  Jolie nodded, relieved and a little remorseful for taking advantage of Michael's trust.


  He handed her two silver poles with a fat black velvet rope strung between them. "Chain these on where I left off, then start waiting on customers."


  Eager to assuage her guilt, she took the hardware, then emerged from the stockroom. Sure enough, a small crowd of people had already gathered on the edge of the shoe department, where signs had been posted to advertise the appearance. The women were tall and leggy, dressed in black so the eye was drawn to their Manolo Blahnik shoes. Both sides of the checkout counter were three-deep with shoppers holding MB boxes, and the floor was a flurry of activity. Jolie groaned inwardly, thinking this did not bode well for her blistered feet. She looked down to make sure none of the dozen or so adhesive bandages she'd applied this morning to toes and heels had crept over the sides of her sensible pumps, then shuffled forward, dragging the poles with her.


  The women in line gave her superior looks—ironic, considering she was putting up gates to confine them. She pasted on her best sales smile and thanked them for coming, then limped back to the sales floor and waited on women who at the eleventh hour had succumbed to the temptation to own a pair of the infamous shoes so that they could have them signed by the creator. For two hours she sold shoes as fast as she could tote them from the showroom. She kept her mind off her aching feet by concentrating on the commission she was earning. She had just slid off one of her pumps to massage her heel when Sammy Sanders walked up wearing a tight black dress and a pained smile.


  "Jolie, do you work on Saturdays too?"


  Jolie bit the end of her tongue, then nodded.


  "Wow, that doesn't leave you much time to sell real estate, does it?"


  Jolie tasted blood.


  "And, oh, you poor dear...I heard about Gary's car being pulled out of the river—with a woman inside!"


  Jolie nodded.


  Sammy's eyes were large and shocked. "Do you know who it is?"


  Jolie shook her head.


  "Do they think Gary is dead, too?"


  Jolie pursed her mouth. "Did you need some help, Sammy?"


  Sammy sniffed. "I understand—you can't talk about it while you're on the clock." She released a musically sympathetic sigh. "Well, I closed a big, big deal this week, and decided to splurge and buy myself another pair of Manolos, something really special. I figured the least I could do was to let you have the commission."


  Jolie's cheeks burned, but Sammy seemed ready to spend a lot of money. Being in no position to turn away business, she suddenly had a bright idea. She smiled and removed the glass case key from the cash register. "I know just the thing—we have only a couple of pairs left, and the size seven is on display."


  As Jolie expected, Sammy fell in love with the pink-and-rhinestone shoes that Carlotta had worn to the High Museum party a few nights ago.


  "I'll take them," Sammy announced, then looked up. "I saw another pair of shoes while I was here the other day...silver-colored pumps with cutouts?"


  Jolie's mouth twitched—the shoes she herself had worn last night. "I believe I know which ones you're talking about. Just a minute." She went to the stockroom and returned with the box she'd given to Michael earlier. "These?"


  "Yes, those are lovely."


  Jolie removed the cardboard stays that had so distressed her feet, then knelt and eased them onto Sammy's perfectly pedicured puppies. Sammy stood and beamed her satisfaction. "I'll take these, too." She lifted her hands. "Gee, Jolie, you seem to have a real gift for retail sales."


  Jolie wanted to kick her, but sucked up the backhanded compliment and repacked the pricey shoes. She was, after all, using Sammy to dispose of the shoes that she and Carlotta had "borrowed." "Thanks, Sammy."


  When they reached the counter, the woman tossed her hair, then said, "The Singer deal fell through."


  Jolie looked up. The deal she'd quit over. "Oh?"


  "You didn't know?"


  Jolie frowned. "How would I have known?"


  Sammy shrugged. "I just wondered if anyone had contacted you, asking questions."


  Her mind raced—questions meaning someone had suspected Sammy was playing both sides against the middle? "No," she said evenly, and began ringing up the sale, sending inconspicuous glances in the direction of the woman for whom she used to work. Sammy seemed agitated, touching her face a lot, stroking her hair. Jolie had never before seen Sammy rattled. It was kind of leveling.


  Jolie announced the total of the sale—over forty-four hundred dollars, thankyouverymuch. When Sammy opened her small green Kate Spade bag, Jolie caught a glimpse of metal and remembered with a jolt that Sammy had a permit to carry a concealed handgun. Jolie conceded that being a female real-estate agent could land a woman in remote locations with strangers, but she'd always wondered if Sammy had ulterior motives for being armed, such as protecting herself from anyone she might have double-crossed.


  Sammy withdrew a pink lizard-skin wallet and removed a wad of hundreds. Jolie wasn't completely surprised—it would be just like Sammy to keep some of the agency's business off the books and pocket the cash.


  Jolie counted the hundreds carefully, then said, "You gave me five hundred too much," and slid the extra bills back toward Sammy.


  "That's for you." Sammy said, her expression completely still.


  Jolie blinked. "Excuse me?"


  Sammy pushed the money back toward Jolie. "Call it severance."


  Astonishment bled through her limbs even as her mind was screaming, Take it! Take it! She could buy a copier, stationery, a ticket to Cancun. "I can't take that money, Sammy."


  "Sure you can."


  A bribe in case someone came around asking questions about Sammy's business practices. Jolie hardened her jaw and pushed the money back with finality. "But I won't."


  Sammy gave a little laugh and folded the extra cash back into her wallet. "That's always been your problem, Jolie—you can't see that sometimes the right thing to do is the easy thing to do."


  Swallowing the words that jumped to her throat, Jolie finished ringing up the sale and passed Sammy her change. She reached for the boxes to bag them, and Carlotta materialized by her side.


  "I'll do that," she said, then smiled at Sammy. "Nice shoes."


  Sammy tilted her head. "Aren't they?"


  "Yes," Carlotta said, handing her the shopping bag. "Thank you for shopping at Neiman Marcus. Enjoy the event."


  "I will, thank you." Sammy glared at Jolie. "I hope they catch your boyfriend." Then she whipped around and stalked off.


  "Brr," Carlotta said. She was dressed in a black jacket that was longer than her black miniskirt, dark tights, and a pair of black-satin-and-embroidered stiletto demi-boots with tassels around the top. She offered a gapped grin. "I can't wait to crash her party tonight. Did I see her trying to give you money?"


  Jolie nodded. "Hush money."


  "You didn't take it?"


  "Nope."


  Carlotta emitted a dry laugh. "Then tell me her secrets and she can pay me hush money."


  Jolie bit her lip, knowing her friend was thinking about the money she owed in a few days' time to the man who'd come to see her at work.


  "I see you sold our shoes," Carlotta said, changing the subject. "I take it Michael didn't give you any problems?"


  "No," Jolie said. "But I feel terrible."


  "It'll pass. Christ, this place is a zoo."


  Jolie looked up to see Michael directing the placement of enormous bouquets of white helium balloons. Thumping music played over the speakers at a volume that Jolie had never heard in the store. Nervous energy crackled in the air as the conversation level rose from a hum to a dull roar. Black suits abounded as senior management arrived and store security multiplied. The press had been funneled into an area near the front of the line so cameras could capture the frenzy. Reporters interviewed the women standing in line. She saw Sammy put on her Sanders Realty badge and mug for a camera.


  "Where's the jumpsuit?" Carlotta murmured.


  "In my locker in the break room."


  "Let me have it, and I'll process your return while no one is around."


  Carlotta followed her into the stock room, quizzing her.


  "No stains, right?"


  "Right."


  "Did you run it through the dryer on air to get out the cigarette smoke?"


  "Yes."


  "How are the tags?"


  "Perfect."


  She unlocked the locker and withdrew the black dress bag. "Thanks, Carlotta. I felt like Cinderella last night."


  Carlotta pshawed, but Jolie could tell she was pleased. "You didn't leave anything in the pockets, did you?"


  Jolie covered her mouth. "His business card. I can't believe I forgot about the card."


  "LeMon's?"


  Jolie nodded and unzipped the bag. "It might have fallen out in the dryer—no, here it is." She pulled out the card and turned it over to see if the "private" number he'd written was still legible. It was...and so was the note he'd scribbled.


  


  I know what you want.


  


  She inhaled sharply, then showed Carlotta the card. "He must have recognized me."


  Carlotta squinted. "He gave you the card just as the Underwoods walked up. If he knew who you were, he hadn't figured it out at that point, had he?"


  "I don't know." Jolie touched her temple, trying to remember the series of conversations and events.


  "Maybe the jerk meant it as a come-on, as in 'I know what you want: me.'"


  Jolie's shoulders dropped. "You're probably right," she said, trying to convince herself. "Else, why would he have written his number?"


  "Right."


  "Right." Jolie tucked the card inside her jacket pocket and zipped the garment bag with a shaking hand.


  "Jolie," Carlotta said, her voice tinged with concern. "Have you told the police about LeMon?"


  "I'm going to call the detective on the case this afternoon." She checked her cell phone—Salyers had called again.


  "Jolie!" Michael yelled into the stockroom. "A totem-beaded mule in size six, and a Carmine ankle-tie pump in size nine! Hurry!"


  Carlotta hooked her fingers into the hanger and slung the garment bag over her shoulder. "I'll catch up with you later."


  Jolie nodded, then scrambled to get the shoes Michael needed, trying to put Roger LeMon out of her head. When she emerged with the shoes, she was confronted with a crowd that had grown exponentially—the sales floor was a solid mass of bodies, and the line to meet Manolo Blahnik snaked out of the department and through the belly of the store. Jolie handed the requested shoes to Michael, then glanced around to see what she could do to help in the confusion. A bearded face in the crowd caught her attention.


  Gary?


  Her pulse spiked as she stepped to the side to get a better look. But the crowd shifted too, and the face was lost in a sea of shuffling bodies. A droning noise sounded, like a swarm of killer bees, as a murmur moved through the crowd. The mob of shoppers turned collectively to see Manolo Blahnik stride in, flanked by security and his "people." A cheer went up and the older gentleman raised his hand and smiled in greeting. He was a striking figure dressed in a dark suit, his thinning white hair combed back, his jet-black eyebrows setting off inquisitive eyes.


  Jolie's first thought was that he looked like a banker. But when the crowd pressed forward and his security inched closer, her next thought was that anything could happen in a crowd like this—shoplifting, pick-pocketing...or worse. She scanned the crowd frantically, looking for the face she thought was Gary's. Manolo Blahnik began to speak to the press, and someone jostled her from behind as everyone surged forward for a better spot. She jerked around, jittery now and a little claustrophobic. The air conditioner hadn't caught up with the crush of bodies, and her underarms and neck were moist. She fanned the neckline of her blouse and decided to move toward the front to get more air.


  With whispered apologies, she elbowed and sidled through bodies until she was standing a few feet behind the shoe designer. Lights glared on him and cameras rolled, reminding her of last night when Beck Underwood had been interviewed at the reception. She'd sat up like a groupie to catch the fifteen-second spot on the local news.


  "Beckham Underwood, son of Lawrence Underwood and heir to the Underwood Broadcasting empire, was on hand to honor the award nominees of the Broadcasters and Journalists of Georgia. Mr. Underwood, who has been living in Costa Rica for the last few years, says he's glad to be home, but is cagey about whether or not he'll stay to take over his father's company."


  "I love Atlanta." Beck had said. "But I enjoyed the work I did in Costa Rica, helping to build the infrastructure to support a broadcasting venture there. I haven't ruled out going back. It's important that we support communications growth in developing countries."


  He had looked so handsome, she was sure hearts were breaking all over Atlanta at the news that he might not stick around for long.


  Not my heart, of course, she thought while easing around the perimeter of the crowd. Her heart was perfectly intact and beating wildly at the thought of Gary being close by. Was he watching her, worried about her? Did he have a message for her?


  Or was her mind playing tricks on her?


  She kept her eyes peeled, but when Manolo launched into the history of his involvement with shoes, her pulse had begun to settle down.


  And then she saw Roger LeMon.


  His head was turned and he wore sunglasses, but she recognized his profile. He was about ten yards away. The reporters and the guest of honor stood between her and him.


  The breath froze in her lungs. It couldn't be a coincidence that she thought she'd seen Gary, and now LeMon was standing right in front of her. Before Jolie could decide what to do, LeMon turned his head and appeared to look directly at her. In fact, he took a half step forward before he seemed to remember where he was and stopped.


  At that moment, the speech ended. Applause sounded and chaos reigned as Manolo Blahnik headed toward the line of shoppers waiting to meet him. In the confusion, Jolie lost sight of LeMon, and hoped he'd lost sight of her. Panic rose in her stomach. Had Gary followed LeMon, or had LeMon followed Gary? She made a beeline for cosmetics and was almost in the clear when a shot rang out, then another, then three more in rapid succession. Startled screams sounded and Jolie dove under a hosiery display, covering her head and waiting for something to bleed.


  She peeked through her fingers and saw people gathered around, gaping at her. It must be bad, she thought, because she couldn't feel any pain.


  Suddenly Michael's face appeared above hers. "Jolie," he hissed, "you're causing a scene!"


  She patted various parts of her body. "But the gunshots..."


  "They weren't gunshots, for God's sake—a few balloons broke free and hit the lights. Come out from under there."


  She closed her eyes briefly and allowed him to help her to her feet, then gave a tentative smile to those standing around. Their guest of honor had paused, but Michael signaled that he should resume, then put his hand on Jolie's elbow and shepherded her toward the stockroom.


  "What was that all about?" he asked when they were out of earshot.


  Jolie glanced behind her, looking for Gary or Roger LeMon, but saw neither. She looked back and lifted her hands. "I've been jumpy lately."


  "Does this have anything to do with your boyfriend?"


  "Indirectly," she murmured. "I'm sorry."


  He sighed. "Why don't you call it a day? I'll see you Monday."


  She nodded and went to gather her things from her locker. Michael must think she was a lunatic. Which wouldn't be surprising, considering she was starting to have her own doubts about her sanity.


  "Hey."


  She looked up and saw Carlotta standing at the door of the break room. "Hey."


  "I heard."


  Jolie inhaled and touched her forehead. "I thought I saw Gary, and I'm sure I saw Roger LeMon, and when the balloons burst—"


  "You saw your boyfriend? Are you sure?"


  "Not positively. But I did see Roger LeMon, and why would he be here?"


  Carlotta shrugged. "He's married, isn't he? Maybe he's here with his wife." She bit into her lip. "Look, Jolie, I don't like Roger LeMon any more than you do, but...."


  "But you think I'm being paranoid?"


  The woman touched Jolie's arm. "You're in a bad place. Your boyfriend is missing, a woman is dead. No one would want to believe that someone they care about is capable of something like that. And you've started a new job. Maybe the stress is just too much for you. Even if the two men knew each other, that doesn't mean that Roger LeMon had anything to do with what happened to your boyfriend, does it?"


  Jolie looked into Carlotta's clear eyes and wondered how far out a limb her own imagination had taken her. She had thought the man with the car trouble was stalking her, and just a few minutes ago she had thought she was being shot at. The only true threat was Gary. He was the one who'd stolen her car, who had lain in wait to threaten her. She needed to talk to Salyers, to tell her everything.


  Jolie exhaled. "You're so right."


  Carlotta looked relieved. "Go home and get some rest." She grinned. "You're going to need it for the party tonight."


  Jolie shook her head. "I don't think I should go."


  "Of course you should go. It won't be fun for me and Hannah to crash without you. Besides, I'm going shopping for us later in sleepwear."


  Jolie's eyes widened. "Carlotta, I don't want to do that again. It feels like stealing."


  Carlotta dismissed her concerns with a wave. "How often do you get a chance to wear fabulous loungewear?" She grinned. "Come on, let's have some fun tonight—at your ex-boss's expense."


  It would be nice to get one up on Sammy for once. Jolie mulled that thought. And she was dying to see the woman's home. "Do you have another wig?"


  Carlotta nodded emphatically. "Give me your address. Hannah and I will come to your place to get ready."


  Jolie gave in to a smile and supplied Carlotta with directions, then said goodbye and left by the back hallway that emptied into the men's department. She skirted the crowd, feeling better. She would let the police take care of everything where Gary was concerned, so she could concentrate on getting her brokerage company off the ground. Finding Beck Underwood a place to live would give her a tidy nest egg to draw from.


  The fact that he might live there only temporarily was his business.


  She left the store and walked to her rental car feeling closer to normal than she had in ages. She used her cell phone to call Detective Salyers.


  The woman answered on the first ring. "Salyers here."


  "Detective Salyers, this is Jolie Goodman."


  "Goodman...you're the girlfriend in the Hagan case."


  "Yes."


  "Nice of you to return my calls, Ms. Goodman. Finally."


  "Do you have any new information about Gary?"


  "Maybe. We traced the hang-up call to your apartment on Monday to a pay phone three blocks away from your apartment complex. Have you had any more hang-ups?"


  Jolie's pulse kicked higher and she spoke carefully. "No."


  "Has Mr. Hagan called you?"


  "No," she said, grateful she could answer truthfully. Crawling into the backseat of her car wasn't calling. "Has the woman in the car been identified?"


  "No. We're still waiting for the medical examiner's report."


  At the abrupt answers, Jolie swallowed. "Is there something else?"


  Papers rattled in the background. "Ms. Goodman, do you know a Roger LeMon?"


  Her heart jumped in her chest. "Yes. How do you know about him?"


  "He came by this morning, said you've been harassing him."


  Her eyes bugged. "What?"


  "According to Mr. LeMon, you've been following him, asking him questions about Gary Hagan, whom he denies knowing."


  Jolie clenched the phone tighter. "He's lying."


  "You haven't been following him?"


  "I mean he's lying about knowing Gary. He's one of the men in Gary's photos."


  "Is he?" Salyers asked mildly. "You said you didn't know any of Mr. Hagan's friends."


  "I don't."


  "Then how did you find Mr. LeMon?"


  "I went to a party in midtown Wednesday night and recognized him. I asked him if he knew Gary and he said he didn't."


  "What made you think he was lying?"


  "His body language. And when he excused himself, I..."


  "Yes?"


  Jolie sighed. "I followed him."


  "Oh, you want my job, do you?"


  Jolie frowned at her sarcasm. "I followed him because he said he was going to get a drink, but he walked past the bar. When I found him, he was talking on a pay phone. I heard him tell the person my name, and that I'd recognized him."


  She assumed the silence meant that the detective had perked up. "Do you know who he was talking to?"


  "No."


  "Did he see you?"


  "I don't know. I left immediately, but he might have seen me."


  "Hmm. Is that the only incident?"


  Jolie squirmed. "I saw LeMon last night, and he was talking to another guy from the photos, Kyle Coffee."


  "Where was this?"


  "At another party."


  "Another party, huh? You're really torn up over your boyfriend's disappearance, aren't you, Ms. Goodman?"


  Jolie's stomach clenched.


  "In fact, one might think that you aren't worried because you know he's alive."


  Her inclination to tell the detective about Gary's late-night appearance in her car or her possible sighting of him in the store vanished. No way the woman would believe she hadn't helped him.


  "The point is, I'm not harassing Roger LeMon," Jolie said. "In fact, he showed up today where I work. If anything, he's harassing me."


  "Did he approach you? Threaten you?"


  "No," she admitted.


  "What exactly did he do?"


  Jolie bit into her lip. "He didn't do anything, I guess. He was just...there."


  "Did you tell him where you worked?"


  "No."


  "I don't understand—was he shopping?"


  "No. There was an event taking place in the store, a big crowd."


  "So he was just standing in the crowd at a public event?"


  Coming from someone else, it sounded harmless. "Yes, but..." But what?


  The detective sighed. "Ms. Goodman, do you think maybe you're overreacting? Isn't it possible that Mr. LeMon, a wealthy man who probably shops in upscale stores, just happened into Neiman's to buy something?"


  "Yes," Jolie admitted.


  "Ms. Goodman, let me a give you some friendly advice. I don't know Roger LeMon, but I'm told that he's a wealthy man with a long reach." She lowered her voice. "He even donated money to buy bulletproof vests for the police department—do you get my drift?"


  The woman's "drift" was unmistakable. "Yes," Jolie murmured, trying hard not to feel like a fool. "Was there anything else you wanted to tell me, Detective?"


  "No, except to stay away from Roger LeMon before he slaps a restraining order on you."


  Jolie disconnected the call with shaking fingers and acknowledged an instant headache. She touched her temples, trying to slow her thinking, to make some sense of things.


  If Roger LeMon was up to no good, surely he wouldn't go to the police. She'd been hoping to talk to Salyers about the possibility that Gary had been framed, but the woman wasn't going to listen to a shoe clerk who stalked a pillar of the community.


  She sighed, wishing for divine inspiration. Maybe she should just forget about Gary, forget about her car, and forget about the dead woman, whoever she was. Cut her losses and walk away, before things got worse.


  The idea of going out with the girls tonight and crashing Sammy's party was starting to sound more appealing. What was it that Carlotta had said? That Jolie needed to add the word "fun" to her vocabulary.


  "Fuunnnnn," Jolie said aloud, testing the word on her tongue. Then she tested a smile, suddenly anticipating the well-heeled pajama party.


  At least tonight she could wear house shoes.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  


  "ARE YOU SURE IT WAS GARY you saw in the crowd at the store?" Leann asked.


  Jolie sighed into the phone receiver and dropped into her favorite chair. "I thought so at the time, but now, I just don't know."


  "Did he look as if he was trying to make contact with you?"


  "I only got a glimpse of him, but he seemed to be looking at me."


  "And who is this other guy you said was there?"


  "Roger LeMon? Well, long story short, I recognized him from a picture in a photo album of Gary's."


  "How did you get Gary's photo albums?" From Leann's tone it was clear she didn't approve of the kind of intimacy that having his personal items implied.


  "The apartment manager gave me a box of things he salvaged from Gary's apartment after the fire. The album didn't have much in it, some childhood pictures, group photos from parties." She decided not to mention the X'd-out picture of herself.


  "And this guy LeMon was in some of the photos?"


  "Yeah." She told Leann about recognizing LeMon and following him to the pay phone, and the snippet of conversation she'd overheard.


  "Maybe Gary is mixed up in something dangerous," Leann said, her voice solemn. "Drugs, maybe."


  "That what's the detective insinuated. In fact..." She winced. "Gary has a record for selling cocaine."


  "Omigod. Did you know?"


  "No."


  "What a slimeball," Leann seethed. "I can't believe he would deceive you like that, and now...this."


  Jolie could tell she was pacing, and she was touched by her friend's concern. "Please don't worry about me—you have enough on your hands with your sister."


  Leann sighed. "Jolie, I just wish you'd taken my advice and stayed away from Gary Hagan. I told you he was trouble."


  "You were right." Jolie leaned her head back and stared at a water stain on her ceiling. "Why could you see that I couldn't?"


  Leann sighed. "Just a matter of experience, I guess. Gary seemed too good to be true."


  If she tilted her head, the water stain looked like a misshapen heart. "I'm gullible."


  "You just haven't dated enough jerks to make you cynical."


  She frowned wryly—linking up with a possible murderer had made her a quick study.


  "Jolie, do you think Gary is still following you?"


  "Yes," Jolie admitted. "I thought I saw my car drive by last night as I went into the hotel for the reception."


  "What will you do if he contacts you again?"


  "Try to get him to go to the police."


  "And if he won't?"


  "I'll call them myself," Jolie said. "Stall him until the police get there...something." She pushed to her feet and walked to the desk to re-sort the mail, keeping an eye out for the alleged envelope Gary said he'd sent, but the only thing unusual was Mrs. Janklo's AARP magazine that the mail carrier had put in Jolie's box by mistake. "I just want this to be over."


  "Me, too," Leann said.


  Jolie tried to smile. "I'm trying to forget about Gary, at least for one night. I wish you could drive up and crash the party with us." She glanced at her watch. "If you left now, you could make it."


  "Yeah, right. Besides, you don't need me there, not with your new friends."


  Jolie wasn't sure if the envious tone made her feel needed or crowded. She'd never before had multiple female friendships to maintain. She missed Leann, but she was grateful for Carlotta's companionship, especially since Leann would be in Florida for a few more months. Torn, she said, "Hopefully, by the time you get back to Atlanta, this mess will have blown over and all of us can be friends."


  "Okay," Leann said, but she still sounded forlorn. "Hey, aren't you afraid that Sammy will throw you out of her party?"


  "Carlotta is a master of disguise. Sammy won't recognize me." Jolie frowned suddenly, thinking she was getting way too blasé about deceiving others. This would be the last party she would crash, she promised herself.


  "Is it a costume party?"


  "No, actually, it's a pajama party. I think it's Sammy's version of a costume party."


  "Sounds decadent."


  Why the word "decadent" conjured up the face of Beck Underwood, Jolie wasn't sure, but she pushed him out of her mind. When she met with him tomorrow to try to sell him an expensive house, she would be all business. If the man had decided that she was his cause for the week, she would take it, but she wasn't going to risk more than her time. If there was such a thing as too good to be true, it was Beck Underwood. If nothing else, Gary had taught her a lesson about keeping her heart under wraps until her head caught up with it.


  "With Sammy, I don't know what to expect," Jolie said. "I forgot to mention that she came by today, too. Tried to give me a bribe."


  "For what?"


  "I think she's in trouble for a deal that went bad and she's afraid I'll be questioned."


  "Did you take the money?"


  "Of course not!"


  "You should have taken the cash and told the truth anyway. What's she going to do—fire you?"


  "I don't want to have anything to do with the woman's money...unless I have to go back and beg for a job. And after the spectacle I made of myself today, I might get fired from Neiman's."


  "So how is your brokerage business?"


  She flipped on her desktop computer so it could boot up while they talked. "Anonymous. But I'm sending out a mailing today to some of my former customers. And I'm meeting with a guy tomorrow who's looking for a house."


  "That sounds promising."


  "Uh-hm," she murmured casually.


  "Anyone I would know?"


  Because of her interior design connections, Leann knew almost everyone. "Er, possibly. Beck Underwood?"


  "Of Underwood Broadcasting? How on earth did you meet him?"


  "Remember I told you about running into a guy when I was carrying that armload of shoes my first day on the job?"


  "It was him?"


  "It was him."


  "Wow, what a coup. I can't imagine what kind of a house he's going to buy."


  "Well, I don't have his business yet." She'd seen plenty of customers—especially wealthy ones—drop agents at the last minute to give their business to a buddy or to a buddy's wife, son, daughter, hairdresser.


  "Oh, Jolie, I hate to go, but I have to get ready for a doctor's appointment."


  "Sure," Jolie said. "Thanks for listening. Give your sister my best."


  "I will. Good luck with Beck Underwood, and have fun tonight."


  "Bye." Jolie hung up the phone reluctantly, conceding that she dreaded spending the afternoon alone. She leaned against the desk and surveyed her surroundings with an eye toward what Carlotta and Hannah would think when they arrived.


  The living room-slash-office, galley kitchen, breakfast area, all visible from where she stood. A sad collection of odd-lot furniture she had accumulated situated on gray builder-grade carpet. The layer of dust on every flat surface seemed to sum up her general mindset over the past few weeks, since Gary's...departure. Well, enough of that.


  She unearthed the feather duster and gave everything a good going over. In the bedroom, though, she paused at the sight of finger marks in the dust on the top of the bookcase that was built into the headboard. She swiped her own fingers in a dusty patch, and the marks were much smaller. Her neck prickled with unease.


  Had someone been in her apartment—in her bedroom—or had she somehow made the marks herself when she'd reshelved the books strewn around the apartment? She experimented again, this time putting her weight on her hand, and, to her relief, the impressions were more similar. She wiped away the marks, telling herself that she truly was becoming paranoid.


  After dusting and running her ancient vacuum cleaner, she looked around the small apartment where she'd lived for four years and tried not to feel depressed. Having worked in real estate for most of her adult life, she knew that the sooner she invested in a home, the better. Yet some small part of her resisted the idea of buying a home to live in alone. She had always envisioned that she and her husband would shop for a first home together. Between school loans and living expenses, she had managed to squirrel away a few thousand dollars, but when she'd opted to invest in her own brokerage firm, she had postponed owning a home for a while longer.


  Now she wondered if that hesitation had been some kind of unconscious decision to wait for Gary—or someone else—before buying a home.


  She shivered. The outside temperature had plummeted to an unseasonable low, and the apartment had acquired a distinct chill. Rebelling against turning on the heat in the middle of October, she donned jeans and a sweatshirt to work at her desk.


  To the tune of a smooth jazz station, she assembled a postcard mailing to a list of former clients, providing her new e-mail address and cell phone number if they had referrals. Sammy would probably shoot her if she caught her poaching clients, but Jolie reasoned that she had developed a relationship with the clients and had a right to ask for their future business. She welcomed the mindlessness of labeling and stamping the postcards. It was, she realized, the most normal thing she'd done in days and it took her mind off the disturbing tangents her life had taken lately.


  She was actually humming under her breath as she bundled the postcards into a bag and left to drive to the post office. A surprisingly cool wind gusted around her, tossing her hair into her eyes. Two young girls skipped along the sidewalk, holding hands, pigtails bouncing. Their pink cheeks and exuberant feet made Jolie smile. Had she ever been so carefree? At what point in life had she begun to accumulate baggage, to make poor decisions that had led her to this moment?


  She dropped off the postcards, purchased more stamps, and on the way back to her apartment, pulled into a drive-through to pick up dinner. While she waited for her order, she leaned forward and peered through the windshield, squinting into the sun. The day was so luminous, it was difficult to imagine that anything was wrong with the world, much less the horrible mess that Gary had gotten himself into. When her order came through the window, she snagged a French fry from the bag and glanced in the side mirror in preparation for pulling away.


  A gray Mercury Sable sedan sat behind her. With one occupant. A man whose build resembled Gary's. Was he following her?


  She choked down the fry and looked harder, but the man wore a ball cap pulled low over his face. Coincidence or intentional? She kept her foot on the brake and reached for her cell phone. After retrieving Detective Salyers' number, she waited for the call to connect while her pulse climbed. Another car had pulled in behind the Sable, so as long as she stayed put, he would be trapped by a curb and some rugged landscaping. The young man in the drive-through window frowned at her.


  At last the woman answered. "Salyers."


  "Detective Salyers, this is Jolie Goodman. I think Gary Hagan is in the car behind me."


  "What makes you think so?"


  "It looks like my car, and a man is driving it."


  "Are you sure it's Mr. Hagan?"


  "No, I'm not positive."


  "Is there some way you can get behind the car to check the license plate?"


  "No. I'm sitting at a drive-through window."


  "Where?"


  "Holcomb Bridge Road."


  "What's the cross street?"


  She glanced around frantically, trying to remember. "East of Old Alabama Road."


  "I'll dispatch a cruiser there. Can you sit tight?"


  A horn blared a couple of cars back. "I'll try."


  "Stay on the line."


  More horns blared. She shut off the car engine, put on the hazard lights and locked her doors, all the while keeping the phone to her ear and her eye on her driver's side mirror.


  The young man at the window waved to get her attention. She rolled down the window and said, "I'm so sorry—my engine light flashed, then it went dead."


  From the look on the young man's face, it was clear the training manual hadn't prepared him for this. "I need to get the manager." Then he disappeared.


  The horns kept blowing, although the man in the car behind her seemed calm enough.


  "Ms. Goodman, are you still there?"


  "Yes," she said into the phone. "But I have a bunch of angry, hungry people behind me."


  "An officer is on the way, ETA less than five minutes."


  Which sounded like an eternity to Jolie. Sweat gathered on her hairline.


  "Can you still see him?" Salyers asked.


  "Yes."


  "What is he doing?"


  "Just sitting there."


  No sooner had she spoken than the door of the Sable swung open as far as the narrow driveway would allow. A jean-clad leg emerged.


  "He's getting out," she said.


  "Don't risk it," Salyers said. "Drive away."


  She dropped the phone and fumbled to turn the ignition key. As the engine roared to life, she gunned the gas and vaulted out of the drive-through, tires squealing. When she looked in the rear view mirror, the man took off his hat to scratch his bald head. Definitely not Gary.


  Relief flooded her limbs and she pulled into the next shopping center to retrieve her phone. "Detective?"


  "I'm still here—what happened?"


  "It wasn't him. Sorry."


  "No problem," the detective said. "Hang on—let me cancel the call."


  Jolie alternately berated and calmed herself until Salyers came back on the line.


  "Ms. Goodman, are you okay?"


  "Yes. Sorry for the false alarm."


  "Don't worry about it. Gary Hagan is a fugitive. Even if you think you see him, I want you to call me, is that clear?"


  "Yes."


  "Because we both know he's still alive, don't we, Ms. Goodman?"


  Jolie caught herself, then murmured, "Like you, I'm assuming that Gary stole my car."


  "Ms. Goodman, when we spoke before, you neglected to mention the condo that Mr. Hagan owned."


  Jolie frowned. "Condo? Here in Atlanta?"


  "In midtown, on West Peachtree—ring a bell?"


  "No. I don't know anything about it."


  "Hm, that's interesting, since you're listed as the buying agent."


  Jolie's mind raced. "That's impossible. It had to be someone else named Goodman. I never handled a property for Gary."


  Salyers sighed. "It won't do you any good to cover up business dealings you had with Mr. Hagan."


  "I'm not," Jolie said hotly. "Why would I lie about something like that?"


  "Because when we raided the condo this morning, it was clear someone had recently been there. Plus, the freezer was full of coke—and not the cola kind."


  Jolie's stomach roiled. "I don't know anything about...anything."


  "Of course you don't," Salyers said, and Jolie couldn't tell if the woman was serious, or if she was mocking her. "Will you agree to come down to the precinct to be fingerprinted?"


  Her skin crawled just thinking about it. "What for?"


  "Well, if you don't know anything about the condo, your prints won't be there, will they?"


  Jolie swallowed. "No. I mean, yes—I'll be f-fingerprinted. I don't have anything to hide."


  "In that case, you wouldn't mind submitting to a polygraph as well?"


  Her breath caught in her chest. "A lie detector test?"


  "Right."


  Could she unwittingly incriminate herself? "I...this is a little overwhelming."


  "It's nothing to worry about, unless of course you're hiding something."


  Jolie closed her eyes, her heart hammering.


  "There's my other line. I tell you what, Ms. Goodman—why don't you come by the precinct Monday morning at ten o'clock? We'll have another cup of coffee and discuss the new developments in the case, and I can take your prints, just for everyone's peace of mind."


  She hesitated, already dreading the meeting. "What about the polygraph?"


  "That will have to be scheduled—we'll talk more about it Monday."


  "Okay."


  "Meanwhile, Ms. Goodman, try to stay out of trouble."


  Jolie disconnected the call and puffed her cheeks out in a sigh, thinking at least she would be safe crashing Sammy's pajama party tonight. The most trouble she and the girls were likely to encounter was unbridled pretentiousness in Realtor Barbie's funhouse.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  


  "THIS IS COZY," Carlotta said as she and Hannah walked into Jolie's apartment. The women's hands were full of shopping bags. "How long have you lived here?"


  Jolie smiled. "Too long."


  Hannah studied her shabby collection of furnishings as if Jolie were an oddity to the stripe-haired woman. She picked up a coaster that Jolie's mother had crocheted from orange yarn and scrutinized it. As a distraction, Jolie offered them something to drink, and Hannah helped herself in the refrigerator, emerging with a bottle of water each for Carlotta and Jolie, and a bottle of beer for herself.


  With a start, Jolie stared at the bottle that Hannah lifted to her mouth. It was the premium label that Gary preferred. Hannah stopped. "Is it all right if I drink this?'


  "Of course," Jolie said, recovering. She had bought a few to keep on hand and he hadn't had the chance to drink one before he...disappeared. She remembered thinking later that she had cursed the blossoming relationship with that casual act of intimacy—stocking his favorite beer.


  "Wait until you see what I brought," Carlotta said with a grin, lifting a shopping bag. "We're going to knock 'em dead." From a bag she withdrew a burgundy-colored velvet robe with bishop sleeves. "I thought this would be perfect for you, Jolie."


  Jolie petted the thick pile and began to salivate. "I hope you shopped the clearance rack."


  Carlotta looked perplexed. "Why would I shop the clearance rack if we're going to be returning everything?"


  "Will they let you return nightclothes?" Hannah asked, peeking into the bags.


  "Robes they'll take back," Carlotta said. "And pajamas if they haven't been worn." She made a face. "Doris in Intimates actually sniffs things. It's disgusting."


  "Uh, actually, I think it's a health code," Hannah said, pulling out a black high-necked satiny robe. "This is wicked."


  "That one's yours," Carlotta said, then pulled out a teal-colored raw silk robe with a ruffled shawl collar. "This one's mine." She dug in a different bag and removed handfuls of colorful silk. "Pajamas for all of us: a cream chemise for Jolie, pink tap pants for me, a red gown for Hannah."


  Jolie balked at the sight of the knee-length chemise. "Er, I was thinking more along the lines of cotton pajamas."


  Carlotta looked horrified. "What? No!" She handed Jolie the chemise as if she were dressing a child who didn't know better.


  Jolie rubbed the pale, thin fabric between her fingers with awe. "What if I ruin it?"


  "You're not going to ruin it." Carlotta whipped out packages of what looked like shoulder pads. "Dress shields, so we don't sweat on the silk. And be careful what you eat and drink."


  Jolie turned over the dangling price tag on the chemise and gasped. "Eight hundred dollars? You can't be serious."


  "Your robe costs twelve hundred."


  Jolie looked at that tag, then dropped it as if it were dangerous. "You don't expect me to wear two thousand dollars' worth of pajamas to this party?"


  "Of course not," Carlotta said, then reached into another bag, withdrew a shoebox, and flung off the lid. "Don't forget the two hundred dollar mules!"


  Jolie gawked at the delicate burgundy shoes trimmed with feathers. "Two hundred dollars for house shoes?"


  "Designer house shoes. The kind that Garbo and Hepburn used to wear." She sighed and angled her head. "It's one night—you'll look so fabulous."


  Jolie chewed on her lower lip. "I promised myself I wasn't going to do this again."


  Carlotta rolled her eyes. "Okay, just this last time. Think of how much fun it will be to pull one over on your ex-boss." She raised her eyebrows. "Who knows? Beck Underwood might even put in an appearance."


  A ridiculous flush burned her face. "This sounds petty, but I really just want to see the inside of Sammy's house. When I worked at the agency, she talked about it nonstop. I actually drove by it once for a look, but this could be my only chance to cross the threshold."


  "All the more reason for you to look like a million bucks," Carlotta urged, then leaned in. "I brought you a long red wig. We'll do your eyebrows, and with the contact lenses, she'll never know who you are."


  "Are you wearing a wig too?" Jolie asked.


  She nodded. "I'm going as Marilyn tonight, and Hannah is going to wear the brown page-boy that you wore a few nights ago." Carlotta looked at her watch, then shrieked. "We only have two hours. Where's your bathroom?"


  


  * * *


  


  Jolie felt more than a little absurd leaving her apartment wearing a nightgown, robe, and feathered mules, but thankfully, the dipping temperatures necessitated a coat, so her long, navy all-weather coat covered most of her garb. Her new auburn tresses were stiff against her neck, the green contacts, swimmy in her eyes. Thank goodness it was close enough to Halloween so that anyone who spied them would assume they were headed to a costume party. Still, she already regretted not wearing a bra—the slippery silk slid over her breasts like a constant caress, with predictable results.


  "Where did this cold weather come from?" Carlotta demanded, belting her own long coat—except hers was black cashmere, and stunning against her blonde wig.


  "It's called winter," Hannah snapped. With her blunt page-boy wig, severe makeup and long black leather duster, she looked every inch the dominatrix.


  Carlotta frowned. "If you're going to be in a bad mood all evening, don't come."


  "Sorry," Hannah mumbled. "I expected Russell to call before now."


  Carlotta sniffed and looked like she wanted to say something, but didn't. Jolie remembered that Hannah's married boyfriend was supposed to tell his wife he wanted a divorce sometime this weekend. It appeared he was leaning toward the "end" of the weekend.


  She locked the apartment door behind them and, out of habit now, looked left and right as they made their way down the sidewalk to the parking lot by lamplight. "Do you want to ride with me, or are we driving separately?"


  "I'm driving," Carlotta said, stopping next to a mirror-shiny dark Monte Carlo SuperSport parked in the handicap spot. "Like it?"


  Remembering the woman's imminent rendezvous with the man who'd demanded two thousand dollars, Jolie's eyebrows went up. "What happened to the Miata?"


  "I thought it was time to get a new ride."


  The muscle car didn’t exactly suit Carlotta, but Jolie opened the back door of the spanking-new sedan and inhaled the new-car smell. "Nice."


  They were settled inside and fastening seat belts when Hannah, who sat in the front passenger seat, looked over at Carlotta. "Aren't you going to tell Jolie the truth?"


  Carlotta started the engine. "She won't approve."


  Jolie frowned and leaned forward as far as her seatbelt would allow. "What do you mean, I won't approve?"


  Carlotta twisted in her seat and backed out of the parking place, then pulled toward the entrance of the apartment complex. "Well...some dealers are allowing customers to keep a vehicle for twenty-four hours before they actually buy the car, so...I'm trying it out." She grinned.


  Jolie gave her a wry look. "You have no intention of buying this car, do you?"


  "This muscle-head wagon? None whatsoever."


  She couldn't be too self-righteous, Jolie reminded herself, not while she wore over two thousand dollars' worth of jammies that she planned to return. She sat back in her seat, marveling over the way Carlotta connived to get what she wanted. On the surface, it didn't seem right...yet she wasn't doing anything illegal. Besides, was it really so different from bending the rules on tax returns?


  A small part of her admired Carlotta's cheekiness. The woman's obituary was bound to be more interesting than her own.


  From the backseat, Jolie gave directions to a north Buckhead neighborhood where the streets were narrow and the homes were enormous. Old money had built the McMansions, and new money had upgraded them. Sammy Sanders' house was an expansive two-story white home with yellow light blazing from the multitude of windows. The structure sported a dozen different roof angles, various verandas and offshoots of smaller buildings (the servants' quarters?) connected by breezeways, testimony to at least a half dozen additions.


  "It's a freaking compound," Hannah murmured.


  Jolie nodded her agreement. She remembered it being impressive in the daylight, but at night it was downright imposing. With its circular drive lit by dozens of lights, it resembled a country club more than a residence. "Looks like things are in full swing."


  "One of the party-crashing rules," Carlotta said. "Never be the first person to arrive."


  "Or the last person to leave," Hannah added.


  "She has a valet," Carlotta said, her voice ringing with approval. She pulled up behind two other cars from which coated people were alighting. Jolie felt a tiny surge of relief that she wasn't the only person who felt compelled to cover her sleepwear in public, but she was starting to get nervous about crashing a private party...especially Sammy's party. She shifted, hoping the dress shields were protecting the expensive silk chemise from her nervousness.


  A coated and gloved man was leaning down to address the drivers, then taking their invitations. The people two cars ahead appeared to have everything in order and were assisted from their car. The occupants of the Jaguar in front of them, however, after much head-shaking and shrugged apologies from the ticket-taker, were sent away. Jolie swallowed. "How did the invitations turn out?"


  "My brother had to tinker with it some," Carlotta admitted. "The first pass looked better than Sammy's original, so he had to downgrade the print resolution."


  Jolie bit back a smile as they pulled up and Carlotta zoomed down her window. "Hello," she said in a perfect imitation of the Buckhead bourgeois.


  "Good evening, ma'am," the man said. "Invitations, please—one for each guest."


  "Of course," she cooed, handing over the cards.


  The man glanced at them, then nodded and smiled. "Leave your key in the ignition and the valet will park your car." He opened Carlotta's door, then tore off a ticket and handed it to her when she stepped out.


  The man stepped back and opened Jolie's door. She gave him her hand and stepped out into the night air that fell around her like a cold sheet, raising chill bumps...and concern. Suddenly spooked, she turned to look at the car behind them, half expecting to see Gary following her. But the driver was female...and wearing a fur coat, she noted wryly.


  Because the winters in Atlanta were so short-lived, women who could afford fur broke them out at the first frost, without fear of the paint-throwing PETA people who targeted soirees in New York and Los Angeles. Jolie suspected the animal rights activists subscribed to the belief that everyone south of the Mason-Dixon Line was armed and anyone who flung red paint on a Southern woman's coat might get themselves shot.


  Which probably wasn't too far off the mark, she thought, remembering the handgun tucked into Sammy's designer purse. She smoothed her hand over her trusty all-weather coat—so old, it bordered on retro. Unless there was a group of polyester activists she wasn't aware of, she was safe from paint slinging.


  When they started up the steps to the glowing manor house, Jolie's nerve faltered. On the other side of the tall windows, people mingled, holding glasses and moving in that "let me slip through here" way that people use to sidle through parties.


  "Come on," Carlotta hissed, waving her forward.


  "I have a bad feeling about this," Jolie murmured, stepping up. Assailed again by the feeling that she was being watched, she turned to look back to the driveway, but no other guests had arrived. Then headlights from the street caught her eye. A car sat at the end of the sloping driveway, its nose jutting out past the brick pillars that flanked the entrance. In the darkness, she couldn't tell the model or the color. Gary? A lost driver, perhaps? A guest fumbling for their invitation? Or simply someone who had pulled to the side of the street to make a phone call? A dozen harmless possibilities, and one that unsettled her, yet seemed highly unlikely...especially in light of her paranoid scene at the drive-through today.


  "What's wrong?" Carlotta asked. She turned her head in the same direction, then frowned and reached for Jolie's arm. "Come on, let's go inside."


  The woman's fingers bit into the back of her upper arm through the multiple layers of fabric. Carlotta herded her toward the door, on the heels of Hannah, and Jolie picked up on her unease. Had she recognized the car? Was it the man to whom Carlotta owed money, or perhaps someone else?


  Carlotta released her hold on Jolie's arm, the gargantuan door opened, and Jolie watched as she morphed into a gracious guest, her smile wide and ready. A finger of disquiet nudged Jolie: If the woman could transform herself so quickly, who was the real Carlotta Wren?


  Her thoughts were cut short by the haunting music and the sporadic blasts of voices and laughter. And blessed heat. Jolie looked up to see Sammy standing in the doorway, wearing a revealing leopard-print teddy topped by a long, transparent robe. Long, tanned legs ended at five-inch-high leopard-print satin mules. Her cleavage was precarious, and she looked perplexed as she glanced over the trio. "Hello," she said with a little squint. "I'm Sammy Sanders."


  Carlotta laughed gaily. "I'm Carly, and these are my friends, Hallie and...Gwen." Sammy's gaze flitted over the other two women. Jolie nodded, but Sammy had already looked away. With a start, Jolie realized that she needn't have worried about Sammy recognizing her. The female bulldozer had never given Jolie credit, had never seen her for who she truly was. To recognize someone, you had to first know them.


  Her former boss wavered, stealing a helpless glance toward the valet stand as another group of guests alighted from their car. Although it was clear Sammy had no idea who they were, Jolie suspected that neither did she want to create a scene. She knew they couldn't have gotten in without an invitation, so she was trapped.


  Carlotta whipped a wrapped gift from her bag—the essential hostess gift. "Candles," she said sweetly.


  After a brief pause, Sammy rearranged her face into a polite expression, stepped back and swept her arm toward the cavernous foyer. "Welcome, ladies. I hope this is a night you won't soon forget."


  Jolie walked by Sammy and into the black-and-white checkerboard tile foyer of the palatial home. Her gaze traveled upward to the enormous chandelier, which looked as if it might have once belonged in a theater. She tried not to gape at the contemporary paintings on the soaring walls. Secretly, she'd hoped that Sammy would have tacky taste, and although her style was a little ostentatious, it was spectacular, in quality and in scale.


  Meanwhile, her entire apartment would fit nicely within this entryway.


  "May I take your coats?" a tuxedoed man asked a few feet inside.


  Jolie unbuttoned the inexpensive navy coat and relinquished it self-consciously in return for a ticket. She turned the corner and glanced into a colossal great room where guests stood in happy clumps, clinging to champagne glasses and to each other. From this spot she could see the entrance to what appeared to be a French Country dining room, and across the great room, a wall of glass doors was open, leading to an indoor pool. Chlorine and perfume stung her nose.


  She recognized a few faces from the night before, but she couldn't place them. The two attractive blondes standing next to the fireplace were sisters, she remembered, although she couldn't recall if their name was York, or if they were from New York.


  The woman who had complimented her on the jumpsuit was talking to a man half her age, the man who had laughed at her joke talking to a woman half his age. Of course, they'd never recognize her in this getup.


  Everyone, it appeared, had adhered to the suggested dress code. Most of the men wore silky pajamas—striped or paisley—and short robes or smoking jackets. The women, on the other hand, put a tad more skin on display. Teddies, tap pants and camisoles, shortie nightshirts, long gowns with high slits, gossamer robes. Breasts and Botox abounded. There were a few elaborate caftans (adult onesies), but for the most part, Jolie felt overdressed. Still, when the lower part of her robe gapped and air rushed over her bare legs, she shivered and pulled the robe closer around her.


  "Please, don't obstruct the view," a man said next to her.


  Her nipples knew that voice.


  Jolie turned to find Beck Underwood smiling down at her legs. He wore a plain black cotton robe a la Target that hit him mid-shin, and flip-flops that looked to be on their last flop. In one hand, he held a champagne flute that looked diminutive between his big fingers; in the other he held a bottle of champagne by the neck. The V of his belted robe revealed dark chest hair with golden ends. She'd bet her last dollar that the man had never worn a robe in his life. Obviously, he wasn't a pajama man. Jolie's gaze dropped lower and she couldn't help but wonder what, if anything, was underneath the robe.


  When she looked up, Beck was staring at her as if she were his personal party favor.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  


  BECK UNDERWOOD WALKED CLOSER, his mouth pursed in an ironic smile. "I had a feeling you might be here."


  Jolie glanced around. Carlotta and Hannah were standing a few feet away, their heads close in conversation. Sammy was greeting more guests. Jolie looked back to him and shook her bewigged head. "How do you always recognize me?"


  He shrugged, then leaned in. "Did you crash?"


  She crossed her arms, then nodded sheepishly.


  He threw his head back and laughed. "That's great. Someday you're going to have to tell me how you do it."


  Jolie bristled at the thought of being the man's entertainment.


  "Who are you tonight?" he whispered.


  Feeling more foolish by the minute, she mumbled, "Gwen."


  "Ah. Well, Gwen," he said, picking up a lock of her long fake, red hair, "I've always had a thing for blondes, but in your case, I might make an exception."


  Her heart fluttered irrationally until she realized that he was probably well on his way to emptying the bottle of champagne that he held. "You really shouldn't flirt with the person who might become your real-estate agent."


  His teeth flashed white against his tan. "Why not?"


  Jolie managed a watery smile that she hoped passed for coy. "Because she might take advantage of you."


  He lifted one eyebrow. "Careful, Gwen, you give a man hope."


  Her heart skipped a beat, and she told herself he was teasing her, maybe looking for a rendezvous after the party...or during the party. And while she couldn't deny that she was incredibly attracted to the man, she wasn't about to put herself in the position of being one of Beck Underwood's groupies. She'd had casual sex before, but this situation was different. Besides the fact that she needed the man's business, she was dangerously close to caring what he thought of her. A caution flag rose in her mind, warning her that there might be more at stake here than a missed commission.


  "Is your sister here?" she asked, to change the subject.


  He nodded. "Della's by the pool."


  "Ah, yes, the pool."


  "I suppose you've been here before."


  "No, but Sammy talked about the pool, um...occasionally at the office."


  "Ah. Then allow me to take you on a tour. It's quite the place." He winked. "Sammy gave me the full treatment earlier."


  Jolie hesitated, then glanced over his shoulder and saw Sammy watching them with a proprietary eye on Beck, a warning eye on her. Revenge sparked in Jolie's chest and she looked back to Beck. "A tour would be nice. Maybe you can point out some things you do and don't like."


  His gaze raked over her. "I like short, silky nightgowns and silly house shoes."


  She was suddenly grateful for the ten-pound velvet robe. "I meant what you like in a house," she added quickly, then nervously licked her lips. "Do you think I could have some of that champagne?"


  His mouth curved into a grin and he flagged a passing waiter. "You, interesting lady, can have anything I've got. But," he added in a conspiratorial tone, "we need to work on getting rid of that troublesome boyfriend of yours." He juggled his own bottle and glass to snag a clean champagne flute from the waiter's tray, then held it out to her as if he were laying a kingdom at her feet.


  Jolie swallowed. Why had she told him she had a boyfriend who was in trouble? She stared into his shining brown eyes and her knees felt loose, and then she remembered why she'd told him she had a boyfriend who was in trouble: To create enough distance to circumvent any possibility of developing a crush on him.


  Giving herself a mental shake, she took the glass and held it with amazingly steady hands while he filled it with pinkish-gold liquid from his personal bottle.


  "Why don't we start upstairs?" he suggested, and gestured toward the wide staircase—red carpet on white marble made the staircase itself a work of art. Other guests were walking down the stairs, returning from their own tours, she presumed, so she agreed. But she felt Sammy's stare when they moved away from the crowd.


  As she climbed the stairs, Jolie sipped the champagne, cool and fizzy against her tongue, and studied the gold foil treatment on the massive curved wall. Despite the fact that she and Beck were in their bedclothes and drinking bubbly, Jolie was determined to be professional. "Is this the size home you'll be looking for?"


  He lifted his big shoulders, straining the cotton fabric of his inexpensive robe. "I really hadn't thought about it—that's why I need you."


  She refused to read anything into that statement. "I saw you on the news last night. You didn't sound as if you were going to stay in Atlanta long enough to buy a home."


  A pink stain crawled over his tanned cheeks. "Slow news night. Besides, if I buy a house and decide not to stay in Atlanta, I'll lease it out."


  Hearing him say he might not stay in Atlanta shouldn't have bothered her, but it did. Yet it was even more reason, she told herself, not to buy into his flirtation. Beck Underwood was looking for something to pass the time until he moved along, and she didn't want to be another short-term project.


  At the second-floor landing, they stopped for a bird's-eye view of the magnificent chandelier and the grand entryway. Sammy was welcoming a male guest who was dressed in a red velvet smoking jacket reminiscent of the Rat Pack era, all the way down to the arrogant way he held himself. Jolie froze—she knew that pose. While she stood staring down, Roger LeMon looked up, directly at her and Beck. She gasped and stepped back.


  "Is something wrong?" Beck asked, turning.


  She couldn't very well tell him that Roger LeMon had reported her to the police, especially since Beck himself was aware of her tendency to stalk the man.


  "Um...the height," she lied with a laugh. "I had a sudden bout of vertigo." Her mind spun. Would LeMon recognize her tonight and accuse her of following him? Tell Sammy who she was? Call the police again? She looked around. On the other hand, this house was enormous—maybe she could simply avoid him all evening.


  "Feeling better?" Beck asked.


  She nodded and tried to act normal. "Lead the way."


  From the landing, two ten-foot-wide hallways split off in opposite directions. Honey-colored hardwood was covered with plush oriental-style carpet runners. Down the hallway to the right, a man and woman walked away from them, peering into rooms, apparently also enjoying a self-guided tour. The man who had collected her coat walked by, his face obscured under a mountain of coats—mostly furs. He disappeared into a room that she assumed had been set aside for a coat check. In the distance, doors opened and closed, voices oohing and aahing. The house appeared to go on forever, an astonishing amount of square footage for one resident.


  She followed Beck down the hall to the left and glanced into a room that was perhaps an office or a den, although it was ornate to the point of distraction.


  "The décor is too busy for my tastes," he murmured, "but I like the lines of the ceiling."


  Jolie nodded. She'd learned to withhold her own opinion when working with a potential client, to listen as their likes and dislikes were revealed. Sometimes clients were unaware of their own tastes, although Beck Underwood did not strike her as a person who waffled.


  About architecture, anyway.


  The next room was a feminine guest room with a daybed and overstuffed upholstered chairs. The textured wallpaper was perfectly coordinated to the comforter. "Why do people do that?" he whispered, his mouth close to her ear. "You have my permission to shoot me if I ever wallpaper a room to match a bedspread."


  As if she would be around to witness his hypothetical case of hyper-decorating.


  He walked to the next doorway and peered inside. "I believe Sammy said this was her spa room."


  Tiled floor, ambient lighting, double massage tables, a whirlpool tub, ceiling fans and an abundance of plants. "Is this something you would be interested in having?" Jolie asked.


  "Me? No way. The plants are nice though."


  All told, on the hallway were four bedrooms and three den-ish rooms of ambiguous purpose but crammed with oversized furniture and electronic toys. One room was lined with glass display cases for Sammy's collection of crystal houses, most of them reproductions of famous buildings or antebellum homes. Jolie did some mental arithmetic and estimated the woman had tens of thousands of dollars invested in the fragile knickknacks. The outrageousness of it bordered on vulgarity, but before righteous indignation could set in, Jolie looked down at the twelve-hundred-dollar robe she was wearing and flushed with shame.


  No more borrowing clothes, she vowed, and no more party crashing, no matter what.


  The next room was a decidedly masculine guest bedroom stocked with beautiful hardwood furniture and expensive bed linens and curtains in muted animal prints. The walls were cocoa brown. She followed Beck into the room, although there was something distinctly intimate about being in this bedroom with him while they were both wearing pj's. She surveyed the windows, carpet, the faux finish on the walls—anything to keep from looking at the giant four-poster bed that sat in the room like a big pink elephant.


  "Nice," he said vaguely, then turned and gestured toward the bed. "It's a little tall, don't you think?"


  She glanced at the bed sideways. "It's tall," she agreed.


  He stared at the bed. "I prefer sort of falling into bed versus having to climb up."


  She took a drink from her glass. "Do you already have furniture that you'll need to fit into your home?"


  "Such as?"


  "Family heirlooms? A bed, perhaps?"


  "A few things—a chest of my grandfather's, a bookcase I built when I was a teenager, but nothing big."


  "You didn't bring things back from Costa Rica?"


  "What little I accumulated there, I left there. It's a much simpler place to live."


  "It sounds nice."


  He nodded. "It is. I miss it. I felt like I was doing some good there."


  She angled her head. "And what exactly was that?"


  He drained his glass and refilled it from the bottle. "I was a teacher."


  She couldn't keep the surprise from her face. "Really? What did you teach?"


  "English, economics, math."


  She pursed her mouth. "Is that your background?"


  "No. My diploma from Duke says I'm an environmental engineer. But since Costa Rica has a greater need for teachers than for environmental engineers, I thought I'd give it a try."


  "And?"


  He shrugged. "And I'm pretty good at it."


  She smiled, trying to visualize him in front of a chalkboard, pounding home an idea. "I'm sure you are. Will you teach here?"


  He shook his head. "No, it's time to make amends with my father and step into the family business. My dad's going to retire soon, and I've left Della to carry the burden for too long." His laugh was dry. "Cry me a river, right?"


  Bolstered by the champagne and his openness, she shrugged. "I guess most people would think that being heir to a family fortune isn't such a bad thing."


  He nodded. "But what do you think?"


  Her tongue stalled. "I...don't have an opinion. Besides, I have a vested interest in seeing you remain in Atlanta."


  His eyes lit up. "You do?"


  "My commission, remember?"


  "Oh. Right."


  "Shall we continue?" Jolie asked, eager to return to a larger group. She wasn't afraid of Beck, but she was afraid that the little twinges in her chest when she looked at him were bubbles warning her of emotional quicksand.


  A little-boy smile climbed his face and he nodded toward the bed. "We could hang out in here."


  Her thighs twinged, and her heart jumped with the optimism that every woman feels when she tries to justify the urge to let a man have his way with her: If the physical attraction is so strong, there must be feeling behind it. That sex with this person would be different. A religious experience. Lasting.


  That with Roger LeMon afoot, she had a good reason to kill a few hours in Beck's arms.


  Jolie came back to earth with a thud. The man was half drunk, after all. And it was up to her to protect her heart from a man who was undoubtedly just passing through—literally and figuratively. "We could," she said carefully, "but we won't."


  His shoulders fell. "Okay. Can't blame a man for trying. I've been in the jungle for a few years."


  She angled her head. "Something tells me you weren't lonely."


  He gave a little laugh. "I've been lonely my entire life."


  Jolie looked up, surprised to see the seriousness on his handsome face. She panicked—his teasing banter was so much easier to dismiss. In an effort to restore the light mood, she smiled. "Is that a pick-up line?"


  He straightened, his solemnity gone. "Of course. Is it working?"


  She smiled. "No, I don't feel the least bit sorry for you."


  He made a rueful noise, then asked, "So, Gwen, where did you grow up?"


  If he had planned to catch her off guard, he'd succeeded. She instantly missed the sexual tension. "Dalton."


  "Really? On a farm?"


  "No, although we did raise a small vegetable garden. Lots of green beans."


  He smiled. "I like green beans."


  "That's probably because you've never had to pick and string them."


  "You could be right. Do you get back there often?"


  She shook her head. "My parents are both gone, and I don't have any siblings."


  His mouth parted slightly. "I'm sorry."


  "It's not your fault," she said with a wry smile.


  But he looked stricken. "You don't have any family?"


  "There are a couple of great-aunts, and a few stray cousins," she said, trying to sound cheerful.


  Concern clouded his eyes. "It's strange, but I can't remember having a conversation with my father that didn't end in an argument, yet I can't imagine him not being around."


  Was she supposed to offer commentary on his family dynamics? "Arguing is a form of communication, I suppose."


  He scowled, then lifted his glass. "You're right."


  She walked to a window and looked out over the circular driveway. From this view she could see the rows of cars parked farther down the road, and distant lights from neighboring houses. "Are you like your father?" she asked, feeling brave.


  He joined her at the window. "Everyone says so, but I don't see it." Then he looked contrite. "Don't get me wrong: My dad is a brilliant businessman, but he was a terrible father and—" He stopped, as if he realized he was revealing too much. "Well, no family is perfect, is it?"


  She shook her head. "What's your mother like?"


  "Oblivious," he said, his voice wistful. "Mother has been in her own little world for some time now. We all sort of move around her."


  "I'm sorry," Jolie said.


  One side of his mouth lifted. "It's not your fault."


  "You and Della seem close," she ventured, feeling guilty that she was embarking on a fishing expedition.


  "We are."


  "What does she do for your father's company?"


  "Besides sitting on the board, she's very good with the publicity department, which basically means she does public appearances, schmoozes advertisers, that kind of thing."


  "And that doesn't interest you?"


  "Not in the least."


  "What does interest you?" She regretted the words before the vibration of them left her tongue.


  His eyes trained on her, pulled at her. "You do, Jolie Goodman. You interest me, with your part-time job and your full-time dreams and your costumes and disguises and the little wrinkle of problems between your eyes that are normally hazel." He shook his head. "I can't figure you out, but I have a feeling there's a lot about you that you don't reveal."


  She glanced up and felt her heart opening to him, beckoning. Look at me. Look at me and see me. Her chest rose and fell, wondering if this man had any idea how uncomplicated she was, how remote she felt most of the time, how much and how little she needed from him at this precise moment.


  "Yes," he murmured, as if she'd spoken aloud.


  Even he seemed confused at his response as he leaned close, then closer. She had time to dodge the kiss, to step back or turn her head...but she didn't. Tonight she didn't have to be herself—and she decided to be the woman who was going to be kissed by Beck Underwood.


  He lowered his lips to hers and she had the simultaneous impressions of champagne and warmth and firmness and desire. His hands were full, and she held her own glass out to keep from spilling champagne on Sammy's rug. With just their lips touching, the kiss seemed to grow in intensity as they strained toward each other. He stopped suddenly and pulled back, and before disappointment could settle in, she realized from the look in his eyes that he was surprised...but at her response or his own, she couldn't tell. Regardless, a split second later he was kissing her again, this time with hands-on features and sound effects.


  And then slowly she began to grasp the fact that the sounds were coming from someone other than the two of them. They parted and Jolie looked up to see their hostess, Sammy, standing in the doorway of the bedroom with her arms crossed, looking, frankly, somewhat inhospitable.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  


  "WHY, BECK, I SEE YOU’RE having a good time."


  "Great party, Sammy." Either Jolie was imagining things, or Beck inched even closer to her side. Was he afraid Sammy was going to recognize her?


  She was afraid enough for the both of them, Jolie decided. At that exact moment, her left contact lens decided to revolt, folding onto itself and obscuring her vision. Jolie blinked liked mad and the thing finally righted itself, to bring Sammy back into view.


  In her minuscule leopard-print teddy, severe makeup, and killer high-heeled mules, the woman looked ready to bare her fangs and pounce. "I'm sorry, what did you say your name was again?"


  "Gwen," Jolie murmured, trying to disguise her voice.


  "I didn't get your last name, Gwen."


  Jolie's mind raced and came up with, "Yarborough."


  "Gwen Yarborough," Sammy said, then shook her head. "When did we meet?"


  "Gwen was at the media reception last night," Beck broke in. "The two of you must have met there."


  "That's right," Jolie said. "You were wearing the most lovely pink dress."


  Sammy's expression eased a smidgen. "Gwen, dear, you spilled champagne on my rug."


  Jolie looked down in horror to see a wet spot next to the tip of her burgundy satin mule. In truth, though, she was relieved she hadn't spoiled the expensive shoes.


  "I did that," Beck said quickly. "My apologies, Sammy."


  The woman gave a dismissive wave. "I'll send someone to soak it up. That's why I don't serve red wine at my parties. Things tend to get a little...out of hand."


  She stared at Jolie and she took a half step forward. "Are your eyes two different colors?"


  Jolie's palm felt sweaty against the glass she held. "Uh—"


  "Yes," Beck said. "Isn't that something? I'd heard of people having different-colored eyes, but I'd never met anyone who did, until Gwen."


  Sammy was still staring at her and Jolie couldn't look away, like prey prior to being caught and eaten. Sammy's mouth parted slightly and something flickered in her eyes, then vanished. Suddenly, she smiled, then straightened. "Enjoy the tour, then come down and join the rest of the party around the pool. The games will begin soon."


  "Games?" Beck asked


  "What's a party without games?" Sammy wet her lips, then turned on her five-inch heels and strode out, her sheer robe floating out behind her like a cape.


  Jolie shivered, and the bad feeling she'd had when they'd first arrived descended over her again.


  "Whew," Beck muttered. "That was close."


  Jolie nodded absently, then glanced down. "I don't suppose you could help me find my contact lens?"


  "Don't move. It's probably on that fuzzy robe that's covering practically every inch of you," he teased, setting down his glass and bottle. "This might require a little hands-on search." He lifted his eyebrows, waiting for her permission.


  She pressed her lips together, then gave a curt nod. Why hadn't she worn a bra?


  He took her glass of champagne and set it next to his. Then he gave her a sexy grin and skimmed his hands over her neck and shoulders in a slow sensual caress that made her wish the heavy garment wasn't between her skin and his hands. She swallowed hard against the pull of him, the memory of his kiss still on her lips. Longing pooled in her stomach, thighs. He must have felt it too, because his grin faded when he brought his hands down over her breasts, and his breathing increased.


  Her nipples budded and she closed her eyes briefly. He continued to stroke his hands down the robe, spanning her waist and smoothing his hands over her hips, then down her thighs. When he crouched to lift the flowing hem of the garment for a closer inspection, cool air hit her exposed legs.


  He took advantage of the opportunity to peek, grunting in satisfaction. She gave into a little thrill of pleasure, thanking God that she'd shaved. "Did you find it?" she asked.


  "Find what?" he said, still peeking.


  Exasperated, she reached down to close the bottom of her robe. "My contact lens, did you find it?"


  "No," he said sadly, then stood and reached for her champagne glass. "Oh, but what do you know—there it is, floating in your bubbly." He grinned. "You would've thought I'd have seen that before I patted you down."


  "Ooh!" She swatted at him and he clasped her hand, pulling her against his chest, stealing her breath. Beneath her palm, the hair in the opening of his robe felt coarse, and his heart thudded his intention. She looked into his eyes and realized miserably that Beck Underwood would be so easy for her injured heart to fall for. He was just the man to take her mind off her problems, to sweep her into his world, where his name opened doors and no material thing was out of reach. It would be so easy...and so dangerous, heaping heartache upon heartache when he tired of her or resumed his adventures.


  Before he could kiss her again, she stepped back and inhaled deeply. "We should see the rest of the upstairs, then join the other guests."


  He pursed his mouth, then nodded and handed her the glass with a wink. She retrieved the contact lens and stored it in the case in her bag. Beck disappeared into the connecting bathroom and emerged with her glass, empty and rinsed, which he replenished from the bottle. He didn't press her about what had happened between them, and she felt torn about the foregone chance to explore the chemistry. The irony was that Beck Underwood was intrigued by her aloof and bizarre behavior, but her aloof and bizarre behavior had been precipitated by Gary's disappearance, and it was Gary's disappearance that had left her in such emotional disarray.


  But Beck was nothing if not resilient. Two minutes later, when they resumed the tour, he was whistling tunelessly under his breath, his gait easy, his smile ready. Jolie couldn't help feeling a little put out that one minute he was kissing her and the next he seemed unaffected. His behavior made her feel better about her decision to nip their budding attraction...but only a tad.


  They crossed the landing to reach the second hallway. Laughter, music, and the occasional popped cork sounded from downstairs. Sammy had to be spending a fortune on champagne, Jolie decided. On this new corridor, they passed the converted coat check room and two additional opulent rooms before they reached the open French doors leading into Sammy's bedroom, a suite as large as a cottage.


  White carpet, white walls, white linens, white built-in cabinetry, white leather upholstered furniture, a white-light chandelier. To the left, a doorway into a bathroom hinted at more of the same. A red ribbon had been secured across the opening as a polite reminder to guests that they could look, but not touch—or use—the facilities. To the right, a white door leading to yet another room was closed.


  "I feel really creepy about being in her bedroom," Jolie whispered, although it was clear the woman intended for people to look—and to be in awe.


  "I know what you mean," Beck said, then wagged his eyebrows. "Let's go look in her medicine cabinet."


  "What? No."


  "I'm kidding. But there is one thing I wanted to show you, the sitting room off to the right. I like the fireplace."


  Apparently, he'd gotten the behind-the-scenes tour. She wondered perversely if he were the least bit interested in Sammy—beyond said fireplace. Especially now that Jolie had given him a bit of a brush-off.


  Which, in hindsight, was starting to feel like a foolish decision.


  Jolie followed him, but practically tiptoed across the snowy carpet.


  Beck opened the door leading into the room that appeared to be another office—this one more functional by the looks of the complicated phone system. Most real-estate agents had home offices, and Sammy was no different—hers was just nicer than most. A massive, gleaming white desk and two white wood file cabinets to match, a white leather executive chair on rollers, 27-inch flat-screen monitor, with an impressive CPU tower on the floor. And the fireplace was indeed incredible—floor-to-ceiling gray stone facing with white masonry grout. Beck set down his glass and the bottle to inspect the hearth. No surprise, he also admired the on-wall plasma television and speaker system.


  A five-by-seven picture frame on the desk caught Jolie's eye, and she circled behind it, curious as to whom Sammy would think enough of to display on her workstation. Her parents? Mrs. Sanders had died when Sammy was young, which was why Sammy was so close to her father. When Jolie saw the photo, though, she laughed to herself—only Sammy would have a picture of herself on her desk. The only surprise was that it wasn't a Miss America shot—instead Sammy was outdoors, dressed in a turtleneck, jeans, and sturdy boots, her hair pulled back into a ponytail, and she was sitting on a rock.


  A familiar-looking rock.


  Jolie picked up the frame and jammed her face closer. She studied the photo and tried to conjure up in her mind the photo of Gary sitting on a rock, mugging for the camera. Was it the same place, the same day? Was it possible that Sammy had been the woman who'd taken the photo of him? Her mouth went dry—did Sammy and Gary have a romantic history, or was this photo a mere coincidence? She’d met Gary when he’d come in to ask for directions… but maybe it wasn’t his first time visiting. Did he and Sammy have history? She recalled introducing them at the agency and hadn't noticed anything more than a polite exchange. Ditto on the tube-float down the river. In fact, she'd gotten the feeling that Sammy thought he was unsavory because she'd commented once that someone who drove a nice car with no apparent signs of employment was either a trust-fund kid or a criminal.


  Jolie scoured the photo, looking for any details that might help prove or disprove her wild theory, but in truth, the photo could have been taken anywhere, on any rock. She couldn't check the back for photo finishing details unless she took the whole thing apart...and that would take some privacy. She glanced at Beck, who was still mesmerized by a beautifully sculpted chrome remote control. Feeling like a bona fide crook, she slid the photo into her standard "biggish" party-crashing purse.


  "We probably should go," she said abruptly.


  He turned and nodded. "You're right—Sammy might think we're snooping."


  A shamefaced flush climbed her cheeks as she left the office and strode across the bedroom. Amidst all the white, the edge of Sammy's green Kate Spade bag was especially noticeable sticking out from under the bed's dust ruffle. She detoured from her straight path to push the purse beneath the bed, thinking that would help assuage her guilt. She nudged the green bag with her shoe, but it wouldn't budge. She lifted the bed skirt, saw the bag was caught against a leg of the bed frame and reached down to push it out of sight. Just in case there were unscrupulous people about.


  Party crashers, for instance.


  "Something wrong?" Beck asked from the door.


  "Nothing," she murmured, standing. Then she spied the bathroom. "Um, actually, I need to powder my nose. Do you think it would be okay to—"


  "I'll be your lookout," he cut in, his tone as grave as a spy's.


  The "keep out" ribbon had been affixed with tape. She unfastened one end, then entered the bathroom and closed the door behind her. The expansive whiteness was blinding—tiled floor, floating sink, slick cabinets, shiny garden tub, long, white sheers at the windows. Leann had once told her that white was a prestigious color with the implication that one had to have money to maintain anything white. So true.


  Jolie pulled the picture frame from her bag and studied the photo again. Hopefully she would find some innocuous description on the back like "Me and Dad at Yosemite," then she'd feel foolish and return it to Sammy's desk.


  She turned over the frame to find the back held together with small screws. Cursing under her breath, she rummaged in her purse to find anything that would suffice as a tool. The screw heads were too small to be turned with a coin, and a paperclip wouldn't work. She needed a metal nail file or tweezers or something similar. She pulled out cabinet drawers, aware of the time ticking away. Lots of beauty products, combs, curlers, hair appliances, but nothing she could use as a screwdriver.


  Jolie glanced toward the wide mirrored cabinet over the floating sink, remembering Beck's suggestion that they snoop in Sammy's medicine cabinet. She sighed and gingerly pulled open the mirrored door.


  A second later, a shelf in the cabinet collapsed, sending its contents toppling and setting off a horrific, crashing chain reaction as bottles and jars and other personal toiletries landed in the sink. She cringed and counted to ten.


  A quiet knock sounded. "Everything okay in there?" Beck asked, his voice muffled.


  "Fine," she returned shakily. "Just a little...accident. I'll be right out."


  She slipped the shelf back into place with shaking hands, then scooped up the items and situated them back onto the shelves wherever they would fit. Men's toiletries were mixed in with the feminine items (a diaphragm, ew) and Jolie told herself that more men than Gary used Zirh brand premium shave gel. And old-fashioned razor blades. She fingered the packet and realized suddenly that a blade was thin enough and strong enough to loosen the screws on the picture frame.


  Carefully, she removed a blade from the package and was successful in loosening one screw before the blade slipped and slashed the fatty pad of her left palm. She dropped the blade, instinctively pressed her hand to her chest, and puffed out her cheeks, knowing before she looked that the cut was deep...and bloody.


  When she pulled it away, not only did the bleeding resume exuberantly, but the pain lit up her entire arm. She sucked air through her teeth, and looked for something to wrap around her hand. A stack of white fingertip towels sat on a cabinet. She grabbed one and held it against her hand until the bleeding slowed. Upon closer observation, the cut was only an inch long, but it throbbed unmercifully. Remembering the package of adhesive bandages she'd seen in a drawer, she appropriated three to cover the wound. Luckily, the damage was to her left hand, so she was able to restore order to the medicine cabinet, although Sammy would have to be in a stupor not to realize that things had been rearranged.


  She returned the picture frame to her purse, deciding it would go home with her. If it turned out to be unrelated to Gary's photo, she would return the picture to Sammy anonymously.


  Now, what to do with the mess she'd made? A bloody towel, Band-Aid debris. The paper went into the step waste-can. She used the towel to wipe down the white counter and the white sink, then wrapped it inside another small towel and stuffed the whole kit-and-caboodle into her purse. Only then did she get a look at herself in the mirror and saw the big, bloody stain on the silk cream-colored gown where her robe gapped open. She shrieked, which elicited another knock on the door.


  "Do I need to call someone for you?"


  "No!" she called, then gulped a calming breath. She was no textile expert, but she had a feeling that the only way to get blood out of silk was to cut it out. She closed her eyes, chastising herself. Her amateur sleuthing had led to ruining an eight-hundred-dollar nightshirt. She whimpered, thinking how many shoes she'd have to sell. Served her right for stealing clothes, crashing this party.


  She pulled herself up, thinking at least she had her commission from Beck Underwood's home to look forward to. If she hadn't completely blown it with him, of course. He didn't seem like the type of man who would take his business elsewhere because she wouldn't sleep with him, but then again, he didn't seem like the type of man who would do business with a nobody. So if this night was to be salvaged, she needed to leave feeling good about getting his business.


  She pulled her robe together and tightened the belt, relieved to see the bloodstain was covered as long as she didn't flash anyone. She stuffed her aching hand into her pocket, retrieved her champagne glass, took a deep breath, and emerged with as big a smile as she could muster.


  Beck straightened, his expression opening in relief. "If you ever want to make a man go crazy, go into the bathroom and start making a lot of loud, dangerous-sounding noises."


  "Sorry," she murmured. "I was looking for an aspirin, and her medicine cabinet exploded."


  That made him smile, and thankfully, he didn't notice her hand, or the fact that she kept glancing at her own chest every few seconds.


  "I guess we'd better go," she said, "before Sammy sends out a search party."


  He shuddered dramatically and she laughed as they walked into the hall


  "Thanks for the tour. Do you have an idea of where you'd like to live?"


  "Maybe midtown," he said. "Or downtown." Then he grinned. "Or maybe on a farm in Dalton."


  Her heart flooded with intense like. "That really narrows it down."


  He looked around and lifted his arms as they reached the landing that overlooked the enormous entryway on the first floor. Guests' voices carried up, bursts of laughter and clinking glasses. "Do you like this house?" he asked.


  She took in the grandeur around her. "It's a beautiful house."


  "Yes, but would you live here?"


  Her cheeks warmed. "That's something I'll probably never have to worry about."


  "Humor me. If you had the money, is this the kind of house you would choose to live in?"


  "I...probably not. I have to admit that large houses seem daunting to me. All that space demanding to be used." She blushed, thinking she'd probably offended him since the Underwood family home was near the governor's mansion in Buckhead, but was twice the size. She rushed to explain. "But what I think is missing most in this house is personality. Yes, it's beautiful, but it feels more like a showcase than a home. Anyone might live here. As a broker, I'm probably not supposed to say this, but owning a home is more than buying an address and filling it up with nice stuff. It should be personal, unique, symbolic even." She flushed because she thought she'd overstepped her bounds. After all, the man was probably looking for a tax shelter.


  But instead of laughing at her, he looked at her in that dangerous fall-for-me way. "Do you have your own home?"


  "Not yet," she said. "But someday."


  "You're hired."


  She grinned, but her pleasure over a potentially huge commission was cut short by a commotion on the first floor—Carlotta, flailing her arms, asking guests, "Have you seen a woman with long red hair?"


  "Carlot—" Jolie stopped and cleared her throat. "Carly, I'm up here."


  Carlotta looked up, then disappeared, apparently coming up after her. When she reached the landing, she was out of breath.


  "What's wrong?" Jolie asked.


  "There's been a little...complication."


  Jolie frowned. "What?"


  "Russell is here."


  "Who?"


  "Hannah's boyfriend."


  "Oh."


  "With his wife."


  "Oh."


  "Right," Carlotta said, her voice grim. "I tried to get Hannah to leave, but she wouldn't. She said she was going to make a scene. She was headed to the pool where they were, and I'm afraid someone's going to get hurt."


  "What can I do?" Jolie asked.


  "Find our coats, and meet me down there." Carlotta looked at Beck. "Would it be too much to ask you to run interference?"


  "Who are we talking about?" he asked, scratching his head.


  "Our friend Hannah, who came with us," Jolie explained. "She's been dating a married man, and apparently he's here—with his wife."


  Beck winced. "Who's the stupid guy?"


  "Russell Island," Carlotta supplied.


  "I know him," Beck said. "And his wife. This won't be pretty." They started down the stairway and Jolie jogged toward the coat check room, thinking Hannah was likely to blow their cover and Sammy would toss them all out on their party-crashing behinds. Maybe even have them arrested for trespassing.


  The coat check attendant was gone, so Jolie undid the familiar and ineffective ribbon across the doorway and started her own search. The nicer coats—the furs, the leathers, the brocades—were hanging on portable racks. The jackets, hats, shawls, and assorted cheap coats had been draped over the bed—ten dollars said that's where her all-weather standby had been relegated. It was difficult to maneuver with her injured hand, but after searching three racks, she spotted Carlotta's black cashmere coat and pulled it off the rack. Hannah's leather duster was more elusive, but she finally found it. Then she turned to the bed to dig for her Sears special.


  She displaced a dozen hats and wraps and pulled three navy coats out of the tangle that weren't hers. Frustration hurried her hands and she touched something unexpectedly solid. Jolie frowned and pushed aside a pile of coats, then was struck mute with shock...terror...disbelief.


  It was Gary. And from the bloody hole in his chest, he appeared to be...checked out.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  


  THERE ARE TIMES in every person's life when they find out what they're made of. Looking down on Gary Hagan's body—lifeless eyes, gray pallor, unnatural position—Jolie discovered that she was made of soft, gooey, blubbery stuff. The only thing that kept her from collapsing entirely was the knowledge that if she did, she'd fall on a dead person.


  She tried to scream, but no sound came out of her constricted throat. She stumbled backward on her high-heeled house shoes, twisting her ankle and ricocheting off the doorframe and out into the hall. Her mind reeled, rejecting what her eyes had just seen, and she was distantly aware that she was keening like a small animal.


  She half staggered, half fell down the vacated stairs, grateful to the red carpet for sparing her knees from the marble beneath, and at one point thinking it would be faster if she just rolled down. Her hand felt wet and sticky and she registered the fact that she might be smearing blood down the handrail. By the time she'd reached the first floor, she was minus a shoe, and she still hadn't encountered a live person.


  Judging from the empty great room, everyone had migrated to the pool. She lumbered forward, heedless of anything except getting to Beck or Carlotta...or even Sammy. The good news was that Beck and Carlotta were standing together by the edge of the pool with their backs to her. The bad news was they were restraining Hannah, who was kicking at a cowering man as if they were in a Ninja movie. The guests were crowded around, fascinated.


  At last the scream that had been caught in Jolie's throat erupted like a volcano, echoing off the surface of the aqua-colored water dotted with floating candles, reverberating around the glass-enclosed room. Every head pivoted her way. Beck took a half step in her direction.


  "Help!" she bellowed, running toward them as fast as she could considering she was wearing one shoe.


  The one shoe betrayed her. She hit a slick spot and skidded, flailing. A bewildered-looking Carlotta, who was closest, reached for her, and Hannah reached for Carlotta, and the next thing Jolie knew, she had entered the pool by way of a belly-flop chain.


  The good news was the bracing water cleared the fog from her head. The bad news was she'd fallen into the deep end and the heavy robe instantly soaked up ten times its weight in water. She struggled with the tie belt, but only managed to pull it tighter around her ribs. Meanwhile, Carlotta floated by, her eyes wide, her mouth open—not exactly the safest expression for being underwater. She was in trouble. Jolie grabbed Carlotta's leg and shoved her toward the side of the pool while trying to kick her own way to the surface.


  She yanked at the tie around her waist again and miraculously it loosened. She pushed her way out of the robe but it wrapped around her legs, immobilizing her, dragging her down. Red ribbons of blood colored the water around her—the wound on her hand had reopened. Panic clawed at her chest as she sank, and Jolie understood how Gary must have felt when he knew he was going to die. Petrified, helpless...remorseful.


  What had she done with her life, really? Would anyone care that she wasn't around? Drowning at a party that she'd crashed wasn't the way she'd hoped to make headlines. Her body jerked in preparation for taking a death breath.


  Suddenly two big arms came around her from behind and jerked her upward. She inhaled water to satisfy her lungs, but her body rebelled, bucking. The robe fell away, brushing her feet. Air bubbles rushed past her face, then her head broke the surface of the water. She coughed and sputtered, thrashing her arms like a windmill.


  "Relax," Beck said into her ear. "Don't fight me."


  He eased her over to the side of the pool. Wheezing, she blinked the ceiling of glass into view, acknowledged the hard muscle of his torso and legs pressing against hers. Her brain must have been deprived of oxygen for a tad longer than was healthy, because the thought struck her that if she hadn't just seen the dead body of her boyfriend and hadn't almost drowned, this might have been a nice moment.


  He boosted her up over the pool edge as if she weighed nothing and set her down next to Carlotta and Hannah, who were huddled miserably on the side of the pool like wet cats dressed in upmarket lingerie.


  "Are you okay?" Beck asked, looking up at her from the water, his hand on her knee. His breathing was labored, his wet hair falling over his dark eyes.


  She nodded, hugging herself in her transparent chemise. "Th–thank you."


  "You're bleeding," he said, pulling her hand toward him for a look.


  "It's not bad," she said between coughs. "Considering I could be dead right now."


  A full-body shiver seized her.


  "I'll get some blankets," he said, then hoisted himself up out of the pool. Once again she was struck by the inappropriateness of noticing the man's physique, but he was mesmerizing in blue cotton boxers molded by the water. She had wondered what he was wearing underneath the robe, but she hadn't planned on going to these lengths to find out.


  They had managed to turn the pool into an ocean—their splashing had extinguished most of the floating candles. Their robes and purses littered the bottom. Their wigs bobbed on the surface like dead animals. Speaking of dead, she needed to tell someone—everyone—about Gary. She suddenly felt light-headed, and she couldn't stop shaking.


  "My book," Carlotta whispered, gazing into the water.


  "Your celebrity book was in your purse?" Jolie asked.


  Carlotta nodded miserably.


  "I'm so sorry," Jolie murmured. "Can you forgive me?"


  "Jolie Goodman."


  Jolie looked up to see Sammy staring down at her. Unhappily.


  The woman walked closer, hands on hips. "I thought that was you earlier, but I told myself that you wouldn't dare put on a disguise and crash my party! That was you last night at the media reception, too, wasn't it?"


  Jolie could only wince.


  "And you had the nerve to bring these two troublemakers with you!"


  "I brought you a hostess gift," Carlotta muttered.


  "Candles?" Sammy shrieked. "Are you kidding me? I ought to call the police!"


  "They're from Neiman's," Carlotta retorted.


  "I mean to have you arrested for trespassing!" Sammy screeched, her volume off the chart in decibels. She jabbed her finger at Hannah. "And you, for assaulting one of my guests!"


  Hannah glowered at a man across the pool touching his swollen eye. The woman next to him, presumably his wife, appeared ready to black his other eye. Russell Island seemed dazed...and vaguely familiar.


  But enough stalling.


  "Sammy," Jolie said, pushing herself to her wobbly feet. Water ran off her, splashing onto Sammy's shoes. "You do need to call the police."


  "You're bleeding," Sammy said, looking disgusted, as if something might get stained.


  "Yes," Jolie said, feeling bout of nausea coming on. "But it actually gets worse."


  Re-dressed in his black robe, Beck walked up and settled a chenille throw that Jolie had seen on a couch around her shoulders. The warmth was heavenly, but having Beck behind her made her even more nervous—his desire to help her was about to change.


  Sammy flinched at the sight of the expensive throw soaking up pool water. "Jolie, what are you talking about?"


  "G–Gary Hagan is upstairs in the coat check room."


  "Gary Hagan?" Sammy's expression turned lethal. "What on earth is that criminal boyfriend of yours doing in my coat check room?"


  "He's dead," Jolie murmured, seeing starbursts. She was going to faint. And God help her, she aimed herself at Beck for one last favor.


  


  * * *


  


  Jolie sat at a table in a holding room wearing an oversized gray "Property of Fulton County, Georgia" sweat suit and flip-flops since the police had confiscated her "borrowed" clothing. How she was going to pay for those nightclothes, she didn't know.


  Of course, at the moment, paying for outrageously expensive clothes wasn't the biggest worry on her plate, but concentrating on the more mundane details helped her not to dwell on the fact that Gary was dead.


  And that the police seemed to think that she and Carlotta and Hannah had something to do with it. The girls were elsewhere, in similar rooms, she assumed. Just like on television, the police had split them up so they couldn't devise a story. As if they would even try to come up with a better one.


  Fatigue weighted her limbs, and her lungs felt raw. Her hair was a crusty nest. She had chewed her fingernails to the quick. She touched a goose egg on her forehead—Beck had caught her when she'd fainted, but she'd cracked her head when she'd gotten into the police car for the ride to the clink. The threesome was instructed by Salyers and her partner not to talk to each other, so Carlotta had cried the entire trip, and Hannah had conjugated her boyfriend's name with every expletive ever conceived.


  Jolie had concentrated on counting the squares in the metal grate between the front seat and the back, trying to forget the look on Beck's face as she was being stuffed into the cruiser. Condescension? Disappointment? He had turned away to put a comforting arm around Della's shoulder, and Jolie imagined they were saying how glad they were that Beck hadn't become involved with the poor-white-trash-shoe-salesperson-slash-real-estate-agent-slash-murderer.


  The clincher was that she wasn't particularly good at any of those things.


  The door to the holding room opened and Detective Salyers walked in, looking none-too-pleased to be awake at three in the morning. By the time she and other officers had been summoned to the scene and guests had been questioned, Carlotta's car impounded, and the three of them transported to jail, a few hours had slipped by.


  "Hi, again," Jolie ventured.


  "Alone at last," Salyers said, tossing a pad of paper on the table. "Ms. Goodman, I thought I told you to stay out of trouble."


  "Trust me, this wasn't intentional."


  Salyers blinked. "Was that a confession?"


  Alarm blipped in Jolie's chest. "No. I meant that I was just going to a party. I had no idea Gary—alive or dead—would be there."


  Salyers emitted a long sigh. "Why don't we start from the beginning. Want some coffee?"


  Jolie nodded.


  Salyers exited and Jolie glanced at the notepad—the first several pages were waffled with handwritten notes. Even upside down, she could make out "Goodmans" all over the page. She covered her mouth with her hand in an attempt to knock back the panic. This could be bad.


  Salyers walked back in carrying two large cups of coffee. Jolie sipped with gratitude. It wasn't Starbucks, but it was hot.


  The detective dropped in the seat opposite her. "Okay, Ms. Goodman, tell me everything that happened since you called me today—er, yesterday."


  "Am I under arrest?"


  "No."


  Jolie swallowed another mouthful of coffee. "Do I need a lawyer?"


  "That's up to you. If you want to call a lawyer, I can get you a phone."


  "I don't know any criminal lawyers."


  "Then I can get you the phone book."


  Jolie shook her head. "I just want to get this over with and go home."


  Salyers gave a curt nod, then removed a pen from her jacket pocket and clicked the end. "Ms. Goodman, what did you do after you left the drive-through yesterday?"


  "I went back to my apartment."


  "Did you talk to anyone on the phone?"


  "No."


  "E-mail?"


  "No."


  "Did you go anywhere?"


  "No."


  "Then?"


  "Then Carlotta and Hannah came over, and we got ready for the party."


  "You were aware that the party was being given by your former boss?"


  "Yes."


  "And you were intending to crash the party?"


  Jolie squirmed. "Yes."


  "You didn't know Mr. Hagan would be there?"


  "Absolutely not."


  "Do Ms. Wren or Ms. Kizer know Mr. Hagan?"


  "No."


  "Do you have any idea why Mr. Hagan was at the party?"


  She lifted her hands. "No...unless he followed me there. As we walked into the house, Carlotta and I both saw a car sitting at the end of the driveway."


  "Could you tell what kind of car it was?"


  Jolie shook her head.


  "Were you and your friends wearing disguises?"


  Jolie hesitated. "We were wearing wigs."


  "And very expensive garments with the tags still attached—can you explain that?"


  She swallowed. "We...were planning to return them."


  "I see. Are you in the habit of buying expensive clothes, wearing them, then returning them?"


  Jolie pursed her mouth. "I wouldn't say it was a habit, per se."


  "But you've done it before."


  Jolie nodded.


  Salyers gave a little "the nerve" snort, then looked back to her notes. "Ms. Sanders said you were also wearing colored contact lenses."


  "That's right."


  "And Ms. Wren said she altered your features with makeup."


  "It's true that I didn't want Sammy to recognize me."


  "Because she wouldn't have wanted you at her party?"


  Jolie flushed. "That's right."


  "The two of you have a history. She said she fired you from her agency."


  "That's a lie—I quit."


  "When was that?"


  "About three weeks ago."


  "Why did you quit?"


  "Because Sammy asked me to do something unethical."


  "What was that?"


  Jolie sighed. "We were representing the seller in a commercial real-estate deal. She asked me to reveal to the buyer the amount the seller would settle for, which was much less than the asking price and confidential between the agency and the seller."


  "And you refused?"


  "Yes. And I quit."


  Salyers leaned back, tipping her chair on two legs. "Ms. Sanders said that you came to her party to rob her."


  Jolie gasped. "What? That's absurd!"


  "Is it? Ms. Sanders said that some items are missing, including one thousand dollars in cash from her purse. She also said that her medicine cabinet had been ransacked, and a sterling picture frame was taken."


  And the picture frame had been found in her biggish purse at the bottom of the pool. Jolie closed her eyes and when she opened them, Salyers was still there, unfortunately.


  "Is there something you'd like to say for yourself, Ms. Goodman?"


  Jolie steepled her hands over her nose. "I put the picture frame in my purse because of the photo, not the frame."


  Salyers arched an eyebrow. "A photo of Ms. Sanders?"


  Jolie frowned at the detective's implication. "The rock she was sitting on and the background reminded me of a photo in Gary's album." She lifted her hands. "I thought maybe Sammy was with him the day it was taken."


  "Meaning you think Mr. Hagan and Ms. Sanders were romantically involved?"


  Jolie shrugged. "I don't know, but it seemed like too big of a coincidence to ignore. I thought if I could take the photo out of the frame, I'd be able to compare the film processing date and the paper. I went into Sammy's bathroom to remove the photo, but I couldn't find anything to use as a screwdriver."


  "So you were the one who ransacked the medicine cabinet?"


  Jolie nodded. "And the only thing I could find was a razor blade. It didn't work and I cut myself." She held up her re-bandaged hand.


  "You said that's where the blood came from."


  "The blood on my gown? Yes. Where is the photo now?"


  "Taken into evidence, I would assume."


  "Then you can look into my theory?"


  Salyers gave her a skeptical look. "Sure. Okay, let's back up. What about the money that's missing?"


  "I don't know anything about that."


  "Ms. Sanders said you were aware that she normally carried a lot of cash."


  "Anyone who knew Sammy well knew she carried cash."


  "Did your friend Ms. Wren know?"


  Jolie remembered the conversation she'd had with Carlotta about the hush money Sammy was trying to give her. Her heart sank when she realized that lifting cash from Sammy's purse would solve her friend's financial dilemma. "I might have mentioned it."


  "The money was found in the pool filter. You, Ms. Wren, Ms. Kizer, and Mr. Underwood were the only ones who took a swim."


  "We fell in," Jolie said.


  "Are you sure you didn't jump in?"


  She frowned. "Why would I have jumped in?"


  Salyers shrugged. "Maybe you couldn't live with yourself."


  Jolie's breath stuck in her throat. "You think I was trying to kill myself? That's crazy!"


  "Or maybe you were trying to destroy evidence."


  "I wasn't," Jolie said evenly.


  Salyers leaned forward, settling her chair on the floor. "Ms. Goodman, how well do you know Carlotta Wren and Hannah Kizer?"


  "Carlotta and I work together at Neiman's. Hannah is a friend of Carlotta's. I've known them for less than a week."


  "So you really don't know them that well, do you?"


  Jolie splayed her hands. "No, but they seem nice."


  "Nice? They trespass for kicks. And the one with the pierced tongue, besides fooling around with a married man, looks like she's into some pretty kinky stuff."


  "You'd have to ask her."


  "Have either of them ever mentioned owning a gun?"


  "No." Then a memory surfaced, and she snapped her fingers. "But Sammy owns a gun. She was at Neiman's yesterday and she paid for her purchase in cash." Jolie decided not to mention the five-hundred-dollar tip that Sammy had offered on the chance it might lead to questions she'd rather not answer. "When she opened her purse, I saw a gun."


  But Salyers seemed unfazed. "Ms. Sanders informed us that she has a permit to carry a concealed weapon, that she kept a nine-millimeter handgun in her purse, and that it's missing. Do you know if the weapon you saw was a nine-millimeter?"


  "I couldn't say—I'm not familiar with guns. Was that the type of gun used to kill Gary?"


  "Officers are still on the scene searching for the murder weapon."


  "Everyone at the party had access to Sammy's gun." Jolie said. "I saw the green purse sticking out from underneath her bed. I pushed it back."


  "Does that mean we'll find your fingerprints on the purse?"


  Jolie closed her eyes briefly, then nodded.


  "Did anyone see you push the purse underneath the bed?"


  Loath to implicate Beck, she hesitated, but she'd seen the police officers on the scene talking to him. "Beck Underwood was in the room."


  Salyers' eyebrow arched. "You and Mr. Underwood were in Ms. Sanders' bedroom?"


  Her cheeks warmed. "We were taking a tour. Mr. Underwood had asked me to help him find a house—he was pointing out his likes and dislikes."


  "Are you and Mr. Underwood friends?"


  "Acquaintances."


  "No offense, Ms. Goodman, but how did you become acquainted with one of the richest men in Atlanta?"


  So it was obvious to everyone that they didn't exactly move in the same circles. "I sold him a pair of shoes at Neiman's, and our paths crossed again at a couple of parties."


  "Parties that you and your friends crashed?"


  Jolie bit the end of her tongue, then nodded. "But I went to the parties looking for people who might know—have known—Gary." Her voice caught and she inhaled deeply. "That's when I ran into Roger LeMon."


  "I see."


  "He was at the party tonight," Jolie said, lurching forward on the hard chair. "LeMon's the one you should be questioning—he probably killed Gary!"


  Salyers nodded, but Jolie could tell the woman was only humoring her. "Why do you think Mr. LeMon killed Mr. Hagan?"


  "Because Gary was set up. He didn't kill that woman who was in his car."


  The detective leaned forward on her elbows. "And how would you know that?"


  She swallowed. If she told the detective about talking to Gary Wednesday night in her car, she could be in even more trouble for not coming forward sooner.


  There was a rap on the door, then Salyers' dark-haired partner stuck his head into the room. "Got a minute?" he asked Salyers.


  "Sure, Alexander."


  He darted a worried look at Jolie that made her pulse pick up and handed a note to Salyers. After she read it, they had a murmured conversation, then he closed the door and left.


  Salyers walked back to the table, note in hand, working her mouth from side to side. "Ms. Goodman, you were wearing a long, blue all-weather coat, Sears brand, size six, is that correct?"


  She nodded. "Did you find it?"


  "Sure did. And guess what was in the pocket?"


  Exhaustion was closing in. Jolie dragged her hands down her face. "Breath mints? Ticket stubs?"


  "Try the murder weapon."


  Jolie's mouth fell open. Tiny lights appeared behind her eyelids. A whining noise sounded in her ears.


  Salyers crossed her arms. "Now what do you have to say for yourself?"


  That I'm gullible. "I might be needing that phone book after all."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  


  DETECTIVE SALYERS SLID TWO three-inch-thick volumes of the Atlanta Yellow Pages across the table, then handed Jolie a cordless phone. Jolie stared at it and wondered if they were afraid jailbirds would hang themselves with a phone cord. Which, under the circumstances, seemed a preferable way to meet one's Maker than a needle in a vein.


  "I'll be back in a few minutes," Salyers said, then left the room.


  Jolie choked down her panic and gripped the phone so hard it made a popping sound. She had no idea how to go about choosing a criminal attorney—all the attorneys she knew represented irate buyers and sellers at mortgage closings. Generating enough paperwork to kill someone probably didn't qualify as the kind of experience she needed.


  The L-Z volume had telltale curled pages near the beginning—countless other inmates had rifled through the "Legal Services" listings, which were handily categorized under "Attorneys, by Practice Area." She ran her finger down the page: Bankruptcy (she'd probably need an attorney for that later), Corporate, Criminal. She scanned the listings and the ads. Names (singular and multi-partnered), pictures (from stern to smiling), and slogans ("If you're in a jam, call Pam!") ran together after a while. Jolie was secretly hoping to find an ad offering representation to the wrongly accused, while conceding that she'd accumulated enough circumstantial evidence to incriminate herself pretty convincingly. If she were the detective, she would arrest her.


  Knowing that time was running out, she narrowed the choices to office addresses that sounded affluent (Buckhead, downtown, anywhere on Peachtree Street), and had launched into the scientific elimination process of eenie, meenie, miney, moe when the door opened suddenly and Salyers stepped in. "That was quick," she said to Jolie.


  Jolie frowned in confusion as a woman who looked amazingly like Barbara Bush, except she was wearing a nylon running suit instead of a blue dress and pearls, strode into the room. She set a big, black briefcase on the table, and turned to Salyers.


  "I'd like a few minutes alone with my client before questioning resumes." Salyers nodded, then left.


  Still holding the phone, Jolie looked up at the woman. "I'm sorry—who are you?"


  "Pam Vanderpool."


  Jolie squinted. "'When you're in a jam, call Pam' Vanderpool?"


  The woman grinned. "That's right. I'm your attorney, Ms. Goodman."


  At a loss, Jolie shook her head. "How?"


  "We have a mutual friend—Beck Underwood."


  Jolie's eyes widened. "Beck called you?"


  The woman nodded and pulled out a steno pad. "We go way back, Beck and I." With a rustle of nylon, she sat down in the seat Salyers had vacated. "Now, bring me up to speed. Tell me everything you told the police, and everything you didn't."


  Jolie tingled with wonder, gratitude, and concern that Beck would take it upon himself to help her. Pam Vanderpool had a stern, motherly quality that comforted.


  "I don't know where to start," Jolie stammered.


  The woman shrugged. "Start at the beginning. How are you acquainted with the deceased?"


  The deceased. Jolie's chest ached and her eyes blurred with unexpected tears. "I didn't kill Gary," she murmured. "I'm innocent."


  The woman reached across the table and patted Jolie's arm. "I wish I could say that's going to make my job easier, sweetheart, but it's too early to tell." She sighed. "You're exhausted, so let's get through this real quick-like, so you can go home."


  Jolie gave her a brief background and repeated the conversations she'd had with the police, startling with when she'd first filed the missing persons report to her most recent tête-à-tête with Salyers. Vanderpool wrote furiously, asking questions here and there. Jolie ended with Salyers' announcement that they'd found the murder weapon in her coat pocket.


  "Do you know how the gun might have gotten there?" the woman asked, looking eerily calm for someone defending a murder suspect.


  Jolie shook her head.


  "Have you ever fired a gun?"


  "No."


  "And you have no inkling as to the identity of the woman found in Mr. Hagan's car?"


  "That's right."


  Pam Vanderpool played with her pen, turning it end over end. "Ms. Goodman, if there's anything you haven't been truthful about with the police, I need to know now, so there aren't any surprises."


  Jolie swallowed hard and clasped her hands together. "Well, there's this one little thing."


  Vanderpool squinted. "What?"


  "Wednesday night when I left a party at the High Museum, Gary was waiting in my rental car."


  The woman wet her lips. "And?"


  "And he told me not to go to the police, that if I did, both of our lives would be in danger."


  "Did he say why?"


  "He said that he hadn't killed the woman found in his car, that he'd been set up, but he wouldn't tell me anything other than 'they' were out to get him, and if I went to the police, 'they' might come after me."


  "Why would 'they' come after you?"


  "He said because of an envelope that he'd sent to me. When I told him I hadn't received an envelope, he grew frantic and said 'they' must have intercepted it."


  "Did he say what was in the envelope?"


  "No. He wouldn't answer any of my questions about the dead woman or who he was afraid of. He said the less I knew, the better. He wouldn't even let me see his face."


  "And you didn't report this to the police?"


  She shook her head. "I convinced myself that he hadn't said anything that would help them in their investigation and that I might actually make things worse."


  The woman pursed her lips. "You still haven't received this alleged envelope?"


  "No."


  "Did you see Mr. Hagan again after that?"


  "No, not until...tonight."


  "You didn't see him at the party alive?"


  "No."


  "Okay, well, since you withheld information, no polygraph for you, young lady, but I'm going to try to convince the police that arresting you right now wouldn't be in anyone's best interests."


  Jolie swallowed. "Okay."


  "Is there anything else you'd like to tell me before I call Detective Salyers back in?"


  "I don't have much money to pay you."


  The woman winked. "But Beck does."


  Jolie sat in stunned silence while her prepaid attorney summoned Detective Salyers. "My client wishes to go home."


  Salyers smiled, tapping a rolled sheath of papers against her palm. "We all wish to go home, Ms. Vanderpool, but there's the little matter of a murder."


  Vanderpool crossed her arms. "A man is shot at a party with dozens of people around—no one hears a thing. You're not even sure that the victim was actually shot at the party, are you, Detective?"


  At Salyers' hesitation, hope bloomed in Jolie's chest.


  "We're still waiting for the M.E.'s report," Salyers said. "Meanwhile, we want Ms. Goodman to take a polygraph test."


  "No," Vanderpool said bluntly. "But my client is willing to submit to a gunpowder residue test."


  Jolie's eyes widened. She was?


  Salyers' mouth quirked to the side. "Your client took a swim in a pool. Any gun powder residue on her person or her clothes was washed away."


  Vanderpool lifted her arms. "Then you got nothing."


  "We have the murder weapon in Ms. Goodman's coat pocket."


  "Which anyone at the party could have placed there. Besides, if my client were guilty, why wouldn't she simply have left the party rather than raising an alarm?"


  "Maybe she panicked."


  "Detective," Vanderpool cooed. "Does Ms. Goodman strike you as a cold-blooded murderer?"


  They both swung their heads toward Jolie. Her entire left arm throbbed from the cut in her palm. Her head felt as if it were in a vise. Every cell in her body sagged. If she looked half as pitiful as she felt, Salyers would give her a cookie and send her home.


  Salyers frowned. "Looks can be deceiving. Case in point," she said, withdrawing a sheet of paper from the stack she held. "Ms. Goodman, you've just been served with a harassment restraining order, filed by Mr. Roger LeMon."


  Jolie pushed to her feet. "What?"


  "This is the man you told me about who was at the party?" Vanderpool asked her.


  Jolie nodded, fury burning in her empty stomach.


  "What's this all about?" her attorney asked, taking the form.


  "Mr. LeMon said he came to the party, but was forced to leave because he was afraid Ms. Goodman would accost him."


  "Accost him?" Jolie said. "That's ridiculous!"


  Salyers shrugged. "Ridiculous or not, if you knowingly come within fifty yards of the man, you will be arrested."


  "Don't you see?" Jolie asked, flailing her good arm. "He's giving himself an alibi! Roger LeMon killed Gary and is trying to pin it on me!"


  "Another conspiracy theory?" Salyers asked, her eyebrow arched.


  Jolie inhaled sharply and hiccupped.


  Salyers considered her, then jerked her head toward the door. "You're free to go, Ms. Goodman. But I'll be keeping tabs on you—and your friends. Don't even think about leaving the city."


  "Where are Carlotta and Hannah?"


  "Ms. Wren and Ms. Kizer were released...with similar warnings." The detective hesitated, then said, "I think you should know that both of your friends have had run-ins with the law before."


  Jolie blinked.


  "Until this investigation is over, Ms. Goodman, you might want to steer clear of questionable company. And trust me, this investigation is only beginning."


  On that ominous note, Jolie skedaddled before the woman could change her mind. She walked out of the room one step ahead of her attorney. They stopped at a counter to retrieve Jolie's personal effects which, since everything she'd been wearing and her purse had been confiscated as evidence, consisted of her keys and waterlogged wallet. As they rode down one floor on the elevator, she asked, "Now what?"


  "Now you sit tight," Vanderpool said. "Remember, the police and the district attorney have to build a case—let them do all the work." She handed Jolie a carbon copy of the restraining order. "And steer clear of this Roger LeMon—I know the man, and he's formidable. Plus he's a friend of the police department, even lobbied the city council for raises for the force."


  "Salyers told me as much," Jolie said.


  "Don't fret. LeMon might be able to pull in a few favors, but that doesn't mean he can get away with murder."


  "You think he might have killed Gary?" Jolie asked.


  "I have no idea," the woman said, her expression stern. "But something has Mr. LeMon spooked enough for him to take out a restraining order on a girl half his size and half his means."


  "Less than half his means," Jolie assured her.


  As they walked off the elevator, Pam Vanderpool stopped. "Ms. Goodman, do you live alone?"


  "Yes."


  The older woman pressed her lips together. "Do you have a way to protect yourself?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "I mean there are already two people dead, and no one seems to know why. Maybe you should stay with a friend until this blows over."


  Jolie nodded solemnly, embarrassed to admit she didn't have a friend with whom she was close enough to ask to hole her up. "I will."


  "And here's my card. I sleep with my cell phone, so call if you need me, no matter what time it is."


  Jolie gripped the business card in her hand as if it were a lifeline. "I don't know how to thank you for your help."


  "Don't thank me," Vanderpool said as she resumed walking. "Thank Beck."


  Beck. At the sound of his name, her nerve endings stirred. "How do you know Beck?"


  "I've known Beck for years," she said, smiling fondly. "We've worked on many charitable causes together."


  Jolie balked. She was a cause? She'd had similar thoughts herself concerning Beck's motivation, but to hear someone else say it was like a punch to the spleen.


  "I will thank him," Jolie murmured, her cheeks flaming. "When I see him."


  "Speak of the devil," the woman said as they entered the narrow lobby, which was deserted except for a security guard and Beck Underwood. Beck tossed aside a newspaper and stood. Jolie's heart beat wildly, and she had the crazy urge to run so she wouldn't have to face him. Since she'd last seen him, he had found jeans and a sweatshirt. His dark blond hair had dried at funny angles. Jolie suspected that she looked less cute after her own dip in the pool and subsequent air-dry.


  "Hi," he said.


  "Hi," she squeaked.


  "She's free to go," Vanderpool said, all business.


  He reached out to clasp her hand. "Thanks, Pam."


  "You betcha," she said, then marched toward the exit as if she were accustomed to being summoned in the wee hours of the morning.


  Jolie listened to the sound of the woman's retreating footsteps as if they were a ticking clock...counting down the time until she was alone with Beck. When the door closed with a resounding echo, Jolie finally found the nerve to meet his gaze. Abject mortification bled through her that she had allowed herself to become involved in such a mess...and had involved her friends and Beck Underwood by association. She was speechless with humiliation and weak from exhaustion.


  He scanned her outfit with serious brown eyes. "How did they treat you in there?"


  "Okay," she said, then pressed her lips together. "Ms. Vanderpool arrived just in time—I don't know how to thank you."


  He winked. "We'll think of something. For now, let's get you home and in bed."


  Since she looked like a ghoul and reeked of chlorine and now had this little murder rap hanging over her head, she was relatively sure there was no innuendo intended. Still, that didn't keep her sleep-deprived mind from conjuring up a wonderful fantasy of crawling into bed with Beck Underwood and curling up next to his big body, reveling in the protection his presence and his name afforded.


  The Buckhead Bubble, as Gary had always called it. The working-class girl in her railed against the double standard, but the nearly-indicted girl in her longed to be included. She followed him to a side door, which he held open.


  "How do you know Pam Vanderpool?" she asked.


  But his answer was thwarted by the flash of a camera. "Mr. Underwood, over here!"


  Flash! Flash!


  Jolie blinked at the huddle of reporters and cameras gathered, her mouth opening and closing like a guppy's.


  "Are you Jolie Goodman?" someone yelled.


  "Are you under arrest for murder?"


  "Mr. Underwood, is this woman your lover?"


  "Come on," Beck growled, wrapping his arm around her shoulder, putting himself between her and the cameras. Frozen with shock, she stumbled to keep up with him, blindly walking forward to the parking lot until they stopped next to a dark-colored SUV. He swung open the door and helped her up into the seat. She didn't miss the concern on his face as he closed her door and glanced over his shoulder. The security guard had stopped the reporters at the mouth of the parking lot, but they were still shooting footage, and Beck would have to drive past them to get out of the lot. Dismay hit her like a slap when she realized how juicy a story it was for the media to cover one of their own. Rival networks of Underwood Broadcasting would be rubbing their hands with glee.


  She covered her mouth with her hand, choking back a sob. The man had gone above and beyond the call of duty to help her for no legitimate reason and at great professional risk to himself.


  He opened the driver's side door, climbed in, then slammed it shut.


  "I'm so sorry I got you involved," she said.


  "I got me involved," he said, his voice brusque. And regretful? "Put on your seat belt," he said, doing the same. "And look away from the cameras when we drive by."


  Sensing that talking would only make matters worse, she nodded and stared at her shaking hands. By the time they drove to the exit, reporters were on both sides, so Jolie looked down and shielded her face with her hands. Beck slowed enough to take the curve, then they were speeding away. At the street, he slowed and gave her a wry little smile. "Where do you live?"


  "Roswell," she said, pointing left, then gave him the street address and name of her apartment complex. She idly wondered how Carlotta and Hannah had gotten home, feeling yet another gush of remorse for involving them...and for trusting them. Their actions—and police records—made her look more guilty.


  Beck pulled into the sparse pre-predawn traffic, slowing to allow an indigent pedestrian to cross illegally. "Hope he makes it until morning," Beck said ruefully.


  With a start, Jolie wondered if that was how he saw her—as a poor person who needed a break? A handout? She gulped air. Pity? Waves of shame washed over her as they drove down the street. She didn't want the man's charity, but she was in no position to turn it down.


  "I assume this will make the news," she said quietly. "You with me, I mean."


  He shook his head. "Don't worry about it. I'll make a couple of phone calls, pull in some favors. With any luck, it won't hit the air."


  She leaned her head back on the headrest. "Is that how things are done?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "Favors are owed, favors are exchanged."


  He shrugged. "I suppose that's life, isn't it?"


  "I wouldn't want you to waste a favor on me."


  She felt his gaze on her, but she couldn't look him in the eye. "Oh," he said finally. "Well...there's my family name to think of, too."


  Jolie wasn't sure if that made her feel better or worse. "I owe you an explanation. I didn't kill Gary Hagan."


  "I suspected as much," he said. "And we can discuss everything later, after you've had a chance to recover."


  Although she was grateful for the reprieve, Jolie had never been so thoroughly miserable in her life. Gary was dead, and the people who should believe in her innocence didn't, and the one person who shouldn't did. She felt like a glove that a hand had been ripped from—turned inside out. Her body ached with the intensity of a profound wound laid open, but she didn't have the energy to cry.


  She concentrated on the rhythm of the engine and tires, the sound of her own breath entering and leaving her body. She closed her eyes, yielding to the hazy sense of nonbeing that sleep promised. Tension drained from her spine, sending the dead weight of her body into the seat.


  Her next conscious thought was that the vehicle had stopped. A distant, dark feeling of dread came zooming back, jolting her upright. Moonlit hedges hemmed the nose of the SUV. Slowly Jolie became aware of streetlamps, sidewalks, connected two-story buildings. Her apartment complex.


  "We're here," Beck said. "I think."


  She nodded.


  "You didn't say what your apartment number was."


  She looked around to get her bearings, trying to shake the cobwebs from her brain, then pointed. "I'm in that building over there. I can walk."


  "I'm coming with you."


  Rather than argue, she undid her seat belt and ran her tongue over her dry lips, moving gingerly to allow her sleep-laden limbs a chance to catch up. Before she realized what was happening, Beck was at the passenger door, helping her down in the dewy darkness. His hand against her waist, her back, sent a perilous feeling spiraling through her chest—she wasn't afraid of him, but she was afraid of how good his touch felt. She couldn't remember the last time a man had touched her just to comfort her instead of as a prelude to a sexual encounter. She leaned on Beck liberally while walking to her apartment door. She unlocked the door and pushed it open, overwhelmed with a sense of relief at being home.


  Flipping on lights, she stumbled inside, not caring what Beck thought of her crocheted coasters and shabby furniture. He looked around, hands on hips, his expression unreadable, then he finally nodded toward her ancient sofa draped with a camouflaging throw. "Looks like a comfortable couch," he said, and from the tone of his voice she realized with a start that he was looking for a spot to crash.


  "You want to stay?" she asked, unable to keep the surprise out of her voice.


  He turned over his wrist to consult his watch. "Well, it is four in the morning." Beck cleared his throat. "And considering everything that's happened, I thought it best if someone stayed with you."


  Was he afraid she would do something to hurt herself, or like Vanderpool, that someone else might? At the moment, Jolie didn't care. "That would be nice."


  He returned to the door to check its security, then walked over to the picture window above the couch, pulled up the blinds, and tested the closing mechanisms. "Do you have any other windows?" he asked.


  "Only in the bedroom," she said, pointing. "Come on, I'll get you a pillow and a blanket."


  "Just a pillow will be fine," he said, following her into the bedroom.


  He scrutinized the room where she slept, but his expression was devoid of personal interest in her intimate space—he seemed more concerned about the layout of the room. He strode to the window and nodded at the two-foot cactus she'd set on the floor beneath the sill.


  "Nice touch," he said approvingly. He raised the blinds and ran his hands along the closure, then frowned. "Have you had this window open lately?"


  Jolie shook her head and walked over, her heart jumping in her chest.


  "This latch is open." He leaned down to peer at the window sill, then indicated the clean scrape in the dust. "Looks like someone has either come in or left by this window in the past few days."


  Her lungs squeezed as she remembered the finger swipe in the dust on her bookshelf headboard. She really needed to dust more often.


  "Have you noticed anything missing?"


  "No." Although she hadn't looked. She gasped and hurried to her hand-me-down dresser, lifting the lid of her jewelry box with trepidation. Her shoulders fell in relief when she removed the little felt bag holding her pearl choker. "Everything's here," she said.


  She turned to find him studying her, and she flushed when she realized how meager her "everything" must seem to him. "They were my mother's," she murmured.


  He nodded, then gestured vaguely toward the other rooms. "Any stereo equipment missing? Computer? Cash?"


  She shook her head. "There's only the computer on my desk, and it's almost as outdated as my television. And...I don't keep cash here."


  Nor in her bank account, but that was off-topic.


  He scratched his head, then spotted the fire extinguisher on her nightstand. "Have you had a fire recently?"


  She flushed to the roots of her gritty hair. "That's the closest thing I had to a weapon."


  He looked incredulous. "You've been sleeping here alone and afraid, with a fire extinguisher to protect you?"


  She sagged onto the foot of her bed. "I didn't feel as if I was in imminent danger." She nodded toward the window. "If someone was in my apartment, they obviously didn't mean me harm."


  "This time," he added, his mouth drawn downward. "I've probably obliterated any prints," he said, but used the hem of his sweatshirt to refasten the window. The movement gave her a glimpse of the planes of his brown stomach, and she remembered the way he'd looked climbing out of Sammy's pool, his boxers clamped to his body, water streaming off his powerful shoulders. A wholly inappropriate pang of lust hit her, and she stood abruptly to distract herself, turning her back to remove one of the two pillows from her bed.


  "You should report the entry to the police," he said, coming up behind her.


  "I will," she said, then turned and smiled up at him. "Thank you for...thank you." She handed him the pillow and their fingers brushed. His eyes were dark with concern and other emotions she didn't want to investigate—regret? The most eligible bachelor in Atlanta probably could have found a more entertaining way to spend his evening, and with a less complicated partner. Or two.


  "Try to get some sleep," he said. "But yell if you suspect anything is wrong."


  Everything was wrong, but Jolie nodded. He walked out, leaving the bedroom door ajar and a warm feeling of assurance in the cool air. She flipped off the light and crawled on top of the bed covers fully clothed. Hugging her remaining pillow, she willed her body to indulge in as much rest as possible, because she suspected the light of day would only reveal more and bigger dilemmas.


  The dilemma sleeping on her couch notwithstanding.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty


  


  


  JOLIE AWOKE TO A SOUND alien to a single person—the shower running. Adrenaline shot through her, bringing her upright. Then she saw the "Property of Fulton County, Georgia" sweats she was still wearing, and the horrific events of the previous evening came crashing back down on her. Her first instinct was to pull the covers over her head, but her mother had once told her that the only thing that went away faster if a person ignored it was time.


  The clock read 11:47 A.M. The day was already almost half gone.


  She pushed herself up and took stock of her physical condition, running her finger over the knot on her forehead—better, but tender. The bandage on her hand seemed a little tighter, but the absence of dried blood indicated that the wound had not reopened during the night. Her throat and adenoids felt raw from the pool water she'd ingested and expelled violently.


  She dared a glance in the mirror and cringed. Her fine, frizzy hair had exploded to new heights, and there wasn't enough concealer in Neiman's makeup department to neutralize the circles under her eyes. The sweat suit hung off her like a feed sack on a scarecrow.


  She had never been a woman who rolled out of bed looking particularly good, and this morning was especially unkind.


  She straightened the covers on her bed and ventured into the hall. The shower was still going full blast and she hurried past so as not to dwell on the fact that Beck Underwood was standing naked in her shower, using her soap and her towels. Her face burned when she thought about the relative inelegance of her bath accoutrements, but at least he would have found everything clean—it was only dusting that she abhorred.


  She scanned the couch where he'd slept and wondered if the big, lumpy sofa had afforded him any rest at all. Her extra feather pillow was still indented from his head. She returned it to her bedroom, thinking Gary had been the last person to share her bed or her pillow, although he had spent the entire night on only one or two occasions.


  Tears filled her eyes when the breathtaking sadness of him not being alive hit her anew. Maybe Gary Hagan wouldn't have saved the world, and maybe he'd been in his share of trouble, but he didn't deserve to be shot in the chest and abandoned under a pile of outerwear.


  The cordless phone rang, jangling her nerves. She couldn't think of anyone she wanted to talk to at the moment—unless it was Detective Salyers saying the murder had been solved and she was off the hook. But without caller ID, she had to take her chances and hit the button to receive the call. "Hello?"


  "Jolie?" a man asked.


  "Yes."


  "This is Michael Lane. I just opened my paper—I called to see if you were okay."


  "I'm fine," she said breezily, wondering if she should ask what the paper said. "A little shaken up, but fine."


  "Yes, well, under the circumstances, I was thinking it might be better for you to take some time off from Neiman's."


  She gripped the phone. "Michael, please—I need this job."


  He sighed. "After the incident at the Manolo event yesterday—"


  "Give me another chance," she pleaded. "Michael, to be blunt, I need the money." Else, how would she pay off the nightclothes?


  He sighed again. "Okay, but only because I'm a wonderful person."


  "Yes, you are," she said. "I'll see you tomorrow." She disconnected the call before he could change his mind, but the phone rang again almost instantly. She punched the TALK button. "Hello?"


  "Jolie? This is Trini Janklo, upstairs."


  Jolie rolled her eyes upward. "Hello, Mrs. Janklo. How are you?"


  "Shocked, frankly. I opened the Atlanta Journal-Constitution this morning to find your name connected with the murder of a young man. Is that the same man I heard you arguing with?"


  Her heart fluttered and she closed her eyes briefly. "We weren't arguing, Mrs. Janklo This is all a big misunderstanding. You can't believe everything you hear...or read."


  "It says you were so distraught that you tried to drown yourself."


  Her eyes widened—no wonder Michael had been concerned. "That's simply not true—"


  "I want you to know that I've already contacted management about having you evicted."


  Her jaw dropped. "What? Why?"


  "How am I supposed to sleep at night knowing there's a murderer living right underneath me?"


  She pinched the bridge of her nose. "Mrs. Janklo, I'm not a murderer."


  But the woman had already hung up, leaving an angry dial tone in her wake.


  Jolie stabbed the DISCONNECT button and exhaled, dragging her hand down her face. She went to the door and unlocked it in search of her own Sunday paper. She opened the door and retrieved the paper, but when she straightened, a reporter was sprinting down the sidewalk toward her, his cameraman running behind him "Ms. Goodman! Will you answer a few questions? Is there a love triangle between you, Gary Hagan, and Beckham Underwood?"


  She was stupefied. "No!"


  "Didn't Mr. Underwood spend the night here?"


  She spun and scrambled back inside the door, slamming it hard. The door to the bathroom opened and Beck came out dressed in his jeans, pulling the sweatshirt over his head. He was frowning. "What was that?"


  "A TV reporter," she said, distracted and comforted by his appearance...and self-conscious about her own.


  He picked up his cell phone from a side table and began punching in a number. "What station are they from?"


  "I didn't notice."


  "Man or woman?"


  "Man."


  "What did he say?"


  She wet her lips. "I don't think you want to know, but they're aware that you spent the night."


  He put down the phone before he finished dialing, then jammed his feet into his sneakers and strode toward the door. "I'll take care of this."


  She wanted to watch, but decided she'd better take a peek at the paper. There she was, bottom half of page two:


  


  PARTY CRASHERS TERRORIZE BUCKHEAD HOME—BODY DISCOVERED.


  


  Her heart dropped. Peppered with appropriate amounts of "allegeds" and "unnamed sources," the article mentioned her name ("questioned for the murder of the boyfriend for whom she filed a missing persons report a month ago"), Carlotta's name ("questioned in connection to widespread looting in the host's home during the party"), and Hannah's name ("reportedly assaulted a guest and held other guests hostage"). The article stipulated that no charges had been filed and hinted that it was due in part to "Goodman's unexplained association with Atlanta socialite, Beckham Underwood."


  She closed the paper with a crunch just as Beck walked back in the front door. "That guy won't be bothering you anymore," he said.


  "What did you do?"


  "Smashed his camera."


  She held out the paper. "You might want to read this before you do anything else on my behalf." She jerked a thumb toward the bathroom. "I'm going to take a shower. If you're gone when I come out, I'll understand."


  He gave her a pointed look. "I thought we were going to talk."


  "Oh." She tried to smile. "Right. I'll hurry."


  She closed the door behind her and stripped off the offensive sweat suit, tossing it into a heap in the floor. Beck's towel was draped neatly over the shower-curtain rod. She withdrew a fresh towel from a tiny closet, then stepped under the shower spray and adjusted the head back down to her level. Her skin tingled at the intimacy of sharing a bathroom with Beck, and her mind reeled at the series of events that had brought them together in this—how had the newspaper worded it?—"unexplained association."


  Protecting her bandaged hand from the water as much as possible, she scrubbed her hair and skin, then toweled off and shrugged into a long terry robe to make the dash to her bedroom to dress. When she opened the door, the smell of strong coffee reached her, as well as the sounds of cooking. She poked her head around the corner to see Beck, his back to her, tending to something on the stove that smelled wonderful. At least the article hadn't scared him off. He caught sight of her and waved her forward. "I made grilled cheese and tomato sandwiches—hope that's okay."


  Jolie's stomach growled and she nodded. "Let me change."


  "You're okay," he said. "Let's eat while the food is hot."


  If he was so nonchalant about her being in a state of near undress, she didn't want to overreact. She joined him in the kitchen nook and withdrew plates and napkins from the cabinets, maneuvering around him with an ease that belied their impending discussion. A few minutes later they were settled at the rectangular plain maple table that doubled as her desk, sharing the space with her desktop computer. The chairs were mismatched, a collection of odds and ends from her parents' home that she'd painted white. Beck claimed a chair, seemingly unaware that he looked out of place in the quaint domestic scene.


  Jolie sipped the coffee, murmuring in appreciation when the warm liquid spread through her. She waited until she had eaten one sandwich and Beck had eaten two before she said, "I guess you read the article."


  He nodded. "Want to fill in the holes?"


  She set down her cup and retold the story, starting from when Gary had first disappeared.


  "So the day I first met you, the detective had come to tell you about Hagan's car being recovered from the river?"


  "Right." Then she told him about agreeing to attend the party with Carlotta on the chance she'd meet someone who had known Gary. "I didn't know we had crashed until we were already there," she felt compelled to explain, then realized the ridiculousness of minding that she'd been labeled a party-crasher in the larger scheme of things.


  "I recognized Roger LeMon from a picture I found in one of Gary's photo albums. And later, Kyle Coffee."


  "Do you have the photo?" Beck asked.


  She nodded and rifled through papers next to her computer until she found it. "That's Gary next to LeMon, and Coffee is in the middle."


  When Beck looked at the photo, he blinked.


  "Do you recognize someone?" she asked.


  He glanced up. "Besides Russell Island?"


  She frowned. "Hannah's boyfriend? Let me see."


  He pointed. "Different hair and he was heavier, but that's him. And that's his wife next to him."


  She gasped. "So there were two more people at the party who knew Gary. Is the woman next to LeMon his wife?"


  He lifted his shoulders in a shrug. "I never met his wife."


  "How about the woman standing next to Kyle Coffee?"


  "I don't know her either."


  "Do you know the fifth man?"


  He studied the picture, then rubbed his hand over his mouth. "I've seen him before. I want to say his name is Gordon something."


  Jolie's head whipped around. "Gordon?" Gary's scribbled note on the pad rose in her mind: Extra door key for Gordon. It was too pat to be a coincidence. "Beck, please—can you remember his last name?"


  He scratched his head. "I want to say it was a German name—something like 'bear,' but an unusual spelling." Then he shook his head. "I can't say for sure, but I can find out." He held up the picture. "May I borrow this?"


  She hesitated, then felt foolish—Beck had done nothing but help her. "Sure. Do you know how these men are connected?"


  He splayed his hand. "Movers and shakers, second-generation family businessmen. Like me," he added wryly. "They might belong to the same country club, or live in the same neighborhood."


  "Have you ever heard of them doing anything illegal?"


  Beck cleared his throat and sat back. "Like what?"


  Surprised by his retreating body language, she spoke carefully. "Detective Salyers told me that Gary had a record for dealing cocaine in Orlando."


  "And you think he might have gotten back into the business?"


  "I don't know." She wet her lips. "Do you remember last Wednesday when you found me sitting in my car outside the High Museum?"


  "Yeah, you were spooked."


  "I was spooked because when I got in the car, Gary was waiting for me. He had just gotten out of the car before you walked up."


  His head jutted forward. "Did he hurt you?"


  "No. He told me he'd been set up, that he hadn't murdered the woman who was found in his car."


  "I take it he didn't say who had set him up?"


  "No. But I wondered if drugs might be involved."


  Beck pulled on his chin. "I guess it's possible."


  There was that hesitation again, that reluctance. Beck had a lot of money at his disposal—perhaps he had dabbled in drugs himself. Unease invaded her chest and she decided to change the subject. She pulled a sheet of paper and a pen from the office clutter on her table and did a rudimentary sketch of the tattoo on Roger LeMon's wrist. "Does this symbol mean anything to you?"


  He squinted at the paper, then shook his head. "What is it?"


  "A tattoo that LeMon and Coffee both have."


  "Fraternity?"


  "Friday night at the media reception, Carlotta and I cornered Coffee and asked him about the tattoo. He said it had ruined his life."


  "What did he mean?"


  "I don't know—Roger LeMon interrupted us, made some joke about Coffee's wife not liking the tattoo, then put Coffee in a cab. I think by that time LeMon had recognized me." She took a long drink from her mug. "Last night LeMon filed a restraining order against me."


  "What?"


  "He told the police that I've been harassing him, that he came to Sammy's party but had to leave because he was afraid I would 'accost' him."


  "I was there, and it was clear you were trying to avoid him. Do you think he had something to do with the murder?"


  She nodded. "I think he did it and set me up, then filed the restraining order to prove he left the party."


  "To give himself an alibi."


  "Right." Jolie stood and began clearing their impromptu meal.


  He joined her, his expression bemused. "So your theory is that LeMon killed the woman in your boyfriend's car and set him up for it, then killed your boyfriend and set you up for it?"


  Jolie's hands stilled. When he put it that way, the story did sound too fantastic to believe. She flushed and leaned against the kitchen counter, her energy suddenly zapped. She was focusing on the puzzle pieces to detach herself from the fact that Gary was dead. She covered her mouth with her hand. "You're right. It's probably much simpler than I'm making it out to be—a debt owed, a drug deal gone bad. Roger LeMon might have nothing to do with it."


  "Didn't you say that your boyfriend's apartment burned a few days after he disappeared?"


  She nodded.


  "Was the cause ever determined?"


  "I don't know."


  "Have you considered that the fire might have been directed toward Hagan as a warning? Or maybe to destroy evidence of, say, a drug deal?"


  She shook her head, then sighed. "The thought hadn't occurred to me. I guess I didn't want to think that Gary could be involved in something so sordid."


  "So...were you in love with this guy?"


  Startled, she looked up, and the air sizzled without the benefit of a fried sandwich.


  Beck lifted his hand. "Never mind—that's none of my business."


  Before she could agree or disagree, his cell phone rang. He stepped to the doorway to take the call, and Jolie decided to take advantage of the time to dress. She walked to the bedroom and closed the door, her mind racing with conflicting emotions—how did she feel about Gary...before, and now that he was gone?


  Betrayed, mostly, on so many levels. She had genuinely believed that he cared for her, although she had sensed that Gary himself had been surprised by his feelings for her. It was almost as if he'd gone out with her on a lark—the handsome, eligible man about town who dates a quiet, spindly girl—with no pedigree or particular promise as a socialite—and becomes enchanted by her lack of pretense. At times she wondered if her conservative sensibility had attracted him because it helped to keep him grounded, or if he simply liked the idea that she would never compete with him. Regardless, she was beginning to think she loved the idea of Gary loving her more than she actually loved him. Had she mistaken flattery on her part for love?


  And on those occasions when he'd looked at her with contrite eyes—when she'd thought that he was silently apologizing for underestimating her—had he instead been trying to think of a way to reveal the underhanded side of his life? She had sensed that he was struggling with something, but she hadn't asked.


  Hadn't cared enough to ask. If she had, maybe he would've confessed the truth and she could have persuaded him to go to the police.


  She pursed her mouth. On the other hand, she could have wound up as fish food in the Chattahoochee River.


  She dressed quickly and opted for a few makeup basics to perk up her complexion while pondering Beck's interest in her feelings for Gary. Maybe he was feeling guilty over kissing her at Sammy's party. Or maybe if she admitted that Gary had been the love of her life, he could bow out with no pressure, no strings.


  Jolie opened the bedroom door and walked into the living room quietly because Beck was still on the phone, his back to her.


  "...Jolie doesn't know," he was saying.


  Her stomach plunged—at his words and at the guarded tone of his voice. She stepped back out of sight and strained to hear him, her heart hammering.


  "You should be thinking of a story. Yes, I got it from her and I have it with me...I shouldn't be here much longer."


  She tried to make sense of the words—a story, the photo he'd gotten from her...


  The answer hit her so clearly that she almost laughed out loud at her stupidity—she'd just given an exclusive interview to a man who had his own news organization! Of course he was going to use it to his advantage. A part of her didn't even mind. Beck had saved her life, after all, and provided her with an attorney. But she felt so damn foolish, thinking he was helping her for altruistic reasons or maybe simply because he liked her.


  She shook her head, blinking back tears. Then, it was as if something inside of her switched to "on." She straightened and inhaled deeply, filling her chest with resolve. She was almost relieved Beck was using the information she'd given him; it put their relationship on a professional plane. Neither of them would have emotional ties to the situation. She would no longer feel guilty about involving him, and she would no longer entertain fantasies about the man. Her head would be clear to navigate through the mess that Gary had left behind.


  "Right," he said. "I'll take care of everything."


  Jolie fumbled with her bedroom door to make noise, then acted as if she were just walking out.


  Beck looked up and had the grace to blush. "Yeah," he said into the phone, his voice louder, "I'll be there as soon as I can. Okay." He closed the phone and looked apologetic. "I assumed you weren't exactly in the mood to take me house hunting today as we'd planned."


  She nodded carefully, surprised that he'd remembered, then gestured to the computer. "How about if I print some listings to take with you? It'll only take a few minutes."


  He glanced toward the door as if he were eager to leave, but nodded. "Sure."


  She booted up the machine, trying to school her emotions as he walked over to stand behind her chair. She sensed the invisible barrier between them in the physical distance he maintained and in the rigid posture she maintained.


  In her most professional tone, Jolie explained the search criteria—address, price range, amenities—then fed the program several scenarios of his responses and printed the results.


  "See?" she said cheerfully, handing him the printouts. "That didn't take long."


  He took the papers, but he averted his gaze. "Thanks."


  "Beck," she said softly, "I will certainly understand if you decide to continue your house search without me."


  He pursed his lips and nodded. "We both have other things going on right now."


  "Right."


  "Right." He pushed his hand through his hair. "Well, I'd better be going. Thanks for the sofa."


  It was hard to smile, knowing the things that were going through his mind, but she tried. "Thanks for the cheese sandwiches."


  "You have Pam's number?"


  She nodded.


  He started to leave, then turned back. "Listen...I have a suite at the hotel. You're welcome to the extra bed."


  She had to give him credit for trying to keep his source close by, and God help her, he was difficult to refuse. "Thanks, but I'll be fine."


  He looked unconvinced. "I'll call you."


  She followed him to the door, smiling until it was closed. Jolie leaned against the door and allowed herself a few seconds of quiet heartbreak, of wishing things could have been different, before forcing her thoughts to how to most constructively spend the afternoon. What was it Leann had said about her—that she always took things in stride? This was no time to break stride. Or to break down.


  She gasped, realizing that Leann didn't even know about Gary, or that she'd almost been arrested. She called her friend's cell phone, relieved when Leann answered.


  "Hello?"


  "Hey, it's Jolie. Can you talk?"


  "Just for a little while," Leann said quietly. "My sister...lost the baby early this morning."


  "Oh no," Jolie said, her heart squeezing. "What happened?"


  "Well, the doctors said all along that miscarriage was a possibility. I guess her body just couldn't handle the stress."


  "You sound exhausted," Jolie said.


  "I am," she said tearfully.


  "How's your sister taking it?"


  "Not well. You know at first she didn't want the baby, couldn't bear the thought of raising it by herself, then she came around, and now...well, she feels so guilty."


  The word of the day, Jolie decided. "Leann, I'm so sorry. Is there anything I can do?"


  Leann released a shaky sigh. "No, but thanks for offering. What's up with you?"


  Jolie couldn't bring herself to heap more bad news on her friend's personal tragedy. "I hate to ask, but I was wondering if you'd mind if I stayed in your apartment for a while."


  "Of course not. Mrs. Janklo making you crazy?"


  "Right," she said with a little laugh, although she suspected her friend sensed that other reasons were afoot.


  "Sure, stay as long you need to. I probably won't be back for at least another couple of weeks, maybe longer."


  "Thanks. Get some rest. Tell your sister how sorry I am. I'll call you later in the week."


  "Okay. Bye."


  Jolie hung up the phone feeling horribly self-centered. People all over the world were suffering through tragedies. She couldn't imagine the toll it would take on a person's mind to lose a baby at four months. And all this time she'd been selfishly thinking how Leann's sister's crisis had taken her friend from her, forcing her to make new friends.


  Carlotta and Hannah. A knot formed in Jolie's stomach just thinking about her two party-crashing cohorts. They were all in a heap of trouble. She wanted to call Carlotta, but Salyers' warning to steer clear of the women's company reverberated in her head.


  The phone rang again, and she picked it up with trepidation.


  "Hello?"


  "Jolie Goodman?" a woman asked.


  "Yes."


  "This is the Atlanta city morgue. A Detective Salyers gave me your name and number to contact for a next of kin for G. Hagar."


  A lump formed in her throat. "Hagan," she corrected hoarsely.


  "Hagan," the woman repeated. "The autopsy is done; the body needs to be claimed."


  Jolie bit her tongue to keep from retorting that the woman needed to get a bedside manner. "There is no next of kin that I know of. What do I do?"


  The woman sighed, mightily put out. "Somebody needs to let us know where to send the body to be embalmed. Two more days, and the state will start making decisions for you."


  "Okay. What do I do?" she repeated calmly.


  "Come down, identify the body, and fill out a form," the woman said in a bored voice.


  Jolie swallowed hard. "I'll be there within the hour." She wrote down directions and disconnected the call with a shaking hand. She didn't think she could do this alone, but who could she call? She hesitated, then found her purse and rummaged for a card. Working her mouth from side to side, she picked up the phone and dialed, nearly hanging up twice before the phone was answered with a groggy "Hell...o?"


  "Carlotta...It's me, Jolie."


  The woman moaned. "Christ, this had better not have anything to do with dead bodies."


  "Well, actually..."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-one


  


  


  "I DON’T BELIEVE I’M DOING THIS," Carlotta muttered as they walked through the doors of the morgue. She wore dark sunglasses and looked like a movie star.


  "I can't tell you how much I appreciate your coming," Jolie said. She wore a Band-Aid on her forehead and looked like a movie star's "person."


  "If I so much as see a dead fly, I'm out of here."


  "What can I do to make it up to you?"


  "Get my car out of the police impound lot on a frigging Sunday afternoon."


  Jolie winced. "They won't release your new car?"


  "Not until tomorrow, after the twenty-four-hour trial period has expired."


  "You're going to have to buy the car?"


  Carlotta sighed. "Technically, I've already bought it. If I had taken it back this morning as planned, they would've ripped up the contract. Now I'm stuck, big time."


  Jolie winced again. "If it's any consolation, the police have my car, too."


  "The one that Gary stole?"


  She nodded. "The police found it about a half mile from Sammy's house, but they're still 'processing' it." She tried to smile. "At least the car you got stuck with is a nice car."


  "Nice? I took it out as a joke—I wouldn't normally be caught dead in that muscle car." Then she looked around and swallowed. "Scratch that."


  "Maybe the dealership will let you trade?"


  Carlotta sighed. "I've been on the phone with the sales manager all morning, even offered to give him a handjob, but he wouldn't budge. Just my luck to buy a car from the only happily married man in this city."


  "I'm sorry," Jolie offered.


  "It's my fault," Carlotta said. "I've learned my lesson about borrowing things—I just wish I hadn't learned it all in one weekend."


  Jolie had money concerns, too, but she knew the ruined clothes and now the car only heaped fuel onto the fire of Carlotta's financial problems. She felt responsible...sort of, but her hands were tied. "Have you talked to Hannah?"


  "Briefly—she's prostrate with grief over her beloved Russell." Carlotta rolled her eyes.


  "Remember the photograph I showed you with Gary and LeMon and Kyle Coffee? Russell is in it."


  "He is?"


  "Beck said he'd changed his looks, but it was definitely him"


  "Beck said?"


  Jolie flushed. "He took me home last night—er, this morning and...stayed. On the couch."


  "Sure he did."


  Ignoring the sarcasm, Jolie said, "And he said the fifth guy in the picture was named Gordon something, maybe Gordon Bear, with a German spelling?"


  Carlotta shook her head. "Doesn't ring a bell. But I need to remember to ask Hannah if Russell has the same tattoo as LeMon and Coffee."


  "May I help you?" a security guard asked in a funereal tone as they approached his desk.


  Jolie swallowed twice before she found her voice. "I'm here...to identify a...person."


  "Are they expecting you?"


  "Yes."


  "Third floor."


  They moved toward the elevator in tandem and boarded the empty car. "Your boyfriend didn't have any family?" Carlotta asked.


  Jolie pushed the button for the third floor and the door slid closed. "None that I know of, and none the police could find."


  "Wow, that's kind of sad," Carlotta said as they were carried up.


  Nodding, Jolie seconded her friend's observation. There was being alone in the world, and then there was being alone in the world. The door slid open and they walked out onto yet more tiled floor. The temperature here, though, brought to mind the phrase "meat locker." Jolie shivered at the implication alone.


  "I mean, my family aren't the Cleavers," Carlotta whispered, "but at least someone in my tribe would claim my body if I got offed."


  Jolie's eyes burned and she sniffed.


  Carlotta looked over. "Ah, Jolie, I'm sorry. This has to be tough for you, seeing him again like this."


  She nodded, terrified. Plus the chemicals in the air were killing her eyes. They walked toward a rounded counter reminiscent of a nurses' station. Two women in green scrubs were filling out paperwork and eating stromboli sandwiches—the source of the "chemicals."


  "May I help you?" one of the women asked, then took a bite out of her sandwich.


  Jolie rubbed her nose. "My name is Jolie Goodman. I received a call about an hour ago regarding...Gary Hagan."


  The chewing woman frowned, then looked at the other woman, who was eating potato chips and licking her fingers. "Hagan?"


  "Last night's gunshot," the licker said.


  The chewer nodded. "Oh, yeah." She pointed down the hall with a tomato-sauce stained pinkie. "Ward two."


  "Gawd," Carlotta muttered when they started off in search of Ward II, "I may never eat again."


  Jolie tried to smile through the panic that was beginning to build in her stomach. Since last night, every time she pictured Gary dead, she had forced the image from her mind. Now she not only had to relive it, but she would have brand-new images with which to torment herself.


  They walked past Ward I, then located the stainless-steel double doors of Ward II. Jolie lifted her hand to knock, felt foolish and pushed one door open. Just inside, a young man in a white orderly uniform looked up from a computer. "May I help you?"


  "I'm Jolie Goodman, here regarding Gary Hagan."


  He looked over the top of his glasses. "Spell that, please."


  She did, and while he tapped on his keyboard she looked around the room. The temperature was at least ten degrees cooler in here than in the hallway. Two opposing walls were lined with enormous stainless-steel file drawers...for cadavers. Her knees started to feel a little slack.


  "Sign here," the man said, pointing to a line on a sheet of paper attached to a clipboard. "And I need to see a picture ID."


  She signed her name, then removed her still-damp wallet and flashed her driver's license.


  "Follow me."


  She did, and Carlotta lagged a few steps behind. Carrying the clipboard, he consulted numbers on the sheet and the cabinets, finally reaching down to grab the handle of a drawer on the second row, about knee height. At the last second, he looked up.


  "You should prepare yourself to see your loved one in what might seem like an unnatural state," he said in a rehearsed monotone. "Your loved one will be nude, but modestly covered with a cloth. In the event the person suffered wounds to the head, arms, or torso before they passed away, please know that those wounds will be visible."


  Next to her, Carlotta grunted. "I'm not looking."


  "Let me know when you're ready," he said.


  Jolie nodded and steeled herself as the young man slid the drawer out from the wall. She stared at the still face of the dead man, her heart thumping against her breastbone.


  Carlotta looked over Jolie's shoulder. "I thought Gary was white."


  Jolie sagged. "He is—that's not Gary."


  The young orderly's eyes widened behind his glasses, then he consulted his clipboard again. "Oh, you're right. Sorry 'bout that."


  "Christ," Carlotta muttered.


  He slid the first man back into the wall, then pulled open the next drawer over. A nauseating medicinal odor filled the air. As awful as it was to see Gary's ashen face, at least his eyes were closed and he looked peaceful, Jolie decided. If one's gaze didn't stray to the two-inch round black hole in the middle of his chest. Her own chest constricted painfully.


  "Yes," she said, nodding. "That's Gary Hagan." Carlotta grabbed her hand for a surprising squeeze and Jolie was grateful.


  "Okeydoke," the orderly said, closing the drawer with a metallic click. He pointed to the clipboard. "Sign here and here and I'll get the personal effects."


  She did, blinking away the tears gathered in the corners of her eyes, then followed the young man back to the front. He consulted another computer screen and gave an exasperated sigh. "The personal effects are in police custody—sorry. But I need to know where you want the body sent."


  "Leed Funeral Home." Jolie extended a card for the small funeral chapel on the northern side of Buckhead that she'd found in the Yellow Pages ("In your hour of need, lean on Leed.") When she got her broker business off the ground, she was definitely going to come up with a catchy slogan and take out an ad. "They're expecting the...Gary."


  "Okay, you're all set." The orderly smiled. "Just go back out these doors the way you came. And have a nice day."


  They exited into the hall and Jolie stopped to gulp fresh air.


  Carlotta jammed her hands on her hips. "Ugh. I complain about my job way too much. Are you okay?"


  Jolie nodded, trying to dispel the thought of Gary being warehoused like an auto part. They made their way past Ward I, where two uniformed police officers stood by and mournful cries were audible from inside the room. Jolie's heart went out to the family. The door opened suddenly and Detective Salyers emerged to speak to the officers. They nodded obediently, then left.


  Salyers turned and her face registered surprise and recognition. "Ms. Goodman." Her gaze darted to Carlotta. "Ms. Wren."


  "Hello, Detective," Jolie said.


  "I suppose you're here to make arrangements for Mr. Hagan."


  "That's right."


  Salyers' face looked grave. "Well, this is opportune—I have news."


  "What?"


  "The woman found in Mr. Hagan's car has been identified."


  Jolie glanced at the closed doors, her heart welling for the unknown family. "Who...who is she?"


  "Janet Chisolm LeMon, wife of Roger LeMon."


  Jolie gasped and covered her mouth.


  "The man didn't know his own wife was missing?" Carlotta asked.


  "According to Mr. LeMon, his wife was supposed to be on a spiritual retreat in upstate New York. She wasn't allowed to contact anyone and no one was allowed to contact her."


  Jolie scoffed. "Who loses track of their spouse for a month?"


  "Two of Mrs. LeMon's friends confirmed his story, and I have to say that he seems pretty tom up about her death."


  "If he didn't know she was missing, how was she identified?"


  "Her suitcase and purse were pulled out of three feet of mud at the bottom of the river. Ms. Goodman, you should know that Mr. LeMon has admitted that his wife was having an affair with Mr. Hagan."


  Jolie gaped. "He told me he didn't even know Gary."


  "He said he lied for his wife's sake because she had ended the affair."


  "But doesn't that give him a motive for killing Gary?" Carlotta said.


  Salyers crossed her arms. "Actually, Mr. LeMon seems to think that Mr. Hagan killed Mrs. LeMon because she ended the affair, then you, Ms. Goodman, killed Mr. Hagan in a jealous rage."


  Jolie fumed, shaking her head. "That's insane."


  "But it would explain your preoccupation with Mr. LeMon."


  "I'm not preoccupied with Roger LeMon! Don't you think it's strange that his name keeps popping up in the investigation?"


  "So does yours, Ms. Goodman."


  Jolie frowned. "How did she die?"


  "Gunshot. The weapon was also pulled from the mud, registered to Mr. Hagan."


  Jolie was still digesting that troubling detail when the door to Ward I opened and Roger LeMon came staggering out, wiping his eyes. He immediately zeroed in on Jolie, pointing at her. "What's she doing here?"


  "Ms. Goodman is here on a personal matter," Salyers said in a calming voice.


  "Seeing about that killer boyfriend of yours?" he shouted. "You ought to see what he did to my wife!"


  Jolie shrank back while Salyers put her hand on his arm.


  "I should thank you for killing Gary Hagan! You saved me from killing the bastard myself!"


  "That's enough, Mr. LeMon," Salyers said. "Come on, I'll walk you to your car."


  She gave Jolie a look that said to stay put until they were out of sight, then she led him to the elevator.


  "He seems upset all right," Carlotta murmured as the elevator door closed. "But is he upset about his wife being dead, or about her being identified?"


  Jolie bit into her lip. "Good question. The thing is, for all I know, Gary could have had an affair with Janet LeMon."


  "Did he ever talk about his old girlfriends?"


  "No, although he did refer to one simply as a fatal attraction, and I found a card in his things that looked as if it might have come from someone...clingy."


  "Do you still have the card and the envelope?"


  "The police do."


  "Then they should be able to do DNA tests to see if Janet LeMon was his fatal attraction."


  "Even if she was, that doesn't mean that Gary killed her."


  "True."


  Jolie mulled over the new information as they walked past Licker and Chewer.


  "Talk about a bad day," Chewer said. "The man lost his best friend, then his wife."


  "Death comes in threes," Licker said emphatically.


  "Excuse me," Jolie said leaning over. "Did you say that Roger LeMon had also lost his best friend?"


  Licker nodded and flipped through a stack of papers. "Here it is—killed in a car accident in Vegas just this morning. The body should be here any time now. Name was Coffee. Kyle Coffee."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-two


  


  


  JOLIE WAS A BONA FIDE BASKET CASE on the drive home. She'd done her best to keep her panic at bay around Carlotta, but after they'd picked at a salad and she'd dropped her friend at her townhouse, Jolie had yielded to the shakes. Her mind ran in circles, shifting bits and pieces of the puzzle around to see if one detail would fall unexpectedly in place next to another. Only she kept coming up with the same scenario: Gary had killed Janet LeMon, and Roger LeMon had killed Gary in retaliation. It was a classic lovers' triangle, except LeMon was trying to position her as the third party.


  The news of Coffee's death had shaken her. A car accident seemed too pat, too coincidental. Coffee was a loose cannon whose range was extended with each cocktail. Whatever he had been on the verge of telling them at that party had probably gotten him killed.


  She flipped on her turn signal and veered right onto Roswell Road from Peachtree in the waning light, eager to arrive home...or rather, at Leann's apartment, located in another building in the complex. She had arranged to have her land-line calls forwarded to Leann's number, then packed a duffel bag of clothes and toiletries and tossed it in the trunk before leaving, so she wouldn't have to go back to her own place when she returned.


  Last night's irregular sleep was catching up to her, along with the day's events. And her palm was throbbing again beneath the bandage. Being tired and nervous was a dangerous combination on any roadway, but in Atlanta traffic, the mixture was almost guaranteed deadly. She fought to stay awake.


  Suddenly a pair of headlights came zooming up behind her. Adrenaline flooded her limbs at the reminder that something could go wrong so quickly. She tapped the brake and gripped the steering wheel tighter. The car moved into the left lane, presumably to pass her, but when the car came abreast of hers, it cut into her lane, scraping metal against metal.


  Jolie screamed and glanced over at the other driver. The man sneered at her and recognition hit: the man from the parking garage who had been having "car trouble." He cut his wheel right again. He was trying to kill her. She hit the brakes, sending her car into a skid onto the grassy shoulder. She fought to regain control, then guided the car to a safe stop while the other car roared away, lost in the sea of taillights heading north. Her pulse pounded in her ears, and the bandage on her hand was bloody from gripping the wheel so hard.


  She put on her hazard lights and checked to make sure everything was in working order (on the car and on her person) before pulling back into traffic. This was perfect timing too—just when she was on the verge of returning her rental car and retrieving her violated Mercury, she had another insurance claim on her hands. Then there were the clothes, of course.


  Top that with a funeral bill for Gary, and she was pretty much going to be in debt the rest of her life unless she could sell Beck Underwood a palace and get her brokerage business under way.


  Oh, and assuming she could stay out of prison.


  At the next traffic light, she made a U-turn into the southbound lanes. No way was she going back to the apartment complex tonight. And Carlotta's place was already crowded with her brother. She would simply have to get a hotel room. Then another solution presented itself.


  She removed her cell phone and punched in a number with her thumb. After a couple of rings, a voice came on the line. "This is Beck."


  "Beck...this is Jolie."


  "Hi. I saw the news about Janet LeMon come over the wire. Are you okay?"


  At least he sounded genuinely interested. "Um, not really. Kyle Coffee is dead, too."


  "The guy I spoke to at the media reception?"


  "Yeah, the one who was buddies with LeMon. Supposedly, he was in a car accident in Vegas, but—"


  "But the timing seems pretty coincidental."


  "Right. Anyway, I was wondering if that offer of your extra bed is still good?"


  "Absolutely. Do you want me to come and get you?"


  "No. I'm in my car—I can be there in a few minutes."


  "Valet your car. I'll be waiting in the lobby."


  "Do you think Ms. Vanderpool could join us?"


  He hesitated, then said, "I'll call her," in a strained tone.


  Jolie disconnected the call, feeling torn about using Beck for protection, but rationalized that they were using each other. During the drive, she dialed Salyers' cell phone.


  "Salyers here."


  "Detective Salyers, this is Jolie Goodman."


  "Ms. Goodman, I apologize for the scene at the morgue. Mr. LeMon, as you can understand, is very upset."


  "I could see that," Jolie said. "Detective, did you know that Kyle Coffee is dead?"


  "Mr. LeMon told me that he was killed in a car accident this morning in Vegas."


  "Right. Don't you find that suspicious since he's involved in this case?"


  Salyers sighed. "The only reason Mr. Coffee's name came up in association with this case, Ms. Goodman, is because you mentioned it. People die in car crashes every day—it's a horrible coincidence." Papers rattled in the background.


  "Did you check into the photo of Sammy Sanders I told you about?"


  "Yes, but as it turns out, only the frame was taken into evidence. The photo was returned to Ms. Sanders, who said she threw it away because it was ruined."


  Jolie grunted. "Great."


  "But I did question Ms. Sanders, and she denied being romantically involved with Mr. Hagan."


  And Sammy never lied, Jolie noted wryly. "Okay, here's something else—Russell Island, the man my friend Hannah, um, assaulted at the party is in the photos with Gary, Roger LeMon, and Kyle Coffee. The other man's name is Gordon Bear, possibly with a German spelling."


  "Where did you get that information?"


  "Beck Underwood identified them from the photo I kept."


  "Hmm. While we're on the subject, Ms. Goodman, I have a waiter from the Sanders party who says he overheard you and Mr. Underwood say something about getting rid of your boyfriend."


  Jolie swallowed past a dry throat. "That was a joke—I'd told Beck I had a boyfriend who was in trouble. He had no idea who Gary was, or that he was missing."


  "So are you and Mr. Underwood romantically involved?"


  "No."


  "Really? Because Ms. Sanders said she walked in on the two of you kissing in a bedroom at her party."


  "I...trust me, that is irrelevant to this investigation."


  "I'd say the fact that you have a new boyfriend could be damned relevant to your former boyfriend being dead."


  She gripped the wheel tighter, sending pain shooting through her bad hand. "I didn't kill Gary, and I think you know that, Detective."


  "Give me a better alternative."


  She sighed. "Roger LeMon."


  "He has an alibi—a guest saw him leave the party a few minutes after he arrived."


  "He could have returned. Have you questioned LeMon about his tattoo?"


  "No."


  "Why not?"


  Salyers covered the mouthpiece and made a brusque comment to someone in the background, then came back on the line. "I'm sorry, where were we?"


  "Roger LeMon's tattoo. And have you looked into the cause of the fire at Gary's apartment complex?"


  Salyers emitted a long-suffering sigh. "Look, Ms. Goodman, I don't mean to be rude, but I have a file folder full of murders to investigate and limited resources to do it with. I can't chase down every tangent, especially when it's given to me by the prime suspect in the case."


  Jolie fumed. "Well, here's another tangent: I was just run off the road—purposefully."


  "Where?"


  "Roswell Road, heading north just past Peachtree. The driver was a man I'd seen before, in the parking garage of the hotel where the media reception took place Friday night."


  "Were there any witnesses?"


  "To me being run off the road? Scores of them, but in Atlanta this kind of thing barely warrants a horn blow. Maybe the scratches and dents down the side of my rental car will convince you?"


  "Are you injured?"


  "No."


  "Can you give me a description of the other car and the driver?"


  Jolie squinted. "Dark-colored two-door...boxy..." Her voice petered out when she realized how little information she was giving the woman to act on. "The driver was dark-headed, maybe forty, possibly Hispanic...or not," she finished weakly.


  "Okay, Ms. Goodman, I made a note of it, and I'll have units notified to keep an eye out for an errant driver of that, er, description."


  Frustration welled in Jolie's chest. "I don't blame you for not believing me, Detective, but I think there's something bigger going on, and Janet LeMon, Gary, and Kyle Coffee all died because they knew about it. Make a note of that." She disconnected the call, wondering too late if it was a crime to hang up on a cop. If so, maybe they would allow her to serve concurrent terms for murder and impoliteness.


  Jolie flexed her aching hand and glanced in her rearview mirror. She might not have managed to spook Detective Salyers, but she'd managed to spook herself. Especially since she was returning to the same hotel where she'd first seen the driver of the car that had run her off the road. She took as winding a route as possible when traveling into the heart of Buckhead, exhaling a sigh of relief when she saw the canopy for the hotel.


  The valet seemed slightly less happy to see her—or rather, her tin-can rental car, degraded even more by the freshly ruined paint job on the driver's side. She emerged with an apologetic look, then withdrew her decidedly inelegant duffel bag from the trunk. Beck came striding out, dressed in jeans and a different sweatshirt than he'd left wearing that morning. The sight of him was so comforting she felt a rush of sadness, although she took solace in the knowledge that he probably had the same effect on women everywhere.


  She looked around. And various bellhops.


  "What happened?" he said, inspecting the car.


  She opened her mouth and burst into tears—God, that was the second time she'd done that around him.


  "Hey, hey," he said, taking her bag and drawing her against his chest. He walked her toward the lobby. "You're safe now. Let's go in. Pam will be here as soon as she can."


  She blubbered her story to him, letting the day's stress ooze down her cheeks. He wiped her tears with his thumbs, his expression troubled. "Did you call the police?"


  She nodded. "But I think Detective Salyers is ready to lock me up just so I'll leave her alone."


  "And you're sure it was the same guy you saw here?"


  "I'm sure. He gave me the heebie-jeebies, so I didn't get into the parking garage elevator with him. I was going to wait until I saw him drive away before going to my car, but he came back down and supposedly was having car trouble. The concierge called an auto service for him"


  "But you think that might have been a ploy?"


  She shrugged.


  "Come with me."


  He walked across the hotel lobby to the concierge desk. Jolie recognized the attractive woman behind the counter. Her instant perkiness when she caught sight of Beck was familiar...Jolie had seen that same look in her own mirror.


  "Hello, Mr. Underwood. How can I assist you?"


  "Can you help me track down some information about a man for whom you called an auto service Friday evening?"


  She frowned. "That was at the end of the reception, wasn't it?"


  He nodded.


  She opened a log and ran her finger down a list of entries. "I don't have the gentleman's name, but here's the service I called—want me to write it down for you?"


  "Please."


  She gave him the information, then glanced at Jolie's duffel. "Will you be needing extra linens for your guest?" she asked slyly.


  Jolie's face flamed.


  "I'll let you know," Beck said easily, then guided Jolie toward the elevator bay. "Sorry about that."


  "No problem," she murmured, following him into a mahogany-lined elevator.


  When the doors closed, he lifted her hand in his. "You're bleeding again."


  "I broke it open during the car-chase scene," she said with a little smile. His warm touch sent little thrills up her arm that made her forget the itchy pain.


  He winked. "We'll get you fixed up."


  They rode to a floor that was exclusive enough to require guests to insert their room key just to gain access. Jolie followed him down a plushly carpeted hallway and into a suite that was twice as big as her apartment, and decorated in a style that was at least two decades more current. Cocoas and creams and beiges and black, very masculine, very posh. His bed was enormous...she tingled with embarrassment over the thought of him bunking down on her lumpy sofa.


  "Wow," she said, feeling a tad out of place standing there with her shabby duffel bag.


  "The place is a little much," he said sheepishly, "but it's one of the company's corporate apartments, and since it sits empty most of the time, I thought I'd hang out here until I...decide what to do."


  She looked up at him. "You mean until you decide if you're going to stay in Atlanta?"


  He nodded, then pointed toward a door off the entryway. "There's a first-aid kit in the bathroom, let's take a look at your hand."


  She followed him into a high-ceilinged, lavish cream-and-gold room. He found the first-aid kit and spread the items he needed on the vanity, then sat on a low stool and pulled her hand toward the sink. She stood and pivoted her head like a tourist while he carefully removed the bloodstained bandage from her hand.


  "It looks puffy," he said. "It might be a little infected."


  She sucked air through her teeth when he held her hand under a gentle stream of cold water from the faucet.


  "Maybe you should go to the emergency room and get stitches."


  "It'll be okay," she said. "I'll just be more careful."


  "I'll put antibiotic cream on it," he said, then dabbed it on so carefully, she could barely feel it. The man was a paradox, raised in luxury but plainly uncomfortable with the idea of having so much. He could probably live the rest of his life off his trust fund, but his hands were calloused from physical work. And by right, no man so masculine should be so gentle. He wrapped her hand with a fresh bandage and taped it into place.


  "There," he said, sandwiching her mended hand between his.


  "Thank you," she murmured. "I feel like I'm always saying thank you to you."


  He gave her a little smile. "You're welcome. You don't like asking for help, do you?"


  "I don't like to take advantage."


  "Asking for help when you need it isn't taking advantage."


  She pursed her mouth. "That's easy to say if you've never had to ask someone for help."


  He looked down at their hands. "Everyone needs some kind of help at one time or another."


  She gave him a wry smile that belied the desire that coursed through her body. "This has been the neediest week of my life—you caught me at a bad time."


  "Or a good time," he said, reaching for her other hand and pulling her between his knees. He curved his arm around her lower back and drew her closer. She wanted so badly to be kissed by him, but things were different now. Gary was gone...she was in real trouble...nothing good could come of an affair with this man. Well, nothing good that would last longer than a few minutes.


  When their mouths were a mere inch apart, he whispered, "Jolie Goodman, what am I going to do about you?"


  Her lips parted involuntarily, and she leaned into his kiss. Their mouths met in a gentle exploration that grew in intensity as he slid his hands down her back. All she could think of was...nothing, actually...and it was nirvana to be lost in the moment. The fear, the sadness, the confusion she'd felt over the past few weeks and for most of her adult life, all of it channeled into pure passion for a man who was so compelling to her, she felt a little desperate around the edges.


  He moaned into her mouth and stood, lifting her. She wrapped her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck, pressing her chest against his. He carried her to the bed as effortlessly as if she were a hat that just happened to be folded around him. Somewhere along the way, her shoes slipped off her feet. When he lowered her to the massive white bed, she'd never felt so reckless, her senses never so keen. His face was pained with desire, his dark eyes hooded as he pulled his sweatshirt over his head and slid onto the bed next to her.


  She skimmed her fingertips over his collarbone and shoulder, captivated by the smooth muscle of his powerful torso, the mat of light brown hair over his chest that narrowed to a dark furrow over his stomach.


  He unbuttoned her blouse, celebrating every liberated square of skin with his tongue. Jolie had always been modest, but with Beck she wasn't revealing her body—she was revealing everything she wanted to be and might never have the chance. Gone was any awkwardness, any hesitation. Beck controlled his body with athletic grace, every movement intentional and effective. Anticipation coiled tighter between her thighs as each piece of their clothing was cast aside. At the sight of him nude, Jolie felt the shudder of Eve inside her, breathless with the necessity of him. This was the essence of life: a magnificent man, and hormones run amok.


  But time was ticking, so when he parted her knees and kissed the heart of her, the frugal girl in her arched in appreciation of his attention to detail and economy of motion. Determined to be more participatory than a hat, Jolie returned the favor with equal consideration, then after a few mental calculations regarding expansion, contraction, and overage, she straddled him in what proved to be a gradual yet successful maneuver. They found a natural glide, urging each other to higher heights. She came first, and second, and he arrived a gentlemanly third, breathing her name with an urgency that resounded in her defeated, gullible heart. She lowered her head to his chest, but his heart gave no indication of a similar distress.


  He stroked her hair and made satisfied noises. She closed her eyes tightly, knowing that remorse was looking for her and would find her soon enough.


  A knock sounded on the door, and her eyes flew open.


  Beck lifted his head. "That will be Pam."


  Hello, remorse. Jolie disengaged herself from him as elegantly as possible, scooped up her clothes, and sprinted toward the bathroom.


  "Jolie."


  She turned back and raked her hair out of her eyes.


  His head popped through the neck of his sweatshirt. "That was great."


  That was inappropriate sprang to her lips, but it wouldn't be fair to drag Beck into her guilt event: Goodman, party of one.


  Instead she nodded, then dove into the bathroom. After running a damp washcloth over key areas, she jumped into her clothes and gave herself a good mental shake. What was she thinking, entertaining the idea of having feelings for Beck Underwood? As if she didn't have enough to worry about right now—her reputation, her career, money, freedom. And how much more clear could he make it that he was a temporary...benefactor?


  She opened the bathroom door just as the attorney he'd bought for her walked in wearing slacks and a black corduroy blazer, her phone to her ear, speaking in staccato phrases to the person on the other end.


  If-you're-in-a-jam-call-Pam Vanderpool was rattled.


  "Okay...okay...okay. Keep me posted." She snapped her phone closed and sighed. "Not good news, I'm afraid."


  Jolie hugged herself. What now?


  Beck's hand brushed her waist. "Why don't we sit down?"


  She saw Pam's gaze dart to the intimate gesture and a little wrinkle form between her dark eyebrows that contrasted so drastically with her white hair. "Good idea."


  Jolie crossed the room, ignoring the blaring white bed, and purposefully sat in a chair, resisting the temptation to sit next to Beck on the loveseat. She looked down and saw, to her horror, one of her knee-highs rolled up in a little taupe-colored ball on the floor a few inches in front of her foot. How had she missed it when she re-dressed...and where was the other one? She extended her leg and flattened the ball beneath her loafer before Pam could notice.


  "Okay," Pam said, sitting in a chair opposite Jolie. "I've been talking to the assistant D.A. Janet LeMon's death has a lot of influential voters upset. They've been lighting up the phone lines, clamoring for an arrest."


  Jolie's mouth went dry. "They're going to arrest me?"


  Pam sat back in her chair. "Not yet...but maybe soon. For the murder of Gary Hagan and possibly as an accessory to the murder of Janet LeMon."


  The room tilted. Jolie grabbed the arms of the chair until the room righted itself, then expelled a shaky breath. "They can arrest me on circumstantial evidence?"


  Pam nodded. "But remember—an arrest is one thing, a conviction is something else entirely."


  Beck leaned forward, his handsome face wreathed in concern. "But they might make an arrest even if they know they can't get a conviction, just to quiet the public."


  "And the media," Pam added pointedly.


  Beck pulled his hand down his face. Jolie was distracted for the split second it took to register the fact that the great sex aside, she could fall in love with him based on this conversation alone. The one thing that kept this predicament from being even worse was the fact that Beck Underwood was in her corner.


  "The one bit of luck," Pam continued, "is that the D.A. is on vacation and won't be back in her office until Wednesday. No one is willing to make a move without her go-ahead."


  Jolie closed her eyes briefly and decided to throw up a quick prayer while she was in the proper position, then said, "There's nothing we can do?"


  "Keep cooperating with the police, keep trying to remember details you might have forgotten."


  "Do you happen to know what Janet LeMon looks—looked—like?"


  Pam nodded. "I met her a couple of times. Seemed like a nice enough person to me."


  "Beck," Jolie said, "do you have that picture? I'd like to see if Pam can identify one of the women as LeMon's wife."


  He hesitated, then looked toward the desk. "I...put it in the glove box of my SUV. Sorry."


  She nodded and looked back to Pam. "Okay...I'll try to remember details to tell the police. But short of a witness coming forward or someone making a full confession, the police will come to get me Wednesday?"


  "There's a chance the D.A. will disagree with the charges," Pam said. "But if she doesn't, then I'll try to arrange for you to surrender yourself into police custody."


  Bile backed up in Jolie's throat.


  "I'll offer a reward for information," Beck said, standing. He reached for his cell phone. "Maybe that will shake something loose."


  Pam Vanderpool studied him warily, then stood. "I have to go. Ms. Goodman, would you mind walking me out?"


  Jolie pushed herself up and moved somewhat unsteadily toward the door. As they stepped into the hallway, Pam Vanderpool looked past Jolie's shoulder into the room, then leaned closer. "Ms. Goodman, do you know that Beck has been calling in favors all over town to keep your name and picture off the television and out of the papers?"


  Her heart swelled. "No...I didn't know." And if that was the case, then who had he been talking to about a story yesterday morning at her apartment?


  "His father isn't happy about the fact that one of his first acts in reestablishing himself in the broadcasting community is pulling in favors for a woman suspected of murdering her boyfriend and the wife of a successful Buckhead businessman."


  Jolie bit down on the inside of her cheek. "I didn't ask Beck to get involved."


  "I know you didn't—that's how Beck is. He sees a wrong and he tries to make it right, even if he hurts himself in the process." Pam wet her lips, and her eyes softened. "Ms. Goodman, I'm not suggesting that you try to stop him—when Beck sets his mind to something, there is no stopping him. But woman to woman, you're in a hell of a pickle here. Don't make things worse by giving the media more gossip for Beck to have to squash."


  Jolie pressed her lips together and gave a curt nod. "I understand."


  The older woman glanced down, then plucked off a staticky balled-up taupe-colored knee-high that had attached itself to her jacket and handed it to Jolie. "I hope so, for both of your sakes."


  Pam turned and strode away, already punching in a number on her cell phone. Face flaming, Jolie walked back into the room, where Beck was ending one cell phone call, punching in another one.


  "What was that all about?" he asked.


  Jolie folded the knee-high into her hand. "Pam was just giving me some advice."


  He nodded absently. "I'm calling the auto service to see if they have a record of servicing that guy's car."


  "Beck, how exactly do you know Pam?"


  He looked up. "She's my father's mistress." Then he turned his back and leaned against a sofa table. "Hello, may I speak to the manager, please?"


  Jolie studied him, then the rolled up knee-high. Not only had Pam given her advice from one woman to another, she'd given her advice from one woman who loved an Underwood man...to another?


  She mulled over the revelation, then leaned one hip on the oversized desk that Beck had claimed as a work space. She looked down, frowning when she saw the edge of the group picture she'd asked about sticking out from beneath a newspaper. She looked up to see that Beck still had his back turned. From the sound of his voice, he was not having much luck with the manager of the auto service. Jolie removed the photo and replayed their recent conversation. Why would he have lied about its whereabouts?


  This man who had captured her heart in a matter of days had a few secrets. Jolie glanced up to make sure he was still preoccupied, then tucked the picture into her purse. For now, she would keep a few secrets too.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-three


  


  


  "THANK YOU FOR SHOPPING at Neiman Marcus," Jolie said, handing a shopping bag over the counter with a smile. The woman glanced at the white bandage on Jolie's hand, then returned the smile warily.


  "It's nothing contagious," Jolie assured her, instantly assailed by another bout of itchiness, which forced her to scratch her hand through the bandage before the woman looked away. "Really," Jolie said with a smile, still scratching.


  The woman hurried away, and Jolie stared down at her hand, irritated. She made a fist and winced—Beck had bound the bandage a little tight this morning when he'd dressed it for her. But after Pam Vanderpool's parting words last night, Jolie had concluded there could be no more hanky-panky between her and Beck. Since getting bandaged would be the extent of him touching her, she could tolerate tight. Tight was good.


  To take her mind off her aching hand and off Beck, she glanced around the nearly deserted shoe department, even willing to tackle an orthopedic-insert customer if necessary, to take her mind off her problems. She was just glad to be back to some kind of normalcy. The afternoon had passed, and she'd only thought of Gary lying in the morgue, oh, a few hundred times. But she knew that number would be much higher if she weren't working.


  And then there was the one time that she hadn't been thinking about Gary that kept rising in her mind—when she'd climbed on top of Beck Underwood.


  She cringed and tried to push aside that persistent memory.


  She'd come in early to buy a suit for Gary to wear in his casket on her employee discount. Sending him off in style was the least she could do, and although she was a little dismayed when the funeral director had told her bluntly he wouldn't be needing shoes, she conceded that her credit card couldn't have withstood much more.


  The stark efficiency of finalizing the details for his memorial service over the phone had disturbed her. Generic burial plot with footstone? Check. Bargain-basement-priced casket? Check. Floral spray for the casket? Check. Preprogrammed organ music? Check.


  To exorcise some of her own grief, she'd stopped at the card shop and written a short note to Leann's sister, and bought a sympathy card to mail to Kyle Coffee's wife later. Loss should never be overlooked, she decided, and although she doubted if anyone would attend, she'd sent a notice of Gary's memorial service to the newspaper.


  In truth, though, she was half afraid his creditors might show up.


  In the absence of customers, she began to tidy the counter.


  "Jolie," Michael said, striding up. "I need to see you in the meeting room, please."


  She glanced at her watch. "I still have twenty minutes on my shift."


  His face grew stern. "Right away."


  "Okay," she murmured, thinking this couldn't be good. Especially since Michael stalked ahead of her the entire way, forcing her to trot. But when they reached the meeting room and Carlotta was there along with Lindy, the store's general manager, she knew they either were getting big raises or were in big trouble. She suspected the latter.


  Lindy invited them to sit, which they did. But she and Michael remained standing.


  "We received a phone call today," Lindy said. "A tip that the two of you are buying clothes on your employee discount, wearing them, then returning them."


  Carlotta looked outraged. "That's ridiculous."


  "Carlotta, I must say the high volume of returns that you process for yourself is very suspicious."


  Carlotta gave a dismissive wave. "I never try anything on here in the store because I know I can bring it back if it doesn't fit."


  Lindy and Michael swung their gazes to Jolie. "Jolie?" Michael prompted.


  They weren't going to have to torture her. "There was a jumpsuit—"


  "That was my fault," Carlotta cut in. "I talked Jolie into buying the jumpsuit and a great pair of shoes, but she simply couldn't afford them, so she returned them the next day." Carlotta pointed to Michael. "You can attest to that, Michael. The shoes that Jolie returned didn't look worn, did they?"


  Michael turned to the manager. "She's right—they were in perfect shape."


  Lindy pursed her mouth and looked suspiciously back and forth between the women. "Carlotta, from now on, you'll be limited to one returned item a week, so make sure you try on clothes before you buy them."


  "I will," Carlotta said, with just the right amount of contriteness, innocence, and obedience.


  "I also read the Sunday paper," the woman said, "so I know that the two of you were questioned in connection with a murder investigation and a robbery during a party over the weekend."


  Jolie swallowed hard. Next to her, she could feel Carlotta's nervousness rolling off in waves.


  "Both of you are certainly presumed innocent until proven guilty, but I must inform you that if you are arrested, you will be placed on unpaid leave until the matter is resolved."


  Carlotta nodded and Jolie joined in.


  "That's all," Lindy said. "Ms. Goodman, please accept my condolences on your friend's...passing. If you need to arrange time off for a service, we will accommodate you, of course."


  "Thank you," Jolie said. "The memorial service is tomorrow evening, so I don't need any time off, but I appreciate the offer."


  The woman nodded curtly, dismissing them.


  They filed out silently. When they were out of earshot, Carlotta turned on Jolie and glared. "You told!"


  "Told what?"


  "About the system!"


  Jolie held up her hands and gave the bandage a scratch. "I didn't tell. It must have been an employee...or what about Hannah?"


  "Hannah would never do that to me," Carlotta said.


  "Neither would I," Jolie said. "Besides, why on earth would I incriminate myself? So I can add a shoplifting charge to my rap sheet?" She frowned. "And don't act so innocent—I know you took that money from Sammy's purse."


  Carlotta's eyes rounded. "I did not!"


  Jolie sighed. "Carlotta, I've heard you make comments about what easy pickings a party would be for a thief, and I know you saw the money in Sammy's purse when she paid for her shoes Saturday morning. And," she said more quietly, putting her hand on Carlotta's arm, "I know about the money you owe."


  Carlotta frowned. "What?"


  "The day I was taking a nap in the dressing room upstairs, I heard voices through the vent—I heard that man threaten you."


  Carlotta blanched, looked around, and pulled her aside. "You haven't told anyone about the man, have you?"


  "No."


  "The police?"


  "No."


  Her shoulders sagged in obvious relief.


  "Who is he? And why do you owe him money?"


  "I don't." Carlotta massaged her temples. "My brother owes him."


  "Your brother?"


  "He had a gambling problem. He's reformed, but he still has a lot of debt. We were able to consolidate some of it and set up payments, but this one guy that he owes ten grand to is breathing down my neck."


  "Why your neck and not your brother's?"


  "Because this guy knows that my brother doesn't care if they rough him up...but I do."


  "Do you have the money?"


  She shook her head. "I scraped together a few hundred dollars and bought another week, but by next Friday I have to have another two grand."


  "What are you going to do?"


  "As soon as I get my Miata out of the shop, I'm going to sell it. I'd hoped to put the money back into a new car, but right now I need the cash flow."


  Her eyes glistened and Jolie's heart went out to her. "Your parents can't help?"


  Carlotta's eyes turned dark. "My parents aren't around."


  "They're deceased?"


  "No...just...absent...traveling around the country. We haven't seen them in years. It's no wonder my brother and I are misfits."


  "You're not a misfit."


  She gave another laugh. "What do you call someone who borrows clothes to crash parties and assume alternate personalities?"


  "Creative. It's a shame you can't find a way to make a living at it."


  Carlotta looked away. "Look at all the trouble it landed you in."


  "I don't believe it—is that a guilty conscience?"


  Carlotta looked at Jolie and rolled her shoulders sheepishly. "Okay, I have a conscience—just don't tell anyone."


  "Carlotta, unless you shot Gary, what happened Saturday night isn't your fault. And crashing the first two parties helped me to get a lot of information I otherwise wouldn't have." Plus I got to know Beck, her mind whispered.


  "That lady detective told me that Hannah and I made things worse for you because we both have records."


  Jolie pressed her lips together.


  Carlotta sighed. "Hannah got busted for selling pot when she was in her twenties, and a bookie was trying to get my brother to go off the wagon, so I hit him."


  "Oh."


  "With a tire iron."


  "Oh. Well...still." Jolie cleared her throat. "But if you did steal Sammy's money, I might be able to talk her into not filing charges."


  "You mean blackmail her into not filing charges?"


  "Well, let's just say I have some dirt on her."


  Carlotta smiled, shaking her head. "That would be great, except...I didn't take that money. I would tell you if I did, but I didn't!"


  "The money was found in the pool filter, and there were only four of us in the pool—you, me, Hannah, and Beck."


  "I think we can strike Mr. Moneybags," Carlotta said dryly.


  "That leaves Hannah—would she have done it?"


  "Only one reason that I could think of—come on, let's go call her. I need to ask her if Russell has that tattoo." They started toward the break room. "So, what's going to happen to you?"


  Jolie inhaled deeply, then exhaled. "My attorney seems to think they'll arrest me Wednesday when the D.A. gets back into town."


  "Aren't you scared shitless?"


  "Well...pretty much. The police don't seem to have the manpower to look into all the leads, at least not right away. But I have a good lawyer, and I hope that some of the leads will pan out before there can be a trial."


  "You seem remarkably calm."


  Jolie tried to smile "Give me an alternative."


  Carlotta spun the dial on her combination lock and shook her head. "We need to take matters into our own hands, start making phone calls and taking names."


  "I'm game."


  Carlotta opened her locker and withdrew a pack of cigarettes and a box of matches. "I think I'll go out on the loading dock for a smoke before I call Hannah. Want to join me?"


  "No, thanks."


  "Oh, Christ!"


  Jolie looked up from her own locker to see Carlotta staring at the box of matches. "What is it?"


  "I just remembered where I saw that picture on the wall—the pig in the suit that's in your photograph."


  "Where?"


  She held up the matchbox. "Manuel's Tavern down on North Highland Avenue. It's a hangout for politicians, reporters, cops, attorneys." She grinned. "I've met lots of famous people there, like Jimmy Carter." She sighed. "He signed my autograph book...fat lot of good it is now."


  Jolie nodded absently, aware of a memory stirring just below the surface of her consciousness. "Manuel's," she repeated. "Where have I heard that name...word...lately?" In the crazy way a person's subconscious teases, she knew it wasn't in association with the bar. It was out of context...In a conversation? She shook her head. Maybe on one of the matchbooks in Gary's box of belongings?


  No! It was the note he'd scribbled illegibly on the back of a brochure: hardy manuals. At the time she had thought it was nonsensical, but maybe there was a connection.


  On impulse, she withdrew her cell phone from her bag. "Is there a number on the matchbox?"


  Carlotta recited it as Jolie dialed.


  The phone was picked up on the second ring. "Manuel's Tavern."


  "Yes, is Hardy, working tonight?"


  "Yeah, he takes over for me at the bar in about an hour."


  Jolie's pulse picked up. "Thanks." She disconnected the call. "Want to take a field trip?"


  Carlotta shrugged. "Sure. I got my new wheels from the impound lot this morning—that was a degrading experience. Are we going to Manuel's?"


  Jolie nodded, more excited than she'd been since...last night, with Beck. She pushed the thought from her mind. "Why don't you call Hannah and have her meet us there?"


  


  * * *


  


  Manuel's was a neighborhood tavern, full of customers who moved around the bar and the crowded tables with familiarity. The furnishings were old and eclectic: scarred tables, mismatched chairs, a beer can collection, faded photographs. The patrons themselves ran the gamut from suited businessmen shooting pool to dusty laborers ordering from menus. Even so, Hannah stood out, dressed in what could only be described as gothic guerilla. She was sitting at the bar glaring at her cigarette as if she might simply eat it and dispense with the formality of smoking.


  "You're going to have to work on looking more approachable," Carlotta commented wryly as she and Jolie slid onto stools on either side of her.


  Hannah blew smoke into the air. "I managed to save you seats, didn't I?"


  Carlotta winked at Jolie. "Bad day in cooking school, Hannah?"


  She ground her cigarette in an ashtray, twisting it until it broke, exposing the fibrous filter. "Russell filed assault charges, the wimp."


  Jolie winced.


  "I thought that's why you liked him," Carlotta said lightly. "Because he's a wimp."


  Hannah gave her a wry smile. "Ha ha."


  "You're going to get the last laugh," Carlotta said. "Can't you visualize the courtroom? He'll be in his Brooks Brothers special, and you'll soar in like Elvira and he'll be a big fat laughingstock. The courtroom regulars will crucify him from the gallery."


  Hannah managed a little smile. "You're right. That will be a rush."


  "Hannah," Jolie asked, "does Russell have a tattoo on his wrist?"


  She nodded. "Yeah, a tiny thing, four hands or four arms or something. I remember teasing him that it looked like some kind of sissy Boy Scout badge." She looked at Jolie. "Did you bring the picture Carlotta told me about?"


  Jolie nodded and withdrew the photo from her purse.


  Hannah studied the picture, shaking her head. "Can you believe that your boyfriend and my boyfriend knew each other? Small world, isn't it?" She frowned, then flicked her finger against Russell's wife's face.


  Carlotta gave Jolie a sideways glance, lifting her eyebrow.


  A plump woman bartender came down to the end of the bar and gave it a swipe with a hand cloth. "What can I get for you ladies?"


  "Gin and tonic," Carlotta said.


  "Same for me," Jolie said. "I was told that Hardy was working the bar tonight."


  The woman looked across the room. "Har-dee!"


  A slender middle-aged man serving a tray of drinks looked up.


  The bartender pointed to the women. "Fans of yours."


  The man tucked the empty tray under his arm and ambled over, sporting a communal grin. "What can I do you for, ladies?"


  Jolie leaned forward. "Actually, I was hoping to ask you a few questions."


  His eyes narrowed. "You a cop?"


  "No. I'm looking for some information about a friend of mine, Gary Hagan."


  He nodded, his expression more congenial. "Yeah, Hagan. Likes fancy beer. I haven't seen him around here for a while. How is he?"


  "Um, not well," Jolie said ruefully while trying to control her excitement at finding someone who actually knew Gary. She took the photo from Hannah and extended it to him. "I understand that this photo was taken here. I thought you might help me identify some of the people in it."


  He squinted at the picture. "Yeah, it was taken here all right. Let's see—that's Hagan, right?"


  She nodded.


  "This guy's name is Coffee, I think, and that's Russell Island." He looked up. "He's kind of a pansy-ass, always orders a frozen drink."


  Carlotta snickered and Hannah gave her a deadly look.


  Hardy shook his head. "I've seen these other guys in here, usually with Hagan, but I don't know who they are." He grinned. "I can remember the drinks people order better than their names."


  "Did you happen to overhear any of their conversations?" Jolie asked carefully. "How they might have known each other?"


  He drew back a couple of inches, and she sensed his retreat. "You're asking a lot of questions."


  "It's for a good cause," Carlotta said, then nonchalantly unbuttoned the top button on her blouse and held the drink the bartender had delivered to her long, slender neck. Because of course, it was so hot in mid-October.


  Hardy stared at her cleavage. "Well...I don't remember any specific conversation."


  Another button came undone. "Do you remember seeing tattoos on their wrists?"


  He dragged his gaze up, then pointed his finger. "Yeah. In fact, I think they were all in here celebrating after they got them. I remember thinking they were grown men acting like a bunch of fraternity boys." He laughed. "In fact, I think I might have said something like that, and one of them remarked that they had their own fraternity house."


  "What did you think they meant by that?" Carlotta asked, playing with the next button.


  Fascinated, Jolie held her breath, wondering what would give first—Hardy, or Carlotta's bra.


  Hardy's Adam's apple bobbed. "I'm not sure, but I took it to mean that they had a playhouse, you know, somewhere to take their girlfriends, some place their wives didn't know about. That's pretty common, actually."


  Jolie and Carlotta's gaze swung to Hannah.


  "Did Russell have a playhouse?" Jolie asked, her heart beating faster.


  She nodded. "A condo on West Peachtree. We went there a few times."


  Jolie's heart beat faster as a few more pieces of the puzzle fell into place. Gary was a services broker, and he owned a condo on West Peachtree. The four men used it as a playhouse. Hannah could provide the link between the condo and Russell Island, and the tattoos would provide the link between the four men. Hope flowered in her chest. She gave Carlotta a triumphant nod, barely able to contain her excitement.


  Carlotta rewarded Hardy with a glimpse of her navel. "Thanks, Hardy."


  He grinned, then looked back to the photo, as if hoping to find more details he could expound upon—Carlotta was, after all, wearing a skirt that buttoned up the front.


  He pulled the picture closer, squinting.


  "What?" Jolie asked, thinking at this point any information would be pure gravy.


  Hardy shook his head. "I can't say for sure—this is an old picture, taken before we repainted, but..."


  "But what?" she prompted.


  "I swear this dark-haired lady staring off to the side looks like Della Underwood."


  Jolie's heart dropped. "What?"


  Carlotta grabbed the photo and jammed it close to her face. Jolie looked over her shoulder and broke into a full-body sweat.


  Carlotta nodded. "I think he's right. Della went through a brunette phase in the mid-nineties. Tragic, really."


  Jolie fairly buckled under the sense of betrayal—Beck had recognized his sister in the photo. That explained the phone call he'd made from her apartment. "...you should be thinking of a story. Yes, I got it from her and I have it with me...I shouldn't be here much longer."


  He'd called Della to warn her. That was why he was trying to keep the story out of the papers and off television: for Della's sake, not for hers. He hadn't wanted to show the photo to Pam Vanderpool because he knew she would recognize Della.


  All this time, Della might have known something about LeMon that would exonerate Jolie...or is that what Beck was afraid of? That his sister was somehow involved? He said he'd come back to Atlanta because his sister was going through some things that he wanted to be here for. Had she gotten in over her head with her old lover Roger LeMon?


  Her heart shivered in disappointment. She'd imagined the connection between her and Beck, had wanted it to be so. Was she so starved for love that she couldn't recognize the real thing from a come-on?


  She drew in a shaky breath, determined not to cry.


  "Do you know Ms. Underwood?" Hardy asked them, handing back the photo.


  "Indirectly," Jolie murmured, feeling Carlotta's perceptive gaze all over her. "Excuse me—I need to make a phone call."


  "To Beck?" Carlotta asked in a low voice.


  "No," Jolie said. She was finished with being gullible. "To Detective Salyers."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-four


  


  


  JOLIE STOOD STARING DOWN AT GARY, glad she'd gone with the blue tie instead of the red one. It seemed more tranquil, and hopefully, more indicative of the resting place he'd made for himself in eternity.


  Her eyes filled with sudden tears, and a sob caught in her throat from the guilt over not having cared enough about him. Somewhere there was probably a pretty girl who had been Gary Hagan's first love, who wondered how he had turned out, hoping she would run into him again someday, not knowing that he was dead unless she happened to subscribe to the Atlanta Journal-Constitution. Somewhere there was someone who was more qualified to bury him.


  At the sound of footsteps behind her, she brushed away tears and turned.


  Detective Salyers, wearing her uniform of chinos and jacket came walking toward her.


  Jolie tensed. "If you've come to arrest me, can you wait until after the service?"


  Salyers gave her a little smile. "I didn't come here to arrest you, Ms. Goodman. I came to pay my respects to Mr. Hagan...and to you."


  "Oh. Thank you."


  Salyers cleared her throat. "Ms. Goodman, I know this isn't exactly the time or the place, but I wanted you to know that I've made this case my top priority—on the clock and off. I truly appreciate all the leads you've sent our way. The information you got from the bartender at Manuel's last night will go a long way toward linking these two murders by way of more than an affair gone bad. We're looking into Kyle Coffee's death, and we're reexamining the West Peachtree condo." Salyers sighed and averted her gaze.


  "But?"


  Salyers looked back. "But you're still the prime suspect, and my boss is going to recommend to the D.A. tomorrow that an arrest warrant be served."


  Panic pumped through her limbs. Jolie massaged her throbbing hand through the bandage. "Okay...okay...okay."


  "I thought this would be better coming from your attorney, but I contacted Pam Vanderpool; she said that you had fired her."


  Jolie nodded. Beck had left her a half dozen messages. "I'll find another attorney in the morning."


  At the sound of more guests, Jolie turned. Carlotta and Hannah walked in, their footsteps careful and uncertain. Carlotta, always the trendsetter, wore yellow head to toe. Hannah looked surprisingly feminine in a flirty ruffled skirt. Jolie smiled, grateful for their presence. They spotted her and made their way toward the front of the chapel.


  "He looks better than the last time I saw him." Carlotta murmured. "Nice suit—everyone should be buried in Prada."


  Jolie nodded. She'd paid almost as much for the suit as she had the casket.


  Hannah gave Jolie's hand a squeeze. "How are you holding up?"


  Her gaze flitted to Detective Salyers, who had taken a seat in a middle pew. "Fine."


  Hannah shifted from foot to foot. "Jolie, I stole that money from your boss's purse the night of the party." She puffed out her cheeks. "I was going to plant it on Russell."


  Jolie frowned. "Why?"


  She shrugged. "To discredit him, to show him that I could. I was trying to get close enough to put it in his jacket pocket when Carlotta grabbed me and we went into the pool."


  Jolie bit into her lip. "Hannah...have you considered counseling?"


  She nodded miserably.


  "Omigod," Carlotta whispered. "Jolie, your ex-boss just walked in."


  Jolie lifted her head and sure enough, Sammy had arrived, toning down her usual pinkness with a splash of gray.


  "Excuse us," Carlotta said. She and Hannah turned and claimed a pew equidistant between Salyers and the back of the room.


  God help her, but Jolie looked at Sammy and immediately pondered the woman's motivation. Did she feel obligated to attend because the body had been found in her house? Had she been fooling around with Gary behind Jolie's back and developed genuine feelings for him? Or was she here simply to give out business cards? (A tactless trick of the real estate trade.)


  Sammy stopped in front of Jolie and after an awkward hesitation, leaned forward to give her a stiff one-armed hug. "I'm really sorry about Gary," she said, and she sounded as if she meant it.


  Jolie felt unexpectedly misty. Was it possible that she and Sammy had simply fallen into a habit of disliking each other? She hadn't exactly behaved well herself, sneaking into the woman's house, ransacking her bathroom, filching a photo frame, then bringing the party to a screeching halt. She was touched that Sammy seemed to be extending an olive branch. "Thank you for coming, Sammy."


  Sammy's expression was pinched with compassion. "I wouldn't have missed it." She linked her arm in Jolie's and stared down at Gary. "So young, so handsome, such a tragedy."


  Jolie nodded, biting into her lip.


  Sammy patted her arm. "Jolie, I have a little confession to make."


  At the sound of Sammy's "cajoling" voice, a red flag raised in Jolie's mind. "Confession?"


  Sammy looked contrite. "Gary called me at the office a little while after you all started seeing each other and asked me to broker a deal. He wanted to buy a condo that he'd been renting for a couple of years." She gave a little laugh. "He said it was going to be a surprise and he didn't want you to know about it, but he wanted you to get the commission for the sale."


  Her stomach gurgled. "So you forged my name on the contract?"


  She nodded and winced. "And that was wrong, but Gary was adamant that he wanted you to have the money." She lifted her manicured hands in the air. "I thought he was getting ready to propose and that the two of you would live there. Since I couldn't cut you a commission check without you knowing the source, I tried to give you the money in little spurts, but you simply wouldn't take it."


  Jolie wet her lips. "That's why you were trying to give me money Saturday morning?"


  "Yes. I felt terrible that you'd left the agency before I could get you to take it." She laid her ice-cold hand over Jolie's—or maybe it only felt cold because her wounded hand felt feverish. "Jolie, I just wanted you to know the entire story from my point of view."


  "In case anyone asks me?"


  The woman's smile was poignant. "Yes."


  Salyers had been asking questions about the property—was Sammy telling the truth, or covering her tracks? Jolie gave her a noncommittal smile. "I appreciate your concern. And about the money that was taken at the party—"


  "It's forgotten," Sammy said emphatically. "It's just money, and it was recovered. This memorial service is a good reminder that life is short, and we can't be consumed by material things."


  Said the woman with a room in her home dedicated to crystal dollhouses.


  But with her own emotional receptors misfiring, Jolie couldn't decide if the woman was a big fraud, or if kindness was just so foreign to Sammy that she hadn't gotten the knack of it yet.


  The funeral director, a pear-shaped, slump-shouldered man with glasses on the tip of his nose, walked into the doorway and signaled that it was time for the service to begin. Sammy patted Jolie's hand, then settled herself in a back pew.


  Jolie conjured up a smile for the handful who had gathered for the service and lowered herself to the front pew. The funeral director meandered to the front of the room and flipped a switch. Organ music wafted in from the speakers—a sickly sweet melody meant to wring the emotion out of the most stoic observer.


  A cell phone rang, piercing the mood. Jolie pivoted her head to see Detective Salyers reaching into her pocket and ducking out of the pew. She hurried out of the room, and Jolie couldn't be irritated. The woman had come because of her and had other emergencies to attend.


  The song finished playing and another song began, this one more mournful than the last. When she looked at Gary's chalky profile, she was overwhelmed with helplessness, assailed with thoughts that things might have ended differently if she'd simply started the car and driven off while he was in the backseat.


  Another cell phone rang, and Jolie turned her head to see Sammy jump up and run out, reaching into her purse. Another lead, another sale. Jolie couldn't figure out Sammy, but deep down, she thought the woman was too dim to be truly dangerous.


  She looked back to the casket and sighed. What-ifs plagued her and she felt torn because she didn't entirely trust Gary. Had he been sleeping with Sammy? Had he been sleeping with Janet LeMon? Selling cocaine to the men who used the condo as their getaway? All of those things were hard to reconcile to the gentle, laughing man she'd known, but what if Gary had only let her see the side of him he wanted to reveal? Was that why he hadn't wanted her to meet his friends, so she wouldn't see the smarmy side?


  At the end of the second song, the funeral director made his way to the front of the chapel to a small podium and began to read the seventy-five-word obituary he'd asked her to write. "Gary Hogan—"


  "Hagan," Jolie corrected.


  He squinted over the podium at her. "Huh?"


  "It's 'Hagan,' with an 'a.'"


  He pointed to the paper. "This says 'Hogan.'"


  Another cell phone rang. Jolie turned her head to see Hannah sidling out with her phone to her ear. Jolie turned back with a sigh. "Trust me—it's 'Hagan.'"


  "Okay." He cleared his throat, then started again. "Gary Hagan was on this earth thirty-six short years. Born in Germany to a U.S. airman, Gary lived the life of a soldier's son."


  Another cell phone rang and Jolie turned to frown at Carlotta, who mouthed, "I'm sorry, I have to get this," and ran out of the room.


  The funeral director looked around the room, then looked back to Jolie. "Do you want me to finish?"


  "Yes." She'd spent hours on that obituary, hoping to come up with seventy-five words that would have pleased Gary, if he were within earshot. She wanted them to be heard. "And then I'd like another song, please."


  He looked over his glasses at her. "You only paid for two songs."


  "Bill me."


  "Okay." He looked back to the sheet of paper. "Where did I leave off? Let's see, Gary Hagan, blah, blah, blah, soldier's son. Ah, here we are: More than anything, Gary liked to make people laugh. He was known as a person who could make things happen. He loved sports, especially the Braves. He was preceded in death by his beloved parents, Alvin and Polly Hagan. He is succeeded by an army of friends." The man glanced over his glasses at the empty chapel, then looked back down. "Then it says here 'Magic of thinking big.'" He squinted at Jolie. "Is that supposed to mean something?"


  "It was his favorite book," she said wistfully. "And I only had four words left."


  The man looked at her as if she were a kook. "Here's your extra song." He flipped the switch, then lumbered back down the aisle.


  Jolie sat perfectly still while the song played—it was the first song again, but she didn't care. She sat unmoving until the vibrations of the last note had died, then pushed to her feet and walked to Gary's casket. She broke off one of the white roses from the casket spray and tucked it inside his jacket pocket.


  "Gary," she murmured, "I'll bet when you got to the Pearly Gates, you had Braves tickets for St. Peter." She smiled, then bit into her lip. "I want you to know that I'm going to try to figure all this out. I don't know what's going to happen, but I know I was never this brave before, so thank you." She inhaled deeply, bringing the scent of live flowers into her lungs, then exhaled and turned to leave.


  A movement in the empty chapel caught her attention. Beck. He was sitting on a rear pew, wearing a suit and tie and a solemn expression.


  She stopped, shot through with anger, remorse, shame. Her only solace was in the fact that he didn't know how much he'd trampled her heart—and why would he even guess that he had in such a few short days? It wouldn't make sense, so she was safe from that ultimate humiliation at least.


  He stood, shoving his hands in his pockets, and Jolie realized that eventually, she was going to have to move forward. She walked toward him and he stepped out into the aisle.


  "I got here a little late," he said, his tone apologetic.


  "Thank you for coming anyway," she said. "Detective Salyers was here, and Carlotta and Hannah. Oh, and Sammy."


  "She left a stack of business cards by the guest book."


  "Sounds like Sammy."


  An awkward pause followed. Beck scratched his temple. "I, uh, was hoping we could talk."


  She angled her head. "About the fact that your sister is in the photo I showed to you? And that you deliberately concealed information that might have helped me in some way?"


  He nodded, pressing his lips together. "You're right, I did conceal that information from you, and I hope you can forgive me for wanting to protect my sister. But I didn't keep the information from the police."


  She blinked. "You didn't?"


  He shook his head. "When I left your place Sunday morning, I picked up Della and we went to talk to Detective Salyers. I convinced Della it would be better if the police knew everything."


  "What's everything?"


  He sighed. "My sister has been in love with Roger LeMon most of her adult life. I don't understand it, but she's blind to the fact that he's not a good guy. They were on and off, on and off. Even after he married Janet, LeMon still called Della. She wouldn't have anything to do with him, but I knew she was still crazy about him."


  "I feel for your sister," Jolie said, "but wouldn't that make her a suspect in Janet LeMon's murder?"


  "It might," he admitted. "Except Della was in a psychiatric clinic in Vermont all summer, up until I got back in town a couple of weeks ago."


  "Oh."


  "Yeah," he said. "As you can imagine, that's not the kind of thing Della wants everyone to know, especially since she seems to finally be getting back on her feet. So..." He gave her a little smile. "I just wanted to apologize and let you know that Pam is willing to take your case again."


  She shook her head. "Thanks, but...no thanks."


  "So you won't accept my help."


  Her heart thrashed in her chest like a wounded bird. "No. There are just too many complications—your name, your sister. You're my alibi at the party. How's that going to look to a jury if you're also paying for my attorney and—"


  He lifted an eyebrow. "Sleeping with you? Not good. You're right, of course."


  Jolie exhaled. The day was catching up with her. "Look, Beck, I've had a long day, and something tells me that tomorrow is going to be even longer. So if you don't mind—"


  "Where are you staying?"


  "At my neighbor's. She's out of town and said I could use her apartment for a few days."


  "Let me get you a hotel room."


  With him in it? "No, thank you. Good night."


  He reached out to clasp her arm. "Jolie, I can make things easier for you."


  Anger blazed through her. "Do you think I'm blind, Beck? I know what I am to you—I'm a project. I'm a 'before.' I'm the damsel in distress that you can swoop in to save and feel good about yourself for a while. Until you get bored and start looking for a new project, or decide to go back to Costa Rica." She pulled away from him "Go find another charity case."


  She sidestepped him, marched out of the funeral chapel, and unlocked the door of her pitiful rental car. She climbed in and started the engine, then looked heavenward. "God, I'm broke, barely employed, a suspect in two murders, I drive a ramshackle car, and the man I love might as well be living in your galaxy. Please let this be a low point. Send me a sign." She leaned forward, looking for shooting stars, a burning bush, a two-headed goat...something.


  And she got nothing.


  On the drive to the apartment complex she hummed to music on the radio to keep her mind occupied...off Gary...off Beck...off jail. It was just before 8 P.M. when she pulled into the parking lot.


  Residents had already decorated for Halloween, putting lighted jack-o'-lanterns in their windows and corn fodder shocks in the common areas. Her hand felt warm and tight beneath the bandage. Maybe Beck was right—maybe it was infected.


  Beck.


  She worked her mouth from side to side, conceding it would probably take some time to get out of the habit of thinking about him.


  She drove past Leann's apartment to check her own mailbox. After a couple of days, it probably would be full. She parked and walked to the bank of mailboxes, looking right and left, ever aware of her surroundings. Fatigue pulled at her lower back—the shoe department had been busier than usual today.


  The night air was cool—in the forties, she guessed. And so cloudless, the stars took her breath away. A rustling noise behind the boxes also took her breath away, until she realized it was the dry husks of the corn fodder shocks rubbing together. Still, she didn't dawdle checking the mail. As suspected, her box was full—one reason was because Mrs. Janklo's bank checks had been delivered to her by mistake. She looked up at the woman's window and noted that the lights were on. If she knew Mrs. Janklo, she'd be looking for these checks and worried that they hadn't arrived.


  Jolie heaved a sigh and opted for the elevator over the stairs. A couple of minutes later, she was ringing Mrs. Janklo's doorbell. She stood in front of the peephole and waved. "It's Jolie, Mrs. Janklo—I have your checks."


  The door opened and Mrs. Janklo squinted at her through the chain. "What do you want?"


  "Here are your checks," she said cheerfully. "The mail carrier put them in my box by mistake."


  The woman's plump hand appeared in the six-inch opening and Jolie gave her the box. "Thank you," her neighbor said begrudgingly.


  "You're welcome. Good night."


  "Wait, I have something for you." The door closed.


  Jolie tried to smile. Mrs. Janklo was famous for her frozen zucchini bread wrapped in layers and layers of aluminum foil. It was god-awful, and Jolie had lost a toenail last year when she'd dropped one on her foot.


  The door opened and Mrs. Janklo's disposition seemed much improved. "Here you go—some nice zucchini bread. It'll need to thaw for about three hours."


  Jolie juggled her mail and took the icy brick, which actually felt good against her injured hand. "Thank you, Mrs. Janklo."


  "And here's something for you that was put in my mailbox by mistake...a few days ago." She extended a lumpy, padded manila envelope.


  Jolie frowned. "When did you say it arrived?"


  "One day last week," the woman snapped. "I'm a little forgetful these days." She slammed the door.


  But Jolie barely noticed because she recognized the handwriting on the return address: Gary's. Her heart beat wildly. This was the envelope he feared "they" had intercepted. He couldn't have known that in this instance, "they" were a nearsighted mail carrier and her nosy, forgetful neighbor.


  She raced down the stairs and decided it would be faster to step inside her own apartment to examine the envelope. With a bum left hand and a right hand that shook from excitement, it took her a few seconds longer to unlock the door and the deadbolt. Just as she turned the doorknob, a man's gloved hand clamped over her mouth from behind.


  Jolie's cry died against his hand. Terror bolted through her as he shoved his body against her back, his mouth to her ear. "Welcome home."


  At the sound of Roger LeMon's voice, she almost lost control of her bladder. His fingers covered her nose too, so she was bucking to breathe. The door opened in front of her and he pushed her inside, sending her sprawling in the darkness against the gray carpet, which was much harder than she'd ever imagined. Everything in her arms scattered and rolled. The front door slammed closed and she heard him fumbling with the deadbolt. Precious time, and she knew her way around in the dark. She pushed herself up and ran for the bedroom. LeMon abandoned the door and lunged after her. He caught her by the arm, pulled her to him, and covered her mouth again.


  "Time to die," he growled in her ear, dragging her backward. "After your boyfriend's memorial service, you couldn't live with yourself anymore. You left a note on your computer about the little love triangle between you and Gary and my wife, about how Gary killed my wife, then how you killed him."


  She fought him furiously, struggling left, then right.


  "It's not going to hurt, you'll be out from the sleeping pills when I slash your wrists."


  He released her mouth for a second and when she gasped for air, he shoved capsules into her mouth. She clamped down, refusing to swallow, her screams fading into grunts. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Would anyone question her death? Leann...Carlotta...Salyers...Beck? He had offered her a safe, secure place to sleep and she'd thrown it in his face. She gagged as the bitter powder from the broken capsules began to dissolve in her mouth.


  She heard a loud boom, the distant sound of wood splintering. "Jolie! Jolie!" a voice shouted.


  Beck?


  Suddenly LeMon released her. She fell to her knees, gagging, spitting out the capsules, pulling them out with her fingers. Gasping, she dragged herself up a wall and slapped at the light switch. The two men were crashing against walls, floors. Beck had the bulk, but LeMon, to her horror, had a blade. Beck's shirt was cut and he was bleeding. Jolie was terrified at the thought of him losing his life because of her. She frantically searched for a weapon. She remembered the fire extinguisher in the bedroom, and then she spied the great frozen zucchini brick at her feet. She hefted it, rushed forward, and brought it down on the back of LeMon's head. The sound of frozen bread connecting with flesh was...satisfying, actually.


  LeMon dropped like a stone, his knife clattering to the floor.


  Beck was at her side in two strides. He cupped his hands around her face. "Are you all right?" he demanded, his voice rasping.


  She nodded, then burst into tears. Third time and counting.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-five


  


  


  CARLOTTA’S EYES WIDENED. "They were going to do what?"


  "Murder their wives," Jolie repeated. "Among other things."


  "I don't believe it," Carlotta said, setting her bottle of Pellegrino on the table.


  Yesterday Jolie had spent most of the day with the police, this morning, she and the girls were at the Crepe House playing catch-up.


  "I don't believe Russell would do it," Hannah said.


  "Supposedly, his wife was next," Jolie said. "That's why Gary was at Sammy's party—to warn Mrs. Island."


  "So that's why he was with Roger LeMon's wife at the river?"


  Jolie nodded. "Gary said on the audiotape he’d mailed to me that after he stumbled onto the fact that the four men were going to get rid of their wives, he told LeMon he would do it, then he picked up Janet LeMon under the pretense of taking her to the airport to go on her retreat. He took her to the river to tell her what her husband was planning to do and taped the conversation so she could have a copy for protection. But LeMon had followed them to make sure Gary did it, and when he saw he'd been double-crossed, LeMon shot his wife himself. Took a shot at Gary, too, but it only grazed him. He dove into the water and floated downstream until he thought it was safe to get out, then hiked to my place and took off in my car."


  A mistake, he'd said on the tape, because by doing so, he'd gotten her involved. He'd wept, apologizing. That had been the hardest part to listen to. He'd been surprised when Jolie had filed a missing persons report, surprised that she'd cared enough. He hadn't wanted to expose her to his shady friends, hadn't wanted to put her in danger. But when she'd filed that report, she had implicated herself irrevocably. That had tortured him, he'd said.


  "He stayed hidden because he wanted LeMon to think he was dead?" Carlotta asked.


  "Right."


  "So how did Gary get involved with them in the first place?"


  "On the tape, he said he met LeMon and started doing little things for him—getting game tickets, that kind of thing. LeMon gave him a lot of referrals, introduced him to Kyle Coffee, Russell Island, and their other pal, Gordon Beaure. After a while, he was working for them almost exclusively. He rented the condo on West Peachtree for their leisure, then handled the sale when they decided to buy the property. He arranged for hookers, bought drugs for them—he even bought a gun for LeMon and taught him how to shoot it."


  She swallowed, remembering the desperation in Gary's voice on the tape. "I've done some bad things in my life and I've done business with some bad people, but Roger LeMon is a cold-blooded killer, as cold as they come."


  "Who is Gordon Beaure?"


  "He owns a liquor distribution company. He wasn't around as much, but Salyers said he had just taken out a multimillion-dollar life insurance policy on his wife."


  Carlotta shuddered. "Creepy."


  "Yeah," Hannah said. "I wanted Russell to leave his wife; I had no idea he was planning to kill her."


  "Or to have her killed, more likely," Jolie said. "Gary said they were all planning accidents. In fact, the police are looking into the possibility that Kyle Coffee might have been killed in the 'accident' that had been previously arranged for his wife. Apparently, he was having second thoughts."


  "LeMon will probably get the needle for killing his wife and Gary," Carlotta said.


  Jolie pursed her mouth. "And possibly Coffee. Plus he hired the guy who tried to run me off the road. And Gary's tape probably seals LeMon's fate for shooting his wife, but there's still no physical evidence linking him directly to Gary's murder."


  "But the creep is going to be charged with attempted murder too, right, for what he did to you at your apartment?"


  She nodded solemnly. She could still feel his fingers pressed against her mouth, could still hear his voice in her mind. Time to die. The man's ruthlessness was stunning, even more so considering the fact that he moved comfortably in such polite circles.


  "Beck saved your life," Carlotta said pointedly.


  Jolie nodded and stared at her hands. Beck.


  "So what's going on with you two?"


  Twice they'd met to talk, and twice they'd wound up making love instead. Jolie adopted an innocent expression. "Nothing."


  "Liar."


  She flushed. "I am supposed to meet him in a few minutes to show him a house before my afternoon shift, but that's the extent of our relationship—strictly professional."


  The fact that he'd had his secretary call that morning to arrange the appointment seemed like a clear indication that he was trying to create distance between them. She knew she should just be grateful for the commission she would earn, but now that she had her life back, her imagination appeared to be running full-throttle with possibilities: a successful business, lively friendships, a love for all time....


  The girls were staring at her, and for a moment she was afraid she'd said that out loud. "I need to run," she chirped, springing up from her chair. She left cash for her meal and waved, thinking she shouldn't have eaten anything on her nervous stomach. One thing that lifted her spirits was the sight of her Mercury sitting at the curb—Detective Salyers had pulled a few strings. It was nice to have a piece of her old life back, although admittedly, she didn't want all of her old life back. She felt as if she'd been given a second chance, and she was going to live life more largely than before.


  Minus the party crashing, of course.


  At red lights, she reviewed the listing that Beck wanted to see. The house was in the most exclusive neighborhood in Buckhead—Sammy's favorite, in fact. She'd be cross-eyed with jealousy if Jolie managed to sell one of the elite properties. The home was enormous and chock full of amenities, with a price tag to match. Secretly, she was disappointed that Beck had gone the "bigger is better" route, although her inner agent told her to keep her idealistic mouth shut. It wasn't as if he were buying a home for them to share. Besides, a tiny voice inside of her promised, If he buys a big house, he might stay in Atlanta. Not that she'd be running into him at the country club.


  She pulled up to the house a few minutes early, which would give her time to scout out the uber-structure. From the looks of it, she was going to need a map. She removed the door key from the lockbox device and let herself in the front door.


  Huge. Colossal. Gargantuan. She toured the first floor quickly to get a feel for the layout and the grounds, then she climbed the stairs and checked the rooms for the best views. She heard the front door open and close, and her heart rate kicked up in anticipation of seeing Beck again. She walked to the landing and looked over, then felt her smile dissolve.


  Sammy was frowning up at her.


  "What are you doing here?" they asked in unison.


  "I'm showing the house to a client," Jolie said.


  "Who?" Sammy asked suspiciously.


  "Beck Underwood."


  Sammy frowned harder and Jolie had the distinct feeling that Sammy wanted to stamp her foot.


  Jolie crossed her arms. "What are you doing here?"


  "I just finished showing a house two doors down, and I saw what I thought was your car in the driveway."


  In other words, it drew attention because it wasn't a nice-enough car to be in this neighborhood. Jolie checked her watch. "I don't mean to be rude, but my client should be here any minute."


  But Sammy walked across the foyer and up the stairs. "While I'm here, I'll just look around."


  Jolie glared as the woman sashayed by her on the landing. Her cell phone rang and she pulled it out of her purse, thinking it might be Beck saying he was running late. But when she saw the Florida area code, she smiled—Leann. She had so much to tell her.


  "Hello?"


  "Is this Jolie Goodman?"


  Jolie frowned. "Yes, who's this?"


  "This is Rebecca Renaldi, Leann's sister. I'm calling about the card I just received."


  Jolie smiled. "You didn't have to call—I hope you're recovering well. I'm so sorry for your loss."


  "Jolie, one of us is confused. I didn't lose a baby—Leann did."


  Jolie blinked. "What?"


  "Leann lost her baby early Sunday morning. Personally, I think it was the long drive."


  Gripping the phone tighter, Jolie said, "I thought Leann went to Jacksonville to take care of you."


  "No, she came here so I could take care of her. Gary was going to join her later."


  Starbursts flashed behind Jolie's eyelids. "Did you say 'Gary'?"


  "Yeah, Gary—the father of her baby."


  Jolie grasped the rail in front of her. Gary and Leann? Bits and pieces of conversations came flooding back to her: Leann telling her to stay away from Gary, exhibiting irritation if Jolie shared personal tidbits.


  "I would've thought Leann had told you about the baby and about Gary, but she was probably waiting to see if it would work out this time."


  "This time?"


  "They dated for about a year, then he broke it off, but she never really got over him Actually, I was worried about her."


  Gary's fatal attraction girlfriend. Leann had moved to the apartment complex within a couple of weeks of when she and Gary had started dating. In the laundry room, Leann had initiated a conversation with her...and fostered a friendship.


  "When you see her, you might not mention that I told you all of this."


  "When I see her?" Jolie asked, her voice shaky.


  "She left this morning to drive back to Atlanta, for good this time."


  Jolie's pulse raced. "What did you mean when you said something about Leann losing the baby after a long drive?"


  "She drove back to Atlanta last Saturday, against my wishes. But she said she and Gary had some things to talk about."


  I wish you could drive up and crash the party with us. If you left now, you could make it.


  Apparently, Leann had made it.


  "Jolie, was I right to tell you about the baby?" Rebecca asked.


  "Yes," she murmured. "But I need to go."


  "Okay. Nice talking to you."


  Jolie disconnected the call, completely numb. She had to call Salyers. She flipped up the phone.


  "Drop the phone, Jolie."


  She looked over the rail and her heart stalled at the sight of Leann holding a handgun pointed up at her.


  "I said drop it."


  Jolie obeyed and the phone bounced down several steps. Leann hadn't told her to, but for some reason, it just felt right to hold her arms up while having a gun trained on her heart.


  "That was my sister, wasn't it? I heard the tail end of your conversation. Did you call her?"


  Jolie searched for her voice and found it cowering behind her liver. "No. Sh-She called me. I s-sent her a sympathy card. She was confused."


  "Ah." Leann laughed. "I'd forgotten how damn polite you are." Her smile was squinty and mean. "It must have been one of the things that Gary loved about you."


  "I d-don think Gary was in love with me."


  "Sure he was," Leann said. "I could tell. Remember the day we all floated down the river? I could tell by the way he was around you."


  Oh, God—she had invited them both. Although, in hindsight, Leann had finagled an invitation, no doubt gleeful at being able to torment him all day, reminding him that she could cozy up to any future girlfriend, keep tabs on him


  "The fire at his apartment?" Jolie asked.


  "Me," Leann said, proudly.


  "The X on my face in the photograph?"


  "Me."


  "The lipstick note to Gary?"


  "Me, me, me."


  And she'd thought Hannah was scary. "Leann, I don't know how you found me, but my client will be here any minute. Why don't you put down the gun before someone gets hurt."


  "You mean Beck Underwood? The man you took up with before Gary was even in the ground? He's not coming."


  "The call from his secretary?"


  "Me."


  Okay, now she was truly terrified. Alone in the house with a crazed gunwoman, and no one around except Realtor Barbie, who was probably lost somewhere in the right wing. And her arms were getting really, really tired. She seriously needed to work on her upper body strength.


  "Leann, what do you want?"


  "You, dead." Quick and to the point.


  "What will that accomplish, except to mess up your life?"


  Leann smiled. "It will mess up your life. Gary and I could have been together if you hadn't come along."


  Out of corner of her eye, Jolie saw Sammy walking in front of the house, hands on hips, scowling at the dusty domestic car that Leann had arrived in. She must have found a back staircase and was walking the grounds.


  "Leann, can we talk about this? If I had known you were in love with Gary, I would never—"


  "Shut up. I tried to like you, I truly did. Sometimes, I did like you. Do you know how many times I could have hurt you? Gary threatened me not to, but he's gone now. Come down here."


  "I don't think—"


  Leann fired a round into the wall behind Jolie.


  "Okay," Jolie said. "I'm coming." She started down the stairs, half relieved, half terrified when she realized that the shot had caught Sammy's attention. The woman scowled at the house and was no doubt thinking of ways to keep out the riffraff agents and the lookey-loos. And she must have thought of something, because she was charging toward the house, a thundercloud on her brow.


  Jolie was halfway down the stairs when Sammy pushed open the door like a bad wind, catching Leann between the shoulder blades. The gun went off as Leann went down—Jolie heard the zwing of the bullet going past her head.


  "Sammy, she has a gun!" Jolie yelled.


  But Sammy barely missed a beat as she stepped on Leann's back, reached into her Prada bag, and came out with her own gun, long and blue and a caliber that Clint Eastwood might carry. "Mine's new and it's bigger." She dug the heel of her Manolo Blahnik ankle-tie suede pump into Leann's spine. "I don't know who you are, but move and I'll blow your effing head off."


  "She killed Gary," Jolie gasped, reaching for her dropped phone to dial 911.


  Sammy glared down at her detainee. "You ruined my Ralph Lauren comforter. You're going to have to pay for that."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-six


  


  


  "IT’S LIKE, I CAN’T DECIDE between the Ferragamo wedges and the Stuart Weitzman boots, you know?"


  Kneeling on carpet-burned knees, Jolie peered at the tortured coed over a mountain of boxes. "Why don't you take both and decide when you get home? You can always return a pair later—just don't wear them outside."


  The young woman's shoulders fell in relief. "You're right. I'll take them both."


  "And the Dior sandals?" Jolie encouraged.


  "Sure, why not?"


  Jolie nodded with approval, scooped up the boxes, and trotted to the checkout counter before the girl could change her mind. Michael eyed the three boxes in her hands with an arched brow. "You're catching on," he murmured. "You just might last after all."


  "He says again on my last day."


  "Jolie, I understand why you're going back to your old job, but it's not going to be nearly as exciting around here without you."


  "It's not my old job," Jolie declared. "I'll be a partner." She smiled at him over her shoulder. "Someday maybe I'll be able to afford to buy a pair of shoes from you."


  But Michael's remark rankled Jolie. Returning to the Sanders Agency felt as if she were taking a step backward. Not in pay, of course, but in life experience. Still, she would be secure...and alive. That was important, considering that just a few days ago her prognosis for living had not been encouraging.


  She rang up the sale and thanked the customer, then glanced around the showroom, a little wistful about leaving after only two weeks.


  The most eventful two weeks of her life. Leann had been charged with various and sundry crimes ranging from arson to murder to trespassing, but was already enjoying a nicely padded room at a psychiatric facility just outside of Atlanta. According to her sister Rebecca, Leann had suffered a lifelong history of mental instability, and the pregnancy had only exacerbated matters. Leann had told the police that after Gary disappeared, she was sure he was going to join her in Florida. When she discovered that instead of coming to her in her hour of need, Gary had sought out Jolie, Leann was incensed, and became increasingly distraught after her conversations with Jolie that Gary was not only still alive, but was watching Jolie—protecting her—while Leann waited in Florida, pregnant with his baby.


  Suspecting that Gary would follow Jolie to Sammy's party, Leann had made the long drive to Atlanta and had disguised herself as one of the hired help for the evening. Apparently, after listening to Jolie's party-crashing stories, she had decided to give it a try. Leann had heard Jolie say on numerous occasions that Sammy carried a gun in her purse—finding it had been a cinch, Leann said. She'd skulked around until Gary had appeared. When he sneaked upstairs carrying an armful of coats to the coat check room to follow Jolie, Leann had tailed him and confronted him about the baby. She said that when Gary had refused to accept the fact that the baby was his, she'd shot him through a fur stole to silence the gun and then stuck the gun in Jolie's coat pocket—Leann said she'd have known that shabby trench anywhere.


  Ouch.


  Jolie touched her temple. Leann was insane, but she wasn't devoid of feelings. The trauma of what she'd done had led to her miscarriage when she returned to Florida. The sadness of it all was so profound, Jolie could scarcely believe it had happened. She decided she might never know why Gary hadn't told her about Leann—had he been afraid it would incite Leann even more? Had he enjoyed taunting the poor woman? Had the baby truly been his? Endless questions had plagued her over the past three days since the incident that had exposed the group of conspirators, which the papers, every bit as slogan-savvy as the Yellow Pages, had dubbed the "Buckhead Brotherhood."


  Roger LeMon was being held without bail in the murder of Janet LeMon. Russell Island had wasted no time turning state's evidence and spilling his guts about the foursome's evil plans to inherit their wives' trust funds. The story was a media sensation—part of the reason Jolie was leaving her job at Neiman's was that the security detail had to be increased to keep reporters and assorted weirdoes from dogging her.


  Strangely, Leann's appearance at the house had been a turning point for Jolie and Sammy. Sammy had admitted that she'd always been jealous of Jolie's relationship with her father. But since the agency's business had been sliding without Jolie's organizational skills to keep things moving, she'd made Jolie an attractive offer to come back. Jolie had held out for a partnership, and Sammy had finally agreed. There had been no hanky-panky between Sammy and Gary, although Sammy had admitted in a rare, sheepish moment that it wasn't for lack of trying on her part.


  Beck had called a couple of times. Once they'd talked for a few minutes until the conversation had trailed off awkwardly. The next time, she had listened to his voice message but hadn't returned his call. She knew when to make a graceful exit. Of course, that hadn't kept her from lying awake at night thinking about him.


  Beck had been her first experience with full-on love, no doubt because her emotions had been running full-tilt since the day she'd met him. But eventually the bewilderment over the mess that Gary had introduced into her life would dissipate, and so would her intense longing for Beck Underwood.


  "Hey, short-timer."


  Jolie looked up to see Carlotta striding toward her wearing her trademark gapped grin. "Hey yourself."


  "I can't believe you're leaving us to go back to Realtor Barbie."


  Jolie gave her a wry smile. "Well, she did save my life."


  Carlotta rolled her eyes. "Is that all?"


  "And I'm better at selling houses than I am at selling shoes."


  "As long as it's what you truly want."


  A little laugh escaped Jolie's throat. "Who gets what they truly want?"


  Carlotta studied her for a few seconds. "Are you okay?"


  Jolie nodded. "Just a little sad, I suppose, about leaving." About returning to her previous life.


  "If it makes you feel any better, I came to tell you that you've inspired me."


  Jolie frowned. "How?"


  Carlotta's hands fluttered with excitement. "I don't have all the kinks worked out yet, but someday I want to start a business to place products at high-class functions. A designer would come to me with, say, a fabulous coat, then I'd hire a model to wear the coat to important events."


  Jolie grinned. "And to crash parties?"


  A sly smile crawled over Carlotta's face. "Let's just say I would take advantage of any advertising venue that presented itself."


  "I'm sure it will be a raging success," Jolie said, then lowered her voice. "How's the other...situation?"


  Carlotta's smile faded. "Don't worry—my brother and I will work it out." Then she winked. "Call me Monday and we'll have lunch next week, okay?"


  Jolie nodded and waved goodbye, glad to have one good relationship to show for her ordeal. She crossed the showroom floor to clean up a few cardboard fillers and stray boxes. Time to clock out and go home.


  "Excuse me, ma'am."


  "I'm sorry," she said, turning. "My shift...just...ended." Her mouth went dry. Beck, looking much the same as a few days ago, but so good to her eyes that she was embarrassed for herself.


  "Hi," he said.


  She swallowed painfully. "Hi."


  "How are you?"


  "I'm good." Desperate for something to do with her hands, she gestured vaguely toward the showroom. "This is my last day."


  He lifted his eyebrows. "Oh?"


  "I'm going back to work at the Sanders Agency, except this time it will be Sanders and Goodman."


  He grinned. "That's great. I'm happy for you, if that's what you want."


  Why did everyone keep saying that? She nodded cheerfully, pleased that she at least could share that news before she never saw him again, but wishing she could be as enthusiastic about going back to the agency as she rightfully should be. Jolie manufactured a smile, trying to steel herself against the physical sway he still commanded over her. "Are you shoe shopping?" she asked.


  "Actually, yes." He shifted his big body from foot to foot and glanced around at the displays. "I'm going to be needing a couple of pairs of rugged shoes to take back with me."


  Her heart jerked sideways. "You're returning to Costa Rica?"


  He nodded. "Della is doing great, and she always was much more interested in the family business than I was. I'm just not cut out for Atlanta, at least not at this phase in my life."


  She nodded. The not-ready-to-settle-down phase. "Well...congratulations." Talking was the best distraction for her stupid heart. She swept her arm out like a game-show hostess. "Perhaps you'd like to see our Gortex boots?"


  "Sure...how about two pair?"


  "Okay."


  He captured her hand. "One pair of men's and one pair of women's."


  Jolie startled at the bolt of desire that his mere touch summoned. "I don't understand."


  His Adam's apple bobbed. "Jolie, I was wondering if you might like to...come with me."


  Her eyes widened. "To visit Costa Rica?"


  "No...to live there...with me."


  She blinked. "Live there...with you?"


  He nodded, then entwined their fingers. "Oh, I know it's not a partnership in a brokerage company, but I was thinking of a different kind of partnership: Underwood and Goodman."


  She was struck mute.


  "Jolie," he said softly, "do you remember when you said that people like me don't need anything?"


  "I think you're paraphrasing."


  "Humor me."


  "Yes, I do."


  "Well, you were right—partially. I've lived a charmed life, and I've never known what it felt like to need something." He pressed his lips together. "To need...someone." A flush rose on his cheeks. "The truth is, you were also right when you accused me of viewing you as a project."


  Jolie's heart dipped to her stomach.


  He squeezed her hand. "I'm ashamed to say that you were a project to fill a void in my heart. I was selfishly trying to force my affection on you when your life was crazy. Now, I'm being selfish again, but I want to take you away from the bad memories where we can learn everything about each other in a beautiful, exotic land." He lifted her hand and kissed her fingers. "Come with me. Think of what an adventure we'll have."


  Her heart vaulted to her throat. "What if I say no?"


  "Then I'll have to stay in Atlanta and pester you until you say yes."


  "But...what would I do in Costa Rica?"


  He shrugged. "Sell real estate, sell shoes, sell coffee beans." He pulled her closer. "You can start over...we can start over. Jolie..." He sighed. "I'm crazy in love with you."


  "You are?" she managed. "Since when?"


  "Since the day you crashed into me." He lowered his mouth to hers for a slow, sensuous kiss, and Jolie felt herself crumbling, wanting, hoping. Her mind reeled at the possibilities...and the risk.


  When he pulled back, he squinted. "What's going on in that pretty head of yours?"


  "I...don't have a passport."


  His mouth quirked. "That we can fix. Is that all?"


  "I...don't have boots."


  "Good thing we're in the middle of the shoe department."


  Jolie felt engorged with emotion, yet paralyzed with uncertainty. The words were shouting in her heart, but cowering on her tongue. Could she dare say them? Snatches of scenes from the past few days flashed in her mind. Life was so fragile, so random...she had nothing to lose, except everything. She could stay in Atlanta and live comfortably and quietly.


  Then something Carlotta had said came floating back to her. You're too young to be comfortable.


  "Jolie," he said, his eyes questioning. "Is that all?"


  "No." She wet her lips. "I...I love you too, Beck." She said the words on a long breath that left her lungs empty.


  "You do?"


  She nodded. "Since the day you crashed into me."


  He whooped and lowered another kiss to her mouth. She poured all her hopes and dreams into the kiss. Beck seemed to understand the leap of faith she was taking and his mouth promised she wouldn't be sorry.


  "Get a room!" someone shouted.


  Beck lifted his head and grinned at her, his dark eyes shining. "What do you say? My room is five minutes away."


  Jolie laughed. "I say...let's go crash."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Epilogue


  


  


  "TAKE THESE FOR SURE," Beck said, holding up a pair of miniscule pink lace panties and wagging his eyebrows.


  Jolie bounced a rolled-up pair of socks off his arm. "I'll sort through my underwear drawer, thank you very much." Then she looked around and sighed. Her bedroom floor was covered with cardboard boxes and crates bound for Goodwill. "Besides, I won't have room in my suitcase for something so impractical."


  Beck tucked the panties into the pocket of his T-shirt and gave it a pat. "I got you covered." He grinned and swooped in for a kiss. "In fact, I will personally see to the safe arrival of any sexy underwear you want to take to Costa Rica."


  She lifted her arms around his neck and leaned into him for a slow, rocking kiss. She could scarcely wait until they were in Costa Rica together. Long, warm nights lying heart to heart. She couldn't have hoped to be this happy.


  "The Goodwill truck will be here soon," he said. "I'm going to start carrying boxes to the curb."


  Jolie nodded. "I just have a few more things to sort through." She watched with bittersweet excitement as he hoisted a box of her former life to his shoulder and maneuvered his way through her bedroom door. She turned and caught sight of herself in the mirror of the bureau that was bound for storage. Wild, blonde curls, wide eyes, pink cheeks—she'd never looked or felt so alive.


  The past week had been a flurry of packing and planning. Sammy had promised Jolie she would have a job at the Sanders Agency if things didn't work out in Costa Rica, and while Jolie was grateful for the offer, she had no doubt that she and Beck would be together always. Since the moment he'd come to the department store to ask her to go with him, they had scarcely been apart. After the first couple of days of marathon lovemaking and nonstop talking, she had prepared herself for Beck to take an emotional step back, but instead, to her heart's joy, had discovered that Beck reveled in sharing details of his thoughts and experiences now that he had found someone like-minded. They were two people who had held themselves in check emotionally until each found the person who had the same bone-lonely look in their eyes. Jolie felt herself unfolding more every day, like a party dress that had been left in a drawer, waiting for the special occasion that had finally arrived.


  With a smile on her face, she sorted through her underwear drawer, and, remembering the gleam in Beck's eyes, threw out the sensible in favor of the sensual. Her cheeks warmed at the thought of their physical chemistry, how Beck was able to stir her senses with a look or a murmured word. At first she had to keep reminding herself that she deserved this chance at happiness, but the affirmation seemed to be working, because she had relaxed into the idea of accepting Beck's love.


  Having exhausted the drawers in her bureau, Jolie turned to the bookshelf that made up the headboard of her bed. She pulled out The Magic of Thinking Big and a rueful smile played over her face at the book that Gary had insisted would change her life. In hindsight, it had: The book had given her confidence to quit the Sanders agency and try her hand at something new, and she wouldn't have met Carlotta or Beck otherwise. On her nightstand lay a padded envelope containing a new pink leather-bound journal she was going to mail to Carlotta—perhaps she would send her Gary's favorite book as well to encourage her to pursue her idea for a product placement business.


  Jolie thumbed through the book, and halfway through the pages stopped to reveal a white envelope simply marked "Jolie." Frowning, she removed the fat envelope and slid her finger beneath the flap. She gasped at the stack of cash inside—all large bills. Folded sheets of notebook paper cradled the money. Jolie withdrew the sheets, hands trembling. It was a handwritten letter from Gary.


  


  Dear Jolie,


  I'm leaving this letter in case something terrible happens to me. I'm sorry I got you involved in the mess of my personal life and the mess of my business dealings. Since you didn't get the envelope I sent earlier, these notes explain the crimes that were planned. I'm innocent of murder, but I'm not an innocent man—I figure if I die young, it's payment for other things I've gotten away with in my lifetime.


  You see, Jolie, I really loved you...or maybe it was the thought of you. You reminded me that there are people in the world who are truly good, and I wanted to feed on your goodness. Unfortunately, I'm in too much trouble to extricate myself. I should have told you that your friend Leann Renaldi is a former girlfriend of mine with obsessive tendencies, although I don't think she'd ever hurt anyone, except maybe me. And if she does, I probably deserve it for the way I dumped her. I can be a real jerk, even though I tried hard not to let you see that part of my personality. You made me want to be a better person, Jolie.


  Enclosed is repayment for your car I took the night Janet LeMon was killed, and a little extra for all the trouble I caused you. I hope you can put it to good use. I wish I had met you sooner, Jolie. I hope your life is long and full of happiness.


  Gary


  


  Jolie wiped at her eyes, grateful to have some explanation of why Gary had become involved with her in the first place, and what motivated him to keep secrets from her. He must have entered her apartment and planted the envelope some time after he had talked to her from the backseat of her rental car...which explained the finger marks in the dust that she'd found, and the indications that someone had climbed through her bedroom window. She scanned the notes he'd left and decided they would go to Detective Salyers immediately to help fill any holes in the case against Roger LeMon. Then she counted the cash with growing wonder—fifteen thousand dollars. Since her car had been returned to her, the cash Gary had left seemed extraneous.


  Then an idea occurred to her. Jolie picked up the padded envelope containing the leather journal she was sending to Carlotta, and tucked two thousand dollars inside—enough to get the threatening collector off her friend's back. The rest she bundled into another envelope and addressed it to Rebecca Renaldi. A posthumous gift from Gary, Jolie explained, to put toward Leann's treatment. She sealed the envelope with mixed feelings pulling at her—incredulity over the randomness of how people's lives crossed and changed each other, remorse that the same human dramas seemed to play out over and over—greed, ambition, love and hate—with unpredictable results.


  "Everything okay in here?" Beck asked from the doorway.


  Jolie looked up and felt a rush of love for this amazing man. She set the envelopes aside and crossed the room to slip into his embrace. Tilting her head she smiled up at him. "Everything is good."


  A little scoff escaped him and his eyes darkened with sudden desire before he lowered a kiss to her neck. "We have a few minutes before the truck gets here—what do you say we bypass good and shoot for spectacular?"


  Jolie arched into him. "Wow me."


  


  The End


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Book 2: In Deep Voodoo


  


  a humorous romantic mystery


  by


  Stephanie Bond


  


  She didn’t mean for him to die...


  


  


  


  Chapter One


  


  


  Start with a dangerous dose of curiosity…


  


  


  "I COULD kill Deke for this," Penny Francisco said, peering with a tiny pair of binoculars through the mini-blinds that covered a window of her health food store, The Charm Farm.


  The normally sleepy two-lane Charm Street bustled with early traffic for the annual Voodoo Festival. But in between the passing cars, Penny had managed to get a good look at the Victorian house heavy with ornate cast ironwork she had bought, refurbished, and lived in with Deke Black, attorney-at-law, until their explosive breakup a few months ago. A painting crew was methodically covering the rich color of Vanilla Milk, which she had lovingly chosen from thousands of paint chips, with what looked to be Pink Nightmare.


  She ground her teeth until her jaw ached. "Just look at what he's doing to my house!"


  "Let me guess," Marie, her quirky employee of six months, said from behind the juice bar, where she was refilling canisters of vitamin additives. "He's painting it."


  Penny looked at the woman suspiciously—many people in town had insinuated that eccentric Marie Gaston with the electric blue hair had a "third eye."


  "How did you know that?"


  "I saw Lou Hall's painting van pull up as I was coming in this morning."


  Penny frowned and looked back out the window. "Deke's not just painting my house—he's painting it Puke Pink."


  "But it's his house now."


  "Still. I can't believe the historical society would allow him to paint my house pink."


  "It helps that his mother is mayor," Marie offered dryly. "And it's his house now, boss."


  "But I have to look at it every day." Penny jammed her hand into her coarse auburn curls as frustration billowed in her chest. Moisture gathered in the corners of her eyes, but she quickly blinked it away—no more tears over Deke Black. "He did this just to annoy me."


  "Probably." Marie cleared her throat. "Although I heard down at the Hair Affair that, um, Sheena was planning to redecorate."


  Penny stiffened, pain knifing between her shoulder blades. Deke's mistress. Girlfriend. Tart. Practically everyone in the town of Mojo, Louisiana, knew about Deke's fooling around. The fact that he had moved litigious Sheena Linder into the home he and Penny had bought together was the ultimate humiliation. "I can't believe I have to live over the doughnut shop and that woman will be living in my house."


  "You live over a beignet shop. And it's his house, boss."


  "The bastard could have waited until the ink was dry on the divorce papers."


  "Uh-huh. Well, maybe Sheena will fall in the shower and sue him. Lord knows she's sued almost everyone else in town."


  "And Deke defended her the last few times she allegedly injured herself."


  "If it's any consolation, I heard she slipped on a spilled Yoohoo in the Quickie Mart last week and is laid up again."


  "As if the woman needed a reason to be on her back," Penny muttered, her blood boiling.


  The soaring pin oak tree that had first drawn her to the Victorian on Charm Street was ablaze with deep red foliage typical for early October. The glorious ruby color clashed horrifically with the vicious pink hue the painters were rolling onto the wood siding—another insult. The last time the leaves had been red—this time last year—she had been happy...mostly.


  Last summer had been fraught with stress as she had debated whether or not to clear the land they owned behind The Charm Farm to plant an organic vegetable garden. Deke had been vehemently opposed to the idea, saying he had other plans for the empty half-acre lot, but Penny had had the distinct feeling her husband had been trying to undermine her business, which he had pooh-poohed from the beginning. When she'd first suggested they convert the small rental house across the street that his father had given him into a retail business, Deke had made her feel foolish.


  "A health food store in Mojo?" He'd laughed until his eyes had run. "Maybe a fish and chips joint. In case you haven't noticed, honey, the deep south really means the deep fried south."


  Hurt, but determined to put her rusty nutrition degree and homeopathic know-how to good use, Penny had persisted. After a rocky start, her enterprise had taken off. As it turned out, the residents of Mojo preferred home remedies to fancy doctoring, and The Charm Farm's inventory of roots, herbs, and vitamins fit the bill nicely.


  But while her business had grown steadily, the law practice Deke had taken over from his father had started to slide. Two of his big manufacturing clients had jumped to more tony law firms in nearby New Orleans. Deke had begun to supplement his client list with personal injury cases, and supplement his diet with bourbon.


  The downturn in his business had coincided perfectly with a midlife crisis. One day he had driven home a new fire engine red two-seater Lotus Elise. That was about the same time Penny had found brochures for hair transplants in his briefcase. With new lingerie and lots of TLC, she had tried to head off what had seemed to be an inevitable affair, but in the end, terminally tanned and ferociously feminine Sheena Linder had been too much for a simple man like Deke to resist.


  Penny and Sheena weren't complete strangers. The women had met once when Penny had visited Sheena's Forever Sun tanning salon and asked that Sheena give her customers a flyer on the dangers of tanning so they could make a more informed decision before roasting themselves. Sheena had called her the "c" word and had thrown her out of Forever Sun, threatening to sue for trespassing and mental anguish. Penny found out later her trip to the tanning salon had prompted Sheena to see Deke about possibly filing a lawsuit against some crazy woman named Penny Black. Apparently Deke had overlooked Sheena's inability to figure out her new attorney and her intended defendant shared the same last name and might be related or, in this case, married. Thankfully, Deke hadn't filed a suit against Penny on Sheena's behalf. Instead he'd started porking Sheena, and now Penny's last name was no longer Black.


  Life was nothing if not ironic. Penny had secured the barracuda of an attorney from the city who had handled her friend Liz's divorce. After much legal wrangling, Deke had gotten the Victorian and the property it sat on, and Penny had gotten The Charm Farm and the property it sat on. When the final papers had been signed earlier in the week, Penny had staked out the premeditated garden with pink flags. Those flags symbolized her own growth and filled her with a sense of purpose.


  And she also gained satisfaction in knowing one day, Sheena Linder would crawl out of one of her tanning beds looking like a dried-apple-head doll. Penny's skin, on the other hand, would still be lily white and un-wrinkled...but lightly veined...and...freckled. She frowned suddenly, trying to remember why she had felt so victorious.


  Across the street, a faded green sedan pulled into her former driveway behind Lou Hall's painting van. Probably another workman hired to do something else unconscionable to her beloved house. She started to turn away when the car door opened and a tall man she didn't recognize climbed out. With the binoculars she could see he was long-limbed and well built. Unbidden, a spark of appreciation flared in her stomach. The man was dark-haired, dressed in boots, brown leather coat, and faded jeans he tugged higher as he approached the steps leading to the front porch of the house. His loose-hipped walk suggested an affinity for...something other than Pilates.


  Penny's tongue lodged firmly in her cheek. What was a handsome man doing at the house at an hour when Deke was at his office and Sheena was purportedly indisposed with an injury from the Yoohoo spill? Maybe Sheena was already bored with Deke's fumbling foreplay and dense back hair and had decided to call in reinforcements.


  The fact that the thought cheered her immensely proved just how much the nasty divorce had changed her; before she wouldn't have wished evil on anyone, no matter what they had done to her, but now...well, now she had fantasies about Deke getting his comeuppance in a manner worthy of a regional headline. She glanced toward the phone and seriously toyed with the idea of calling Deke and inventing an emergency to bring him running home. How fitting if Deke walked in on Sheena doing the nasty with another guy in the same bed in which she had caught Deke and Sheena going at it like two greased pistons.


  She would probably never be able to get that horrific image out of her head. Now, ten months later, the detail she remembered most vividly was the bottoms of Sheena's feet (stuck up in the air) were dirty, and the fact that she was sullying Penny's organic cotton sheets in the process of shagging her husband was just...well, unforgivable, really.


  Penny pressed the binoculars closer to the window, her mind spinning gleeful scenarios, all of them ending with Deke crawling back to her—not that it would do any good, but oh, the sweet satisfaction.


  The stranger's body language was definitely suspicious as he climbed the steps, stabbed the doorbell, and waited in the shadows of the covered porch. He looked from side to side, his gaze seeming to catch and linger on the antique metal glider she had painstakingly stripped of countless layers of peeling paint and refurbished for the porch. His good taste in furniture apparently did not extend to women, Penny thought sourly. The door opened and Sheena stood there in a pale, voluminous peignoir, a la Zsa Zsa Gabor, her orange skin glowing like a jack-o'-lantern, nary a back brace or neck cast in sight.


  Penny waited for the man to scoop Sheena into his arms, or for her to flash him some leg—or an orange boob. Instead, his posture went rigid and he appeared to say something she didn't like. Sheena's blond head tilted, her hip cocked saucily, and her face contorted. Then she tried to close the door, but the man wedged his foot in the opening long enough to add something. When he withdrew his foot, the door closed, and Penny imagined the thwack of the dead bolt turning as she had turned it many times herself.


  The man retraced his steps to the car, every footfall exuding frustration. Penny couldn't get a good look at his face as he swung into the driver's seat. Exhaust blasted out of the tailpipe when he started the car engine. He backed out of the driveway onto Charm Street and sped away in the direction of downtown Mojo. For some reason, though, she doubted the man was in town for the Voodoo Festival.


  Penny's pulse spiked. Who was the mystery man to her ex-husband's shack-up honey? A relative? A debtor?


  A lover?


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  Add a dash of weakness...


  


  


  SUDDENLY PENNY REALIZED Marie was speaking. The mini-blind snapped back in place. "I'm sorry. What did you say?"


  Beneath her blue pixie haircut, Marie frowned and leaned into the counter. "I said are you going to let a bad paint job ruin tonight's party?"


  Penny pulled her mind back to the moment and made her best attempt at a smile. "No. It's sweet of you to throw a party to celebrate my divorce." In truth, she dreaded it like a pelvic exam. People used to mourn a broken marriage—now greeting card companies offered "you're better off without him" poetry. It all felt very sordid to her, but she knew Marie was only trying to lift her spirits. "I've never been to a divorce party—what will we do?"


  "Well—"


  The phone rang and Penny held up her finger. "Hold that thought." Praying that Marie's thought was of canceling the party, Penny shoved the binoculars into her pocket, then walked to the front counter and picked up the handset next to the cash register. "Charm Farm, Penny speaking."


  "Penny, it's Gloria Dalton. Is this a bad time?"


  At the sound of her divorce attorney's voice, Penny grimaced. "Only if this is bad news."


  "No," Gloria said quickly. "Actually I was just...checking on you."


  Penny blinked. "Checking on me?"


  "Call me a mother hen. I know sometimes the finality of signing the divorce papers can pack an emotional punch." She cleared her throat. "I just wanted to let you know if you ever feel like talking..."


  "I'm fine," Penny rushed to fill in the pause, realizing in flushed embarrassment that Gloria hadn't bought all those excuses about allergies when her eyes had watered and her nose had run during consultations.


  "I know things between you and Deke ended on a sour note," Gloria said. "If he harasses you, Penny, I'll help you to get a restraining order."


  The vehemence in her voice made Penny wonder if Gloria had firsthand experience with restraining orders. Penny gave a hoarse laugh. "He painted my old house pink—can you do anything about that?"


  Gloria sighed. "You know I can't. I wish I could have gotten you the house, too."


  "I'm happier with my business. He only wanted this place so he could shut me down, you know. All that talk about his father giving him this place and it having sentimental value was bull."


  "Still, I'm sorry that he's being so childish about painting the house."


  "Well, I couldn't care less," Penny lied, then glanced up. Her gaze landed on Marie. "In fact, I'm having a party tonight to...celebrate my freedom."


  "Oh. That's...great." Gloria made an approving noise.


  "If you don't have plans, join us. We'll be at Caskey's bar on the square. The Voodoo Festival is going on, so Mojo is hopping with activity for once."


  "Sounds tempting," Gloria said. "I'd love to drive over, but I already have a...commitment...of sorts."


  A date? Penny wondered. Gloria Dalton was beautiful, but emitted a general disdain for men. "Okay. Well, thanks for calling," Penny said, trying to sound breezy.


  "Sure. And Penny...that offer to talk is always open."


  "Thank you," Penny said somewhat woodenly. She felt so pathetic—her own attorney pitied her. "Goodbye, Gloria."


  She hung up the phone and thought not for the first time that the woman was very good at her job; she had, after all, blocked Deke's vigorous attempt to keep the rental house. Yet it seemed to Penny that Gloria Dalton carried out her duties of legally dividing married couples with a certain sadness—Penny sensed the attractive New Orleans attorney had a story.


  She pursed her mouth. But then, didn't everyone?


  "Bad news?" Marie asked across the room.


  "No," Penny said, then exhaled and donned a cheerful expression as she walked over to the smoothie counter where Marie was working. "You were about to tell me what to expect tonight at the party?"


  Marie's smile was secretive as she pushed a glass of yellow-colored juice toward Penny. "I have a few surprises planned."


  Penny picked up the glass with a wry smile. "No offense, Marie, but I've had enough surprises to last a lifetime. I'm ready for my life to settle into a nice, quiet rut."


  "Good surprises," Marie amended. "We'll have fun."


  Penny sipped from the glass and murmured when the citrusy, almost floral-flavored juice washed over her taste buds. "Mmm, this is good."


  "It's my own blend. I was thinking about adding it to the menu for the festival crowd."


  Penny narrowed her eyes. "As long as you didn't sneak in some suspect ingredient."


  Marie grinned. "Can I help it if my juice boosts sex drive?"


  Penny reluctantly swallowed the mouthful of tangy stuff she'd been savoring. "What's in this?"


  "Just a little bee pollen and some ginseng." Marie's eyes twinkled. "And a secret ingredient or two."


  Penny wagged her finger. "We have to divulge our recipes to our customers, Marie. And I'm afraid you wasted your love potion on me."


  Marie sighed. "Penny, Deke put you through a horrible ordeal, but don't let him keep you down." She gestured wide. "Just look at your success."


  Penny pivoted her head to take in the two large rooms they'd created when they'd gutted the rental house. She tried to view her business as a stranger might. The high ceilings had been fitted with two skylights to allow natural light to flood the space. One room housed shelves and racks of bottled vitamins, minerals, and a plethora of other natural additives in powder, liquid, crystal, and solid form, plus books, magazines, and other packaged products aimed at attaining a healthy lifestyle.


  The second room featured the juice bar, plus bins and baskets of colorful organic produce, including dried and fresh herbs, roots, barks, teas, edible flowers, and other goods harvested from their tiny herb garden and from other sources. The wide-plank oak floors had been left alone, the distressed finish adding to the homey feeling of a general store. With the soothing sounds of nature playing through overhead speakers, The Charm Farm was a fragrant, welcoming place. Pride swelled her chest at the thought that from the germ of an idea, she had built a profitable business. Yet a tiny pang managed to slice through her satisfaction: She had hoped to share her success with Deke.


  The idea that they were no longer a couple still hadn't completely sunk in. Oh, her mind was processing the information rationally, but her heart seemed to be lagging woefully behind.


  "And soon you'll be expanding with your garden," Marie pointed out. "You'll probably make a killing this week with the festival. You're sitting on a gold mine here—and you did it all without freaky Deke."


  Penny sighed. "Actually, in spite of him. Deke was never particularly supportive of the business."


  "I wish all men were like my Kirk," Marie said dreamily. "He always encourages me to try new things."


  Penny tried not to roll her eyes. Ever since Marie had begun working at The Charm Farm, she had regaled Penny with the virtues of Kirk, her long-distance boyfriend. The man was, among other things, a real estate baron, pilot of his own private plane, an accomplished sailor, a martial arts expert, a big-game hunter, a world-class chef, and a poet. Marie was vague about how they'd met, and they corresponded via e-mail, text, and webcam. Penny had begun to believe that, at best, "Kirk" was simply a figment of the young woman's imagination or, at worst, a predatory con-man. But she tamped her skepticism and murmured, "Lucky you."


  "What did you do before you had this business?" Marie asked.


  "I worked in Deke's law office."


  "Ah."


  Penny could see the words going through the young woman's head—the business had contributed to her marriage breakup. Words that Deke's mother, Mona Black, had uttered often enough in Penny's ear: "If you don't give up on this fool notion of running your own business, you're going to lose Deke. You should be working to build his business, or go home and have children, like a proper wife."


  One upside of the divorce, Penny acknowledged, was breaking familial ties with the overbearing woman. Of course, since Mona was also the mayor of Mojo, Penny couldn't escape her grasp completely.


  "I don't think our marriage would have lasted even if I hadn't opened this business," she said in her defense, which was ridiculous because she didn't have to convince Marie. Was she trying to convince herself? "Deke and I were so different, all the way down to our diet."


  Marie laughed. "I'm not sticking up for Deke, but I don't know anyone who eats as healthy as you do."


  "Junk in, junk out." Penny knew she sounded prim, but it was important to her that she lived the lifestyle that she touted to her customers. She'd always been health conscious, but little by little, since she'd opened the store, she'd given up red meat, white meat, trans fats, caffeine, refined sugar, alcohol, and dairy products. Now she took a multi-vitamin, calcium, extra vitamin B, C, D, and E, fish oil, St. John's Wort, and grape seed extract, along with downing flaxseed, steel-cut oats, bran, tofu, and green tea. She ran three miles a day and did Pilates five times a week and slathered on sunscreen with SPF 40 even on cloudy days. By all rights, she should live forever...if the stress of divorcing Deke didn't kill her. She walked back to the window and fingered open the blind.


  Marie grunted. "Okay, so you'll have the last laugh because you'll outlive Deke by forty years. But the important thing is now that the divorce is final, you have to get on with your life."


  Penny bristled and turned her head. "I am getting on with my life."


  "No—you're standing at the window and spying on your former life."


  Penny stepped back, and the blinds rattled. Her cheeks flamed as she avoided the gaze of the younger woman. She suddenly wished she had maintained more of a professional distance with her employees. They knew too much about her affairs; conversely, she knew very little about their personal lives....


  Marie made a sympathetic noise in her throat. "I know it's hard, but that's why I'm throwing you a party—to celebrate a new phase of your life. New digs, new business...new man."


  "Whoa—slow down."


  Marie wiggled her blue eyebrows. "Rebound sex is the best."


  Penny gasped, then tried to look haughty. "How do you know I haven't already had rebound sex? Maybe I'm rebounding every single night." In truth, Deke had been the last man she'd slept with, and that had been over a year ago.


  Marie gave her a pointed gaze. "I'll bet you ten dollars that the next person who walks through the door is having more sex than you."


  Once again, the thought flitted through Penny's head that Marie had ESP. A chime sounded, signaling the arrival of a customer. Penny turned, then bit back a smile when she saw Jules Lamborne—Mojo resident and oldest woman in the state of Louisiana at one hundred and nine years—stride in sporting a walking stick, her white, wispy hair floating around her smiling, leathery face beneath a tattered bucket hat. So much for Marie's ESP.


  It was Jules who had put their business on the map a few months ago when the New Orleans Post had reported that Jules stopped by The Charm Farm on her daily walk and chugged a cup of Vigor Juice, claiming it made her feel like a spry ninety-nine-year-old again. The juice and smoothie bar, which Penny had hoped would appeal to tourists on their way to visit the Instruments of Death and Voodoo Museum next door, had become an overnight sensation.


  The article in the Post had also caught the eye of a New Orleans celebrity chef, Ziggy Hines, who was looking for a source for unusual herbs and spices. Shortly after the article had run, he had arrived at The Charm Farm unannounced, sporting his tall chef's hat. After much nodding and humming, he had bought every ginseng root and cinnamon fern fiddlehead that woodsman Jimmy Scaggs had foraged for Penny, plus all the fresh sulfur shelf and dried porcini mushrooms she'd had on hand, with an order to call him the minute she had more. Word had spread like warm cocoa butter, and soon professional chefs and fledgling gourmets from all over had made The Charm Farm a buying destination, all thanks to the ball that Jules had started rolling.


  "Good morning, Jules," Marie said.


  "Bonjour, ladies," Jules said, her voice warbling, but strong. She was a wrinkled slip of a woman, dressed in jeans, a flannel shirt, and white Adidas high-top athletic shoes. Time had robbed the centenarian of every feminine characteristic; her creased face, narrow figure, gnarled hands, and baritone speech were all androgynous. As she climbed up on a stool and leaned her intricately carved walking stick against the counter, she appeared more mythical than human. "I came for my morning elixir."


  "Coming right up," Marie said.


  Jules slanted her chin toward Penny. "Don't you own the house across the rue?"


  Penny could follow Cajun expressions as long as they were in context. "I used to. But now it belongs to my ex-husband, Deke Black."


  "Is he blind?"


  "Pardon me?"


  Jules tapped her temple. "I said, is the man blind? Must be, considering the godawful color he's painting that poor house. There should be a law against uglying up the town like that."


  "There is," Marie said, pulling a lever to dispense a greenish liquid into a glass. "But when your mama is mayor, laws don't apply."


  "I know who his mama is." Jules snorted, then took the glass that Marie extended, leveling her vibrant gaze on Penny. "How come you and that Deke Black to split up?"


  Penny hedged with a little smile. "Our marriage had run its course."


  "He was fucking around on you, was he?"


  Penny blinked. "Well—"


  "Yes," Marie declared.


  Jules swirled the liquid in her glass. "Fils de putain."


  "Son of a bitch," Marie explained, grinning.


  "Want me to put a hex on him?" Jules asked.


  "Yes!" Marie said excitedly.


  "No," Penny said, giving Marie a stern look.


  Marie pouted. "Oh, come on—get into the spirit of the festival."


  "Thanks anyway," Penny said to Jules with a little laugh.


  Jules looked disappointed, then raised the glass of fibrous Vigor Juice. "To the old days, when women had a remedy for cheating men."


  Her mind churning, Penny watched as the woman chugged the vitamin-packed liquid.


  Jules sat the empty glass on the counter, wiped her mouth on her sleeve, then heaved a satisfied sigh. "Guess I'd better be going. Thanks for the tipple."


  "Um, Jules," Penny said, her curiosity burning a hole through her common sense, "what did you mean when you said 'a remedy for cheating men'?"


  Jules grinned. "In my day, when a man got out of line, the wife put the voodoo on him as punition."


  "As punishment," Marie whispered.


  "Put the voodoo on him?" Penny asked.


  Jules leaned in, her aged eyes flashing with an eerie light. "You know—put a hex on him. Before long, the woman's problem was solved. You should think on it."


  A chill skittered up Penny's back, sending goose-flesh over her arms. "But Deke Black isn't my problem anymore. I'm over him."


  Jules studied her until Penny felt jittery, as if the woman could see into her soul and see what a big, fat liar she was. Finally, Jules shrugged her frail shoulders. "Whatever you say."


  "Are you going to stay in town for the festival, Jules?" Marie asked.


  The old woman made a face. "No. Bunch of fools playing with black magic—they'd better watch themselves. Voodoo is not for amateurs." Jules pushed away from the counter, then gathered her walking stick and reached in her pocket to withdraw a leather change purse.


  "Put your money away, Jules," Marie said. "Penny gave you a lifetime supply of Vigor Juice on the house, remember?"


  Jules chuckled, then lifted a crooked finger in Penny's direction. "You're going to be surprised when I'm still coming in here twenty years from now."


  Penny laughed, although it came out sounding a bit strangled because she half-believed the woman.


  Then Jules's eyes constricted and she appeared to turn inward, as if she were remembering back...or maybe remembering forward. "In fact, a lot of people around Mojo are going mourir before me."


  Penny looked to Marie for translation.


  Marie swallowed, then whispered. "To die."


  "Some of them soon," Jules added.


  At the hoarse intensity of the woman's prediction, Penny's pulse picked up. She exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Marie, then she hugged herself, feeling silly, as the old woman turned to go. Jules loved to scare people with her stories of the supernatural. "See you tomorrow, Jules."


  "Bon Dieu willing," the woman said, throwing up her hand.


  "Jules," Marie called, "we have a new juice to improve your sex drive—want to try some?"


  Jules cackled. "Mr. Fielding is only allowed one conjugal visit a week at the nursing home. I don't want to kill the man." The old woman was still laughing as she left.


  Penny looked at Marie, her mouth open in disbelief. "No way."


  Marie pursed her mouth and nodded. "Yep. My cousin Eddie is an orderly at the nursing home and says that Jules shows up like clockwork on Tuesday afternoons to get it on with Mr. Fielding."


  Penny grimaced. "So you're telling me that a one-hundred-nine-year-old woman is getting more action than I am?" Too late, she realized she'd told on herself.


  Marie held out her hand and fluttered her fingers. "You owe me ten dollars."


  "Okay, okay, you'll get your money." Penny rubbed her hands up and down her arms, trying to dispel the peculiar chill that had settled into her pores. She needed to turn on the heat. "Marie...you don't really believe all that stuff about hexes, do you?"


  Marie shrugged. "Why not? Lots of people do. I've told you how many people come in asking for voodoo dolls. We could probably sell a thousand this weekend alone!"


  Penny frowned. "People can buy all they want at the souvenir shop at the Voodoo Museum. And there will be booths full of them on the square."


  "Some people don't want the ones made in Taiwan. They're looking for the real ones made out of human hair and tar."


  Penny shook her head. "Well, they won't find them here. I don't believe in all that hocus-pocus, and I refuse to promote it."


  Marie gave a wry laugh. "Just remember that the power of suggestion is a tremendous force." She nodded pointedly toward the glass of "love potion" juice Penny had abandoned, then picked up an empty cardboard box and headed toward the stockroom.


  Penny nodded thoughtfully, then picked up the glass of juice, staring into the clear yellow liquid. Marie was right—it was time she started getting on with her life...and her sex life. She had allowed Deke to destroy her confidence and her libido, while the pink house was a public symbol of his prowess—and rejection. In a sudden burst of defiance, she lifted the glass to her mouth and drained it. Inexplicably, the image of a long-limbed, dark-haired man in a brown leather jacket and faded jeans came to mind, but she pushed it away.


  The last thing she needed in her life was another man connected to Sheena Linder.


  She rinsed the glass. At a sudden tingling on her tongue, she swallowed hard and looked over her shoulder to see if Marie was still occupied. She was. Penny wet her lips and tiptoed through the vitamin room into the bedroom she had turned into her personal office. She stared at the locked bottom drawer of her desk, her mouth watering now. The stress was making her weak.


  She shouldn't...she couldn't. The door chime sounded, announcing a customer. Penny exhaled, grateful for the distraction. She wouldn't. For now.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  A pinch of revenge...


  


  


  AS PENNY WALKED TOWARD the entrance of the store, she heard a man call, "It's only me!" She smiled when Guy Bishop came into view. He had been working for her since the store opened. He kept the books, helped her find vendors, and dealt with salespeople. Although Guy was nearing forty, he could pass for a college youth, dressed as he was in slim corduroys and an untucked button-up shirt. His hair was blond, gelled, and lofty, his funky wire-rimmed glasses sparkling clean. He was buff and handsome and everyone in town seemed to know that Guy was gay...except Guy. He'd had several long-term relationships with gorgeous, cosmopolitan women who lived in nearby New Orleans, but for one vague reason or another, the relationships had seemed to...peter out. Still, Penny humored Guy when he exhibited uber-hetero behavior and didn't comment on the more feminine manners that seemed to leap out of him involuntarily.


  "Good morning, Guy."


  He stopped and angled his head. "Have you seen the train wreck happening across the street?"


  She nodded, biting her tongue.


  He sighed. "It looks like a decorating reality show gone bad."


  She attempted a nonchalant shrug. "Maybe we can use it in our advertising—Located Across from the Tacky Pink House."


  He pursed his mouth, nodding. "I like that."


  Marie stuck her head out of the stockroom. "Guy, are you coming to the party at Caskey's tonight?"


  "Won't Caskey's be packed with the festival crowd?"


  "We have a private room reserved."


  "Oh. Well, is it okay if I bring a date?"


  "Sure."


  "Great. I met this new babe named Carrie." He grinned sheepishly. "We've only gone out a couple of times, but I think she might be the one. She's really hot, was first runner-up in the Miss Louisiana pageant a couple of years ago."


  Penny avoided looking at Marie. "That's...great. But are you sure that you want to bring her to a divorce party?"


  His eyebrows climbed. "Why not? Are you planning to do something cheesy, like have half-naked guys dancing around?"


  "No," Marie said.


  His disappointment was apparent. "Oh. Well, then everything should be fine. It's just a regular party, right?"


  "Ask Marie," Penny said, pointing. "She's the organizer."


  "It's not just a party," Marie declared. "It's to celebrate Penny's liberation. She's a single woman again!"


  "She is?" a man's voice said behind them.


  Penny startled, then turned to see Jimmy Scaggs, the man who sold her goods he scavenged from the woods, standing inside the door, wearing brown camouflage gear. It wasn't the first time he had managed to slip in without triggering the door chime.


  "Jesus," Guy said sourly. "Sneak up on people, why don't you?"


  Jimmy grinned. "It's what I do best, Gay."


  Guy scowled. "My name is Guy."


  "Jimmy," Penny said to intervene, "do you have something for me today?"


  He smiled at Penny and removed his hat, revealing long, flattened hair. "Yes, ma'am."


  She gestured to the dry sink along the wall. "Why don't you show me?"


  Jimmy Scaggs was a wiry, rawboned man of indeterminate age. He lifted a green canvas sling bag over his head and walked to the area where he always showed her his finds. Jimmy wet his thin lips. "Did I hear right—that you're...single now?"


  Penny hesitated. The man had nice teeth and interesting, if spooky, pale blue eyes, and underneath the layer of perpetual dust he might be a passably good-looking man. But Jimmy Scaggs took the survival gig just a little too far for her comfort level. "Um, yes. I'm divorced. Did you bring more ginseng?"


  "Yeah, a couple with interesting shapes." He spread out several orange-brown roots and picked out one about five inches long that looked like a human leg. "Some people say the root will cure the part of the body it most resembles."


  "Is that so?" Penny asked, noticing that despite the dirt caked beneath the man's fingernails, he had well-shaped hands.


  He nodded and picked out another root that was the size of her palm and shaped remarkably like a human heart. "I brought this one for you," he offered gently. "Your ex is a no-good polecat, running around with that nasty Sheena Linder."


  Penny bristled at the personal topic and raised her gaze to his. A mistake, she realized, when she saw affection shining in his eyes. "Thank you, Jimmy, but actually, Toby Madeer was in last week asking for ginseng. He lost his wife over the summer and he's still in a bad way. I think he could grind up this root and use it more than I."


  Jimmy stared at her for a few seconds, then something akin to frustration flashed in his eyes. "Whatever you say, Miss Penny."


  She smiled. "I'll buy all of these. Did you bring anything else?"


  "Some oyster mushrooms," he said, lifting them out of his bag and spreading them on the table.


  Penny nodded. "I'll take them. Anything else?"


  He scratched his temple. "Got any interest in truffles?"


  Penny's eyes went wide. "Truffles? You mean the underground kind?"


  He nodded.


  "But truffles grow only in the Pacific Northwest and in France."


  "And here " Jimmy said with a mischievous smile.


  Penny gave a little laugh. "How is that possible?"


  Jimmy leaned in closer and lowered his chin. "My granddaddy was a Frenchie and knew something about truffles. He started messing around with growing them when I was just a boy—even if they catch in the ground, it takes ten years or so before they're ready to harvest." He made a rueful noise. "Granddaddy died a few years back, but I've kept watch over the area. Trained my dog Henry to sniff 'em out."


  He opened his hand to reveal two dark lumps of what looked like large animal droppings, but their fishy pungency wafted through the air. She had never seen a whole black truffle before—just precious shavings over pasta or baked in puff pastry. She carefully picked up one of the spongy lumps and knew instantly that she was holding gold. "H-how many do you have, Jimmy?"


  "Probably a pound or so. And there's more where they came from."


  She felt giddy. "Let me make a phone call." As she made her way back to the office, she glanced over to see Marie and Guy both tending to the first customers of the morning. She closed the door to her office, checked her Rolodex, and dialed the number for Ziggy's in New Orleans, her pulse clicking higher. When a woman answered on the second ring, Penny identified herself and asked for Ziggy.


  "Chere, Penny! How are you?"


  "I'm fine, Ziggy. I called to see if you would be interested in homegrown truffles."


  "Grown where?" he asked, sounding dubious.


  "According to my woodsman, right here in Mojo."


  He made a dismissive noise. "That's impossible."


  "That's what I thought...until he showed them to me. It's possible to grow them commercially, right?"


  "Yes, but the conditions have to be perfect, and even then it's iffy. Are you sure they aren't morels?"


  She held up the truffle between forefinger and thumb. "I've only seen pictures, but they look like the real thing to me, Ziggy."


  "What color?"


  "Black."


  He was silent for several seconds, but Penny could hear the wheels turning in his head...or maybe it was his saliva glands pumping. "How much of these homegrown truffles does your man have to sell?"


  "A pound."


  "Bon Dieu. Is he trustworthy? People have been known to dye cheap Chinese truffles and try to pass them off as authentic black ones."


  "That's not how this guy works," Penny said. "But if you're not interested, I'll call someone else—"


  "Okay, okay." He sighed dramatically. "I'll come up and take a look at these so-called truffles. What time do you close?"


  "Six p.m."


  "I'll be there just before six."


  She frowned. "Won't that cut it close for you getting back for the dinner hour?"


  "There's a water line break on our street—it's chaos here and we can't open tonight. The city is trying to put me out of business!" Ziggy cleared his throat delicately. "And Penny...just in case there is some truth to these homegrown truffles, let's keep this between you and me and your woodsman, shall we?"


  She smirked. "For now, Ziggy. But I can't make any long-term promises."


  He grunted and hung up.


  Penny laughed, then hurried back to Jimmy, who stared warily at the activity around him. The man was antisocial and a bit of a conspiracy theorist. She leaned in and whispered, "Jimmy, I have someone coming from the city to look at the truffles. Do you trust me enough to leave them with me?"


  He withdrew a bulging cheesecloth sack and handed it to her. "I trust you."


  She smiled. "I'll check the Internet for market prices and get you the best deal I can."


  He nodded. "Thank you kindly."


  "Meanwhile, I'll pay you for the other items." She weighed the ginseng and oyster mushrooms and jotted figures in a notebook.


  Two more customers had arrived, including Steve Chasen, a clean-cut guy in his twenties who worked as a paralegal in Deke's office and who dropped in occasionally to get a fruit smoothie. Penny didn't completely trust the man, and from the probing nature of his questions, she'd sometimes wondered if Deke had sent him to spy on her...although admittedly, that could have been a manifestation of her fantasy that Deke cared what she did.


  She also suspected that Steve had a crush on Marie, although the young woman seemed to have nothing but disdain for the man who looked as if he'd been scrubbed with a brush and spit-shined. Steve waved, and Penny smiled hello. Voices buzzed, and the smoothie machine whirred busily in the background.


  "Um, Miss Penny, I was wondering..."


  She looked up. "Yes, Jimmy?"


  "Want to go out with me sometime?"


  Suddenly the room fell dead quiet—conversation halted, the smoothie machine stopped, and in a moment of what could only be described as unfortunate timing, the sounds of the nature CD on the overhead speakers played crickets chirping. Penny glanced around, and everyone stared at her, wide-eyed, mouths twitching. Heat scalded her neck as she cast around for a polite way to turn down the man's pass.


  "I'm very flattered, Jimmy, but I'd rather keep our relationship professional."


  "Oh." His shoulders fell.


  She gave him a cajoling smile. "What would I do if I lost one of my best suppliers?"


  He seemed unconvinced of her sincerity, but he didn't argue.


  "Um, Guy," she said quickly, tearing the sheet of paper from the notebook, "would you cut a check for Jimmy, please?"


  "Sure thing," Guy said, although he and Jimmy moved around each other like repelling magnets as they made their way toward Guy's cubicle inside the stockroom.


  Penny carried the bag of truffles to her office and glanced around for a secure place to store them. Her gaze dropped to the locked bottom desk drawer, but she quickly dismissed it as a temporary stash. The drawer, after all, was her survival kit behind glass—to be breached only in an emergency.


  Instead she located a lockable file cabinet drawer that was half empty. Penny opened the bag in her hand and stared at the dozens of valuable little lumps of fungus that sent chefs around the world into fits of orgasmic pleasure. She tucked the bag into the drawer, then slid it back into place and locked it.


  When she emerged, she saw that Jimmy and Guy were still in his office. She waited on a mousy woman dressed in running clothes who was a regular customer, but whose name always slipped Penny's mind. After the woman purchased a box of energy bars and left, Penny turned to Marie, who was studiously ignoring Steve Chasen while he finished his smoothie. "Why can't I remember that woman's name?"


  "It's Diane," Steve offered. "Diane Davidson."


  Penny nodded. "Oh, right. She's a teacher at the high school."


  Marie leaned on the counter. "Was a teacher—I heard she was fired."


  "Yeah," Steve said thickly, then swallowed. "For being a witch."


  Marie rolled her eyes. "She's Wiccan—that doesn't mean she's a practicing witch. And even if she is, that's religious discrimination."


  "She wanted Deke to file a lawsuit against the school system for wrongful dismissal," Steve said, "but he didn't take the case."


  Penny straightened, loath to discuss anything having to do with Deke.


  But Marie had no such qualms. "Why not?"


  "I don't think—" Penny began.


  "Deke said he was afraid of her," Steve said, his voice low and expressive.


  Penny frowned. Deke was the least superstitious person she knew.


  Marie put her hand to her mouth. "I asked her to stop by the party tonight—I hope that's alright."


  Penny shrugged. "I don't mind, although I don't know her very well."


  Marie looked embarrassed. "There weren't a lot of people to invite."


  Penny's skin tingled with humiliation. Deke had gotten most of their friends. Deke and Sheena. The more she said their names together, the more it sounded like the title of a redneck Tarzan movie.


  "Kirk was going to fly in for the festival and the party," Marie said, "but he was called to Canada on business at the last minute."


  Of course he was, Penny thought wryly.


  "Who's Kirk?" Steve asked.


  "My rich, older boyfriend," Marie said emphatically.


  Steve's mouth turned down. "Oh. What party?"


  "We're having a divorce party for Penny tonight at Caskey's," Marie said, then picked a piece of lint off her apron. "You can come if you want."


  Steve straightened. "Really? Okay."


  "Bring a gag gift," Marie said.


  "That's not necessary," Penny said with a frown. She considered calling her friend Liz in New Orleans and inviting her, but something stopped her...embarrassment maybe. Despite their proximity, she hadn't seen her friend in ages—Liz didn't even know that Penny had used her divorce attorney. Liz had gone to school with her and Deke and had never approved of Penny's being with Deke. Since the breakup, Penny had wondered if Deke had cheated on her in college and Liz had known about it. That would explain a lot....


  Marie nudged Penny playfully. "Want me to invite Mountain Man?"


  Penny looked over her shoulder in the direction of Jimmy and Guy, then looked back to Marie. "I don't think that would be a good idea."


  Marie angled her head. "He might not be too bad if he had a bath."


  Penny ignored the others' chuckles, then retrieved three pieces of mail for the museum that had been misdelivered. "I think I'll drop off Hazel's mail."


  "Good excuse to leave," Marie murmured.


  "Hey, Penny," Steve said as she was leaving. "What do you think about the color Deke's having the house painted?"


  His eyes seemed cool, almost mocking. Again Penny was assailed by the feeling that she didn't trust him. And the thought that Steve would report to her ex-husband that her best prospect for a postdivorce affair was with a man who could find water with a forked stick made her shrivel inside. But Penny managed to feign a look of disinterest. "Is he painting the house? I hadn't noticed."


  Marie gave her an approving smile. Penny turned and strode to the front door of the store and out, underneath the hood-shaped red canopy that welcomed customers to The Charm Farm, and into the small parking lot in the breezy sunshine. It was a perfect fall day—blue sky, drifting white clouds that made one want to look for animal shapes, and just a hint of crispness to the air.


  In the parking lot sat Marie's red bicycle with its wire basket, leaning benignly on its kickstand. Locks were unnecessary in Mojo. Steve Chasen's white BMW sat next to Guy's impeccable black Lexus and Jimmy's battered blue Chevy pickup. Jimmy's bloodhound, Henry—the mighty truffle hunter—stood up on his hind legs in the bed of the truck, whining for attention. Penny walked over and scratched his elephantine ears. He closed his eyes, and one leg started to jerk spasmodically. Penny laughed; maybe she should get a pet. Deke had a bizarre aversion to animals—she'd bet it had something to do with having Mona the Stone for a mother. Remembering her errand, she gave the dog a final pat.


  In the distance to her left, the steeply pitched roof of the hulking three-story Archambault mansion that housed the Instruments of Death and Voodoo Museum was barely visible through the trees. Penny checked her watch—ten minutes before eleven. Hazel Means, the manager of the museum, wouldn't be in yet, so Penny would just drop the mail through the door chute. Hazel wouldn't have time to chat anyway, not with readying the museum for tourists, the number of which would balloon for the weeklong festival and remain steady through Halloween.


  Which would, in turn, be good for her own business.


  The house she had renovated for The Charm Farm faced east, toward downtown Mojo, with her former house to the right, facing the side of her business. She held off looking at it, instead staring out over the small town where she'd lived for the past eight years. Nestled in a little bowl the size of six city blocks by six city blocks, Mojo was the perfect town for a Disney movie...or a horror flick.


  Once populated by families with long, peculiar lineages (like Deke's), the brick-sidewalk community with matching streetlights and little nylon banners that changed with the seasons (and now heralded the festival) had been gentrified by New Orleans upper-class, double-income couples who gladly traded the thirty-minute commute for safer, smaller classrooms for their children and safer, larger homes for themselves. Vintage houses in town had been gobbled up, sending property values skyrocketing and displacing locals who could no longer afford the taxes. Storerooms and attics over businesses had been turned into pricey apartments.


  The one-bedroom hovel she leased over Benny's Beignet shop in the center of town three blocks away was easy to spot because of the giant spinning brownish square speckled with white paint that was supposed to resemble a beignet—a gob of fried dough sprinkled with powdered sugar...a French doughnut. She lifted her sleeve for a sniff and grimaced—the sickeningly sweet scent had permeated the rugs and the curtains of her apartment, and now her clothing. Even if someday doughnuts were miraculously declared to be healthy, she would never eat another one the rest of her life.


  The rest of her life. The phrase sounded so benign, but the rest of her life was going to be so different now, she thought with a twinge of sentimentality. Deke...


  A sudden gust of cold wind blew over her, raising a chill. Penny hugged herself and lifted her gaze to the new subdivisions carved into the hills around Mojo proper. The palatial, modern homes stared down at her and the town like predators with huge glass eyes. Even in the daylight, the creepy feeling of being watched was inescapable.


  Penny inhaled deeply to calm her frayed nerves with clean, pumpkin-scented air, but instead she got a head full of paint fumes. Unable to deny her curiosity any longer, Penny pivoted to her right and gasped at the sight of her beloved home, now almost completely covered in the dreadful pink color, like the stomach being coated in the Pepto-Bismol commercial. She covered her mouth with her hand to smother the choking noise that erupted from her throat. Unbidden, tears sprang to her eyes.


  "Ain't it something?"


  Penny blinked. Her feet had carried her to the sidewalk on their own volition. And to her horror, Sheena Linder stood across the narrow two-lane road, dressed in tight jeans and a tighter sweater, sporting a white neck brace and smirking at Penny behind enormous gold sunglasses.


  Penny's tongue lodged against the roof of her mouth. She'd seen the woman come and go from the tanning salon on the square, but the last time she'd seen her face-to-face (so to speak) had been when Penny had caught her having sex with Deke. She'd relived that scene a thousand times, wishing she had done or said something so profound that both of them would have begged for forgiveness—or at least disengaged from each other. Instead, they had paused to stare at her stupidly only long enough to curse before resuming their slapping, heaving screw. She had heard them climax as she had stumbled out into the hall, their squeals and moans mingling to create a noise as unnerving and unforgettable as the screech of a computer connecting to a modem. It was the single most degrading moment of her life.


  During the divorce, Penny had somehow managed to avoid the woman's company, although she had secretly fantasized about writing something nasty on the windows of the Forever Sun tanning salon or running into Sheena at the grocery store and saying something wicked and clever over the public address system.


  But whatever clever words she had dreamed up escaped her now as the woman looked both ways and teetered across the street on hooker high heels. Penny could not have been more terrified if a car had been careening toward her. Her feet were rooted to the spot as she estimated the distance back to the front door of her store. And yet some small, realistic part of her knew she was going to have to deal with the woman sooner or later.


  Although later was definitely more appealing.


  Traffic literally stopped for the curvaceous woman as she crossed the two lanes. Catcalls ensued as Sheena beamed and waved at the male drivers in both directions, stroking the brace around her neck, managing to look sexy and sympathetic at the same time. Penny watched in stupefied awe, taking a couple of steps backward as Sheena joined her on the sidewalk. The woman's skin was the color of a scorched sweet potato, her hair platinum blond. Next to Sheena's trendy, tight clothing, Penny felt like a plain, pale pioneer woman in her wrinkled denim overalls, flat, chunky-heeled sandals, and long-sleeve hemp shirt.


  "I wanted to see the house from over here while the painters were taking a break," Sheena said with a toss of her head. Indeed, the workers and the van were gone. She peeled off the sunglasses, stared at the house, and sighed. "It's perfect."


  Penny straightened. "Pardon me, I was just leaving."


  "You don't like it?" Sheena asked with an innocent smile.


  Penny set her jaw. "It's none of my concern. It's Deke's house."


  "And mine, soon," Sheena said, holding out her left hand. On her ring finger, a huge, dazzling diamond nearly lasered Penny's corneas. "I thought you should know that Deke and I are getting married." She grinned, meanly. "No hard feelin's."


  Hurt and rage rose in Penny's chest like a tide, overwhelming her. Scenes from the past several months swam in her brain—the betrayal, the heartbreak, the attorneys, the arguments, the upheaval, the loneliness, the VD tests. She had found Deke's fumbling foreplay amusing, his back hair endearing. She had loved him despite his faults, yet he had exposed her to ridicule and speculation. The mail in her left hand rattled as her arm began to shake. It was one thing to bear the humiliation of her husband's kicking her to the curb for this...this...this cliché, but having to endure the woman coming over to her side of the street to rub it in was simply too much.


  Something dark and sinister came over Penny, filling her with vengeance. She put her hand on Sheena's bulbous chest and shoved her hard, off the sidewalk and in front of oncoming traffic.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  A liberal dose of theatrics...


  


  


  IN SLOW MOTION, Sheena clawed at the air as she stumbled backward, her kohl-lined eyes wide with fear when she realized she was going down on asphalt. On the sidewalk, Penny stood frozen, part of her unable to believe that she'd just pushed the woman, part of her morbidly fascinated as she watched the action unfold. A dark SUV was barreling down Charm Street toward Sheena. The driver held a cell phone to his ear and hadn't yet noticed the woman flailing in the street. From the other direction came a station wagon, but it slowed: The driver seemed to be distracted by the horrid pink house.


  Alarm overrode self-preservation, propelling Penny into the street. She dove and tackled Sheena, then rolled them both to the center line and braced to be struck and torn into a dozen bloody parts. She hadn't planned to die in the arms of her husband's girlfriend. Their joint demise would spark scandal...headlines...folk songs.


  Tires squealed and horns blasted the air, although Penny could barely hear over Sheena screaming in her ear. She was lying underneath the woman, pinned by Sheena's pendulous breasts, unable to breathe. Her body sang with pain, especially where the mini binoculars in her pocket bit into her hip, but slowly Penny realized they hadn't been pulverized. She opened her eyes, squinting into the sun.


  "Holy freak, are you ladies okay?" A wide-eyed teenager leaned out of the driver's side window of the SUV. He still held his cell phone to his ear. "Dude," he yelled into the mouthpiece, "I nearly mowed down two lesbians!" Then he moved the phone away from his mouth. "Seriously, are you two okay?"


  "Get off me!" Sheena screeched at Penny.


  "You're on me," Penny muttered, pushing to free herself.


  Sheena flopped onto her back, her white neck brace and hair a stunning contrast against the dark asphalt. She looked dazed, and she'd lost a high-heeled shoe, but otherwise, she seemed fine. Well, other than the mad-as-hell part.


  "I could have been killed!"


  The teenager gave a dry laugh and pointed to Penny. "Yeah, she saved your life, lady. I would've splattered you for sure if she hadn't knocked you out of the way."


  "Me, too," shouted the lady driving the station wagon. "That woman is a hero." Sporadic applause and cheers burst out from drivers who had rolled down their windows.


  Penny pushed up on her elbows, looked at where the young man's SUV had finally come to a stop, and swallowed hard. Sheena's sunglasses lay in a thousand pieces behind one of the big tires. He would have splattered Sheena if she hadn't decided to act.


  Of course, if she hadn't pushed Sheena, she wouldn't have had to save her.


  Penny clambered to her feet and brushed herself off, feeling shaky at the close encounter with death, and guilty that she was being heralded a hero. She reached down, grasped Sheena by the arm, and, with considerable effort, pulled the stunned woman to her feet. As soon as Sheena was standing, she slapped at Penny's hands like a windmill.


  "Get away from me, you lunatic!"


  Penny shrank back, turned to give the teenager a wobbly smile, and called, "We're fine here. Thanks." He pulled away and other cars followed slowly, staring at Penny and Sheena standing on the center line. The pieces of mail that Penny had held flapped on the ground like wounded birds. She glanced toward The Charm Farm and saw Jimmy Scaggs jogging toward them.


  Great.


  "Let's get out of the street, Sheena."


  "Where is my shoe?" Sheena bellowed, hobbling in one high heel.


  "It's over there," Penny said, pointing to the curb in front of her former house, avoiding curious stares from drivers, growing more frantic by the minute. She had almost killed the woman—no matter what sins Sheena had committed, she didn't deserve to die. Penny gulped air. What had she been thinking? Shaking noticeably, Penny touched Sheena's elbow. "I'm sorry. Come on, I'll help you across."


  Sheena swatted at Penny again, her face mottled as she limped ahead, stopping cars with a mere lift of her hand. "Don't touch me. I told Deke you were going to blow, but he swore to me that you were a doormat."


  Penny recoiled as if she'd been slapped. She stumbled, then stepped up on the curb beside Sheena, mere feet from what used to be her own driveway. That crack in the concrete—she had pulled weeds out of that crack more times than she could count. "Excuse me?"


  Sheena glared, then leaned over to scoop up her shoe. "You've got Deke snowed—he thinks you're a meek little mouse without the backbone or the brains to retaliate." She shook the shoe, wielding the stiletto like a blade. "You jealous little bitch—you can't stand the thought of me marrying Deke, so you tried to kill me!" She shoved her face close to Penny's. "You're going to pay, Granola Girl."


  Penny's body flamed with humiliation, both at the knowledge that Deke so thoroughly ridiculed her behind her back, and at the woman's vicious tone.


  "Is everything alright, Miss Penny?" Jimmy asked as he loped up next to them.


  Penny turned, floundering for words. "F-fine, Jimmy. There was a little accident, but everything's under control."


  "Accident, my ass," Sheena said with a snort. "Did you see her push me in front of those cars?"


  Jimmy narrowed his eyes at Sheena, then spat on the ground. "No. I didn't see a thing."


  But when he looked at Penny, she had the feeling that he was lying to protect her. "Jimmy," Penny said calmly, "please...leave us."


  He frowned, but nodded and waited until two cars went by before crossing the street, thankfully distracted by Henry, who had escaped from the truck bed and looked as if he might run after Jimmy. Penny turned back to Sheena, fighting desperation. "Sheena, I'm sorry. I was angry, but I didn't mean for you to get hurt."


  "Right." Sheena lifted her dirty foot—did the woman ever wash her feet?—and shoved it into her shoe. "I'm calling Chief Davis to have you arrested for assault."


  Penny's stomach bottomed out. Jail...prison. So after a lifetime of scrupulous behavior, she had finally succumbed to her family destiny. All of her well-kept secrets would be revealed....Deke would be extra glad he'd left....


  "It'll be my word against yours," Penny said on an exhale.


  "Not when you fail a polygraph."


  Penny felt the blood drain from her face.


  The blond looked triumphant. "Then I'll file a civil suit for every piddly dime that Deke let you keep!"


  Penny's throat constricted. Not only had she pushed a woman in front of a car but she'd also pushed a woman who would sue her own mother in front of a car.


  Sheena adjusted her neck brace with a savage twist. "You attacked an injured woman—a jury will give me anything I want." She emitted a harsh laugh. "Just wait until Deke hears about this."


  Penny's mind raced. God help her, the thought of Deke and everyone in town believing that she was so jealous that she would try to kill his mistress made her ill. She could lose her freedom, her business...not to mention what was left of her tattered pride. Sweat beaded on her hairline. But what could she do? She was guilty, and she had nothing to bargain with, no way to convince Sheena to keep quiet.


  Then a memory chord stirred. Or did she?


  Penny pulled herself up and summoned strength while giving Sheena her most level stare. "Speaking of Deke, wait until he hears about your visitor this morning."


  At the stiffening of the woman's spine and the panicked look in her eyes, relief zigzagged through Penny's chest—leverage. Thank you, God.


  "What visitor?" Sheena asked lightly.


  "You know—tall, dark, and handsome, brown leather jacket. Driving a green sedan. I assume you were good friends since you answered the door in your nightgown." Penny angled her head. "Oh, and you weren't wearing your neck brace then."


  Sheena's jaw dropped. "You were spying on me?"


  "I, um, just happened to be looking out the window."


  Sheena's red mouth tightened, and Penny steeled herself for a verbal onslaught. Then magically, Sheena's mouth curled into a repentant smile.


  "Maybe I overreacted just a tad." She emitted a hollow little laugh as she smoothed her hand over her stiff platinum hair. "After all, no one was hurt when you accidentally stumbled and pushed me off the sidewalk." Sheena studied her nails. "So maybe I'll just forget this little episode happened...if you forget I had a visitor this morning."


  Entering into a pact with the woman sent a finger of unease up Penny's spine, but she had no choice. "Agreed."


  Then Sheena's eyes narrowed. "Just so that we're clear—this doesn't mean that you and I are friends, Granola Girl."


  Penny nodded. "Clear."


  "And spying on me is really pathetic," Sheena added. "You need to get a life."


  Penny's mouth watered with the words You got my life, but she swallowed them.


  Sheena turned on her high heels and marched toward the pink house, her full hips swaying. Penny watched her go, flooded with relief but fighting an undertow of frustration and sudden, mounting fear.


  Not fear of Sheena Linder but fear of herself, of what she was capable of. Deke's description of her timidity wasn't flattering, but it was more true than not, she admitted. Growing up in a family of hell-raisers, she had learned that the best way to escape notice was to fly below the radar. She was generally the kind of person who lived her life and let other people live their lives, because she'd learned that sticking her neck out usually led to messy situations...like confronting Sheena Linder about the dangers of her tanning beds.


  The woman still had her tanning beds—and now had Penny's husband to boot.


  But pushing Sheena in front of a car...that was more than sticking her neck out. That was submitting to dark impulses that she entertained only in the wee hours of the morning....


  A horn blasted, stealing her breath. Penny jerked her head around to see that Lou's painting van had returned and she was blocking the driveway. She was being honked like a stranger out of the driveway that used to be hers. She stepped aside, then looked down as one of the envelopes that she had been going to take to the museum blew across her sandal. She spotted the other two pieces of mail just off the sidewalk, dirty and damp. She picked them up as she made her way back to her side of Charm Street, her pulse thudding in her ears as realization bled through her about how differently the pushing incident could have ended, and how a person's life could be forever changed by one impulsive decision.


  This time she'd been lucky.


  "Excuse me, Red."


  Penny startled from her musings and turned her head, then nearly swallowed her tongue. Sheena's mystery man sat in his faded green car with the window rolled down, his head and one arm leaning out. Now that she was in a position to get a good look at his face, she immediately identified his relationship with Sheena: lover. He was breathtakingly handsome, with a darkened, chiseled jaw and glittering black eyes that hinted at danger despite the fact that he was smiling. No one had called her "Red" since grade school. Ridiculously, she shoved a strand of unruly hair behind her ear, thinking she must look frightful after rolling around in the street.


  "Y-yes?" she managed, darting a nervous glance toward the pink house. If Sheena was watching, the woman might think she was gathering information to take to Deke.


  He angled his head in a way that made her think he was used to getting what he wanted out of people—women, in particular, she guessed. "I was wondering if you could recommend a decent motel." His smooth Cajun cadence made him sound as if his jaw was double-jointed.


  So, whatever Sheena said hadn't scared him away—apparently he was settling in...with plans to harass Sheena? Penny wet her lips and stared at the long, blunted fingers of his hand draped casually next to the side mirror. A man's hands always fascinated her, and she liked the look of his—powerful...capable...ringless. Sexual awareness sprang to life in her midsection and she wondered crazily if Marie's love potion had something to do with her bizarre reaction to this stranger, or perhaps her body was playing tricks on her because she already had him so firmly entrenched in her mind as a playboy.


  "It doesn't have to be fancy," he added with a wink, "but clean sheets and a firm mattress would be nice."


  Her mind spun off into wild tangents, conjuring up visions of him tangled in clean sheets and performing erotic gymnastics on a firm mattress. She could feel the heat climbing her cheeks and the amused look on his face told her that he'd noticed her blush. Giving herself a mental shake, she tried desperately to be composed and act as if she were immune to the libidinous vibe he emitted.


  "Try the Browning Motel," she said, pointing in the opposite direction of downtown Mojo. "Stay on Charm Street, go past the interstate, and it's on the left."


  He nodded curtly and gave her a savagely sexy grin. "Much obliged." Then he pulled away from the curb, although she caught his reflection as he drove away when he glanced at her in his side mirror.


  Penny tingled like a teenager over the chance encounter. The man had no idea she knew of his connection to Sheena. Worse, because of his connection to her ex-husband's girlfriend, she should have been repulsed by him...instead of standing there feeling as if her fuse had just been lit. Pushing aside her uncharacteristically wayward thoughts, she puffed her cheeks out in a cleansing exhale and turned her mind to something much less hazardous: delivering Hazel's mail.


  Instead of walking along the sidewalk past her store to the corner and down a half-block to the locked museum entrance, she retraced her steps to The Charm Farm parking lot, turning left past the tiny herb garden, to the new area that had been staked off for her planned expansion. She could take a few enjoyable minutes to imagine what the new garden would look like, then cut through the rusted opening in the iron fence along the tree line that separated her property from the property on which the museum sat.


  Penny surveyed the area with pride and anticipation. She'd marked the boundaries herself with limber wire stakes topped with pink plastic flags. The flags danced in the wind, waving happily. The staked-off area, about a half acre, was covered in thick underbrush, thorny blackberry bushes, and waist-high weeds. Deke had sworn the soil underneath was rocky, clay-filled, and useless, but she was determined to make it work. He'd also warned her that the zoning commission would never allow a garden to be planted, but she'd learned a little while working in Deke's office. She knew how to decipher city ordinances...and to find loopholes that even her ex-mother-in-law the mayor couldn't deny. When the land next to her had been rezoned to mixed use to allow the museum to open, the land that Deke's father had given him had been zoned for mixed use as well, which meant that gardens and buildings were supposed to peacefully coexist.


  She picked up a long stick and made her way through the brush, keeping an eye out for copperheads, which, Deke had warned, nested in the thicket. They would be slow-moving in the lower temperatures but deadly nonetheless. At the edge of her property there was a shoulder-high cast-iron fence, which was almost completely obscured by vines and heavy foliage. She had found the break in the fence when she had staked off the garden. There was an opening in the barbed hawthorne trees just large enough to squeeze through to the other side. It was her little secret, a shortcut to visit or just to study the house that had morbidly fascinated her ever since she'd moved to Mojo. It seemed like fate that she had wound up owning the property adjacent to the museum.


  Part Victorian, part Tudor, part Gothic, the massive house was slate blue and dreary gray and faded black in various places, the kind of house that Penny imagined in the story of Hansel and Gretel. Surrounded by a tangle of trees and vines, the mansion was spooky enough to fuel all kinds of musings about secret passageways and hidden dungeons and, considering the rumored history of the Archambault family, the perfect setting for the Instruments of Death and Voodoo Museum.


  From the back, the mansion was a peculiar-looking structure. Over the years, owners had built onto the monstrosity, uncaring about the appearance from the rear since it was seldom seen, leaving it with jutting, uneven roof lines, mismatched windows, and hodgepodge siding. Protruding off the back was a large garage for the three employees—Hazel and her mentally deficient son, Tilton, who did odd jobs around the museum and drove an old hearse for his occasional freelance work with the town's two funeral homes; and Troy Archambault, the last remaining Archambault, a dermatologist who lived in New Orleans and oversaw the museum's trust, stopping in occasionally to check on his family landmark. Alongside the almost medieval house, the contemporary garage, with its driveway and gate exiting to a side street, seemed an unfortunate but necessary appendage, like a colostomy bag.


  A few feet inside the breached fence, among fallen leaves, she located stepping stones that were nearly hidden from years of leveling into loamy ground. The air was quiet here, except for the creak of ancient, ropy vines and the whisper of leaves overhead, which sent ghostly voices swirling around her. A cold chill skated over her arms. She might have been the only person in the vicinity, but she had the unearthly feeling that there were many souls about.


  She attributed the sensation to the spooky lore surrounding the Archambault family—that old Dr. Archambault, Troy's great-grandfather, had conducted bizarre experiments on transients and anyone who needed extra cash...and that some reportedly never left the house to spend their hard-earned money. At least those were the stories that Hazel Means embellished for tourists who paid six dollars for the forty-minute tour, and the tales were fodder for local gossip at Caskey's bar when a homeless person disappeared, although migration to the city was the far more likely scenario.


  The phantom moans continued as she stepped onto the footpath that ran along the side of the house and followed it to the crooked stone walkway that meandered in front.


  The Instruments of Death and Voodoo Museum had become quite the attraction since it had been added to an interstate sign a couple of years ago (Troy's brainchild). Dark and hulking and surrounded by the same shoulder-high, iron fence that she had slipped through, the structure resembled every haunted manor in every classic horror movie. The many additions over the decades had left it looking like an architectural experiment gone wrong, with accidental arches, railed walkways, mismatched gargoyles, landings that went nowhere, and occasional stained-glass windows. The asymmetrical structure was topped with various turrets and finials and a cupola worthy of Rapunzel, except for the fact that bats had taken up residence in its ceiling and could be seen flapping around at dusk. The tourists loved it.


  In honor of the festival, a large sign had been posted near the steps announcing when voodoo rituals would take place in the main parlor—harmless fun and child friendly in comparison to the more serious rituals that would take place in a specially constructed peristil, a shelter of sorts, in the town square. For a week at least, the town would be steeped in voodoo.


  A noise startled Penny. A man dressed in a dark business suit emerged from a set of stone steps that appeared to lead to the museum's basement, which housed, if she remembered correctly, the tools of torture display, like the chair of nails and the human stretching machine, complete with a sound track of inhuman screams.


  The man mopped at his forehead with a handkerchief, his gaze down, his movements jerky. Penny blinked in astonishment. "Deke?"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  A spoonful of surprise...


  


  


  DEKE LIFTED HIS HEAD, and surprise replaced the worry lines on his forehead. "Penny...hi."


  Emotions stabbed at her. She hadn't seen him since the divorce papers had been finalized at a brief courthouse meeting with little eye contact. He looked lean and artificially tanned and, thanks to the hair transplant, much the way he had looked in college when they had fallen in love ten years ago. But the laid-back, smiling young man who had convinced her to sneak him into her dorm room on hot, steamy nights was long gone. These days he seemed alternately anxious and arrogant. Instead of his usual slacks and sport coat, his suit had a European cut and the tie, a funky, trendy print. His business must have picked up, she thought wryly...or maybe Sheena's many personal injury settlements were providing extra cash flow for the designer duds.


  By comparison, she felt ugly and awkward in her overalls and wet sandals, silently wishing she'd taken the time this morning to smooth a flatiron over her curls and put on a little mascara. Feeling self-conscious under his gaze, she gestured to the building behind them. "What are you doing here?"


  "Business," he said abruptly, tucking a blue folder under his arm.


  She knew that the museum kept him on retainer, but she couldn't resist a jab. "Let me guess—Sheena took a tour and is suing for mental anguish?"


  "Jealousy isn't becoming to you, Penny."


  A flush ran up her neck, spreading over her face. She had asked for that one.


  He turned to walk away, and she shook her stick at his back in mute frustration, then followed him, blurting out what was really on her mind. "Did you have to paint the house pink, for God's sake?"


  His shoulders drooped. "That damned house." He turned to face her, suddenly looking tired. "It's my house now, remember? I wanted the rental property, but you wouldn't budge. Besides, the color isn't that bad."


  "Are you smoking crack? The color is revolting."


  "It's what she wants."


  He sounded so protective that a lump formed in Penny's throat. What about what I want?


  Then Deke glanced at the padlocked front gate and back to her. "How did you get in here?"


  She squirmed. "I found an opening in the fence when I staked off the garden."


  He rolled his eyes. "Not the garden again." He pinched the bridge of his nose. "Look, I have to warn you—Mother is rallying the city council for a zone restriction. She said a garden in the downtown area will look out of place and will attract rodents."


  Penny frowned. "Can she do that?"


  "You know Mother."


  Penny set her jaw, then swallowed her pride. "Deke, can't you help me out here? I'm trying to grow my business."


  He shook his head, as if the matter was inconsequential. "Sorry, I tried to tell you the idea wouldn't fly."


  Her throat closed, and she averted her eyes lest he see how his casual dismissal—again—hurt her.


  "Anyway," he admonished, "you shouldn't be snooping around over here. The back gate was vandalized last week. Chief Davis added an extra patrol, and I'd hate to have to bail your bony ass out of jail for trespassing."


  Anger pinged through her chest. "I wasn't snooping. I was dropping off mail that landed in my box by mistake." She held it up, and the tire imprints across the envelopes reminded her of the incident with Sheena and how close she'd come to having to call Deke to bail her bony ass out of jail for murdering his fat-ass hussy.


  Folding the letters into her hand, she forced a smile. "I understand congratulations are in order."


  His eyebrows shot up. "Congratulations?"


  "I, um, ran into Sheena. She told me that the two of you are going to be married."


  "She did, did she?" He gave her a pitying look. "You're going to have to get used to the idea of me being with another woman, Penny."


  She gritted her teeth at his conceit, but the thought that Sheena might already be fooling around on Deke flashed through her mind. Deke was going to get his comeuppance...eventually. She leaned forward, invading his personal space and catching a whiff of noxious cologne. "I was trying to be nice, but forget it. By the way, I'm having a party at Caskey's tonight to celebrate our divorce. I'm over you, Deke." She wheeled and walked toward the front entrance of the museum.


  "Penny!" he called.


  She had one foot on the bottom step, but something in his voice made her turn around.


  "You were too good for me," he said, his expression suspiciously sincere.


  His words were nirvana to her ears, the closest he'd come to saying that he was sorry for the way he'd behaved, for the misery he'd put her through. For a split second, something in his eyes reminded her of the old Deke, the Deke she'd quizzed for exams while he'd been in law school, the Deke who had defied his mother's plans for a big wedding in favor of the private ceremony that Penny had wanted, the Deke who had promised to find a way to buy and help her renovate the Victorian house on Charm Street that she adored. Penny's throat tightened in profound sadness for what he'd thrown away as carelessly as a toy that had fallen out of favor. She opened her mouth to respond, but he had turned on his heel and was striding away from her.


  "No, I wasn't," she whispered to his retreating back, acknowledging that as hurt and humiliated as she'd been by their breakup, some very small part of her was relieved that she no longer had to feel guilty about the secrets she'd kept from Deke during their marriage. She inhaled a cleansing breath and realized suddenly that she was looking forward to the divorce party Marie was throwing tonight in her honor. What had Marie said it would be—liberating?


  God, she hoped so.


  She turned back to the museum and was seized by a sudden bout of vertigo as she stood at the bottom of the steep flagstone stairs, the gloomy house towering over her. A low, moaning sound floated on the wind, seeming to come from the house itself. For the span of two heartbeats, she was paralyzed with the crazy sensation that the house was alive and might consume her. Her pulse echoed in her head, while her gaze bounced around. She took a half-step backward, leaning on the stick she held to keep from falling. The moaning sounded again, but just when she was ready to bolt, she looked up and saw a large tree branch rubbing against an eave, scraping paint and making the noise that had spooked her.


  Feeling foolish, she laughed at herself and climbed the steps, crossed the creaky porch boards, and stood before the ten-foot-tall wooden door stained blood red—another of Hazel's wild tales, that the door had been stained crimson with blood from tortured victims. Penny lifted the brass mail chute in the door and dropped the envelopes through.


  From the rear of the house came the sound of a sports car leaving in a big hurry—Deke, driving like a teenager in his penis-extending red convertible. Penny walked back down the steps, replaying what he'd said just before he'd left, wondering why she was still willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, why she wanted to believe that he harbored some amount of remorse for what he'd put her through: Because she wanted not to doubt her judgment for falling for him in the first place, or because she was so starved for love that she was willing to accept crumbs?


  A movement in the window on the third floor of the museum caught her eye, sending a zing of alarm through her chest. Was it a flash of a cape? A curtain? She had assumed that the house was empty, that Deke had simply dropped by to pick up a file, but perhaps he'd been meeting with someone. Or maybe Hazel had arrived early to clean and had heard Penny and Deke talking. Penny stared at the window but saw nothing; she dismissed it as sun glare...or her overactive imagination. Still, she couldn't shake the feeling that she was being watched as she trespassed her way back to the opening in the fence and across the tangled field next to her shop.


  She tossed down the impromptu walking stick, then spotted a police car on Charm Street turning onto Voodoo Street—Chief Allyson Davis, no doubt, cruising for troublemakers like Penny, according to Deke. As if the woman had anything better to do. The only crime in Mojo was the occasional bar fight at Caskey's and misdemeanor mischief like the recent break-in at Primo Dry Cleaners during which a roll of quarters had gone missing.


  The Charm Farm parking lot was full of cars, so Penny picked up the pace to give Marie and Guy a hand. Yet at the corner of the lot, Penny was unable to resist one glance back at the Archambault mansion. From this vantage point, only the turrets and the cupola were visible...and a person standing in the cupola?


  Penny blinked to focus, then pulled out her binoculars, but whatever she thought she'd seen was gone. She shook herself and wondered if Marie had put something in that so-called love potion to make her paranoid.


  She wet her lips and acknowledged that she was feeling...self-aware. Maybe tonight at Caskey's she'd run into a stranger who wasn't too strange.


  The day passed quickly because business was hopping. The Voodoo Festival brought out three types of people: tourists who wanted to buy souvenirs and have their palms read, the cautious believers who came with cash and hopes of learning black magic tricks, and the hard-core vodou crowd who came from New Orleans and beyond to ensure the festival maintained a level of authenticity. Robes and costumes abounded, along with headwraps, charm pouches, and colorful language—a mixture of English, Cajun, and voodoo speak. The smoothie machine ran constantly, herbs flew off the shelves, and, just as Marie had predicted, several customers asked for voodoo dolls and various bizarre items.


  "Do you have tarantulas?"


  "Um, no."


  "Powdered bones?"


  "No."


  "Goat blood?"


  "No."


  "We should start giving classes on voodoo potions and spells," Marie said. "We'd make a killing."


  "Please stop saying that," Penny said, bagging a handful of dried nasturtiums. "You're giving me the creeps. Besides, you heard what Jules said—voodoo isn't for amateurs." She walked over to the smoothie bar and smiled at the next customer. "May I help you?"


  The woman nodded. "I'll have the hot voodoo sex."


  Penny blinked. "Pardon me?"


  Marie leaned in and whispered, "That's what I named the new juice—Hot Voodoo Sex. It's selling like mad."


  Penny gave her a withering look, then put a glass under the dispenser and pulled the lever for Marie's love potion. She shook her head at the woman's nonsense, but when some of the yellow juice splashed onto Penny's hand, she licked it off when no one was looking...just in case.


  Foot traffic had begun to slow just before closing when Ziggy Hines arrived, larger than life, wearing his chef's hat.


  "Chere, Penny!" he cried, turning on the charm and the accent for the customers. "Ziggy has arrived."


  "I see," Penny observed with a smile.


  The dimpled, black-haired man walked over and kissed her on both cheeks, then angled his head close to her ear. "Where are the little treasures you told me about?"


  "Follow me." She went into her office and closed the door, then unlocked the file cabinet and withdrew the bag of truffles.


  "Mon Dieu," he muttered when he opened the bag. He lifted a truffle and scrutinized it under the light, then inhaled its pungent odor and rolled his eyes in ecstasy.


  Penny laughed. "So do these Mojo truffles pass muster?"


  He nodded, then stroked his chin. "I am amazed. Are there more where these came from?"


  "So he says."


  "How does this man grow them? I must meet him."


  "I'm not sure that's a good idea," she said. "He's a very private person." Plus she had the feeling that Ziggy was trying to cut out the middleman—her. She didn't mind, but she would have to talk to Jimmy first.


  "Does he use a pig to sniff them out?"


  "A dog, actually."


  "Ah. Dogs are preferable because they won't eat the truffle when they dig it up, but they are difficult to train." He sighed. "Now...how much?"


  "Five hundred for the pound."


  "Three hundred," he countered.


  "Four hundred."


  "Three hundred fifty."


  "Four hundred," Penny repeated firmly. "And you know that's a great price."


  "That's a great price for imported French black truffles," Ziggy corrected. "We do not yet know what the market will be for Mojo black truffles."


  Penny crossed her arms. "Perhaps I should find out."


  "Four hundred," he agreed, then removed his wallet with a sigh. "And as many more as he and his wonder-dog can find." He counted one-hundred-dollar bills into her palm. "And this is our little secret?"


  "I can't make any promises on the part of my woodsman."


  Ziggy frowned. "Your woodsman had better be quiet for his own safety. The minute the word gets out that he's sitting on black truffles, he will be descended upon."


  Penny gave a little laugh. "You're joking."


  "No, I'm not. If he and his dog can forage a pound of truffles a day for the season, that's excellent money—especially if he can avoid the tax man."


  She nodded solemnly. In an area like Mojo, where jobs were scarce, it was the equivalent of drug money, without the risk of jail time.


  Penny led Ziggy back out into the store, and he nodded approvingly at the customers milling around. "I see the festival is bringing in the tourists."


  "Yes, it's been very good for business."


  His gaze latched onto a couple of fetching young women who were looking through the magazines but glancing at him under their lashes. "Hm. I might find somewhere to get a drink before I return to the city."


  "Try Caskey's," Penny said. "It's right on the square." She hesitated, then added, "We're having a little party there tonight if you want to stop by."


  His eyebrows went up. "And what are we celebrating?"


  Warmth crept up her face. "My divorce."


  "Oh? I didn't know. I've talked to Deke a couple of times and he didn't mention it."


  Penny blinked. "I remember the two of you meeting here once, but I didn't realize that you were friends."


  Ziggy's face reddened. "I was having a little personal problem, and I needed an out-of-town attorney to handle it."


  "Oh."


  "I'm sorry to hear your marriage didn't work out."


  She still didn't know what to say when people told her that. That she was sorry too? That she wished she'd never met Deke Black? That she had lost faith in marriage as an institution and in the idea that she would ever trust someone again? "Thanks."


  "I might see you at Caskey's," Ziggy said, then hurried to open the door for the women he'd been ogling.


  "I'll lock up," Marie said, then gave Penny a pointed glance. "So you can go home and change into something more...festive."


  Penny looked down at her overalls and wrinkled shirt, which still bore skid marks from her earlier encounter with the asphalt. "You think?"


  "I think."


  "I'm not sure I have anything festive."


  "Look," Marie said. "Hard."


  "Okay," Penny agreed with a sigh. "I'll meet you there in, say, a half hour?"


  "Why don't you take a full hour to get ready?" Marie suggested. "Maybe even break out the lipstick."


  Penny frowned. "See you there."


  After retrieving her coat and waving to Guy, she slipped out the front door and turned right, out of habit. She had reached the sidewalk and stood face-to-face with the house in all of its pink misery before she realized what she'd done. Self-pity washed over her.


  Some people were like rubber bands—willing to stretch but eager to snap back into place at the first opportunity.


  It was a Freudian slip, she decided, to walk back to her former home just before she celebrated her divorce. Shaken, she abruptly turned and strode toward her apartment over the odorous doughnut store. She scanned the faces of the pedestrians trickling toward the downtown square, hoping no one who knew her had seen her gaffe.


  Penny frowned—she had done a lot of things today she hoped no one had seen. And the day wasn't even over yet.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Six


  


  A cup of celebration...


  


  


  THE THREE-BLOCK WALK to Penny's apartment was typically a quiet, meditative time of the day. But as she neared downtown, the murmur of drumming and chanting rode on the still air. The voodoo rituals were about to begin and would continue on the town square all evening and well into the night. The sharp scent of burning wood stung her nostrils, leading her gaze to the plume of lavender-colored smoke rising in the air, marking the site of a makeshift temple. Her bedroom window would give her a bird's-eye view of the activity and, for once, a good reason to miss sleep.


  She threaded her way through the crowds, which became more dense the closer she got to her apartment. Dusk was falling, and as the daylight faded, she could feel a spike in the energy. She was jostled by enthusiastic visitors who danced as they walked, flinging their arms and swaying their hips. Perfume, spices, and perspiration mingled for an erotic aroma. Yet as she rounded the corner, the sickening sugary smell of doughnuts managed to cut through every other odor.


  Ugh—she was home.


  Benny's Beignet shop was overflowing with bodies, and across the square, Caskey's bar was also enjoying a brisk business, as were the food and drink vendors set up around the perimeter of the square, selling sausage kabobs, crawfish etouffee, spicy pickles, hot peppers, and Creole coffee. In another area, booths draped in multicolored lights offered jewelry and vibrant clothing, voodoo dolls, and thousands of trinkets. Since she had left for work this morning, a covered shelter had been erected to house the voodoo rituals and readings, with a hole in the roof to allow smoke from the ceremonial fire to escape. The structure itself could barely be seen for the crush of bodies vying for a good viewing spot. The energy was contagious, and Penny's pulse synched to the rhythm of the drums, her muscles jumping to the jingle of tambourines, flutes, and rattles.


  The door leading to her apartment was next to the door of the beignet shop. She excused and pardoned herself through the crowd, working up a claustrophobic sweat by the time she unlocked the door and closed it behind her. A dim light overhead provided just enough illumination for her to get her bearings. The narrow, steep stairway in front of her disappeared into darkness. She felt for the light switch and flipped it, but the bulb on the landing above popped and fizzled futilely.


  Penny groaned in frustration—it was the fifth lightbulb to burn out in a matter of weeks. When she'd complained to Elton, the landlord, he'd said something about a high-voltage pull running through the building, that she needed 130-volt bulbs instead of the standard 120-volt. Which wouldn't be a problem if the local hardware store actually carried 130-volt bulbs.


  The fine hair on the back of Penny's neck prickled in dread as she slowly climbed the worn steps, which listed slightly to the left. She was being ridiculous, she knew, but since she had moved out of the house that she and Deke had shared, her childhood fear of the dark had returned. It was understandable, she assumed, since she was living alone for the first time in her life, but justification didn't make her phobia any easier to deal with. The drone of the noisy crowd at her back didn't help—in fact, it made her feel more isolated. If something happened, no one would hear her screams.


  She gripped the handrail all the way up, stumbling once on the landing before catching herself. The stink of burnt bulb hung in the musty air. She turned left and felt for the door to her apartment, fumbling for what seemed like an eternity to find the keyhole with her key. The landing was large enough and the air black enough that someone could be standing behind her and she wouldn't even know it. Her skin crawled as perspiration gathered at the small of her back. At last, she turned the dead bolt and practically fell into her apartment, lunging for a light switch as she pushed the door closed behind her.


  The light flickered but caught, illuminating her tiny dining room to the right and part of the kitchen behind it. She exhaled to relieve her pent-up tension and walked a few feet to her left, hitting another light switch to reveal the living room, which led into a bathroom straight ahead and into the bedroom around the corner. All five rooms could have fit into the master bedroom suite in the Victorian on Charm Street. The upside was that they'd been easy to furnish—one delivery from Furniture Galaxy and she'd been set: miniature dining table and chairs, two bar stools, sage green leather couch and butter yellow leather chair, side table, lamp number one, hooked area rug, television cabinet, television, queen-size bed, chest of drawers, and lamp number two.


  She tried not to think about the luscious antiques that had stayed with the house, all of which she had handpicked, refurbishing many herself. On her way out the door, she had stolen a plant, a ficus tree sitting in the foyer that had thrived under her care. She couldn't imagine Deke missing it; in hindsight, he hadn't been particularly attached to anything in the house that was living.


  The one thing that she most regretted leaving was a lovebirds tree ornament that Deke had given her the first Christmas they were together in college at Louisiana State University. He hadn't been able to understand why she'd cried, and she'd been too embarrassed to confess that as a child she'd always longed for a twinkling Christmas tree with lots of ornaments. That kind of admission would have led to questions about her family that she hadn't wanted to address. As far as Deke knew, she was an only child and both of her parents had died.


  Which was partly true.


  When she'd been gathering her clothes and personal effects, she had forgotten about the ornament, which she had kept wrapped in tissue paper in a chest in the attic. On some level she wanted the ornament as a reminder that she hadn't imagined Deke's love for her, but a stronger motivation was envisioning Sheena running across the ornament and having a belly laugh at Penny's sentimentality. The thought of that woman—or Deke—tossing the ornament as if it meant nothing kept Penny awake at nights. Someday she would figure out a way to get it back without either one of them knowing. She was too ashamed to let anyone know the ornament still meant something to her.


  Penny glanced around her little apartment, conceding it wasn't without its own charm: tall plaster ceilings, waist-high white bead board that ran throughout, worn wood floors that were always pleasingly warm because of the heat generated beneath her in the doughnut shop. And the windows—the windows were magnificent. Two in the living room, two in the bedroom, nearly floor to ceiling. The pair in the bedroom opened onto a Juliet balcony, encased by an intricate cast-iron railing.


  If only she had a Romeo to gaze down upon, instead of a giant revolving square doughnut.


  Penny shrugged out of her coat and dropped it onto the quilted coverlet on her bed. For a few seconds, she stared at the coat with envy—she'd had a long, disturbing day, and she'd rather have curled up on her bed and listen to the crowd through an open window than attend this party that Marie had planned. She stretched high on her toes and exhaled noisily. She couldn't back out now—it was nice of Marie to have planned it. And maybe the party would help her put some closure on her relationship with Deke.


  First things first. She phoned her landlord and left another message about the lightbulbs. The plain yogurt and dried bananas she'd eaten for lunch were long gone, and Caskey's would have few to no healthy choices on the menu, so she made a quick spinach and tofu salad and washed it down with mineral water and lemon. A long, hot shower would have felt great, but her water heater was on the fritz more often than not, so she settled for a long, lukewarm shower. Afterward, she took special care to smooth on scented lotion, dab almond oil on her pulse points, and make an attempt to tame her auburn curls with a round brush.


  Frowning into the mirror, she studied her reflection, something she'd been doing more of lately, she acknowledged. She wasn't about to accept blame for Deke's sleeping around, but after being tossed aside as carelessly as she had been, she did have her moments of self-doubt.


  Okay, make that hours of self-doubt. At thirty-two, her features were beginning to sharpen as youthful lipids left her skin. Sometimes when she looked in the mirror, she felt old; at other times, simply mature. Her face was unremarkable, although she'd always believed her green eyes were her best attribute. Deke seemed to prefer her smile, but she thought she showed too much gum.


  That's when I know you're really happy, he'd said once. When I see a lot of gum.


  She couldn't remember the last time she'd shown a lot of gum.


  With a sigh, she withdrew her dusty makeup case and poked around for products that weren't dried up. A dusting of powder would have to suffice as foundation. Too late, she remembered why she didn't use the powder more often—it contained skin "brighteners," which sounded scientific but were, in effect, ground-up glitter so difficult to remove, it practically had to wear off a person's skin. She lucked out and found an unopened wand of mascara and a pinkish lipstick that did double-duty as blush. Then she gave up while she was ahead.


  With much trepidation, she opened the door of her closet, Marie's not so subtle suggestion to dress up ringing in her mind.


  "Festive, festive, festive," she murmured, flipping through jeans, corduroys, chinos, painter's pants, overalls, jumpers, and sweaters. In a near panic, she reached into the back of her closet, and her hand closed over a forgotten dress, one she'd purchased at a local boutique when she'd first detected Deke's restlessness. She withdrew it and held it in front of her, the tags dangling. The sleeveless emerald green wrap dress was fitted through the bodice, tied at the waist, then fell to a long, swishy skirt edged with a thick row of embroidered gold trim. The lustrous fabric was finely cut and flattering to her lean figure. She had paid more for it and a pair of gold wedge-heel sandals than any ensemble since her wedding gown, but she hadn't gotten the chance to wear it and had been too embarrassed to return it...afterward.


  She removed the tags, then slid into the dress and stepped into the shoes, turning this way and that way in the mirror, remembering Deke's reference to her "bony ass." She looked, she decided, as good as she was ever going to look. She added dangly earrings and a few ethnic bracelets, tied a yellow shawl around her shoulders, and dropped essentials into an appliquéd canvas shoulder bag, including a flashlight so she wouldn't have to climb the stairs in the dark again.


  At the last minute, she glanced in the mirror and panicked at her made-over reflection. Did she look as if she was trying too hard?


  Then she winced. Trying too hard to do what? To forget about Deke? Wasn't that the plan?


  She walked to the window and looked out across the people milling in the square—couples holding hands, friends arm in arm, children running wild. The main crowd still gravitated around the shelter, where the dancing had grown more frenzied. Small groups of dancers had erupted on all sides, and everyone seemed to be getting into the spirit of the festival. From her vantage point, she scanned the crowd for anyone familiar and spotted Marie's blue hair as the young woman hurried in the direction of the bar.


  Penny smiled wryly—time to stop stalling and go celebrate her failed marriage.


  She started to turn away from the window when she noticed a tall, muscular man standing next to a streetlight, casually inspecting the crowd. Something about him struck her as familiar....


  The man who had visited Sheena!


  She took an involuntary half step back from the window, then peeked around to see if Sheena was lurking about. If she was, she wasn't making herself known...or maybe the man was waiting for her.


  Penny picked up her purse, her chest bursting with curiosity. She left the light over the dining room table burning and prayed it would last until she got home. The new shoes made getting down the dark stairs precarious, especially when she had to use one hand to hold the flashlight. When she opened the door onto the street, the noise blasted her. The volume had increased twofold since she had gone inside. Night had fallen, but the square was awash with pink and yellow light. The lamp under which the mystery man had been standing illuminated emptiness. Penny glanced around but didn't see him anywhere.


  A child ran by and Penny jumped back, laughing, to avoid being plowed by a train of shrieking children holding sparklers high. She worked her way through the crowd, past the trinket vendors. She fingered glass bead necklaces and velvet charm pouches and smiled over jars of crushed "bones" like the ones on sale at the souvenir shop at the voodoo museum. (Close scrutiny of the label revealed the contents as "rock bones," or in layman's terms, crushed limestone.) Jars of "spider legs," "poison frog skin," and "fish eyes" were equally bogus but were being snapped up anyway.


  The booth selling voodoo dolls was the busiest by far. Factory-stamped "stick it to your boss" fabric dolls were prevalent, as were cartoonish "love" and "revenge" dolls of ambiguous sex and miniature novelty dolls in bright hues. High in the rafters of the tent, however, she spied more authentic versions of the dolls, some of them grotesque, made from black cloth or wax, wrapped in scraps of fabric. The woman running the booth saw her studying the dolls and made a move to get one down for her, but Penny waved her off.


  She made her way toward Caskey's, marveling over the intensity of the atmosphere. She had experienced the festival every year she'd lived in Mojo, but she'd never seen so many people, so much energy. It had the feeling of Mardi Gras, without the beads and the nudity. The strong aroma of incense and cloves cleared her sinuses and stung her eyes. The air throbbed with the beat of the three drummers of the batri playing for the ceremony, and the ground vibrated with the force of pounding feet.


  As she walked past the shelter, she noticed wooden cages of white chickens lined up. Their frantic squawking added to the din, as if they knew their fate. The priests and priestesses had met animal control halfway by agreeing to kill the birds humanely in their sacrificial ritual, and only at a time when children most likely would be home in bed.


  Penny shivered and pulled her shawl higher on her bare shoulders as she wound through the crowd waiting at Caskey's. Marie was smart to have reserved a room for the party. Penny only hoped that enough people showed up. When she finally made it to the hostess stand, she shouted to be heard above the noise, and the young girl directed her to the party room. On the way past the bar, Penny did a double take; the mystery man sat alone, nursing a long-neck beer.


  Still dressed in the brown leather coat and clothes she'd seen him in this morning, he was as long-limbed as he had appeared from a distance, and broad-shouldered, but slouching in a "screw everyone" posture. His black gaze latched onto her in puzzled recognition, then darted to her cleavage. Penny realized with a flush that she looked radically different than when he'd stopped to ask for directions. She quickly averted her gaze and hurried toward her destination.


  But poor Deke—even with the hair transplant, he didn't stand a chance against the guy.


  She grinned and was pretty sure she was showing gum.


  Suddenly she felt like celebrating. She found the room and smiled at the sign reading Congratulations on Your Divorce, Penny! She rapped on the door that was ajar before sticking her head inside the nearly empty room. Rollicking zydeco music blared from a MP3 player in the corner. "Is this the divorce party?"


  Marie turned, and her eyes widened. "Wow, Penny, you look..." She squinted. "Your skin is all glittery."


  Penny smirked. "You said festive."


  "You look awesome, boss, really."


  Penny thanked her, then laughed as she walked into the room festooned in streamers and balloons. "The decorations are awesome, too," she said, picking up a noisemaker and giving it a spin. "But it looks like this is going to be one dead divorce party."


  "Gee, then maybe we should go," said a voice behind her.


  Penny turned, and at the sight of the two women standing in the doorway, she let out a happy cry and broke into a run.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  Toss in some unexpected spice...


  


  


  "LIZ, WENDY...what are you doing here?"


  "We came to liven up this dead party," Liz said with a laugh.


  Penny embraced the women one at a time, then angled her head at Marie. "You set this up."


  Marie looked pleased with herself. "So I snooped in your address book."


  "Marie called me," Liz said, "then I called Wendy."


  Penny pulled her two friends forward, glad that her employee had made the call that she herself had been too embarrassed to make. "Marie, meet my two best friends from college—Liz Brockwell and Wendy Metzger."


  Still tingling with shock and pleasure, Penny observed the sleek women as they shook hands with Marie and said hello. They were just as attractive as when they'd all met at Louisiana State University—maybe more so. Liz was a vivacious blond, twice divorced, who lived in New Orleans and ran a chain of chiropractic clinics. She had always been the personality of the trio, as well as the fashion plate—and still was, as evidenced by her Tory Burch tweed jacket over Decca jeans and the Fendi bag—things that Penny recognized from the Saks ads in the Post.


  Wendy was a quiet, petite, raven-haired beauty from Atlanta who had never been married. She ran an art gallery—perfect for her reserved nature and refined taste. Only Wendy could look so feminine in her tiny Versace glasses and tailored boyish clothes, her long hair pulled back into a simple ponytail.


  Liz lifted a gift bag. "Where do you want the gag gifts?"


  Marie pointed to a gaily decorated table just inside the door. "Put them there and Penny can open them later. I'm going to get a round of drinks." She grinned at Penny, then skipped out of the room, leaving the three of them alone.


  Penny flushed under Liz's direct gaze. "What—you couldn't call and tell us that you and Deke were getting a divorce?"


  "You didn't call me when you got your last divorce," Penny pointed out.


  Liz shrugged. "You'd only met Richard once. Besides, I wasn't exactly torn up about it."


  Penny lifted her chin slightly.


  "Not that you're torn up about it," Wendy said quickly, then winced and touched Penny's arm. "Are you?"


  "She's having a party, isn't she?" Liz said, swatting at an errant balloon.


  "What happened?" Wendy asked, her voice laced with curiosity and concern.


  Penny shrugged and tried to sound philosophical. "Deke found someone else."


  Liz rolled her eyes. "How young is she?"


  "Young," Penny admitted. "And...voluptuous. I caught them together...in our bed."


  "I'm so sorry," Wendy said, giving her a hug.


  "Well, I'm not," Liz declared to Penny. "You've never looked better in your life, so the divorce must be agreeing with you."


  "You're gorgeous," Wendy agreed.


  "Thanks," Penny said, knowing they were trying to make her feel better, and letting them.


  "Are you changing your name back to Francisco?" Wendy asked.


  Penny nodded. "Already done."


  "I assume you got the house," Liz said, tapping her foot.


  "No, but I had a good attorney—I called Gloria Dalton."


  Liz's eyebrows climbed. "Gloria is a great attorney—she didn't get you the house?"


  Penny smiled. "Deke got the house, but I got the rental property across the street."


  "Which is your health food store," Wendy said. "Right?"


  "Liz pointed it out to me when we drove in—it looks terrific."


  "Thanks, I really love it. And business is good, knock on wood."


  Wendy's dark eyes widened. "But you're across the street from Deke in the house—that's kind of icky, isn't it?"


  "It hasn't been easy," Penny conceded. "His girlfriend moved in."


  "Well," Liz said dryly, "that explains the pink paint job. I knew that wasn't your handiwork."


  Penny made a face and shook her head. "I confronted Deke about it this morning and he said it's what she wants."


  Wendy frowned. "Who is this woman?"


  Penny sighed. "The town bimbo, unfortunately. And she owns the local tanning salon."


  Liz snorted. "Couldn't Deke at least have been original?"


  "Did the two of you just grow apart?" Wendy asked.


  Good question, one that Penny had asked herself a hundred times. "We must have," she said carefully. "We were happy for the first few years we lived here, but I was bored working in his law office, so I suggested opening the health food store. Deke was against it, but in the end he gave in—I think he believed it would go under within a couple of months and I'd come back to work with him." Penny made a rueful noise. "I thought it was a good thing, that maybe we were spending too much time together, but that's when things started to go south."


  "Is his mother still alive?" Liz asked.


  Penny nodded. "And she's still the mayor. She always tried to interfere in our marriage, but Deke stood up to her." Penny frowned. "At first. Then his practice started to slide. When I left to start the health food store, his business dropped off even more, and his entire personality changed. I think he blamed me for leaving him without an office manager. He was jumpy and irritable, and...paranoid."


  Liz crossed her arms. "Paranoid?"


  "Paranoid might not be the right word—stressed. He was stressed all the time, working longer and longer hours. That's when I began to suspect that something was wrong."


  "Sounds like drugs," Liz muttered.


  Penny bit down on the inside of her cheek. She had considered the possibility, and it would have explained a lot of things, like his erratic passive-aggressive behavior. "Nothing so dramatic—he was just having a good old-fashioned midlife crisis."


  "Penny, are you doing okay, really?" Wendy asked.


  Penny nodded. "Some days are harder than others, but overall, yeah, I'm fine."


  "Did you consider leaving Mojo?" Liz asked.


  Somehow Liz always managed to find Penny's sore spots. "I might have if my business wasn't doing so well." And the sad truth was, she had nowhere else to go. She clasped their hands, eager to change the subject. "How long has it been since we were all together?"


  "Two years," Liz said. "Your thirtieth birthday."


  "How long can you stay?"


  "We have to go back to the city right after the party—Wendy's flying out at the crack of dawn."


  Penny groaned. "So, catch me up."


  "Same old, same old for me," Liz said with a languid smile.


  "Still rich and single, in other words," Penny said dryly.


  Liz's laugh tinkled. "It's a great life, isn't it, Wendy?"


  "Don't ask me. I've got the single part down, but the rich part has eluded me."


  "Not true," Liz said, then looked at Penny. "She just bought a fabulous loft in an artsy section of Atlanta."


  "Really?" Penny asked, surprised. Wendy had always said she wanted to wait until she married Mr. Right before taking on a mortgage. "That's wonderful. Your career must be going gangbusters."


  "She's been asked to curate an exhibit at the High Museum of Art," Liz said, then slanted a glance toward their doe-eyed friend. "And she has a mystery boyfriend."


  Penny lifted her eyebrows. "Do tell."


  Wendy gave Liz an exasperated glance. "Liz talks too much."


  A cell phone rang, and Wendy glanced toward her purse.


  "Speak of the devil," Liz said.


  "Answer it," Penny encouraged.


  But Wendy seemed nervous and shook her head as the phone continued to ring. It stopped, only to start ringing again a few seconds later.


  "He's persistent," Liz declared.


  Wendy bit her lip as she reached into her bag and withdrew the phone.


  Liz leaned over to steal a glance at the screen, and Wendy yanked it back. "Liz, mind your own business!"


  Liz laughed and looked at Penny. "He must really be important—maybe he's a famous artist."


  "I need to take this," Wendy said with a frown, then hurried out the door.


  Liz smirked. "I think she's doing her boss, Mr. Shepherd."


  "Why would she want to keep it a secret?"


  "Because he's married."


  "Oh." Penny swallowed. Having been cheated on gave her a different perspective of an affair. If Wendy was seeing Mr. Shepherd, that made her Mrs. Shepherd's Sheena.


  "I think he bought her the loft," Liz murmured, "but she won't talk about it. She's been as jumpy as a cat since I picked her up at the airport."


  "It seems out of character for Wendy to get mixed up with a married man."


  "People change." Liz glanced after Wendy, then sighed. "Besides, love makes people stupid. You should know that, Penny."


  Penny looked up. Was Liz talking about her stupidity for marrying Deke, or were the feelings she still had for Deke so transparent?


  Liz's gaze probed hers. "Look at how Deke has behaved, for instance."


  "Oh. Right."


  "Of course, no offense, Penny, but I always thought you could do better than Deke anyway."


  Penny gave a dry laugh. "Apparently not, since he's who I wound up with."


  "You settled."


  Funny, but Penny had felt lucky at the time, and most of the time since. In fact, she had sometimes wondered if Liz was jealous—not of Deke, but of their relationship. "He was the one who ended the marriage," she felt obligated to point out.


  Liz gave a dismissive wave with her manicured hand. "You're so much better off without him. Cheating bastard."


  "Who?" Wendy asked, rejoining them, her cheeks flushed.


  "Deke, of course," Liz said lightly. "Who did you think we were referring to?"


  Wendy adjusted her glasses—a nervous habit, Penny recalled. "No one. What did I miss?"


  Liz smiled. "I was just telling Penny that she was too good for Deke Black and that when she falls in love again, she shouldn't settle. Right, Wendy?"


  Wendy paled. "Right."


  Penny felt a rush of sympathy for gentle-hearted Wendy. If she'd fallen in love with a married man, she was probably feeling tormented. "And I was just getting ready to tell Liz that—"


  The door opened suddenly, and Penny turned her head. Her pulse jolted at the sight of Sheena's mystery man standing in the doorway, his broad shoulders spanning the opening, his dark gaze tantalizing. The man was built for carnal sport, and she had no doubt he could...score. Penny wet her lips and murmured, "Sometimes...sex is enough."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  Top with a few sour grapes...


  


  


  A FEW SECONDS PASSED before Penny's words registered in her own brain. Where had that inane comment come from? She groaned inwardly, blaming Marie's Hot Voodoo Sex concoction for the misfirings of her nether regions—and her mouth. Meanwhile, the mystery man was giving her the once-over with those heavy-lidded black eyes that glinted with suppressed laughter.


  "Sorry," he said in a low, smooth rumble. "I was looking for the men's room." He glanced down, then bent and retrieved the Congratulations on Your Divorce, Penny! sign that had fallen off the door. "I didn't mean to crash the party." He looked up and grinned in her direction. "Are you Penny?"


  She nodded, feeling ridiculous.


  "Thanks for the tip on the Browning Motel this morning."


  A flush climbed her neck. "No problem."


  He extended the sign. "And congratulations on being single again."


  She stood, frozen, staring at his long-fingered hand until Liz bumped her from behind. "Thanks," Penny mumbled as she took the sign.


  "My pleasure."


  She had the absurd feeling that if he'd been wearing a hat, he would have tipped it. He gave a curt nod and disappeared.


  After a few heartbeats of silence, Liz bumped her again. "Was that the best you could do—thanks? That man was hot. And he was interested."


  Penny acknowledged with an exhale that yes, he was indeed hot, then she turned. "Don't get any ideas. I don't know his name, but he's mixed up with Sheena somehow."


  "Who's Sheena?"


  "Deke's girlfriend."


  Wendy squinted. "Deke's girlfriend has a boyfriend?"


  "I don't know—maybe they used to be involved. I saw him drive up to the house this morning. Deke wasn't home. When Sheena answered, she was wearing something slinky, and it looked like they were arguing."


  Liz's eyebrows shot up. "You were spying?"


  Penny's cheeks flamed. "No. I just happened to be looking out the window." She didn't miss the look that Liz exchanged with Wendy. "I'm over Deke," she assured them, although her voice came out strident and thin. "I...I just couldn't believe he'd paint my house pink, that's all."


  A lazy smile curved Liz's mouth. "I don't know, I think it would be kind of poetic if you hooked up with the woman's ex-boyfriend. If Deke can have a plaything, so can you. What's good for the goose, and all that jazz."


  Before Penny could respond, the door opened again and Marie walked in, all smiles, carrying a tray of jewel-toned martinis. "I got an assortment of plain, cherry, and apple, so everyone can help themselves. And I found some of our group!"


  Steve Chasen walked in behind her, followed by two young women whom Marie introduced as friends of hers—Jill and Melissa, both of whom worked at the Hair Affair, and both sporting hairdos as riotous as Marie's. Diane Davidson arrived a few minutes later, and Penny hardly recognized her because she wasn't wearing a running suit. The woman seemed hesitant, so Penny went out of her way to make her feel welcome, introducing her to Liz and Wendy. She tried not to let Steve and Marie's comments about Diane being a witch color her perception of the quiet woman, but she had to admit that she saw her through new eyes. Diane was dressed in a black skirt that swept the floor and a black tunic belted with a long sash embroidered with silver pentagrams. Perhaps coming to the party and wearing a Wiccan symbol was her way of fighting back, of standing up for herself.


  Penny felt a sudden surge of kinship with the woman and vowed to herself that she would try to get to know her better. After all, any woman who scared Deke was worth befriending. Besides, she couldn't imagine that the Wiccan religion was any more terrifying than the frenzied, snake-handling Pentecostals in the small Tennessee town where she'd grown up. Every religion, including voodoo, had its exaggerations and misinterpretations by outsiders.


  "Drink up, boss," Marie urged, handing her a brimming martini glass.


  Penny eyed the liquid warily, trying to gauge her alcohol tolerance based on how long it had been since she'd indulged and the fact that tofu didn't coat one's stomach as well as buttered toast did.


  "Oh, no, you don't," Marie said, wagging a finger. "I don't want to hear anything about free radicals spinning through your body, or how bad alcohol is for your skin."


  "It dehydrates you," Penny muttered.


  Marie sighed. "Just for tonight, let go a little." She leaned in, her eyes sparkling. "I have a feeling that something really exciting is going to happen to you tonight."


  Again, the rumors about Marie having ESP flitted through Penny's mind. Then, inexplicably, her mind bounced to the mystery man and the sexual spark she'd seen in his dark gaze. Was he, by chance, the exciting thing that Marie was forecasting? Penny glanced toward the open door and took a sip of the cold, fruity drink. She winced at the afterburn, but the second sip went down more smoothly...and the third sip more smoothly still.


  By the time Guy arrived with Carrie, his gorgeous "date," Penny had emptied her glass and was starting to feel the minty tingle of the alcohol swimming toward her brain and extremities. Marie replaced Penny's empty glass with a full one, and she had finished half of the second drink when Hazel Means stuck her head inside the room.


  "Hazel!" Penny said happily, gesturing wide. "Welcome to my party!"


  The trim, middle-aged woman smiled, but she looked uncomfortable and fingered her hearing aid; Penny suspected that loud, public places were distracting for her. "I can't stay long, I just came by to wish you the best and to drop off a little something from the souvenir shop." She set a gift bag on the now overflowing table and winked.


  Penny was touched. "Thank you, Hazel. I realize you've known Deke and his family for years, and it's difficult for you to take sides. I appreciate your friendship."


  Hazel leaned in. "Mona is here, and she knows you're here. But Chief Davis is out there checking I.D.s, so maybe Mona will leave you alone."


  Penny winced—she didn't want to face her ex-mother-in-law tonight of all nights. "Thanks for the warning."


  "Don't mention it." Hazel patted Penny's arm and turned to go.


  "Oh...Hazel, did you get the mail I dropped off this morning?"


  "I wondered where that mail came from—it looked like it had been trampled."


  "Sorry...I, um, dropped it on the way over."


  "No problem. Thanks."


  "Hazel—who was at the museum this morning meeting with Deke?"


  Hazel shrugged. "No one that I know of. When was Deke there?"


  "I ran into him when I dropped off the mail."


  "Well, he has a key to the office. He comes and goes as he pleases."


  "I know, but I thought I saw someone in the window as I was leaving." Penny pressed her lips together, knowing they were growing looser by the second but unable to stop. "And someone in the cupola."


  Hazel laughed. "You must have been seeing things. The door to the cupola was boarded up years ago for security reasons. Nothing up there but bats and fog."


  Relieved, Penny nodded, but the movement gave her a head rush. "Of course. You're right—it was foggy this morning."


  "I have to run. The tourists will be lined up at the museum early tomorrow."


  Penny waved good-bye, then smiled happily when Ziggy Hines strolled into the room, holding a tall drink and looking well on his way to being sloshed. "You made it, Ziggy."


  "Not yet," he said suggestively, his gaze roaming the room. "But I still have high hopes for the evening." His head stopped. "Who is that woman?"


  Penny turned, not surprised to see him nodding toward Liz on the other side of the room. She was deep in conversation with Wendy.


  "Liz Brockwell," Penny said. "She was my roommate at LSU, and she lives in the city."


  He turned his back and rubbed his hand over his mouth. "I've seen her in my restaurant. Striking woman."


  "I can introduce you," Penny offered.


  "No," he said quickly, moving toward the door. "In fact, I should be going—I have to meet someone."


  Penny smiled—one of the young women he'd left her shop with, no doubt. "Good night, Ziggy. I'll call you when I have more truffles."


  He nodded absently, then glanced toward Liz and left abruptly.


  Penny frowned after him and shook her head. The man was Mr. Macho until faced with the prospect of meeting a woman on his own level. She sipped from her glass and studied Liz and Wendy from across the room, warmth infusing her chest. At one time the three of them had been inseparable, sharing their dreams and aspirations. Yet they had fallen out of touch...grown apart...just like her and Deke. It was funny that she prided herself on having a green thumb, on being able to nurse any plant back to health, yet she allowed her personal relationships to wither on the vine.


  Moisture gathered in her eyes. The alcohol was making her weepy.


  But the energy level of the small party was definitely ratcheting higher as drinks flowed and a waitress brought in trays of greasy appetizers. Friends of friends arrived, some of whom Penny recognized as customers, and soon the room boomed with music and laughter. Penny made the rounds and tried to behave like a happy divorcee. Her mind kept straying to the mystery man who had crossed her path more than once today, but she reasoned that he had probably already hooked up with someone, or maybe he and Sheena had made up.


  "Someone told me you were here."


  Penny had time to school her face into a pleasant mask before turning to face her ex-mother-in-law. Mona Black was a tall, imposing woman with piercing eyes and a pile of black hair on her head, divided by a shock of white in the front. She didn't wear makeup, although admittedly she didn't need it. She was an attractive woman in her sixties, her uniform a black pantsuit, her only ornament a small silver cross at her throat.


  "Hello, Mona," Penny said cheerfully. "Welcome to my divorce party. Can I get you a drink?"


  Disgust filled the woman's eyes. "A party? Don't you have any class?"


  "Too much for your son, apparently. Or haven't you met your new future daughter-in-law?"


  Mona's jaw hardened. "What are you talking about?"


  "Haven't you heard? Deke and Sheena are engaged."


  Mona tried not to react, but Penny knew the woman had been taken by surprise.


  Penny lifted her glass. "Congratulations, Mona. Maybe Sheena will give Deke those grandkids you've always wanted, and they'll have a beautiful tan."


  Loathing glinted in Mona's eyes before she recovered. "I didn't come to discuss Deke. I wanted to warn you that the city council is going to file a restraining order to stop you from turning Mojo into a damn cornfield."


  Penny tensed as years of resentment toward the woman came to a head. "Really? Where was the restraining order, Mona, when Deke painted my house the color of a vagina?"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  Then slice with a sharp object...


  


  


  AS LUCK WOULD HAVE IT, her outburst coincided with a lull in the conversation. Gasps sounded, followed by laughter. The look of horrified indignance on Mona's face was worth the transgression, Penny decided.


  "You're drunk," Mona hissed, then nodded toward Diane Davidson. "I'll leave you to your misfit friends."


  After Mona left, Penny was still reeling over her own behavior. Guy gave her a thumbs-up across the room. Liz and Wendy came over and gave her high fives.


  "Well done," Liz said. "Consider that bridge burned."


  "I can't believe you said that to his mother," Wendy said, laughing.


  "It was false courage," Penny admitted, then drained her glass. "But did it ever feel good."


  Pleased with herself, she went in search of another martini, feeling for the first time since she'd seen the bottoms of Sheena's dirty feet on her white sheets that things were going to work out. That not only would she survive, but she just might thrive. She was stirring another drink when Marie came up to her. "Boss, I need to talk to you."


  "Oh, Marie, this is a great party. Thank you so much for putting it together. I wasn't so sure at first, but I'm really enjoying myself."


  "Good." Marie's smile was tight as she pulled Penny into a secluded corner. "Listen, I just found out something I think you should know."


  "That Deke's getting married? I already know."


  Marie frowned. "Deke's getting married? No—this is different...but related, I suppose."


  Penny used her teeth to pluck an olive from the martini stirrer. "What?"


  "Apparently Deke hid assets during the property settlement. He put some things in Sheena's name and some in her company's name. Cash...a boat...other things."


  Denial sprang to Penny's chest that Deke would purposely cheat her, then she remembered the investments that had allegedly gone bad, how their savings had dwindled. The strange phone call she'd received at home before this had all started about a boat she'd known nothing about and that Deke had sworn was a mistake. Suddenly his tan and designer suits made sense. Anger and dismay rolled over her in waves. "Did Steve tell you this?"


  Marie sent a worried glance his way. "Yes, but he'll be fired if Deke finds out. I thought maybe your attorney could do some research and keep Steve's name out of it."


  Penny was struck mute, but she nodded. Would the betrayal ever end? Would she ever stop feeling stupid? Had her entire marriage been a sham? She felt lightheaded. "I...need some air," she said, then walked out of the room.


  Not that the air out in the bar was clearer. A haze of smoke hung above the throng of bodies jammed into the space. The scent of blackened meat burned her nose. The music was loud, and voices were raised to near crescendo. The alcohol had keened her senses, but she felt numb from the stimulus overload. She turned away from the noise and walked down a hall in search of the ladies' bathroom. Her neck felt sticky from perspiration, and her mind reeled as Marie's words reverberated in her head.


  Deke had plotted to cheat her out of assets they'd built together. Throughout the divorce, she had regarded him as weak when it had come to matters of the flesh, and stubborn when it had come to going after the assets he'd wanted, but she wouldn't have dreamed he would stoop to this...to robbing her...to breaking the law. She felt so small and so...used.


  At the end of the hall she spotted the line for the bathroom and opted to wait by the pay phones until the line died down. She needed space around her and time to think, to regroup. She'd call Gloria, of course, but just the thought of several more months of wrangling with Deke was enough to sicken her. Maybe she should have let him have the rental property and given up her business in exchange for cash...moved somewhere else and started over...nearer to her mother...


  God, if she was thinking about her mother, she must be drunk.


  Penny inhaled and exhaled, realized she was still holding her drink, and took a cooling sip. She leaned against the wall and wondered briefly if anyone would miss her if she didn't return to the party...or if she left Mojo.


  On the opposite wall, a white flyer among the dozens stapled and tacked into the wood paneling caught her attention.


  MISSING: Jodi Reynolds, age 17, last seen in New Orleans, September 12.


  In the color picture, the bespectacled woman looked bookish...ordinary. Only her curtain of long blond hair set her apart. Penny looked into the woman's sad eyes and wondered if the person who had created the flyer was a concerned relative, or someone else—an abusive parent, an obsessed lover?


  Penny leaned forward and murmured, "Did someone take you, Jodi Reynolds, or did you disappear on purpose?"


  "Is this a private conversation, or can anyone join in?"


  She swung her head around, and the mystery man was standing there, holding a bottle of beer. And he was still breathtakingly sexy...all muscles and male, leather and Levi's.


  "I, uh..." Her brain was pickled.


  He looked at the flyer she'd been studying. "Do you know her?" His smooth Cajun cadence was like a down pillow for her ears.


  "No. I was just...wondering what might have happened to her."


  He took a drink from the bottle, still reading. "Looks like a good kid, I hope she's found safe."


  "Or not."


  He arched one eyebrow. "You hope she isn't found?"


  Penny shrugged. "She's seventeen. Maybe she doesn't want to be found."


  He pursed his mouth. "Is that the voice of personal experience? Do you have secrets, Penny?"


  Her mouth went dry as his gaze bored into hers. One minute in and he was already too close for comfort. "No," she croaked.


  "Ah. So it's the cynicism of someone newly divorced." He grinned and took another drink. "You left your own party?"


  "I just stepped out for a few minutes."


  "I'm ready to leave, too. So why don't we leave together?"


  She blinked, wondering if she'd misheard him, but the sexy glint in his eyes and the curve of his mouth was unmistakable—he wanted to get busy...with her. A tug on her midsection answered his call, and her breasts tingled, but her good-girl training kicked in. "I don't even know your name."


  "It's B.J.," he said. "And don't worry—I'm not a serial killer."


  She smirked. "I'll bet that's what all the serial killers say."


  He laughed, a pleasant noise that stroked her curiosity. "I promise as long as you're with me, nothing will ever happen to you...that you don't want to happen."


  She swallowed hard. Strangely, she believed him, trusted him...with her body anyway.


  He leaned forward. "You smell good."


  "Thanks...it's, um, almond oil."


  "Really? Smells like doughnuts."


  She pushed her tongue into her cheek. She had to find a new place to live.


  He grinned. "I love doughnuts."


  "I don't," she said firmly, and started to push away from the wall.


  "Hey," he said with a little laugh. "Relax. What do you like?"


  She lifted her chin. "Tofu."


  "Tofu?" He made a rueful noise. "Lady, I'd sure like to try to change your idea of fun."


  She couldn't help but laugh at his Cajun masochism. The man was appealing in a base sort of way.


  He nodded toward the exit. "So how about it, Penny? Let me take your mind off...whatever."


  Penny started to shake her head no, but something took hold inside her chest that she recognized as power. Feminine satisfaction swelled in her belly, and her thighs pulsed with pleasure. It had been a long time since she'd been pursued by a man. It had been over a decade since she'd even seen a man other than Deke naked, and she suspected that B J. here would measure up...and then some. Besides, if she were very clever, maybe she'd find out something about Sheena that would help her to apply pressure when she took Deke back to court.


  She wet her lips, testing the words silently. Okay...let's go...your place or mine? She tried desperately to remember what kind of underwear she'd worn—black lace bikini, or full coverage cotton?


  "Penny!"


  Down the hall Marie motioned to her and shouted, "Come on—it's time to open the gag gifts!" then disappeared back into the room.


  Penny straightened, remorse and...relief?...bleeding through her. "I guess I'd better get back to my party."


  He tore a corner off a faded flyer and wrote something on it using a pen that was attached to the wall. "I have to take off," he said, extending the paper. "But here's my cell number. Why don't you call me when you're finished here and we'll...see what happens."


  Penny took the piece of paper but decided not to commit. He didn't press her for an answer, just inclined his head and left. She shoved the slip of paper deep into her pocket and watched him disappear into the crowd. He didn't act like a player—he wasn't scouting the bar for another score, and he didn't have an entourage. She made her way back to the party, her heart thudding with apprehension.


  Everyone was in high spirits when she returned, although she spotted Liz checking her watch a couple of times and felt guilty; her friend had probably traded a night of sophisticated entertainment to come to Mojo and have watered-down drinks at a hole-in-the-wall bar. Wendy looked equally out of place, stabbing at her glasses and checking her cell phone. Guy, too, looked restless, and Diane Davidson appeared ready to bolt at the first chance. Determined to put everyone out of their misery, Penny went to the gift table and clinked a fork against her glass to get everyone's attention. Guy turned down the music.


  Penny inhaled and cleared her throat. "Thank you so much for coming tonight and thanks to Marie for putting this together." The alcohol was pumping through her body, unhindered by food. As she looked over the motley crew that had assembled on her behalf, she suddenly felt sorry for herself, and for them for being dragged into her personal drama. Unbidden, revulsion for Deke and what he had put her through welled in her chest. Tension whipped through the room as everyone waited. Marie pressed her lips together and averted her gaze.


  In a desperate attempt to ward off tears, Penny decided to play the sarcasm card. "Most of you know the circumstances of my divorce. For those of you who don't—my husband was a lying, cheating, son of a bitch."


  Everyone erupted in laughter, relieving the tension in the room and thankfully, in her chest. "But I got the last laugh because he has to live in a pink house and I got all these presents!"


  Marie handed her a gift bag. "I asked everyone to keep the gifts anonymous."


  "Ooh, mysterious." She pulled out a box of condoms, and cheers broke out. A flush warmed her face, and B.J.'s number seemed to burn through her clothing into her skin.


  Subsequent bags and boxes revealed a ball cap and T-shirt that espoused the virtues of divorce, a roll of ex-husband toilet paper (Guy's gift, she suspected), a bottle of champagne that was speedily opened, an inflatable husband (from Liz and Wendy?), a couple of Happy Divorce chocolate bars (although she hadn't eaten chocolate in over a year), a Charm Kit to Bury the Past (probably from Hazel), and a vibrator (definitely from Marie).


  The last box, however, got the biggest laugh—an eight-inch voodoo doll dressed in a little suit. A red Hot Wheels sports car had been glued to his hand. Penny shrieked with laughter at the likeness to Deke.


  "Stick him!" someone shouted, then everyone started chanting, "Stick him! Stick him!"


  Caught up in the moment, she removed one of the black hat pins and considered sticking the doll in the crotch. At the last second, she settled for stabbing his cheating heart, to the sound of enthusiastic cheers. The force dislodged the little car from his hand, sending it crashing to the floor, crumpling the front end. Groans and chortles chorused around the room, then everyone applauded heartily.


  "A prick for a prick!" Liz shouted.


  Penny took a little bow, flushed with the exhilaration of retaliation—even if it was meaningless. Then unbidden, Jules's words of warning came back to her about voodoo not being for amateurs. Staring down at the mortally wounded doll, Penny experienced a blip of panic: She didn't truly wish Deke harm.


  Although she wouldn't lose sleep if the thieving bastard came down with his own bad case of heartache.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  Allow everything to ferment...


  


  


  "I CAN’T THANK YOU ENOUGH for coming," Penny said, hugging Liz, then Wendy. They had stayed behind for farewell drinks. Everyone else had left Caskey's in various stages of inebriation and celebration to enjoy the festival that was still going strong. "It was wonderful to see you both."


  "I wish we could stay longer," Wendy said, "but I have to be back tomorrow to get ready for an exhibit. Maybe we can all get together during the holidays."


  "Liz,” Penny said, “we can have lunch when I come to the city to see Gloria Dalton. I invited her to come tonight, but she said she had a commitment."


  Liz lifted her hands. "I've tried to get to know Gloria, but she's so private. I've heard that her house is like a fortress." Then she scowled. "I can't believe that on top of everything else, Deke hid assets during the divorce." She nodded to Penny's bag of gag gifts. "You should have torn the head off of that voodoo doll!"


  At Liz's vicious tone, Penny laughed nervously. "Were you the one who brought it?"


  "No, but it was brilliant. That man deserves to be taught a lesson."


  Wendy nodded fervently. "He can't get away with this."


  Touched that her friends were so angry on her behalf, Penny set her jaw. She was definitely going to call B.J. and begin laying her plan of attack against Deke and Sheena. (Lay being the operative word.) "Don't worry—I have plans for Deke. He's going to regret screwing me over." She stood and grabbed the table to steady herself.


  Liz frowned. "Are you sure you're okay to walk home? Maybe you should get some coffee first?"


  "No, I'm just across the square," Penny said, then inhaled deeply before turning toward the exit. "I'll be fine." Besides, if she sobered up, she might not make that phone call.


  "You're going to feel like hell tomorrow," Wendy said.


  Penny winced and put her hand to her head. "I think I will go to the ladies' room before I leave."


  "Want us to wait?" Wendy asked.


  "No, go ahead. Drive safely."


  They embraced again, then the women left the bar. Penny watched them, her chest squeezing with fondness. But as she watched, Liz wheeled on Wendy and said something sharp, her expression angry, her finger accusing. Wendy seemed to shrink under the verbal attack before responding. Then Wendy strode ahead, her body language jerky. Liz glared after her before following.


  Penny frowned at the exchange, wondering what they were arguing about—Wendy's mystery friend? Penny's predicament? Liz's ability to drive home? Then Penny dismissed it; the two women had always bickered, but they'd somehow managed to stay friends.


  In the ladies' room, she wet a paper towel and dabbed at her neck and forehead. Her reflection in the mirror was fuzzily attractive—she finally understood the concept of "beer glasses." But her hands were covered with the damnable glitter from her makeup. Everything she touched sparkled...and B.J. didn't seem like the kind of guy who would appreciate waking up tomorrow with sparkles on his—


  "Granola Girl—I thought that was you."


  Penny looked up to see Sheena standing next to her, her hip cocked and her neck hitched in an unnatural position, a huge python-skin bag over her shoulder. “Hello, Sheena.”


  The woman snapped her gum. "Did Deke get ahold of you?"


  Penny sighed and tossed the soggy paper towel in the trash. "I don't know what you mean."


  Snap, snap, cock, hitch. "He's lookin' for somethin' in the house and thought you might know where it is."


  "What's he lookin'—I mean looking—for?"


  "Search me," she said with a shrug.


  "Considering how few clothes you're wearing, that wouldn't take long."


  Sheena narrowed her eyes. "He's been tryin' to reach you. He seemed kinda worried, so you should give him a call at our home."


  At their home. "Okay." And then she'd spend the night with Sheena's hottie boyfriend.


  "What's so funny?"


  "Nothing. See you around."


  Penny left the bar and strolled across the square to her apartment. With alcohol buzzing through her system, the climb up the stairs was precarious at best. Twice she dropped her bag of gag gifts and had to go back to retrieve items—the ex-husband toilet paper, she had to admit, was a hoot. By the time she reached the top of the stairs, she was exhausted, but the flashlight helped dispel the darkness.


  Once inside, she set the bag on the dining table and picked up the phone, wondering what Deke had misplaced that was so important (other than his accurate financial records), and how she was going to get through a conversation with him without tipping him off that she was on to him.


  The machine display said she had four messages. She pushed the button.


  "Penny, it's Deke." His voice was low and angry. "I've lost something and thought you might know where it is. Call me."


  Penny frowned.


  "It's me again. Why don't you get a cell phone like the rest of the world? Call me as soon as you get in."


  "Call me." Heavy sigh. "It's important."


  "Damnit, Penny, where the hell are you?"


  His tone startled her—no matter what a bonehead he was, he never raised his voice to her. Whatever he'd misplaced, it must be important. With her heart thudding in her chest, she dialed the number to the house, but the line was busy.


  Her hand brushed against her pocket, rustling the piece of paper inside. She withdrew the scrap and studied the phone number that B.J. had scrawled there. Her thighs quickened at the memory of his dark, interested gaze raking over her, but on the heels of the excitement was apprehension. She hadn't been with a man for a long time...she couldn't even remember the scant lovers she'd had before Deke. What did men like these days—meat and potatoes sex, or whipped cream and cherries? And what was she supposed to like? Freaky positions? Flavored lube?


  She really should read a magazine once in a while.


  Deciding that she needed a boost before dealing with Deke, she dialed the number B.J. had given her and inhaled for courage. After two rings, she panicked and started to hang up.


  "B.J. here."


  His voice sent a rumble through her midsection. "Um...hi. It's Penny." She swallowed. "We met at Caskey's."


  "I remember," he said cheerfully. "The redheaded lady with the secrets. I didn't think you were going to call."


  "Well...I did." She winced—that was bright.


  He laughed. "So you did. Where do you want to meet?"


  She debated the safety and privacy of her apartment versus a hotel room and decided that her apartment was probably better on both accounts. "My place. I live over the beignet shop on the square."


  "Benny's?" He laughed. "Well, that explains your perfume."


  She flushed hot. "Where are you?"


  "Not far," he said vaguely. "What time do you want to meet?"


  "I need a few minutes to take care of something," she said, glancing at her watch. It was a little past ten o'clock. "How about eleven? It's the door to the right of the shop. Just ring my bell. I mean...the bell."


  "I'll be there," he promised, his voice thick and full of other wicked promises.


  A silly smile crept up her face. "Okay. Good-bye." She hung up the phone and squealed like a teenager. She was going to have hot voodoo sex tonight.


  Impatient and horny, she called Deke's number again, but the phone was still busy. Sighing in frustration, she worked her mouth from side to side. She could walk to the house, ring the doorbell, and be done with it faster than waiting for him to get off the phone. And maybe this was her chance to get back her lovebirds ornament under the pretense of finding whatever he was looking for. She moved toward the door a little too quickly, and a sharp pain stabbed her temples. Maybe the short walk would sober her up just a tad, too.


  If she was going to spend the night with a long, hot Cajun, she wanted to be able to remember some of it.


  She retrieved her purse, then grabbed her flashlight and headed back down the stairs, slowly. Out in the square, she blinked against the bright lights—fireworks were being set off in the fire department parking lot. The festival had grown even more frenetic, with the crowd around the peristil chanting, whirling, and twirling to the increased tempo. Lulled by the earthy rhythms, Penny relaxed and moved through the crowd at a leisurely pace, enjoying the weightlessness of her buzz and the hum of noise around her, womblike and comforting. On the far side of the shelter, she spotted Jules Lamborne performing some kind of dance in slow motion, her eyes closed and her movements fluid. She seemed to be stepping and waving to a song in her head.


  Penny smiled, thinking she'd have something to tease Jules about in the morning—that she'd decided to put in an appearance at the festival after all. A sharp, whacking sound close by startled Penny. She turned and winced to see a chicken's head fall to the ground mere inches from her foot, its body spirited away to be offered to whatever lwa was being celebrated. A robed priestess was leading the ceremony, wearing an eerie mask that resembled the front of a human skull, minus the lower jaw, and topped with a spray of feathers. She held the headless chicken in one hand and a bead-covered rattle in the other hand.


  Fascinated, Penny watched as the priestess began to spin, slowly at first, then faster and faster, more times than what seemed humanly tolerable. When she finally stopped, she was facing Penny. Suddenly the woman lifted the rattle in Penny's direction with an arm so rigid that it shook from sheer effort. Penny stood rooted to the ground, mesmerized by the rattling noise and the jingle of the bell attached to the handle, unable to move. Cold fear trickled down her back, like ice water. Was the priestess singling her out, casting a spell to rid her of—or to infuse her with—evil?


  The moment was broken when the priestess abandoned her rattle to snatch another squirming chicken from its cage and relieve it of its head, this time with a savage twist of her bare hands, leaving a long white neck bone exposed. Penny winced—the sacrifice was even more bloody than the first, and in violation of an agreement with animal control. But the crowd seemed energized, cheering when the priestess set the headless chicken on its feet and the carcass ran around, flapping its wings, exhausting adrenaline in its muscle tissue.


  Penny shuddered and backed away, eager now to finish her errand. The dark side of voodoo did not amuse her.


  The streetlights were bright, illuminating the sidewalk during the three-block trek back to the Victorian on Charm Street. Away from the main crowd, though, the temperature had dropped into the low fifties, she guessed as she pulled the yellow shawl tighter around her shoulders. And something else warmed her—the anticipation of spending the night with the sexy, mysterious B.J.


  The Victorian fairly glowed with its new pink paint job—if possible, the color was even more ghastly at night, and it emitted a damp, fusty odor. The porch light was on, as were the light in front of the garage and a few strategic landscape lights she had installed herself. From the street she could see lights on inside the house—the kitchen, Deke's office, and the master bedroom. She climbed the steps to the porch and glanced at the metal glider before ringing the doorbell. After a couple of minutes passed, she cupped her hands around her eyes and peered into the small square window on the door. The pressure made the door swing inward. Deke still hadn't adjusted the plate on the frame so that the door would catch without leaning a shoulder into it.


  She stuck her head inside. "Deke?" She stepped into the foyer and closed the door behind her. "Deke, it's Penny!"


  She took a few seconds to enjoy the stunning entry-way that she had been so proud of, trying not to notice the things that were out of place or the cobwebs hanging from far corners illuminated by the rose-colored, recessed lighting. She inhaled the comforting scent of old plaster and Bri-Wax, and her heart squeezed with homesickness. She knelt to straighten a rug whose corner had been upturned, then frowned at a stack of unread newspapers by the door and brightly colored high-heeled shoes casually lying about, blazing a trail to the kitchen doorway on the left. Mail was piled up and falling off the Duncan Phyfe side table. A zebra-print jacket had been tossed carelessly over the bronze sculpture on the table.


  She hated to think what she might see in the daylight.


  Seeing Sheena's things strewn about the house she loved made bile rise in Penny's throat, but she tried to push the thoughts out of her mind. Deke had made his choice and Sheena was his problem now. Apparently, the woman was still at Caskey's, dressed to kill.


  Penny swallowed hard, antsy to leave. "Deke! It's Penny!"


  From the darkened entryway, she could see his office door on the second floor, just beyond the landing. The door was slightly ajar, spilling light into the hallway. The muffled noise of the television sounded. She could picture him reared back in his chair, his feet on his desk while he talked on the phone with one eye on a ball game.


  She worked her mouth back and forth in sudden inspiration—if she was careful, she could get to the attic and remove her lovebirds ornament before he even realized she was in the house.


  She slipped off her sandals and carried them as she crept up the wood stairs in semidarkness. Because she knew where all the creaky spots were, she was able to make her way up silently, although the floor felt gritty beneath her bare feet. Her heart rattled against her breastbone, but she conceded a thrill of excitement to be doing something so illicit.


  When she reached the second floor, she held her breath as she stole by Deke's office door, sure that any second he was going to emerge and blast her for snooping around. But she made it past the door undetected. Next was the master bedroom. She couldn't resist a glance inside, but she grimaced at the unmade bed and piles of clothes on the floor. Their framed wedding picture on the dresser had been replaced with a picture of Sheena and Deke.


  "He could have at least bought a new frame," she muttered. On impulse she walked in and picked up the picture, hurt and anger bubbling in her chest anew. The picture had been taken on a carriage ride—in New Orleans, no doubt.


  Deke had never taken her on a carriage ride.


  In the photo, Sheena looked pouty, and Deke looked...pained, as if his balls were in a bind.


  Feeling malevolent, she placed the picture frame on the floor, then slipped her foot into her sandal and ground her heel against the glass until it cracked, sending a splinter across their faces. Then she positioned the photo facedown so that it appeared as if it might have been knocked off by a flying tube top.


  With her ears piqued, she stepped back out into the hallway. Hearing nothing but the television, she turned toward the narrow stairway leading to the attic. A pull chain to a bare lightbulb provided just enough light to climb to the top. Penny jiggled the glass knob to the attic door and pushed it open, wincing when it groaned loudly. She waited a few seconds, but when she didn't hear Deke pounding her way, she stepped into the attic.


  Every woman should have an attic, a place to put things that were special and not for public display. Unfortunately, she hadn't had the family keepsakes and heirlooms that would have filled up the large space beautifully. Instead she'd had an old calico chair losing its stuffing that she'd never gotten around to reupholstering, a large framed mirror that was cracked in the corner but had been too nice to put in the Dumpster, and a chest of drawers painted pale blue that had never seemed to fit anywhere in the house.


  She stepped onto the linoleum she'd laid down, thinking her feet would be black by the time she left. She'd have to take a shower before B.J. showed up...but then if he had bedded Sheena, he probably didn't mind dirty feet.


  The top drawer of the chest held mostly linens she'd bought at estate sales. She rummaged until her hand closed around the tissue paper holding the lovebirds ornament. For old times' sake, she unwrapped the pewter ornament and ran her finger over the white enameled birds holding a ribbon in their beaks that said Deke and Penny, forever.


  Biting her lip at their naïveté, she conceded that they'd been happier then...before they'd had grown-up problems. With a sigh, she rewrapped the ornament and put it in her purse, then retraced her steps to the darkened hallway, where she tiptoed past Deke's office door to the top of the stairs. Then she stepped back into her sandals.


  "Deke!" she yelled, stomping as if she were only now coming up the stairs. "It's Penny! I got your messages and thought I'd just stop by. Deke?" She walked to his office door and rapped loudly. "Deke?" She pushed open the door. "Deke, it's P—" Her voice died as her brain tried to process the scene before her. The television was on, airing a cheesy beer commercial. The phone on the desk was off the hook, ergo the busy signal.


  And Deke...Deke was on the floor on his back, arms and legs askew. He still wore the European-cut suit and the trendy silk tie, but his white shirt was now red...from the wound caused by the object sticking out of his chest:


  A wire stake topped with a pink plastic flag...just like the ones she'd used to stake off her new garden.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Until it boils over...


  


  


  FOR SEVERAL SURREAL SECONDS, Penny had the most bizarre feeling of déjà vu, as if she'd dreamed this incident, or had lived through it before....


  No—the voodoo doll she’d stabbed.


  She gasped and stumbled into the room, overwhelmed and confused. Terror pulsed through her veins as she fell to her knees next to Deke. Blood speckled the beige carpet.


  "Deke," she murmured, choking. She was certain he was dead—his eyes were open in a blank stare. His skin was chalky. He lay in an unnatural position. But she made herself press her trembling fingers against his neck to check for a pulse. Nothing.


  The sulfurous smell of blood enveloped her. Her stomach heaved, and despite her best efforts to move, she fisted her hands in the material of his jacket and threw up all over him. The alcohol burned her throat even worse on the way up than it had on the way down. By the time she had emptied her stomach, she was sobbing. She wiped her mouth with the edge of her shawl and stared at the unholy mess she'd made.


  Deke was dead. Not just dead—murdered.


  Shaking in disbelief, Penny scrambled to her feet, her mind reeling. What to do? Who to call? She hyperventilated until common sense finally kicked in—she had to calm down. Gulping for air, she picked up the phone to dial 911, and the situation slammed into her like a brick wall: What if the police thought she'd done it? Then another, more horrific thought hit her: What if whoever killed Deke was still in the house somewhere? Looting the spare bedrooms, rooting through the kitchen, prowling in the garage?


  With trembling hands, she returned the receiver to the cradle and covered her mouth to smother the scream that hovered at the back of her throat. Breathe, she told herself. Breathe...think. Wildly searching the room for a weapon, she grabbed an antique cane from the umbrella stand near the door. First she had to get out of this house, then she'd flag down a car or call 911 from the store.


  Desperation rose in her chest, threatening to paralyze her, but she forced herself to focus on her surroundings. With her heart thrashing, she stuck her head into the hall and frantically looked both ways. All clear.


  Wielding the cane like a baseball bat, she stepped out into the hall illuminated only by the light from the office. She started for the stairs. A noise below, however, stopped her. She froze, her ears zoning in.


  There it was again—the sound of quiet footsteps coming from the back of the house toward the foyer...as if the person was trying to mask their approach. Panic lodged in her throat—should she scream? Try to escape? Hide in the attic?


  Her lungs worked like bellows. Perspiration dripped down her back. She was sure the intruder would be able to hear her fractured breathing. Her stomach was roiling again, and she swallowed hard to try to ward off another sick episode. From where she stood on the landing, she couldn't see down into the foyer, and she prayed that she, too, couldn't be seen. A few seconds of silence passed and her breathing slowed. Then she heard the noise again—the person was climbing the stairs, and they apparently didn't know the creaky spots.


  Her pulse pounded in her ears as she fought the overwhelming urge to run. The light on the landing, she recalled, was blinding—if she could find the switch, she might have the advantage of surprise to get past the intruder or push them down the stairs. Pure fear spurred her into action. She lunged for the light switch and raised the cane, poised to kill if necessary. Or at least bruise.


  A hot, white light flooded the landing. The intruder threw up her overtanned arms and screamed like a wounded hyena.


  Sheena.


  Penny's shoulders slumped in abject relief.


  "I knew it!" Sheena said, stabbing her finger in the air. "I knew you and Deke were carrying on behind my back!"


  Penny squinted. "What?"


  "If you think you're going to get him back, you can think again!"


  Penny glanced toward the office door—at this angle, the scene inside wasn't visible.


  "How long has this been going on?"


  "You've got it all wrong, Sheena. Stop talking—I have to tell you something."


  "I want to hear this from Deke," Sheena said, then started toward the office.


  Penny grabbed her arm. "Don't go in there, Sheena."


  "What—is he naked?" Sheena shouted. "Still cleaning up the scene of the crime?"


  "No," Penny said, squeezing the woman's arm harder. "Deke—"


  "Let go of me." She wrenched her arm away, then ran to the door of the office. "Deke, how could you—" She covered her face and screamed, jogging in place. "Omigod, omigod, omigod. Is he dead?"


  "Yes."


  "You killed him! You killed my Deke!"


  Penny shook her head and held out a hand to calm her. "No. I found him like this, Sheena. Just a few minutes ago."


  Suddenly the blond's eyes widened at the sight of the cane Penny held. Sheena flattened herself against the doorjamb, her mouth a gaping red hole. "And now you're going to kill me, too!"


  "Calm down," Penny said, holding up her hands. "See, I'm putting down the cane. We need to call the police."


  In a flash, Sheena whipped her cell phone out of her snakeskin purse and pushed a button. Just as quickly she whipped up a few crocodile tears. "Hello? This is Sheena Linder. My fiancé, Deke Black, was just murdered by his ex-wife in our home."


  Penny's knees buckled. "What are you doing?"


  "Yes, she's still here. Her name is Penny Francisco. We're at 110 Charm Street in Mojo. It's the pink house. Thank you." Sheena snapped the phone shut. "They're on their way." She narrowed her eyes. "You're going to fry for this, Granola Girl."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Let things simmer for a while...


  


  


  PENNY SAT IN A ROOM at the local jail wearing baggy gray sweats borrowed from the supply room and feeling ready to come undone. At least an hour had passed since she'd been escorted to the room, since she'd left a voice message on Gloria Dalton's cell phone, two hours since she'd found Deke's body. By now word of the grisly murder had probably spread to every household in Mojo via Sheena's megaphone mouth. Penny alternately tapped her fingers on the table, hugged herself, and pinched herself, just in case this was all a long, bad dream. Unfortunately, she was very much awake.


  And under suspicion.


  Under suspicion for murdering Deke. The idea was so ludicrous that she had burst into laughter several times while waiting for Chief Davis to return. If anyone was watching on the other side of the darkened window, they probably thought she had lost her mind.


  Her throat was parched, and her mouth tasted of stale vomit. Her head pounded from the countless vodka martinis. Her finger stung from the punch-needle the CSI tech had used to check her blood-alcohol level at the scene. Her pride hurt from having her clothing confiscated. And her heart had turned to lead over the fact that Deke was dead.


  And that someone had either unwittingly or purposely made it look as if she had done it.


  The door opened, and Penny's pulse jumped. Police Chief Allyson Davis, a tall, big-boned brunette, walked in, accompanied by a rocky-faced, suited man that Penny had never seen.


  "Sorry for the delay," Allyson said, her face pale and drawn, making her look even more severe. With the festival going on, she'd probably had a long day. "This is Detective Maynard from New Orleans—he's going to be assisting in the investigation."


  Penny nodded, although she had a feeling that the two of them were not overjoyed to be working together.


  "Can I get you some coffee?" Allyson asked, setting a tape recorder on the table.


  Penny eyed the machine warily. "Water, please. And maybe some aspirin?"


  "No can do on the aspirin, but I'll be back with the water." She looked at the detective. "I'd appreciate if you'd wait to talk to my witness."


  He nodded, but he made no promises, Penny noted.


  When the door closed, he sat in one of the chairs and withdrew a packet of chewable aspirin from his coat pocket. "I take them by the handful. Just don't let her know I gave it to you."


  "Thank you," Penny murmured, then tore open the packet and chewed the orange-flavored tablets.


  "So...Ms. Francisco, how long have you lived in Mojo?"


  "Eight years."


  "What brought you to town?"


  She shifted on the uncomfortable chair. "I moved here with my husband."


  "You mean, your ex-husband?"


  She bit her tongue. "Yes."


  "Where is your family?"


  She hesitated. "I grew up in a small town in Tennessee."


  He nodded. "What town?"


  "King...ston."


  "Kingston?"


  She coughed and nodded. "But I don't have any family left."


  "What do you do for a living, Ms. Francisco?"


  "I own a health food store."


  "Across the street from the house where the murder was committed."


  "That's correct. My husband—I mean, my ex-husband and I owned both pieces of property. When we divorced, he kept the home we lived in, and I kept the business."


  "Why did you and your husband divorce?"


  The door opened, admitting Allyson Davis. She handed Penny a bottle of water and glared at Maynard. "I thought I told you to wait."


  "We're just getting acquainted," he said mildly.


  Allyson lowered herself into a chair. It was then that Penny noticed that the woman's nose and eyes were red. Penny realized that Allyson had known the Black family for some time...that she and Mona, if not friendly, seemed to tolerate each other, that she and Deke had conferred on many cases. Penny suspected that this was the first homicide that Allyson had worked on since she'd arrived in Mojo; for the victim to be someone she knew must be doubly difficult.


  "Are you doing okay, Penny?" Allyson asked gruffly.


  Penny took a long drink of water, then nodded. "Considering."


  "Do you want to tell us what happened?"


  "I already told you," Penny said.


  "For my sake," Maynard said, his voice apologetic.


  "And I'd like to hear it again," Allyson said, "just to make sure I didn't miss anything."


  Penny fidgeted with the label on the bottle. "Has Gloria Dalton arrived yet?"


  "Your attorney? No."


  Penny wet her lips. "Perhaps I should wait."


  Allyson pursed her mouth. "Why do you need an attorney, Penny? I thought you said you didn't kill Deke."


  The woman had already convicted her, Penny realized suddenly, and the knowledge pushed her sweat glands into overdrive. "I didn't kill him," she said evenly. "But until the evidence can be processed and I'm cleared, I want my attorney to be involved, and I'd rather not have to go through all of this again when she arrives."


  "What if I told you that we already have enough to arrest you on?"


  A rap on the door sounded. Allyson frowned and pushed to her feet. When she opened the door, Penny sagged in relief to see Gloria step inside. She was wearing a suit, but no makeup, and she looked flushed. Behind her glasses, her blue eyes were bloodshot. Penny squinted—Gloria's eyes were normally green, like her own. Her contact lenses must be colored.


  "I'm Gloria Dalton, Ms. Francisco's attorney. What's this all about?"


  "It's about murder," Allyson said dryly. "Your client's ex-husband is dead, and she was discovered at the scene."


  Gloria looked at Penny, then back to Allyson. "Is she under arrest?"


  "Not yet."


  "Where are her clothes?"


  "Her clothing was bloodstained, plus she threw up all over herself—and the body. We offered her something clean to wear."


  Gloria blanched. "I'd like to talk to Penny alone."


  "It's fine, Gloria," Penny said. "I don't have anything to hide, I just wanted you to be here when I gave my statement."


  Gloria looked at Allyson. "A moment, please?"


  Allyson signaled to Maynard, and they left the room. As soon as the door closed, Gloria strode over to the table, her expression pinched. "Penny, I'm not a criminal attorney!"


  "I know. But relax—I didn't kill Deke. I just wanted someone here I could trust."


  Gloria pulled her hand down her face, clearly agitated. "Are you sure you don't want me to call someone who could better advise you?"


  "Yes. The last thing I want is for Allyson to think I'm lawyering up on her."


  "Allyson? Do you know the chief personally?"


  "Everyone knows everyone in this town."


  Gloria shook her head, but after a few seconds, she acquiesced. "Okay, but if I interrupt, you have to do what I say."


  "Agreed."


  Gloria squinted. "Do you know you have glitter all over your face?"


  Penny rolled her eyes. "Yes. I may never wear makeup again."


  "This is against my better judgment," Gloria declared, then asked Allyson and Maynard to return. Soon they were all crowded around the table.


  "No recorder," Gloria said firmly.


  "It's for your client's protection as much as ours," Allyson said.


  "No recorder," Gloria repeated.


  Allyson frowned but nodded curtly. "Okay, Penny, let's start at the beginning."


  Penny shifted again—her rear end had gone to sleep sitting on the hard metal. "You mean when I arrived at the house?"


  "Let's go back further. How did you spend your evening?"


  "Friends gave me a party at Caskey's. I was there until about ten o'clock."


  "And what was the party for?"


  She clasped her hands around the water bottle, now speckled with glitter from her hands from touching her face. "To celebrate my divorce."


  "From Deke Black?"


  "Yes."


  "Did anything unusual happen at the party?"


  Penny thought of the voodoo doll episode, but it was just too, too ludicrous. "Not really. It was a small crowd. Everyone seemed to have a good time."


  "We'll need a list of everyone who attended. What did you do after you left the party?"


  Penny looked up to gather her thoughts. "I went back to my apartment and I had—let's see—four voice messages on my recorder from Deke that he needed to talk to me." Then she winced. "No, wait, I need to go back...before I left Caskey's, I ran into Sheena Linder and she told me that Deke was looking for something at the house and that he thought I might know where it was."


  "For the record, Sheena Linder is Deke's girlfriend?"


  "Yes."


  "And she's the woman he had an affair with that ended your marriage."


  Penny wet her lips. "That's correct."


  "Okay, so Sheena tells you Deke wants to talk to you. Did she tell you he was home?"


  Penny frowned. "I don't remember exactly. I guess I just assumed that he was home, since he wasn't with her."


  "Where is your apartment?"


  "Over the beignet shop, across from Caskey's, on the square."


  "Uh-huh. So why did you decide to go to see Deke?"


  "The phone was busy."


  "Why didn't you just keep calling? Or let him call you back if it was so important?"


  "Because I—" Penny stopped. B.J. She'd forgotten all about meeting him. A flush began to work its way up her neck. How long had he waited? "Because I...wanted to go back and enjoy the festival."


  Maynard pivoted his head to address Allyson. "Do you mind if I ask a few questions?"


  Allyson's mouth twitched. "Go ahead." Although it was clear that she did mind.


  "So, Ms. Francisco," he said, "you decide to walk to the house to see what your ex-husband wanted."


  "Right. It's only a three-block walk."


  "Do you have any idea of what he was looking for?"


  "None whatsoever."


  "Can you venture a guess?"


  "Knowing Deke, it was probably a cigar lighter, or something like that."


  "Mighty helpful of you to be so worried about what it was he needed."


  Penny took another drink from the bottle of water. "I've tried to remain cordial after our split."


  "You didn't have any animosity toward your ex-husband?"


  "No."


  "None at all? I should warn you that we'll be questioning your friends and employees."


  Penny swallowed hard. "Well, I wasn't pleased that he had the house we lived in painted pink."


  "That's all?"


  She wet her lips and glanced at Gloria—when they'd been alone, she should have told her attorney about the fact that Deke might have been hiding assets. Gloria must have seen something in Penny's expression, because she lunged forward in her seat.


  "My client already said that she endeavored to remain cordial. Move along or this interview is over."


  Maynard sighed. "Okay, tell me what happened when you arrived at the house."


  "I rang the doorbell, but no one answered. I assumed Deke was still on the phone, and when I leaned on the door, it opened."


  His eyebrows shot up. "So, let me get this straight—the door was open when you got there, and you didn't think it was strange?"


  "Not really. The front door swells—you have to apply a lot of pressure to close it. I just assumed whoever had closed it last didn't take the time."


  He leaned his chin on his hand. "So you just went into the house?"


  Penny bristled. "I announced myself."


  "Did Mr. Black answer?"


  "No."


  "Then what did you do?"


  She decided to skip the fact that she'd snooped a bit. "I heard the television in his office—the door was ajar, and I could see that the light was on. I yelled a couple of more times from the foyer, then I went up and I...found him."


  Maynard leaned back and crossed his arms. "Can you be more specific?"


  She moistened her dry lips. "I opened the door and he was lying on the floor, with that thing coming out of his chest."


  "The wire stake."


  She nodded.


  "We'll get back to the stake," he promised, "but tell me what happened next."


  "I knelt over him to see if I could find a pulse, but there wasn't one." She closed her eyes briefly. "And that's when I got sick...I was just so scared, and I'd had a few drinks at Caskey's." She grimaced. "I don't usually drink."


  Maynard sighed heavily. "So you threw up on the deceased. Then what? Did you call 911?"


  "No. I thought about it," she added quickly. "But then it occurred to me that whoever had killed Deke might still be in the house. I heard a noise downstairs, so I picked up a cane to defend myself."


  "But if you were afraid, why didn't you call 911?"


  Because I was more afraid that this would happen. "All I could think about was getting out of that house. Then I realized it was only Sheena coming home."


  "She said you were going to kill her with the cane."


  Penny sighed. "I thought she was an intruder—I was trying to protect myself."


  "Did you strike her?"


  "No, I didn't lay a hand on her." Not since she'd pushed her into traffic, that is.


  "So you're saying Mr. Black was already dead when you found him?"


  "Absolutely."


  "Are you willing to take a polygraph?"


  "Yes."


  "Strike that," Gloria interrupted. "It's too early in the case to discuss a polygraph."


  Maynard pressed his lips together. "Let's get back to the wire stake that was used to kill Mr. Black. Did you recognize the stake, Ms. Francisco?"


  She bit her lip. "Yes."


  "From where?"


  "It looked like the same kind I used to stake off a garden next to my health food store." Next to her, she felt Gloria stiffen.


  "And I understand that this garden was a bit of a contentious point between you and your ex?"


  Penny sighed and massaged her temples, which still pounded. "Deke was never in favor of me starting the health food store, and when I suggested the garden to expand business, he was against it, yes."


  "But you went ahead with your plans?"


  "As soon as the divorce papers were final, and the land was mine."


  "When was that?"


  "Earlier this week."


  "And do you have any idea why anyone would kill your ex-husband in such a bizarre manner?"


  "No."


  "Who had access to the wire stakes?"


  "I bought them at the local hardware store. And there are several in the ground next to my business—anyone could have gotten one."


  Maynard sighed. "Ms. Francisco, do you believe in voodoo?"


  She felt the blood drain from her face. "No."


  "But isn't your health food store called The Charm Farm?"


  "That's because it's on Charm Street," she explained. "And because I sell organic products."


  "We've heard a rumor about a voodoo doll at your divorce party."


  Penny's stomach rolled, emitting an untimely gurgle. "It was a gag gift. One of many I received."


  "Tell us about the doll," he encouraged.


  She gave a little laugh to hide her mounting fear. "It was supposed to represent Deke."


  "And what did you do to it?"


  "I..." She swallowed. "I...stabbed it with a pin. But it was all a joke."


  "Uh-huh. Where exactly did you stab it?"


  She closed her eyes briefly. "In the chest."


  "Uh-huh. And don't you find it coincidental that shortly after you stab a voodoo doll of your ex-husband in the chest with a pin, he's found dead with a stake sticking out of his chest? A stake from your garden?"


  Panic rose in her chest like a choking tide. "I know how it looks," she said, her voice squeaky, "but I didn't kill him! That's why I'm here telling you everything."


  "Who gave you the voodoo doll?"


  "I don't know—the gifts were anonymous."


  Allyson scoffed, clearly eager to jump back in. "That's convenient. Sheena told us you were really upset earlier today when you discovered she and Deke were engaged."


  Had Sheena told them that she'd pushed her into the street? Penny gripped the empty water bottle so hard it popped up in the air and landed on the floor. Maybe that polygraph wasn't such a good idea after all. She leaned over to scoop up the bottle. "I was surprised, but it didn't bother me." Another lie—God, she was pathological.


  Allyson leaned forward, her eyes hard. "I think you're lying, Penny. Sheena also told us she thinks you and Deke were fooling around behind her back." Allyson's anger was palpable, vibrating around the room.


  "That's simply not true," Penny said, pulling back slightly from Allyson's aggressive posture. The irony was downright humiliating—she and Deke hadn't had sex very often when they were married, much less after they'd split.


  "Chief Davis," Gloria said carefully, "since you were acquainted with the victim, perhaps Detective Maynard should handle the questioning."


  Allyson sat back and seemed to regain her composure. "I apologize. But this happened on my watch—I'm sure you can understand my eagerness to get to the truth."


  "Why aren't you questioning Ms. Linder?" Gloria asked. "She was the one who told Penny Deke was looking for her. Maybe she set Penny up."


  "Ms. Linder was at her place of business," Allyson said. "From there she went directly to Caskey's, and several people have vouched for her alibi." The chief looked back to Penny and took a deep breath, visibly trying to calm herself. "I think you killed him, Penny. I think it made you crazy to see Deke with another woman, so crazy you'd rather he be dead than with someone else."


  "That's not true," Penny said, exasperated. "If I were going to kill Deke, I certainly wouldn't have done it with a garden stake!"


  "Oh? How would you have killed him?"


  Penny opened her mouth to describe her fantasies but clamped it shut when she realized she'd been baited.


  Allyson smiled. "I think you were obsessed with him."


  Penny pressed her mouth together, suddenly close to tears. "I loved Deke, but when our relationship ended, I let it go."


  "Really?" Allyson gestured to Maynard, who reached into an inner jacket pocket and removed a plastic evidence bag. Inside was the lovebirds ornament emblazoned with Deke and Penny, forever. "Do you always carry this around in your purse?"


  Penny puffed out her cheeks in an exhale. "No. Deke gave it to me when we were first dating, and it was special to me. I forgot about it and left it in the house when I moved out."


  "And when did you get it back?"


  She bit down on the inside of her cheek. "Tonight."


  "When tonight—before you murdered Deke?"


  "Stop badgering my client," Gloria interjected.


  "Answer the question, Penny."


  She wiped her clammy palms on the thighs of her borrowed sweatpants and sighed. "When I got to the house, like I said, I thought Deke was still on the phone because he didn't answer when I called his name. I figured while I waited for him to finish his call, I might as well go to the attic and get the ornament."


  "Steal it, you mean."


  "It was mine," she countered. "Deke wouldn't have cared—it just wasn't worth bothering him."


  "But you didn't want him to know," Allyson said. "After all, he was engaged—you didn't want him to know you were still in love with him."


  "I wasn't in love with him, I just wanted the keepsake, that's all."


  Allyson crossed her arms. "There's blood on your clothes, Penny."


  She lifted her hands. "I must have gotten it when I leaned over him."


  "The CSI tech says they look like projected bloodstains, not transfer stains, which means you were standing in front of him or over him when the blood was spurting out of him."


  Penny winced and shook her head. "That's impossible. I didn't kill him. I wasn't there. He was already dead when I found him."


  Allyson held up her fingers, counting off. "You had motive, opportunity, and you just happened to be the one who found the body. From where I'm sitting, this is practically an open-and-shut case."


  Penny's stomach bottomed out. "But I didn't kill Deke."


  Allyson pounded her fist on the table. "Then who did?"


  Gloria stood abruptly. "Figuring that out is your job, Chief. Are you finished? My client is obviously exhausted from her ordeal."


  "I'm finished, all right." Allyson's hand hovered over the handcuffs at her side, but Maynard cleared his throat.


  "Give us a minute, Counselor." He looked at Allyson and nodded toward the hallway. She followed, looking none too pleased.


  When the door closed, Gloria collapsed into the chair. "Penny, this is serious, and I have to tell you, I'm in way over my head here. If they arrest you, you have to get another attorney."


  Penny bit her lip. "There's more."


  Gloria held up her hand. "Whatever it is, I don't want to know."


  "But this concerns you." Penny looked at the window. "Can they hear me?"


  "No. They're not allowed to listen in when a suspect talks to their attorney."


  Penny lifted her eyebrows. "I thought you knew nothing about criminal law."


  Gloria sighed. "That's about the extent of it. What is this thing that concerns me?"


  "Deke's paralegal told my employee Marie Gaston that Deke hid assets during the divorce settlement."


  Gloria closed her eyes. "Oh, this is bad. And when did Marie give you this information?"


  "During the party."


  "Before or after you stabbed the voodoo doll?"


  "Um...before."


  Gloria mouthed a curse word.


  The door opened and Maynard returned, alone. "Today's your lucky day, Ms. Francisco. We decided not to make an arrest until the crime scene evidence has been processed."


  Penny almost wet herself with relief.


  Then Maynard's eyebrows came together in a dark frown. "You're free to go, but don't take any trips. Oh, and a search warrant is being served on your apartment as we speak." He left the room, banging the door shut.


  Gloria melted into her chair. "Tell me you burned that voodoo doll."


  "It's at my apartment."


  "Oh, God, we're in deep shit."


  Penny winced. "More like deep voodoo."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Then stir things up again...


  


  


  "ARE YOU SURE YOU’LL BE OKAY?" Gloria asked.


  Penny tried her best to smile as she slid out of the passenger door of her attorney's car. "I'll be fine from here—my place is just around the corner. Thanks for the ride home."


  "I'll call you tomorrow."


  Penny closed the door and shivered against the lower temperatures. The police had confiscated her purse, releasing only her keys and driver's license. Without the flashlight, she felt vulnerable on the side street. She couldn't see her watch in the dim lighting, but she estimated the time to be about 3:00 a.m. The street was nearly empty, save for the people who were camped out for the night against the building, the tips of their cigarettes glowing in the dark. Hushed talk and low laughter floated out, along with the scent of incense and clove.


  Spooked from the pictures of Deke's murder scene now burned into her brain, she walked as quickly as the borrowed flip-flops would allow, eager to be in her own bed. Her body was wracked with exhaustion, but she doubted she'd get any sleep. She just wanted to put the covers over her head for a few hours and absorb the absurd reality that Deke was dead.


  And more absurd still, that the police thought she'd done it.


  She rounded the corner and entered the square, not surprised to see the ceremonial fires still burning and a knot of people still chanting and dancing. But the crowds had dispersed and the chirp of cicadas had replaced the drums. And thank goodness, the masked priestess who had rattled Penny was nowhere to be found.


  The giant revolving beignet had never looked so good to her. She stepped up to the outer door leading to her apartment, then inhaled sharply when she realized a man was sitting on the sidewalk, his head down, his back leaned against her door. Her startled cry made him stir. He lifted his head, raising his hand to shield his eyes from the street light.


  "B.J.?" she asked, incredulous. How desperate was the man to get laid that he'd waited four hours?


  "Hey," he croaked, pushing to his feet. "I heard what happened. Are you okay?"


  She was instantly suspicious. "How did you hear what happened?"


  "I was here when the police came—I guess they searched your place? One of the cops told me that your ex-husband was murdered."


  "That's right," she said, wondering what else the cop had told him.


  "So...did you kill him?"


  Indignance puckered her mouth. "No."


  He brushed off his backside. "Good. I usually can size up people pretty well, and I pegged you for a lover, not a fighter."


  In the daylight, he might have been charming, but at this hour and considering what she'd been through, she wasn't amused. "Look, it's been a very long night. I'm not up for company."


  "What? Oh, no, I didn't expect you to..." He made a rueful noise. "I just wanted to see if you were okay."


  "I'm okay."


  "Good." He nodded. "Then...I'll be on my way."


  She watched him begin to walk away, remorse coursing through her chest. If only she had left Caskey's with him, she reasoned crazily, she wouldn't have been in the mess she was in. The next time she had the choice between fun and obligation, she would choose fun...assuming there would be a next time. "Hey," she said. "Wait."


  He turned back.


  "I guess I owe you an explanation."


  He shrugged. "Not unless you want to talk about it."


  She crossed her arms over her baggy sweatshirt. "Just who are you anyway?"


  He gave a little laugh. "That's a fair question. My name is Beaumont."


  "Why are you in Mojo?"


  "I'm in town on business."


  "What kind of business?"


  He hesitated. "I'm a private investigator from New Orleans. I specialize in missing persons. I go where the crowds are—festivals, concerts."


  Penny narrowed her eyes. "Why were you at Sheena Linder's house yesterday morning?"


  "How did you know about that?"


  "She's engaged to my ex-husband, the man who was murdered tonight. And she lives in the house I used to—only it wasn't pink when I lived there. I have a business across the street, and I saw you drive up in a green car."


  He whistled low. "Not bad. If you got my license plate number, I'd like to offer you a job."


  "Are you two involved or something?"


  "No." He held up his hands. "I'd never met the Linder woman until yesterday, and it didn't take me long to realize she's not my type."


  Okay, so he was improving in her eyes. "Then why were you there?"


  Another hesitation. "It was a dead-end lead. Wait a minute—did she kill your ex-husband?"


  "That would be too simple." Immediately, guilt descended, and Penny sighed. "I'm sorry—that was a terrible thing to say. I'm tired."


  "Right." He stuffed his hands into his coat pockets. "Look, I know it's late, but do you want to talk, maybe grab a cup of coffee at the diner?"


  She looked down to the far left corner of the square. Sure enough, Ted's was still open. Penny wavered and looked down at her baggy sweats and flip-flops. "I'm not exactly dressed for it."


  "It's a diner. There's mashed potatoes on the floor."


  She smiled for the first time in what seemed like days.


  "Come on—just a cup of coffee. Decaf."


  Why did she gravitate toward this stranger? He looked dark and potentially dangerous, yet there was no denying the fact that he exuded a vibe of strength that she needed...and wanted. She caved to curiosity and walked toward him. "That's the only thing on Ted's menu that's passable, and just barely."


  They walked in silence, past the erected shelter and the vendor booths that had been closed up for the night, past bundles of people sitting on tarps around portable Coleman lanterns with blankets wrapped around them. Without being obvious, B.J. glanced at every face.


  "Does the voodoo festival always bring out such a big crowd?" he asked.


  "Never quite this big. The weather has helped."


  He held open the diner door, and she walked under his arm. "What kind of business do you own?"


  She frowned at the deadly desserts rotating in the refrigerator case as they passed. "A health food store."


  He chortled. "That explains the tofu remark at the bar."


  "Have you tried it?" she asked as she slid into a sticky red-and-white booth.


  He shrugged out of his leather bomber jacket and tossed it on the seat before sitting opposite her. "No, I can honestly say I've never tried tofu."


  "Well, don't knock it until you've tried it." She glanced around to see if she knew anyone in the diner and spotted the two friends of Marie's who worked at the Hair Affair, who had come to her party. One of the girls saw her and put her hand to her mouth, then whispered to the other one, who looked up, her eyes wide.


  Penny turned away, wondering what she'd been thinking to come here—in standard issue Mojo jail garb, no less.


  "Friends of yours?" B.J. asked.


  "Not really. But I guess word has gotten around about Deke."


  "That was your ex's name—Deke?"


  "Deke Black. I went back to my maiden name, Francisco."


  "Penny Francisco," he said, as if testing it on his tongue. "Nice." Then he frowned. "His name sounds familiar—would I know him?"


  "He's an attorney—" She stopped. "I mean, he was an attorney here in Mojo. Maybe your paths crossed at some point."


  "Maybe."


  Ted walked by and tossed two menus on the table.


  "So," B.J. said, opening a menu. "What happened?"


  She fingered the menu and told him about running into Sheena before she left the bar and the messages Deke had left for her at her apartment. "After I called you, I kept getting a busy signal at Deke's." She lifted her hands. "Don't ask me why, but I decided to walk to the house to see what he wanted and get it over with. When I got there, I found his...body." A shudder overtook her, but she was determined not to break down. "And then Sheena came home and found me."


  He was quiet, but from his eyes, she could tell his mind was racing.


  "Made up yer mind yet?" Ted asked. His apron was stained every color in the rainbow and smeared with some chunky stuff that Penny didn't want to identify.


  "Decaf coffee for me," she said, pushing away the menu.


  B.J. looked up. "Do you mind if I get some food? I'll eat fast."


  "No, go ahead." While he ordered, she studied his features, placing him in his late thirties. His square jaw had a day's growth, and his hair was long on top and windblown. His black Kenny Wayne Shepherd Band T-shirt had seen a few washings. She'd never met a PI, but she decided the occupation suited him and idly wondered about his background.


  "Comin' right up," Ted said, then he looked at Penny. "Weren't you married to that Deke Black who was murdered tonight?"


  She swallowed. "We were divorced."


  "Word is that you stabbed a voodoo doll and did him in."


  Penny tried her best to look outraged. "That's ridiculous."


  B.J. looked at Ted. "How about that coffee?" When the man shuffled away, B.J. said, "What's all this about a voodoo doll?"


  She sighed. "It's silly. I got a voodoo doll dressed like Deke as a gag gift at my party. I got carried away and...stabbed it."


  He nodded thoughtfully. "And how was Deke killed?"


  "Um...he was stabbed."


  "Oh."


  She started to get up. "Look, this was a bad idea...I'm in a lot of trouble...I shouldn't even be here...with you."


  He put his hand on her arm. "Maybe I can help."


  She looked down at his big hand, thinking how wrong everything seemed—Deke was gone and another man was touching her, offering help. Her eyes welled with tears, and she was afraid to move or speak. Mortification rolled over her in waves.


  "Shhh," he murmured. "Don't break down...not now. There are too many eyes."


  He was right. She blinked furiously just as Ted returned to slide two mugs of coffee across the table. She sat back down and drank deeply from hers, feeling somewhat calmer. "Are you saying that I should hire you to help clear me?"


  He shrugged. "Maybe."


  "Are you any good?" The words hung in the air, thick with the implication of what might have happened tonight if she hadn't gone to Deke's.


  A little smile curved his mouth. "The best in three states."


  What was he going to say? Still, she believed him. Yet the urge to tell this man everything scared her a little. "Do you have some sort of ID or something that says you're what you say you are?"


  He withdrew his wallet and showed her a card-sized registration for his agency. Beaumont Investigative Agency. "I started the business with my brother about five years ago."


  Then he showed her his Louisiana driver's license—on top of everything else, he was photogenic. She nodded, satisfied.


  "Are you still interested?" he asked, then smiled. "In my help, I mean?"


  The idea of relying on him was unnerving simply because she was so physically attracted to him, which was a bit insane considering her situation. Regardless, it wouldn't hurt to have someone with his expertise on her side until things settled down. "Are you expensive?"


  He winked. "Don't worry—you can afford me."


  "Okay, you're hired."


  He nodded, as if it had been a foregone conclusion. "Now, tell me more about this voodoo doll."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Keep stirring to prevent anything from sticking...


  


  


  PENNY TOOK A DEEP BREATH, then told B.J. about the gag gifts and how everyone had goaded her to stab the voodoo doll. "It was just a joke, of course."


  A half-smile curved his mouth. "But it probably felt good."


  She nodded sheepishly. "Of course now I feel terrible."


  "Was it a bad breakup?"


  She shrugged, loath to share all the sordid details. "I caught him with Sheena, I moved out, I filed for divorce."


  "Rather recently, I assume?"


  "It all started about ten months ago, and it was final this week."


  He grunted. "So, his girlfriend tells you he wants something, you call and the line is busy, then you go to his house and find him dead."


  "Right. In his office."


  "You still have a key to the house?"


  She pursed her mouth. "Probably a couple." One on the extra key ring in her purse that the police had, dammit. She told him about the door being open.


  "And what was he stabbed with?"


  "A garden stake."


  "Come again?"


  "A wire garden stake with a flag on the end. I, um, used them this week to stake off a garden next to my business."


  He looked at her as he drank from his cup, as if he was wondering whether or not to believe her innocence. "I guess the police put you through the wringer," he said carefully.


  "Yes."


  "So why didn't they arrest you?"


  "A detective from New Orleans was there—I think he believed me. It seemed to me that he didn't want to make an arrest until the crime scene was processed."


  "What was his name?"


  "Maynard."


  B.J. nodded. "He has a reputation for being fair. Did you have an attorney present?"


  "Gloria Dalton. She's my divorce attorney."


  He looked alarmed. "Divorce attorney?"


  "She told me I'd have to find someone else if I'm...charged."


  "The police must have set a record for obtaining a search warrant."


  "Did I mention that Deke's mother is the mayor?"


  "Ah."


  Ted returned with a platter of sausages and bacon swimming in brown grease, three fried eggs, and four pieces of toast drenched in butter.


  Penny stared. "You're not going to eat all of that?"


  He proceeded to cover everything with a layer of salt. "Want some?"


  She made a face. "No. You're clogging your arteries."


  "Probably." He shoveled in a huge amount of food and chewed heartily. "So, does your ex-husband have any enemies?"


  "I don't know—maybe. He's an attorney, so I'm sure he's pissed off a few people along the way."


  "Did he have any girlfriends other than Sheena?"


  She flushed. "I don't know...wait. When Sheena first arrived at the house, she accused me of sneaking around with Deke behind her back. She said she suspected that something was going on."


  "Was there?" he asked pointedly.


  "No. But maybe he was seeing someone else."


  "When was the last time you saw him?"


  "Yesterday morning. I ran into him at the museum."


  "Museum?"


  "The Instruments of Death and Voodoo Museum. It's Mojo's claim to fame. And it's located next to my business. I walked over there yesterday morning to drop off some misdelivered mail, and I ran into Deke coming out of the museum."


  "Is that unusual?"


  "No, he takes care of the museum's legal affairs."


  "Did he seem upset or preoccupied?"


  "Stressed, maybe, but that's been the norm lately when we're together."


  "Did you two have an argument?"


  "Not really. I was irritated that he'd painted the house pink."


  He winced. "Yeah, that's bad. So...maybe he has another honey on the side who was tired of being ignored."


  Penny nodded, then another thought struck her. "Sheena and Deke just got engaged, so if he had another woman on the side, maybe that sent her over the edge."


  B.J. studied Penny, and she knew what he was thinking—that the engagement could just as easily have sent her over the edge. But he simply nodded. "You think that whoever did it might have been trying to frame you by using a stake from your property and simulating the voodoo doll stabbing?"


  When he said it, it sounded utterly ridiculous. "I don't know what to think. I'm a little numb."


  He shoveled, chewed, and swallowed. "Who gave you the doll?"


  "I don't know—the gifts were anonymous. But there were only a few people at the party, so it shouldn't be hard to find out."


  He shoved a napkin in her direction, then fished a pen out of his coat pocket. "Write down the names."


  She took the pen and wrote down everyone she could remember, pausing when she got to Liz and Wendy—she needed to call them, to break the news about Deke.


  "Does anyone stick out in your mind as someone who would have done this?"


  Penny turned her head to glance at the two girls from the Hair Affair, who had their heads together. One of them was biting her nails. Penny looked back and sighed. "No. But Deke hid a lot of things from me."


  "There's always the possibility that it was a random killing—a stranger passing through for the festival."


  She nodded, strangely buoyed by the fact that it could be someone who didn't know Deke...who hadn't killed him because they hated him. "What happens now?"


  He finished the last bit of food and washed it down with a swallow of coffee. She stared at his empty plate as he wiped his mouth with a paper napkin. "Now I do the legwork that the police might not do."


  She pursed her mouth. "If I lose my business over this, I might have to pay you in vitamins."


  He winked. "We might have to think of something else."


  She tried to laugh but found suddenly that she didn't have the energy. "I need to get to bed."


  "Okay," he said, withdrawing his wallet. He threw cash on the table.


  "Alone," she added, then instantly felt like an idiot.


  His smile was sardonic. "You're in luck—I don't sleep with clients." He stood and picked up his jacket. "Come on, I'll walk you back."


  Penny clamped her mouth shut lest she say something else brainless.


  On the way out of the diner, he stopped at the public bulletin board. Reaching into his jacket, he pulled out a white flyer and used a pushpin to attach it to the corkboard.


  MISSING: Jodi Reynolds, age 17, last seen in New Orleans, September 12.


  Penny bit her lip. "So you're the one who posted the flyer."


  He nodded. "I'm hoping someone in town for the festival might have seen her."


  "Who hired you to look for her?"


  "Her grandmother." He held open the door, and she walked under his arm.


  She shivered when the cool, dewy air hit her face. "How many of them do you find?"


  He opened his leather jacket and settled it onto her shoulders. She started to object, but honestly, it felt good. "About half. But even then, like you said earlier, some of them don't want to be found. I'm working on about a dozen missing person cases at the moment, some of them a couple of years old."


  "Do you have a feeling about this girl?"


  He nodded. "My feeling is that she ran away, then ran into trouble. And from what I know about her, she wouldn't last long on the streets."


  A chill ran down Penny's back. Evil people were out there, just looking for an innocent to prey upon. "Do you have any leads?"


  "The bartender at Caskey's said he thinks this is the girl who tried to pass him a fake ID a couple of weeks ago, but he wasn't sure. Truthfully, she could be anywhere."


  "Or dead?"


  "Yeah," he said in a voice that told her that if he were a betting man (and he probably was), he'd bet that the girl was never coming home.


  The campers were more subdued when she and B.J. walked back through the square, with a few diehards kicking around a hackey sack. The fire in the peristil had petered out. Penny averted her gaze from the empty chicken cages.


  "This festival seems to bring out an interesting crowd," B.J. observed.


  "Interesting? I had a woman come in my store and ask for bat brains."


  He laughed, a warm, throaty sound. "It takes all kinds."


  When they reached the outside door leading to her apartment, her dread at seeing what the police had done to her place mounted. "Wonder how they got in," she murmured.


  "Some guy let them in—short, stocky, smelly."


  "Elton," she said. "My landlord. I hope he installed some lightbulbs while he was here." She opened the door and flipped the light switch—nothing. "Guess not."


  "I take it your apartment is at the top of these stairs?"


  "Right."


  "I'll follow you up."


  She didn't argue, glad to have company as she felt her way up. And she got felt up once when he reached forward and found her rear end.


  "Sorry," he muttered.


  She was sorry too—that such an accidental graze could leave her tingling all over. The sleep deprivation had left her vulnerable, she rationalized. Oh, and the looming murder rap.


  At the top of the stairs, B.J. pulled out a penlight to help her find the keyhole. She pushed open the door, turned on the light over the dining table, and gasped. Everything was upturned, on end, or inside out. The gag gifts were strewn across the dining room table—the toilet paper unfurled, the condoms strung out accordion-style, the vibrator dismantled, batteries and springs hanging out.


  She fisted her hands, on the verge of laughing maniacally...and gobbling down the Happy Divorce chocolate bars.


  B.J.'s intent gaze didn't miss a thing, lingering on the erotic items a little longer than necessary. Then he walked over to remove a piece of paper taped to her refrigerator.


  "What's that?" she asked, hugging herself.


  "A list of what was removed during the search." He scanned the paper. "The voodoo doll you mentioned...a photograph album...an inflatable life-size male doll..." He looked up, eyebrows raised.


  She squirmed. "Another gag gift."


  His expression was dubious. "Whatever you say." He glanced back to the paper. "And a handgun."


  Penny's eyes went wide. "What? That's impossible. I don't own a gun."


  "It says here that you had a .45." He gave her a piercing look. "That's a pretty big handgun to forget about owning."


  She frowned. "I'm telling you, I don't own a gun! There must be some mistake."


  He pursed his mouth. "I suppose the police could have planted it, but that doesn't compute, since your ex-husband was stabbed."


  "It's a mistake, that's all," she said, taking the paper. "Everyone who knows me knows how I feel about guns."


  He gave her a little half smile. "Then you'd better stay out of my pants."


  Surprise and arousal blazed across her skin. "Excuse me?"


  He patted a bulge at his waistband, and her discomfort level ratcheted higher. Could she trust this man? Could she trust her own instincts anymore?


  "Anyway," he said, drawing the word out into fourteen syllables, "you should have your attorney check out the gun report first thing in the morning."


  She nodded and hid a yawn behind her hand.


  "Is there someone you can stay with for a while? I'll drive you."


  Faces of friends and acquaintances filed through her head—Marie, Guy, Hazel, Liz—but she discarded them one by one. She didn't want to get them involved, to implicate them in the ugly gossip that was already making the rounds. "Not really."


  "Boyfriend?" he asked lightly.


  Heat rushed her neck. "No."


  He nodded curtly, as if filing that tidbit of information. "How about getting a hotel room?"


  "The few places in town are probably full from the festival."


  "There's my room—"


  "I'd feel better here," she cut in. "Especially since the night is almost over."


  He worked his mouth from side to side. "I could sleep on the couch."


  She swallowed. "Th-that's not necessary."


  He nodded. "Okay, then I'll take off so you can get some rest." He glanced around. "Is this door the only way in and out?" He opened the door they had just entered and checked the dead bolt with a frown.


  "There's a Juliet balcony off the bedroom, but there's no access to it from the street."


  "Will you show me?"


  She nodded and padded through the mess. When they entered her bedroom, her stomach pitched—her bed linens were torn from the bed, her underwear was hanging out of drawers.


  He opened the doors leading to the tiny balcony, then stepped outside and looked down before stepping back inside and closing the doors. "You should have new locks installed on both doors."


  "Are you kidding? I can't even get lightbulbs installed."


  He turned. "I'm serious."


  She swallowed. "Okay. It's just that Mojo is so...safe."


  "Except for the occasional murder?"


  She winced.


  "Whoever killed your ex-husband is still out there. Do you have something to protect yourself with?"


  Her thoughts strayed to the box of condoms on the dining room table, but she forced herself to focus. "Um...no?"


  He walked back through the apartment to her kitchen. She followed and watched as he pulled out drawers. At length he withdrew a butcher knife and walked back toward her. At the sight of the large knife in his hand, panic sliced through her chest as she once again questioned how much she should trust this man. She took a step backward.


  He stopped, then extended the knife to her, handle first. "Sleep with this...and your cell phone."


  "I don't have one."


  His eyebrows shot up. "Get one. Do you still have my number?"


  She looked around at the mess. "It's here somewhere."


  He wrote it on a piece of paper and handed it to her.


  "Call me if...something comes up. Will you be here tomorrow?"


  She shook her head. "I think I need to be at work. I want to reassure my employees—and my customers—that everything is okay."


  He nodded. "It's best that you stick to your normal schedule as much as possible...if you feel up to it."


  At the concern in his eyes, her senses stirred...until she realized it was the same look he'd had when he'd talked about the missing girl from the flyer. It was B.J. Beaumont's job to rescue people, and she just happened to be in the wrong place at the right time.


  She followed him to the door, her heart clicking in her chest as she reluctantly handed him his leather jacket. "Thank you, B.J. I barely know you, but..." She looked into his dark eyes and felt an entirely inappropriate urge to press her face into his chest. "Thank you for agreeing to help me," she finished lamely.


  He donned his leather coat slowly. "I have to be honest," he said in his cottony drawl, "a business relationship isn't what I had in mind when I first saw you." Then one side of his mouth lifted. "But I'll take it...for now. Sleep tight, Red."


  When the door closed behind him, Penny wanted to run after him. It was, she realized, desperation in the face of turmoil, the compulsion to cling to the most stable thing in sight. Her head buzzed from exhaustion and a host of emotions pulling on her, draining her. She couldn't bear climbing into the bed that the police had torn apart, so she grabbed her pillow and a blanket and curled up on the couch with her butcher knife and cordless phone, then stared at the shadows on the ceilings. Her mind would not be quieted.


  Deke was dead. The finality of it simply wouldn't sink in. He was too young, too arrogant, too special to die. In truth, her own death would have come as less of a surprise to her, especially considering the environment in which she'd been raised.


  A dark, niggling thought slid to the forefront of her mind: What if the police looked into her background, found out what kind of stock she came from?


  She burrowed further into the couch, making herself as small as possible, closing her eyes tight. If that sordid bit of information came to light, it would virtually notarize her arrest warrant.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  Make a generous portion because everyone will want some...


  


  


  PENNY WAS JARRED AWAKE by a loud clanging noise. She sat straight up, sending the butcher knife and the cordless phone crashing to the floor, her heart in her throat. For a few disoriented seconds, she couldn't remember why she was so afraid...then it all came flooding back...Deke...dead. The phone rang, and she realized with relief it was the noise that had awakened her.


  She stood up, grabbed her aching head, and got to the phone on the fourth ring, wondering what time it was. Daylight was just beginning to filter through the lead glass windows. "Hello?" she croaked.


  "Is this Penny Black?" a man asked.


  "Penny Francisco," she corrected.


  "You're on live with Kenner on WYNO news radio—will you give us a statement on the murder of your ex-husband?"


  Her mouth opened and closed as her mind spun. Of course the media had gotten wind of Deke's bizarre death. In a small town like Mojo, murder was big honking news.


  "Ms. Francisco, did you put a hex on your ex?" the man demanded. "Do you have some kind of mystical power?"


  She squinted. "What?"


  "Did the voodoo ceremony that you performed on your husband have something to do with the festival that's taking place?"


  "Ex-husband," she muttered on an exhale. "And no!" She hung up the phone in a panic, but it rang again a few seconds later. She yanked the phone cord from the base unit, her chest heaving.


  Rubbing her gritty eyes, she went to the kitchen for a drink of water. It was just after 7:00 a.m. She leaned into the sink, welcoming the cool of the stainless steel against her flesh, fighting nausea as the previous day's events came back with jarring clarity. Fending off the remnants of a hangover and dealing with the most shocking news of her life was not a good combination. She felt as if she'd been dragged by her heels over some very rough terrain; the last thing she wanted to do was go out for her morning run, but she knew it would help to clear her head. For energy, she downed a tall glass of orange juice, then she went into the bedroom, trying to ignore the mess while she rifled for running gear. She dressed in record time.


  When she opened the door and stepped onto the sidewalk, the scene was dank and depressing. Everywhere people lay sleeping, unwashed clumps covered with dew. Food containers littered the ground. From the shelter rose a sickening smell of chicken flesh and smoke. Penny swallowed and took off on her usual route, toward Charm Street. B.J. had said to act normal.


  As her feet hit the pavement, her thoughts went to the man who so quickly and so willingly had come to her aid. She pondered her strong attraction to B.J. Beaumont and told herself it was because she was still stinging from Deke's rejection...and death.


  As she bounded onto Charm Street toward the Victorian, she stayed on the side of the street of her business. Her store was quiet, and probably would be until Marie opened at 9:00. Business should be good...unless people decided to avoid her store because of the rumors that were bound to have spread about Deke's murder. The residents of Mojo were a suspicious, unforgiving lot—take Diane Davidson, for instance. In the same situation, Penny wasn't so sure she'd have the guts to stay...and she hoped she wouldn't have to find out.


  She tried, but she couldn't resist a glance at the pink house as she jogged by. The yard was flattened and marred with muddy tire tracks from the many police vehicles that had parked wherever they could the night before. She wondered if Deke's office had been cordoned off with police tape, if Sheena had spent the night in the house. When the memory of Deke's staring eyes rose in her mind, she dug her heels deeper into the pavement. When the vision of the wire stake imbedded in his chest haunted her, she pumped her arms and picked up speed. Her brain couldn't dwell on those horrific details if it was occupied with processing pain signals from her straining calves.


  She ran to the corner and turned right to jog past the Instruments of Death and Voodoo Museum. The museum loomed ominously in the predawn light, separated from the sidewalk by the shoulder-high iron fence and the padlocked gate. As she ran by, a flicker of light in one of the stained-glass windows on the top floor caught her eye—a strobe of some kind? A fire? When she slowed, however, the light disappeared. She resumed running, deciding that the rising sun was playing tricks on her eyes. She shook her head, reminding herself that she had plenty of intrigue in her own life without imagining more.


  She crossed a quiet street and inhaled deeply to prepare her body for Hairpin Hill, which led up into the new suburbs that surrounded Mojo. The curvy road was quiet and deserted, hemmed with thick hawthorne trees and white camellias at the peak of their perfume. With its three hairpin curves traversing the side of the small manmade mountain before looping back to the road on the other side, Hairpin Hill was the most challenging leg of her run, but also her favorite...usually.


  This morning the darkness of the tree canopy seemed menacing instead of shady, the air stifling instead of aromatic. She blamed her unease on B.J.'s warning that a murderer was still on the loose, and on her own fatigue. Without proper sleep and nourishment, her energy was flagging, her muscles tightening, her lungs constricting. Halfway through the last hairpin turn, she stopped, gasping for air, and leaned over to grasp her knees.


  A loud crack exploded in the air, startling her. From the echo, the noise sounded amazingly like a gunshot. She pivoted, thinking a car had backfired, only to find herself alone on the road as far as she could see in both directions. Another loud crack split the air. This time, whatever it was, was close enough for her to hear the whizzing noise as it sped by, and it caused wood to splinter on a tree next to her. In the fraction of a second that it took for her to register the fact that someone was shooting at her, her feet, thank goodness, had already figured it out.


  An enormous surge of adrenaline sent her sprinting back down the hill faster than she'd ever run in her life. A couple of times the momentum alone nearly took her down, but terror kept her upright and moving, her arms and legs pumping. The stretch of road had never seemed so long. A frightened, keening sound erupted close by, then she realized the noise was coming from her throat. Someone was shooting at her, trying to pick her off like a duck in a carnival game. Her back burned with the overwhelming sensation that someone was bearing down on her.


  At the bottom of the hill, she flung herself across the road blindly, her only thought getting to the other side and into town. A car horn blasted the air. She turned her head to see the blur of a white car and braced for impact. The driver locked the brakes, but the car still grazed her hip, knocking her to the ground. The tang of burned rubber filled the air. The driver's side door sprang open, and Steve Chasen jumped out. "Penny?"


  Shaken, she picked herself up off the road. She was so relieved to see a familiar face, though, that she practically fell into him.


  "Are you okay?" he asked. "My God, I almost didn't see you in time to stop."


  "Someone...was...shooting...at me," she said, her teeth chattering.


  "What?"


  "On the hill," she said pointing.


  He frowned, his expression wary. "It was probably someone playing with fireworks."


  "No," she said stubbornly. "It was gunshots."


  Steve was quiet for a few seconds. "Penny," he said gently, "I heard about Deke, that the police questioned you."


  She read his expression. He thought she was guilty...and perhaps had snapped. "I didn't kill Deke, Steve. And I wasn't imagining things just now."


  He nodded and led her to the passenger side of the car, as if she were a small child. "But you're understandably upset. You might have heard something and thought it was a gunshot."


  Penny opened her mouth to object but recognized the futility of arguing. "Will you please just take me to my apartment?"


  "Of course," he said, opening the car door and helping her inside. While he walked around the front of the car, she glanced back toward Hairpin Hill. Nothing seemed amiss. Had she mistaken the wild shots of a woodsman or a car backfiring for someone trying to kill her? She sank deeper into her seat, her mind racing.


  Steve was quiet as he drove her back toward town, although she felt his gaze upon her. He slowed at the pink house and stared before driving on.


  "I can't believe he's dead," he murmured.


  "Neither can I," she said.


  "Did he really die like everyone is saying?"


  "If everyone is saying that he was stabbed, then yes."


  "With a garden stake?"


  His eyes glittered with excitement, and a finger of unease tickled the back of her neck. Steve had seen her stab the voodoo doll and might have had his own reasons for wanting his boss dead.


  "That's right," she murmured.


  "It's kind of spooky that you stabbed the voodoo doll at the party, and then Deke winds up dead the same way."


  "Uh-huh. By the way, did you bring the doll as a gag gift?"


  "No," he said quickly, then looked sheepish. "I didn't have time to buy a gift." Then his eyes widened. "Do the police think it was someone at the party?"


  "They don't know," she said carefully. "The doll might be some kind of bizarre coincidence. Was Deke having trouble with any of his clients?"


  Steve shrugged. "He was having trouble collecting fees from a couple of people, but otherwise...Wait—Diane Davidson threatened Deke."


  Penny frowned. "Threatened him how?"


  "She said he'd be sorry that he didn't take on her case."


  "That's hardly a death threat."


  "It was the way she said it," Steve said. "She was giving him the evil eye...and she was at the party. Maybe she brought the voodoo doll."


  Penny didn't want to think the quiet woman had anything to do with Deke's death, but Diane, too, had seen Penny stab the voodoo doll, and Penny really didn't know her very well. "Are you going to open Deke's office today?"


  "Yeah, even though I'm out of a job unless someone takes over the practice." He flushed. "I know that sounds selfish, considering what's happened."


  "No," Penny said charitably as he pulled up in front of the beignet shop. "You have to take care of yourself." She opened the door, eager to get out of the car. "Thanks for the ride, Steve. I...maybe I was overreacting about the sound I heard. I didn't get much sleep last night."


  Steve nodded sympathetically, and she climbed out of the car. "Penny, do you know anything about a funeral service for Deke?"


  She swallowed hard and shook her head. The only tie she had to Deke now was as a murder suspect. "I'm assuming Mona will handle everything...or maybe Sheena. Bye, Steve." She closed the door before he could ask more questions. For some reason, she still didn't trust him. When she picked up the morning Post that had been delivered while she'd been out running, she realized her hands were trembling. Even if those gunshots hadn't been meant for her, they had come too close for comfort.


  When she entered her apartment, the clutter only further reminded her of the chaos in her life. She took a few minutes to clear the dining room table of the gag gifts, shaking her head at the condoms and the vibrator, thinking she'd be using one before the other...if her life ever returned to normal.


  She unrolled the newspaper and stared in horror at Deke's photo under the headline "Voodoo Festival Incites Murder." The story cited "official sources" as reporting that Deke Black, noted attorney in Mojo, had been stabbed in the chest with a long sharp object after his ex-wife, Penny Francisco, had purportedly stabbed a voodoo doll in a "divorce voodoo ceremony." The article went on to say that Penny owned a charm and spell shop in Mojo, and was, coincidentally, the person who had found the body.


  She crunched the paper closed. From the newspaper account, she could almost be convinced that she'd killed Deke. She stood and paced, gnawing on her nails. This couldn't be good.


  Hoping that food would help calm her jitters, she ate a bran muffin and plain yogurt. Unbidden, her thoughts went to B.J. Beaumont and what garbage he was consuming for breakfast. She tried to shake her thoughts of him, but they dogged her into the shower, where, as she ran soapy hands over her body, she kept remembering the interest in his dark eyes, replaying the evening they might have had if...


  Penny sighed as guilt descended. How could she be thinking about being with another man when Deke wasn't even in the ground—especially when a lot of people thought she had put him there.


  She showered and dressed quickly, then picked up the damaged phone cord to discover that her yank had disabled the base unit. The phone calls she needed to make—to Gloria, to B.J., to Liz—would have to wait until she could make them from her office. She glanced at her watch. Marie would already have the shop open, but she and Guy were probably worried sick about her. Penny frowned at the burned-out bulb on the landing as she left, then hurried down the stairs. When she opened the door leading to the sidewalk, she blinked at the woman standing there with a microphone that read WTNL. Behind her, a man held a camera on his shoulder, and it appeared to be rolling.


  "Ms. Francisco," the woman said, "what can you tell us about the voodoo ritual that resulted in your ex-husband's grisly death?"


  "Nothing," Penny said, attempting to sidestep the woman.


  "Ms. Francisco, how long have you practiced voodoo?"


  "I don't," she replied.


  "Are you some kind of priestess?" the woman asked, stepping on Penny's heels. "I understand you sell charms and spells at your place of business."


  "You misunderstood," Penny said, pushing past her and breaking into a jog. Hopefully the police would have some answers soon and would be able to clear her name. In the end, she was sure that science would win out over voodoo.


  She walked briskly, glancing over her shoulder to see if the reporter and her crew were following her. Thankfully, it appeared that they had given up. She relaxed a bit...until she noticed a commotion up ahead in front of her store. A crowd had gathered, including two more TV cameras. Marie's blue hair shone like a beacon; she was standing under the awning, gesturing in what looked like an attempt to address the crowd. Penny picked up the pace, dread billowing in her stomach. What now?


  She was a few feet away from the crowd of about fifty when someone shouted, "There she is!"


  In one collective movement, the people turned to stare, then began to run toward her. Paralyzed, Penny stood rooted to the ground as women surrounded her, thrusting voodoo dolls in her face. "My husband needs a wake-up call—can you stick him in the hip?"


  "In the foot?"


  "In the crotch?"


  "I want mine dead! Stick him in the heart, like you stuck it to your husband!"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  Monitor concoction for deterioration...


  


  


  PENNY BLINKED, slack-jawed, as women pushed and pulled on her clothing, begging her to perform a ritual on their husband voodoo dolls. A doll popped her in the forehead, then fell to the ground. Suddenly she was pelted with dolls. Out of nowhere, Marie appeared and grabbed Penny's arm.


  "Get a divorce lawyer!" Marie yelled to the crowd as she dragged Penny to the relative safety of the door. The cameras had captured everything.


  "There are more inside," Marie warned, then she opened the door. Sure enough, Penny was rushed again by people clutching dolls and amulets, bones, and even a live chicken. Guy cowered behind the counter. "Everybody out," Marie shouted, "unless you plan to buy something."


  "I'll pay for a voodoo session!" one woman yelled, holding her doll high.


  "Me too"s chorused around the shop, and Marie turned to Penny, eyebrows raised. Penny scowled, then shook her head, and Marie seemed dejected. "Sorry, folks, no voodoo sessions, but how about a nice tall glass of Hot Voodoo Sex?"


  The question distracted the crowd enough for Penny to slip away and make a beeline for her office. She closed the door behind her and leaned against it, puffing her cheeks out in an exhale. How much crazier could things get?


  Then she straightened and looked heavenward, her hands up in surrender. "I didn't mean that as a challenge."


  She sighed and dropped into her desk chair, then stared at the locked bottom drawer, tempted to dive in. She needed the comfort, the flood of endorphins to calm her. Her mouth watered, and she was reaching for the desk key before she caught herself. She'd regret it later...she always did. The stash was there as a reminder that she could resist temptation, not as a quick fix. Recognizing the distraction as a delay tactic, she forced herself to pick up the phone and dial Gloria Dalton's cell phone number. Gloria answered on the second ring.


  "Hello?"


  "Hi, Gloria, it's Penny. Is this a bad time?"


  "I just heard you on Kenner in the Morning. Please don't talk to the press, Penny."


  "But I didn't!"


  "When the man asked if you'd killed your husband with a voodoo hex, you said, 'Ex-husband.'"


  "So?"


  "So that sounds as if you admitted to killing your ex-husband with a voodoo hex!"


  Penny winced. "It was taken out of context."


  Gloria sighed and something rattled in the background that sounded like a pill bottle being opened. "How are you holding up?"


  "I haven't fallen apart." Penny glanced at the bottom desk drawer. "Yet."


  "Good. Hang in there. I have a call in to Detective Maynard for an update. Maybe he'll have good news."


  "While you have him on the phone, ask him about the .45 handgun that was supposedly found in my apartment during their search."


  "You had a gun?"


  "No! That's the point—a gun is listed on the paperwork as being removed, but I don't own a gun and I never have."


  "Okay," Gloria said, sounding nervous. "I'll look into it. Anything else?"


  Penny hesitated, then said, "There was an incident while I was out on my regular morning run."


  "What kind of incident?"


  "I was, um, shot at."


  "What? Are you sure?"


  "I'm sure that two shots were fired that came very close to hitting me."


  "Did you see where they came from?"


  "No."


  "Have you reported it to the police?"


  "I will as soon as we hang up."


  Gloria made agitated noises. "Okay, I'll let Maynard know when I talk to him."


  "One more thing," Penny said. "I hired a private investigator."


  "Why?" Gloria said, her voice suspicious.


  "I thought he might be able to poke around where the police can't."


  "Be careful. You don't want to step on toes at the police department."


  With a pledge to talk soon, Penny hung up the phone and dialed the police station. "Chief Davis, please. This is Penny Francisco."


  After a minute or two of silence, Chief Davis came on the line. "Hello, Penny. Is your conscience bothering you?"


  Penny pursed her mouth. "No. I called to report something strange that happened this morning while I was running."


  "What?" Allyson asked in a bored voice.


  "I was shot at."


  Allyson gave a disbelieving little laugh. "Shot at?"


  Penny closed her eyes briefly. "That's right. On Hairpin Hill. Two shots were fired, and one came very close to hitting me."


  "You must have been mistaken," Allyson said. "Maybe you heard a car backfire, or someone was playing with fireworks."


  "I don't think so. A bullet hit a tree next to me."


  "Then maybe someone was shooting at an animal and the bullet went astray."


  Penny bit her lip. "I suppose that's possible, but don't you think you should look into it?"


  Tension crackled across the line. "Don't tell me what I should look into, Penny, else I might think you're trying to send me on a wild-goose chase to distract me from Deke's murder case."


  Penny ground her teeth. "I'm telling you, someone was shooting at me."


  "Why would someone be shooting at you, Penny? Is there something you're not telling me?"


  "No," Penny said through clenched teeth. "I was just on my normal morning run."


  "And have you ever been shot at before while you were on your morning run?" Allyson's voice dripped with sarcasm.


  "No. But considering the timing, it might have something to do with Deke's murder."


  Allyson sighed. "Okay, I'll send an officer out there to sniff around. What time did it happen?"


  "Around 7:15 a.m."


  "And you're just now getting around to telling me?"


  "My home phone isn't working. I'm calling you from the shop."


  "I saw the crowd at your shop this morning when I drove by. I have half a mind to book you for inciting a riot for suggesting that what happened to Deke has something to do with voodoo."


  "But I didn't."


  "Right. The paper is full of reports of hexes and voodoo rituals. It's bad publicity for Mojo, especially since Deke's mother is the mayor. Every half-baked witch in the tristate will be here causing trouble."


  "I want this to be over more than you do," Penny said evenly. "Maybe if you were less intent on pinning Deke's murder on me, you'd find the real killer." She slammed down the phone, realizing she'd probably nixed any investigation into the shooting.


  Penny inhaled and exhaled several times to quiet her racing pulse, then she picked up the phone to make another difficult call. She dialed slowly, almost hoping that Liz wouldn't answer, but she did.


  "Hello?"


  "Liz, hi, it's Penny."


  "Hi, sweetheart. I'm taking Wendy to the airport—her flight was delayed a couple of hours. Are you hung over this morning, or did you manage to hook up with that hottie from the bar?"


  Penny pursed her mouth. "I guess you haven't watched the news."


  "No," Liz said suspiciously. "Why?"


  "Liz, Deke is...dead."


  "What?" Liz screeched, then moved her mouth away from the phone. "Wendy, Penny says that Deke is dead." She put her mouth back to the phone. "What on earth happened?"


  Penny recounted the details for what seemed like the hundredth time.


  Liz gasped. "Stabbed? But that's just like the voodoo doll."


  Penny frowned. "I know...and people are drawing comparisons, including the police."


  "Oh, my God, honey, how awful for you. What can we do—do you want us to come and stay with you?"


  "Thanks, but that's not a good idea right now. Television reporters are following me, not to mention the crazies who seem to think I have some kind of magic voodoo powers."


  "That's downright spooky."


  Penny cleared her throat. "Liz, the police are going to question you and Wendy because you were at the party. I have to ask again—did either one of you bring the voodoo doll as a gag gift?"


  "No," Liz said. "We brought the blow-up guy. Wait a minute—are you saying that the police think you killed Deke because of sticking that stupid voodoo doll?"


  "That's about the gist of it."


  Liz made an exasperated noise, then stopped suddenly. "You didn't kill him, did you, Penny?"


  "No! How could you even ask?"


  "Because...well, I wouldn't blame you if you did. After all, he was a lying, cheating bastard who deserved to die a slow, painful death."


  Penny stuck her tongue into her cheek. "Still, I didn't kill him."


  Liz made fretting noises. "Why don't you come and stay with me until this all blows over?"


  "I need to stay in town." The unspoken words hung in the air: I'm the primary suspect. "I have my business to run," she added hurriedly.


  "Right," Liz said slowly. "When is the funeral?"


  "I'm not sure, but I'll let you know."


  "I'll be there, and Wendy is saying that she'll come back, too. We're both so sorry, Penny."


  Penny's eyes began to water. "Thanks."


  "Promise you'll call if you need anything."


  "I will."


  Penny hung up the phone, fighting a sudden bout of tears. Telling people Deke was dead didn't make it seem any more real—only more unbelievable.


  A knock on the door sounded. She wiped the corners of her eyes and took a deep breath. "Who is it?"


  "It's me, Guy."


  "Come in."


  Guy poked his head inside, his expression forlorn. "You can come out now—they're gone."


  She pushed to her feet. "Thanks."


  When she walked out, Marie stood next to Guy, looking just as distressed.


  "I didn't do it," Penny said quickly. "And I'm sorry, but the police will probably be questioning you. Do you know who brought the voodoo doll to the party?"


  They shook their heads.


  Penny sighed. "Okay, don't worry about me. The best thing is to try to conduct business as usual."


  They both nodded, their expressions anguished, and she felt a rush of fondness and gratitude. "Guy, where's the best place to get a cell phone?"


  While he went to write down some information for her, she turned to Marie. "I'm going to be in and out until this blows over. Can you handle things here at the store?"


  "Absolutely."


  "Great—thank you." Suddenly a thought popped into her head. "Marie, what about the two friends of yours who came to the party, the ones who cut hair?"


  "Jill and Melissa? What about them?"


  "Could one of them have brought the voodoo doll?"


  She shrugged. "I can find out."


  "Do you know if either one of them is connected to Deke?"


  Marie squirmed and averted her gaze.


  "Marie?"


  The young woman sighed. "I don't know for sure, but Melissa bragged that she'd, um, slept with Deke."


  Penny felt the blood drain from her face. "When?"


  "She said it was when Deke first bought his car—he gave her a ride."


  And then she'd given him a ride. Penny fisted her hands at her sides—had the man exercised no restraint?


  "I'm sorry, boss. I didn’t know when I invited her to the party."


  Penny inhaled to get a grip on her emotions. "It’s okay. Thanks for being honest."


  "By the way, who was that man you were talking to last night at Caskey's?"


  Penny hesitated. "Um...just someone I met. He's in town looking for a missing girl and was asking questions about Mojo."


  "He looked mighty interested in you," Marie said lightly.


  The door chimed, and Penny looked up to see the man they'd been talking about materialize.


  "Good morning," B.J. said.


  Penny straightened under Marie's probing gaze. "Good morning."


  Good God Almighty, the man was in excess. He wore jeans and a holey sweatshirt. His hair was shiny clean but looked like it had been combed with barbed wire. And for someone whose specialty was finding things, he seemed to have misplaced his razor.


  He lifted a bag from Benny's Beignets. The bottom half of the bag was transparent with grease. "Hungry?"


  She licked her lips. "Um, no. This is a health food store."


  "I'll take one," Marie said.


  "Me, too," Guy said, emerging from the stockroom. He handed Penny a page of notes on where to buy a cell phone. "He's cute," he whispered.


  Penny's mouth quirked to one side. She awkwardly introduced B.J. as "a person who's helping me" and left Marie and Guy to figure out what he was helping her with.


  "Nice place," B.J. said, walking around.


  Penny frowned. "You're getting powdered sugar on the floor."


  He looked down and used the toe of his boot to scatter the white stuff, as if it would help. Marie and Guy both looked at him with dreamy eyes until Penny stared them down. She nodded in a "get lost" movement, and they scattered to straighten shelves.


  "I tried to call you," B.J. said.


  "My phone isn't working," she replied, then held up the sheet of paper that Guy had given her. "But I'm going to buy a cell phone."


  "I'll go with you," he said. "It'll give us a chance to talk."


  She nodded, although the dark tone of his voice made her chest tighten. What had he discovered?


  The chime sounded as the door opened, admitting Jules Lamborne.


  "Hi, Jules," Marie called loudly.


  But instead of her regular cheerful greeting, Jules lifted her carved walking stick and pointed it at Penny. "I told you that voodoo isn't for amateurs."


  Penny blinked and held out a calming hand. "Jules, I know what everyone is saying, but Deke Black's murder had nothing to do with me sticking that voodoo doll."


  "That's what you think," Jules said, her voice crackling with strain.


  "Maybe it was a random killing," Marie said, munching on her beignet. "Maybe someone here for the festival got carried away."


  "Nothing is random," Jules declared, then looked back to Penny. "Someone put a hex on that doll, and used you as a carrier."


  Penny frowned. "A carrier?"


  "Or someone could have put a hex on you."


  Penny started to deny Jules's words, then she remembered the masked priestess in the shelter who had singled her out. Penny asked Jules about the woman and the rattle.


  "It's called an ason," Jules said. "It's a gourd filled with snake vertebrae, to honor Danbala, the Great Serpent spirit. Only voodoo priests and priestesses are allowed to use the ason. They can be used to bring forth good...or evil."


  For a few seconds, Penny was riveted, then she shook herself. "I don't believe in voodoo, Jules."


  "You should," the old woman said, backing toward the door. "I told you people were going to die, but you didn't listen."


  Cool air settled over Penny's arms, raising goose-flesh across her shoulders. "I'm listening now."


  "Good," Jules said, then stabbed the air with her stick. "Because the dying isn't over yet."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  You might need to test alternate formulas...


  


  


  "SHE’S A SPOOKY OLD GAL, isn't she?" B.J. asked, holding open the passenger door of his faded green sedan, which was parked in the store parking lot. Homemade and mass-produced voodoo dolls littered the ground, many with notes attached.


  On impulse, Penny scooped up one of the dolls at her feet and nodded as she slid by him. The scent of strong soap tickled her nostrils, and she suddenly had doubts about being with him in such a confining space. The fact that she'd known him for such a short time niggled at the back of her mind. On the other hand, she'd known Deke for years, yet her trust in him had been utterly misplaced.


  The crude doll was made from wax and straw, wrapped in a white cotton strip that looked to be part of a dingy T-shirt. The attached note read, "My husband is a pain in the neck—please give him one back." The T-shirt no doubt belonged to the annoying husband.


  "Do you think there's any validity to what Jules Lamborne said—that Deke's murder has something to do with voodoo?"


  He quirked a dark eyebrow. "There are a lot of things in the world that are unexplainable—love at first sight, vegetable pizza, and potpourri, for instance. But I doubt that your ex's murder is one of them."


  He closed her door. She was immediately overcome with the stale scent of French fries and rolled down the window, then studied him as he walked around the front of the car and climbed inside.


  "Sorry about the mess," he said, reaching over to remove the fast-food bags from the floorboard beneath her feet. He tossed them in the backseat, which was piled high with newspapers, manila file folders, and athletic equipment.


  She fastened her seat belt, then reached beneath her hip and removed a woman's lime green stiletto pump.


  He grinned. "Wonder how long that's been there."


  She smirked. "I wonder."


  He tossed it in the back, too, then started the engine. "Have you seen today's Post?"


  She nodded. "And I talked to Chief Davis this morning—she wasn't in a good mood. She said this murder was bad publicity for the festival and for the town, and she blames me personally."


  "She called to tell you that?"


  "Er, no. Actually, I called her." Penny told him about the shooting incident.


  B.J.'s expression darkened. "Why didn't you call me?"


  "No phone at home," she reminded him. "And I was going to call you...soon. Anyway, I reported it to Chief Davis, but I got the feeling that she thought I was making up the story for sympathy."


  B.J. was quiet for a few seconds, and she wondered briefly if he also thought she was making up the story for sympathy. "Speaking of shooting, did you ask her about the gun that was removed from your place?"


  "No, my attorney is going to handle it."


  "That's probably best," he agreed. "What do you know about this Chasen guy who picked you up this morning?"


  "He's worked for Deke for a couple of years. I don't particularly like him, but he's never really done anything to me."


  "Just a feeling?"


  Penny nodded. "At the party he told my employee Marie that Deke hid assets during our property settlement."


  "So he wasn't completely loyal to your ex."


  "Plus he could have been gossiping to cozy up to Marie. I asked him this morning if Deke had any enemies, and he said Diane Davidson had threatened him."


  "Her name was on the party list, too."


  "Right. She's a customer of mine, but I don't know her very well. Apparently, she was fired from teaching at the high school because she's Wiccan."


  "What's her connection to Deke?"


  Penny told him about the lawsuit Diane Davidson had wanted to file.


  He put the car into gear. "I say we pay Diane Davidson a visit. Do you know where she lives?"


  Penny squinted, trying to remember. "In a new subdivision—all their names sound the same to me. Something Heights, maybe."


  "Where?"


  She stopped, then the realization hit her. "On Hairpin Hill, where I was running this morning."


  "Okay, let's get that phone, then we'll start asking questions. Where can we find Steve Chasen?"


  "He said he was going to open Deke's office today. It's just a few doors down from the cell phone place."


  B.J. smiled. "I love small towns."


  But Penny was having different thoughts, since another group of women bearing voodoo dolls was descending on The Charm Farm. She sank lower in the seat. "Get me out of here."


  He obliged, and she told him which way to turn.


  Deke's office was on the far end of the city limits, away from the square, past the new high school and the Bi-Lo grocery and the car wash, close to the interstate. Deke's parents had constructed a small strip mall with brick fronts and elegant entrances, primarily to house his father's law practice. The structure, which they had dubbed Charmed Village, had turned out to be a cash cow, however, when the other spaces had quickly filled up with Primo Dry Cleaners, Tarn's Electronics, Lewis Taxidermy, S&C Upholstery, Quinto's sub sandwiches, and the Looky-Loo bookstore.


  "Tarn's Electronics sells phones," she said, pointing. They parked and walked in, armed with the notes Guy had given her. The clerk appeared to still be in high school. He stared at her, and his Adam's apple bobbed as he answered her questions. He'd obviously seen the article on Deke's murder in the newspaper.


  "This is the one you want," B.J. cut in, setting a phone on the counter.


  She looked up at the matter-of-fact certainty in his eyes and was struck by his self-assurance. It was nice to have someone who made her life...easier. Deke had always been full of promises and good intentions, but in truth, he'd rarely made good on them. He'd bought the Victorian with assurances that he would help with the restoration, but when the time had come, he'd always been working late or too tired, or he'd needed to spend time with his mother. Meanwhile, Penny had worked at his office full-time, restored the house, and taken care of the details of their life, allowing him to concentrate on his career.


  She frowned. And on his philandering.


  "It's just a suggestion," B.J. said mildly. "I've had almost every model on the market."


  "Thanks. I'll take it."


  While she filled out paperwork to activate the phone, B.J. withdrew the flyer of the missing Reynolds girl and asked the young man if he'd seen her. The clerk squinted at the picture, then scratched his head. "Maybe."


  "Maybe?" B.J. pressed. "Where?"


  "I can't be sure, but I think she was in the sub shop one day."


  "When?"


  The young man shrugged. "Maybe a month ago." He flushed. "I remember a girl with long blond hair. It was almost white."


  "Did you get a look at her face?"


  More blushing ensued. "I wasn't looking at her face "


  B.J.'s mouth quirked. "Did she have a good figure?"


  "Yeah, she was stacked."


  Penny kept her eyes on the form she was filling out. Missing persons flyers might be more effective if they showed the subject from the neck down.


  B.J. grunted. "Did you notice her clothes? Did she have a backpack?"


  The boy shook his head. "I don't remember, man."


  "Was she with anyone?"


  He shrugged again. "It might not even have been her, you know?" He handed the flyer back to B.J.


  B.J. nodded. "Do you mind if I put this on your bulletin board?"


  "Knock yourself out."


  "There's a number to call if you remember anything else," B.J. said. "It could be very important."


  Penny's heart squeezed at the intensity in B.J.'s voice. He desperately wanted to find Jodi Reynolds alive. He tacked the flyer and two others with much older dates—both women, both missing from the New Orleans area—to the bulletin board. Their families, she knew, were suspended in a nagging limbo. Most of her life she'd endured the ache of waiting for someone to come back. Was it worse, she wondered, when the missing person was suspected dead, or, as in her case, when she knew the person was still alive?


  "Ready?" B.J. asked.


  Jarred from her disturbing musings, Penny nodded, handed over the paperwork, and exited the shop. "I should call Gloria and give her this number."


  B.J. hooked his thumb to the left, in the direction opposite from Deke's office. "I'm going to step into the sandwich shop and ask a few questions."


  "I'll wait for you here," she said, not keen on entering Deke's office alone.


  He nodded as if he understood, then strode away.


  Her gaze lingered on his broad shoulders, and she wondered how long he would stay in town, how long she would need his help. Would he be able to find something to exonerate her before the police lowered the boom? She still held out hope the crime scene evidence would lead the police in another direction, but if the killer truly had gone to such lengths to frame her, he or she probably would have taken pains not to leave anything behind.


  So she was back to hoping Deke's murder was a random event by some unstable person whipped into a frenzy by the activities of the Voodoo Festival.


  Praying that Gloria Dalton would have good news, Penny punched in the number using the tiny buttons. She must have done everything right, because the phone rang on the other end, although it rolled over to Gloria's voice mail. Penny left a message with her new cell phone number and disconnected the call with a sigh.


  Standing in the cool breeze enveloping the lovely fall day, she closed her eyes and wished for the relative peace of her life twenty-four hours ago. She wasn't sure when the finality of Deke's death would sink in, but she dreaded the moment. She felt like the headless chicken she'd seen flapping around the voodoo shelter in the square—eventually the adrenaline was going to run out, and she'd be...


  Well, hopefully not dead.


  She looked all around, remembering her close call this morning. Her pulse spiked, but all seemed quiet in Mojo. Pedestrians strolled on the sidewalk of the strip mall, and cars rolled down this section of Charm Street as if everything were perfectly normal. Then suddenly the cool breeze turned cold, sending dried, curled leaves scuttling across the ground, the sound conjuring up images of rattling bones.


  Penny shivered. Everything wasn't perfectly normal. A murderer was in their midst, who, according to Jules, had not yet exhausted his or her evil.


  "Ms. Francisco?"


  Penny turned to see the young man who'd sold her the phone standing in the open door to the electronics shop looking uncomfortable.


  "Yes?"


  "I was wondering...do you know how to cast a...a...l-love spell on someone?"


  She frowned. "Excuse me?"


  "You know," he said, gesturing vaguely. "Can you do or say something to make someone fall in love against their will?"


  "I certainly hope not," B.J. said, striding up with a wink. He clasped Penny's elbow and steered her away from the inquisitive youth. "Can you?" he murmured.


  "No," she said, her breath coming faster at his teasing grin and his warm proximity. Then she felt silly for even answering and straightened. "Did you find out anything?"


  He shook his head. "Another dead end. This town seems to be full of them—no pun intended. Did you talk to your attorney?"


  "I had to leave her a message."


  B.J. stopped before a door bearing a black-and-gold sign that read Deke A. Black, Attorney at Law. A black mourning bow had been attached to the sign. Penny's lungs constricted painfully.


  "Are you okay with this?" B.J. asked.


  Her distress must have been written on her face. "I remember when Deke hung that sign. This was his father's practice, and Deke joined it when we moved to Mojo. Then his father died suddenly, and Deke said he felt as if he was betraying him by changing the sign."


  "That's understandable," B.J. said. "Sounds as if they were close."


  "You would think so," Penny said. "But actually there was always something between them."


  "What?"


  Penny frowned. "Deke's mother, Mona."


  "That would be the mayor."


  "Right. She ruled the roost, and both men accommodated her. And she wasn't above playing them against each other if it meant getting her way."


  B.J. grimaced. "She sounds like a real piece of work."


  "She is, but Deke is—was—devoted to her."


  "I'm guessing you and Mona didn't get along."


  "We tolerated each other while Deke and I were married."


  "And since the divorce?"


  Penny sighed. "Mona is dead set against me expanding the garden next to my business—she's trying to turn Mojo into a bona fide city, and she thinks a garden in the town limits is too provincial. When I saw Deke yesterday morning at the museum, he told me she was going to get the city council to invoke a zoning restriction, and she stopped by the party to tell me as much herself."


  "Did you argue?"


  "Yeah." She winced. "I'd had a lot to drink."


  "I remember," he said with a little smile. "Does your ex-mother-in-law own a gun?"


  Penny frowned. "What?"


  "The woman doesn't like you, and she probably thinks you killed her baby boy. Maybe she was trying to exact her own revenge."


  Penny's eyes flew wide. "You think she was the person who fired those shots?"


  He shrugged. "I'm just tossing out a theory. Does she know you run in the mornings?"


  "Sure...and anyone else in town who cares to notice."


  "Is shooting at you something she would do?"


  Penny's blood ran cold. "I...I don't know."


  "But it's possible?"


  She puffed out her cheeks in an exhale. "Yesterday, I would have said no, but today...anything is possible."


  The door opened, and Penny blinked at the tall, robust man coming out. "Ziggy?"


  Ziggy seemed surprised to see her, too. "Chere, Penny." Then he looked forlorn. "I am so sorry about Deke."


  "Thank you."


  "Don't worry—I don't believe the newspapers and all the talk about voodoo. I know you couldn't have killed him." But as he talked, he eyed B.J. up and down. "Sir, have we met?"


  "I don't think so," B.J. said, extending his hand. "B.J. Beaumont."


  "Hm," Ziggy said, as if he was still trying to place him.


  "And you are?" B.J. prompted.


  Ziggy pulled himself up. "I am Ziggy Hines."


  B.J. seemed unfazed. "Nice to meet you, Zig."


  Ziggy frowned, and Penny hurried to cover the awkward moment. "Ziggy is the chef of his own restaurant in the city."


  "Ah," B.J. said. "I'm more of a fast-food kind of guy myself."


  Ziggy scowled at B.J.'s disheveled appearance. "I wouldn't have guessed."


  "Ziggy is a customer of mine," Penny cut in. "By the way, how did the, um, you know work out?"


  Ziggy's eyebrows climbed in question, then his mouth rounded in realization that she was referring to the truffles. "Ah, the—" He cut off and glanced toward B.J. suspiciously. "They are perfection. When will you have more, chere?"


  "I'll let you know," she promised, not sure when she'd get back to the day-to-day running of the store.


  "Please do." He glared at B.J. "It was nice to meet you."


  "Likewise," B.J. said cheerfully, inclining his head.


  Ziggy turned and strode toward a black Mercedes in the parking lot.


  "Why do I get the feeling that I didn't pass muster?" B.J. asked.


  "Oh, that's just Ziggy. His ego was bruised when you didn't recognize him."


  "Do you know why he's here?"


  "He told me that he was working with Deke on a personal matter that required an out-of-town attorney. I don't know what it concerned." Then a memory slid into her brain. "Ziggy dropped by the party at Caskey's."


  "I don't remember his name on the list."


  "I'd forgotten," she murmured. "He was there for only a minute or two, just stuck his head in to say hello." She recalled the way he'd stared at Liz, then bolted.


  "So what's the secret stash that Zig's been buying from you?"


  She bit her lip. "I can't say."


  B.J. quirked one eyebrow. "Oh?"


  "It's not illegal," she rushed to explain. "It's something rare that my woodsman scavenges and Ziggy buys for his menu, and they don't want word to get out."


  "Your woodsman?"


  "A local guy—he collects roots and bark and...other things."


  One side of B.J.'s mouth curved up. "Sounds intriguing."


  "It's just business."


  "If you say so." He nodded toward the door. "Are you ready to go inside?"


  "Sure."


  B.J. opened the door and held it while Penny walked through. She immediately remembered her number one complaint from when she had worked in the office: Despite the lush upholstered furnishings, the thick floor-length drapes, and the plush berber carpet, the place was as cold as a morgue. The desk that Steve Chasen normally occupied sat empty, and to the right, the door to Deke's office stood open. Instead of the easy-listening station that usually played over the intercom, a rock station reverberated from the speakers.


  Penny walked to the doorway of Deke's office and was startled to see Steve sitting behind Deke's desk with his back to them, the telephone to his ear, his feet propped on the credenza running along the wall. His position struck her as irreverent, considering the fact that his boss had just been offed.


  "I'll let you know if I hear from her," he said. "Later." When he turned to hang up the phone, he caught sight of them and jerked upright, dropped his feet to the floor, and sprang up. "Penny." His voice was squeaky and thin. "I, um, was just changing all the messages on voice mail and canceling appointments. What are you doing here?"


  "We just came to ask you a couple of questions," she said, "about this morning." She introduced B.J.


  "We're trying to figure out if the shooting incident this morning was deliberate," B.J. said. "Do you remember seeing anyone or anything out of the ordinary?"


  Steve's face went blank. "No—just Penny running out into the road. I nearly ran over her."


  "Where do you live?" B.J. asked.


  "About a mile from Hairpin Hill, just inside the city limits."


  "Do you own a gun?"


  Steve squinted, then crossed his arms. "I'm sorry—tell me again how you're connected to this situation." He looked back and forth between them.


  "I'm an investigator," B.J. said casually. "Just trying to eliminate the obvious scenarios."


  Steve wet his lips. "No, I don't own a gun." He reached down to pick up a stack of file folders. "Now, if you don't mind, I really need to call the courthouse and have Deke's cases postponed."


  Penny exchanged a glance with B.J., then looked back to Steve. "Thanks again for your help this morning. And for answering our questions. We'll let ourselves out."


  On the way through the lobby, Penny stopped by Steve's desk and hit the Recall button on the phone. She pursed her mouth, then looked at B.J. and jerked her head toward the front door. Once they were outside, he said, "What?"


  "I pulled up the phone number of the person Steve was talking to when we walked in."


  "Did you recognize the number?"


  "It was city hall—to be more specific, the mayor's office."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Blood makes a nice colorant...


  


  


  "IT COULD HAVE BEEN an innocent phone call," Penny admitted as they climbed into B.J.'s smelly car. "It would make sense that Mona would be calling Deke's office and keeping tabs on me...if I was the 'her' Steve mentioned he'd be keeping an eye out for."


  B.J. grunted. "Steve Chasen didn't seem to be that torn up about losing his boss...or his job."


  "I noticed."


  "Would he stand to gain anything from your ex's death?"


  She lifted her shoulder in a slow shrug. "Not that I know of. He didn't have ownership in the practice, and he's not an attorney, so it's not as if he can take over Deke's clients."


  "Is that BMW his?" he asked, pointing to the gleaming white car parked nearby.


  "Yeah."


  "Pretty snazzy ride on a paralegal salary." B.J. put his own not-so-snazzy car in gear. "Okay, let's see if we can find Diane Davidson."


  Penny called directory assistance, but the number and address were unlisted. "I think we have it at the shop," she said, then dialed. After several rings, Marie answered breathlessly.


  "Charm Farm, this is Marie."


  "Marie, it's Penny."


  "Penny! Thank goodness it's you," Marie whispered. "People have been coming in all morning and leaving voodoo dolls. We have trash bags full! And some detective has been tromping around in the garden, and now he's asking questions."


  Penny swallowed hard. "Is his name Maynard?"


  "Yeah, that's it," Marie said.


  "What kinds of questions?"


  "About the garden, about the party, about the voodoo doll. He's talking to Guy now."


  "Don't worry," Penny said on an exhale. "Just be truthful."


  Marie made a fretting noise. "I don't want to get you into trouble."


  Panic darted through Penny's chest. How much had she complained to Marie about Deke? Had she said things that could be misconstrued? "Just be honest," she said carefully. "Marie, you know I didn't kill Deke."


  Marie's silence wasn't comforting.


  "Marie? Don't you?"


  "Well, of course...but I'd understand if...I mean, I'm not saying you would, but if I were in your shoes, I might."


  Heat flooded Penny's chest and face. Good grief, if even Marie thought she'd killed Deke, she was sunk. She turned toward the window, angling her body away from B.J. and lowering her voice. "I didn't kill him, Marie, you have to know that."


  "Okay," Marie breathed. "Should I tell him about my friend Melissa and Deke?"


  "Yes," Penny said. "Absolutely. As soon as we hang up."


  "Okay. The detective is looking at me, so I'd better go."


  "I need for you to look up a customer address first."


  "Let me step behind the counter." The computer keyboard clicked. "Okay, who?"


  "Diane Davidson."


  "Okaaaay." Marie's curiosity was practically burning up the phone line, but to her credit, she didn't ask questions. Marie rattled off the address, and Penny jotted it down. Then she gave Marie her new cell phone number. "Call me if...you think you need to." She disconnected the call, then shifted uncomfortably in the seat and handed the address to B.J., directing him where to turn.


  B.J. cleared his throat. "Maynard is interrogating your employees?"


  "It would seem so."


  "How well do you know Marie and Guy the gay man?"


  She pivoted her head. "You think Guy is gay?"


  "Isn't he?"


  "He says he isn't...and he has lots of girlfriends."


  B.J.'s mouth quirked. "Yeah, well, then he's the only one who didn't get the memo. What do you know about Guy other than the fact that he's sexually confused?"


  "He's worked for me since day one—he's completely trustworthy. Why?"


  "Well, if someone did try to frame you, it would have to be someone who knew about those garden stakes."


  She gave a little laugh. "Guy's no murderer. Besides, anyone could have walked onto my property where those garden stakes are."


  "What about Marie? How long has she worked for you?"


  "About six months. And no way would she hurt anyone."


  He lifted an eyebrow. "From listening to your phone conversation, it sounds like you trust Marie more than she trusts you."


  Penny pursed her mouth. "I admit she's a little...quirky."


  "You're referring to the blue hair?"


  "That and she has this boyfriend, Kirk."


  "And?"


  "And he's a nebulous, superman phantom. She goes on and on about how much money he has, and all the different things he does. He's a pilot and a scientist and a big game hunter—"


  "A hunter? Where does he live?"


  Penny shrugged. "He supposedly has houses all over the country."


  "But you've never seen him or talked to him?"


  "No. I don't even know his last name. And they seem to correspond primarily by e-mail."


  "So you think she's fallen for a pathological liar in a chat room?"


  "That or maybe he doesn't exist at all."


  "Ah. Does she have mental problems?"


  Penny gave a little laugh. "Not that I'm aware of, although people have hinted she has a third eye."


  "ESP?"


  Penny shrugged. "So people say, although I've never seen any evidence of it, and Marie doesn't talk about it." Tingling with embarrassment, she told him what Marie had said about her friend Melissa bragging she'd slept with Deke. "Melissa was at the party, and she was in the diner this morning when you and I had coffee."


  "The girl could have been lying about the affair," he said quietly.


  She looked at him with gratitude...and resignation. "Maybe. But probably not."


  He sighed. "Okay, so she's someone else who might have had a motive if she and Deke argued. Maybe she's pregnant."


  Penny winced.


  "Or maybe she's the other woman Sheena seems to think Deke was involved with."


  Penny touched her temple. "My head hurts. How do you do this for a living?"


  He smiled. "It's easier when you're not in the middle of everything. Back to Marie—did you say that Steve Chasen has a crush on her?"


  "I think so. He's been coming into the store regularly, and although she's always ignored him, they seemed to hit it off at my party."


  "So he was only there because of her?"


  She nodded. "In fact, I was surprised he showed up, because others might have seen it as some kind of betrayal of Deke."


  "Love trumps principle every time," B.J. said wryly. "What about you?"


  "What about me?"


  "Are you sure you don't have a boyfriend?"


  The moisture left her mouth. "Not the last time I checked."


  "Have you gone out with anyone since you and your husband split up?" He lifted his hand. "It might be important to the investigation."


  Her face flamed. "I...no. I've been...busy." And she wasn't about to admit that the only man who had asked was scruffy Jimmy Scaggs.


  "Were you still hung up on your ex?" he asked mildly.


  "No," she said, too quickly.


  "It's okay if you were. It sounds as if the split caught you by surprise."


  She looked down at her hands. "It did," she admitted. "But I was trying to get on with my life." She had considered Sheena to be a cliché, but wasn't she a cliché as well? The signs were there, but she hadn't seen it coming.


  "It must have been hard in a small town, running into your ex all the time."


  She shrugged. "I didn't see Deke that much after I moved out, mostly when we were in court." And when she'd seen him come and go from the house if she happened to have been looking out the window of her store. With her binoculars.


  "So I was going to be your ricochet lay?"


  "Pardon me?"


  He grinned. "You know—sex on the rebound."


  She blushed furiously and her breasts tightened against her will. Thinking about what might have happened between them couldn't be good for her cortisone level.


  "That's a lot of pressure on a guy," he said, then mischief lit his eyes. "But I enjoy a challenge."


  Desire danced in her midsection. Just talking about their missed opportunity raised her temperature. If only she'd followed her baser instincts that night....


  Thrilled to change the subject, Penny sat forward in her seat and pointed. "This is Hairpin Hill."


  "Compared to most of the flat land around here, this is a mountain."


  "It's actually a landfill," she said. "For decades, Mojo was the repository for a lot of the trash coming from New Orleans. Several years ago, someone decided to cover it up, plant grass and fast-growing trees, then divide the land into lots."


  "Amazing," he muttered.


  She was quiet as they drove another quarter of a mile up the curving road, his earlier, provocative words winding through her head. She glanced at his rugged profile and felt a corresponding tug on her senses. The man was so damned appealing. With great difficulty, she forced herself to focus and pointed. "That's where I stopped running to catch my breath, then I heard the shots."


  He slowed. "From what direction?"


  She gestured, then he continued driving. A few turns later, they drove into Diane Davidson's subdivision, Garden Willow Heights. The houses were numbingly similar, the street names disorienting in their sameness—Willow Street, Willow Court, Willow Circle, Willow Way.


  Penny's first impression of Diane Davidson's house was that she was trying to fit in with her neighbors. The little ranch house and lawn were painfully neat, the landscaping plants perfectly spaced like soldiers in a battalion, the porch furniture placed at precise jaunty angles. But the serene image was shattered by the words Get Out Witch painted in red on the pristine white siding.


  "Looks like the woman's got her own problems," B.J. said as he parked on the street near the end of the driveway.


  "Tasteless prank," Penny murmured. "This voodoo festival has everyone stirred up." They climbed out, then walked up the concrete driveway and stepped onto the shallow porch. "The paint looks relatively fresh."


  B.J. rubbed his finger against the paint, then frowned and raised his finger to his nose. "This isn't paint—it's blood."


  Her heart beat a tattoo against her breastbone. "Blood?"


  "Probably animal blood. Someone's trying to scare her."


  Penny glanced around the serene neighborhood, the perfect little houses, housing perfect little people.


  Perfectly evil?


  B.J. rang the doorbell twice, but several minutes passed with no answer. "Looks like she's gone."


  "She could be too afraid to come to the door," Penny offered.


  B.J. pointed to the flattened newspaper in the driveway. "Looks like she backed over it when she left. My guess is she went to buy white paint."


  Penny turned and started to walk back to the car.


  "Wait for me in the car," he said, then disappeared around the side of the house.


  Penny was instantly nervous. What was he doing? She glanced around to see if Diane Davidson's neighbors were peering out their windows, expecting someone to come bounding out any second, demanding to know what they were doing snooping around the witch's house. She climbed back into the messy car and slumped down in the seat, then picked up the voodoo doll she had rescued from her store parking lot, shaking her head at the cryptic note. Some people truly believed a pinprick could actually set real life events into motion.


  She turned her head and stared at the violent words scrawled on Diane Davidson's house. And some people truly believed Diane Davidson had some kind of otherworldly power, else they wouldn't be trying to run her out of town. Did Diane and other people have the ability to incite events using mere words and thoughts?


  B.J. came around the side of the house and casually stopped to cup his hands around his eyes and look in one of the windows. Then he strolled toward the car, his mouth pursed, as if he were whistling. She was struck anew by the athletic way he moved, the informal command he had over his body and his surroundings. Despite his relaxed bearing, she knew he was taking in everything, scanning, memorizing details.


  She was torn—grateful that he seemed to be going to such lengths to find answers, but afraid she was relying on him too much, too quickly. With quiet resolve, she reminded herself she was ultra-vulnerable at the moment, fresh from losing Deke and desperate to prove her innocence. It was only natural to be attracted to B.J. In fact, her desperation was the only thing that explained the attraction—under normal circumstances, she'd never be attracted to a junk-food junkie whose wardrobe seemed to consist of jeans and concert T-shirts and whose car was cluttered enough to conceal a grab bag of weapons.


  She remembered the green stiletto, and her thoughts ran rampant as B.J. approached the car. For all she knew about him, the woman who belonged to the shoe could be in the trunk. Maybe he kidnapped and murdered women, then approached their families and offered to look for them. Maybe he—


  The door opened and he swung inside. "Diane Davidson's neighbors have reason to be nervous, but not because she's a witch."


  "Why then? Did you find something?"


  "A gun rack in her living room sporting some pretty impressive weapons."


  Penny gasped. "Do you think she was the one shooting at me? But why?"


  "Maybe the shooting is somehow connected to your ex. Maybe it was an accident. Maybe it wasn't even Diane Davidson doing the shooting, but it's worth looking into."


  The ring of her cell phone startled Penny. She fumbled for a few seconds before locating the Call key. "Hello?"


  "Penny? It's Gloria."


  And the woman seemed to be hyperventilating.


  "What's wrong?"


  "The police want you to come back to the station."


  Penny's heart stuttered in her chest, and her gaze flew to B.J.'s. "Has there been a new development?"


  "Chief Davis says they have you on video yesterday morning threatening Deke."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  Remember to clean up the mess...


  


  


  "WELL, MS. FRANCISCO," Detective Maynard said with a smile, "here we are again." Penny felt the gaze of everyone in the interview room—Maynard, Gloria Dalton, and Allyson Davis—upon her. Allyson stood, leaning against a wall, arms crossed over her chest. The smug look on the woman's angular face, combined with the greenish cast to her attorney's face, made the vise around Penny's chest tighten. Ridiculously, she wished that B.J. were in the room with her. A television on a roll-around stand sat in the corner of the room. On the table sat a brown paper bag marked Evidence: D. Black Homicide. Beneath the table, her knee began to bounce up and down.


  "I'll tell you what you want to know," she said, her voice thready.


  Allyson leaned forward. "Is that a confession?"


  Penny frowned. "No, of course not."


  Gloria put her hand on Penny's arm. "My client means that she's here voluntarily to answer your questions. She doesn't have anything to hide."


  Maynard's mouth pressed into a flat line. "You weren't completely honest with us before, Ms. Francisco."


  Penny balked. "I don't know what you mean."


  "We found your fingerprints in the bedroom of Mr. Black's home."


  "Considering that Penny used to live there," Gloria said, "it's only logical that her fingerprints are all over the house."


  "But these fingerprints were on a photograph of Mr. Black and his girlfriend, and they contain the same type of glittery material that was on your hands last night."


  Penny's lips parted in panic—she'd forgotten about the photograph. Damn that metallic makeup. How damaging (and pathetic) would it be to admit that she'd broken the photograph on purpose? "I...yes, I was in the bedroom." Moisture gathered on the nape of her neck. "When I walked by, I saw the picture frame had fallen off the dresser. I, um, picked it up and saw the glass was broken."


  Maynard squinted. "So you didn't break the glass in a fit of rage?"


  A fit of rage? In hindsight, it had been more like petty spite—which was even more humiliating. "No, I didn't break the photo in a fit of rage," she said, her voice stronger.


  "So if you picked it up, why was it still on the floor when we found it?"


  "I don't know," she said, getting the hang of lying.


  "So you weren't upset with your ex-husband last night when you entered his house?"


  "No," Penny replied.


  Maynard picked up a remote control and aimed it at the television. The screen erupted in static fuzz, then a grainy black-and-white picture appeared, unrecognizable. Trees? A section of a house?


  "What is this?" Gloria demanded.


  "You'll see," Allyson said, the tone of her voice bordering on gleeful.


  Suddenly something appeared on the screen—something moving. A person, walking, down a path. Wearing overalls, carrying a stick. "That's me," Penny murmured.


  "Where?" Gloria asked.


  "At the museum."


  "What museum?"


  "The voodoo museum next to Penny's store," Allyson offered. "She was trespassing."


  Penny scoffed. "Is that what this is all about? I squeezed through an opening in the fence to deliver some mail that wound up in my box by mistake."


  "Keep watching," Allyson said.


  Penny squirmed, her eyes glued on the television. It looked as if the camera had been mounted on the eave at the rear of the Archambault mansion, pointing up the side of the house where she'd walked yesterday morning. She watched herself turn, then Deke appeared on the screen.


  Her heart jerked sideways to see him alive and well, unaware that he had only a few hours to live. He stood still, and she walked closer to him. The body language wasn't lost on her—he would have walked away had she not engaged him in conversation. They exchanged words—she remembered having made a crack about Sheena, and he had accused her of being jealous. Then he turned away, and she raised the stick she held and shook it at his back.


  Her stomach plummeted as she watched herself stride after him, her mouth moving angrily—it was, she remembered, when she'd asked him why he'd painted the house pink. His body language, as opposed to hers, was calm and controlled. He turned toward her, the camera registering her face and his back. They talked for a few seconds, then her expression turned to one of pleading. It was when she had asked for his help with Mona, she recalled. But Deke shook his head, clearly dismissing her. They exchanged a few more words, then she leaned into him and said something, her body language aggressive before she turned and walked off camera. Deke spoke in her direction, then he turned and walked toward the camera until he disappeared from the screen.


  When Maynard stopped the tape, tears stung Penny's eyes. Without the audio, she saw what everyone else in the room must: She looked hostile and vindictive.


  Allyson put her hands on the table and narrowed her eyes. "What do you have to say for yourself, Penny?"


  "It wasn't the way it looks on tape."


  "You didn't know Mr. Black was at the museum?" Maynard asked.


  "No—the museum wasn't even open yet. I went to drop the mail in the door slot."


  "So why was Mr. Black there?"


  "He said he was there on business. He was holding a file folder. Deke's father handled all the museum's business, and Deke took it over when his father died. He has a key to the office."


  "On the tape, it looks like the two of you were arguing."


  She pressed her lips together to regain a measure of calm. "Deke chided me for slipping through the fence, I made a comment about him painting the house pink, then he told me that Mona was going to have the city council stop me from planting the garden I need to grow my business." She gestured toward the television screen. "We had words, then I asked for his help to sway Mona."


  "And what did Deke say?" Allyson asked.


  Penny's throat constricted. "He said no."


  "And you were furious?"


  "No. I was...hurt, I guess."


  "Because he chose yet another woman over you?"


  The woman was hitting below the belt. "Maybe. But I wasn't angry enough to kill him."


  "What about the club you threatened him with?"


  Penny pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. "It was a stick I picked up in case I ran into a snake as I crossed my property." She looked at Maynard. "You were there this morning—you saw how wild the underbrush is. And I didn't threaten Deke. He'd made some crack about me being jealous, and I was...irritated."


  "Irritated?"


  "That's right," Penny said. "And that's all."


  "So you weren't jealous?"


  Penny shook her head. "Not jealous. Just...sad, I guess."


  "And you wanted to get even?"


  "No," she said with as much conviction as she had in her. "Like I said, I wanted us to be civil. I even congratulated him on his engagement."


  Allyson backed up, but her tongue was in her cheek. Penny could tell she didn't believe her.


  "And how did Mr. Black respond?" Maynard asked.


  "He seemed surprised."


  "Surprised that you knew of the engagement?"


  "I suppose."


  "The video is hardly incriminating," Gloria cut in. "All you have is a divorced couple running into each other, and Penny just told you what happened."


  "So you still maintain your innocence?" Maynard asked Penny.


  "Absolutely. Either this was a random act, or someone is trying to frame me."


  "Speaking of which," Gloria said, "did you ask the officers where they found the handgun they allegedly removed from Penny's apartment?"


  "Yes," Allyson said. "It was hidden beneath the dry moss around the bottom of a potted tree." She angled her head. "Does it ring a bell now, Penny?"


  Penny's eyes went wide. "The ficus tree...it was sitting in the foyer of the house. I took the tree with me when I moved out." She glanced from face to face. "I had no idea about the gun. Deke must have put it there."


  "So you're saying it's Deke's gun?"


  "I never saw a gun in our house while I was married to Deke."


  "Did Mr. Black own a gun?"


  "Not that he ever told me."


  "Who is the handgun registered to?" Gloria asked.


  "It's unregistered," Maynard said.


  Penny covered her mouth with her hand. "Maybe the gun is what Deke was looking for. Maybe that's why he kept calling me. Maybe he realized I'd taken the tree."


  Maynard looked at Allyson, and Penny felt the first glimmer of hope that they might be thinking there could be more to Deke's murder than a simple crime of passion.


  "Maybe Mr. Black was afraid for his life," Gloria said, obviously warming up to the argument. "And he suddenly needed the gun."


  Allyson pursed her mouth. "Maybe it was Penny he was afraid of, especially since she'd stolen his gun."


  Penny swallowed. "I didn't steal his gun—I told you, I didn't even know it was there."


  "But you did steal the tree?"


  Penny sighed. "It’s a lousy tree."


  "Ms. Francisco," Maynard said, "your employees told us some interesting things this morning."


  Penny bit down on the inside of her cheek.


  "They both said that you were quite upset over the divorce."


  "As anyone would be," Gloria said. "What's your point?"


  "Marie Gaston told me that you spent a great deal of time spying on your husband's house across the street."


  Penny's stomach lurched. "Th-that's not true." She managed a little shrug. "I glance out the window occasionally, just to see what's going on along Charm Street. Marie was thinking of yesterday, when I realized Deke was having the house painted pink. I was...offended. Did Marie happen to mention her friend Melissa boasted of having an affair with Deke?"


  He nodded. "We talked to the woman, and she has an alibi."


  Penny closed her eyes briefly—so much for that theory.


  "Ms. Gaston also informed me she told you at the divorce party that Mr. Black's paralegal had told her that Mr. Black had hidden assets during your property settlement."


  Penny's knee bounced erratically. "That's right."


  "And you were understandably angry," he pressed.


  She wet her lips. "Yes...at first. And then I decided I would give the information to my attorney and let her handle it."


  Maynard opened the brown paper bag and removed the voodoo doll sealed in a plastic bag. Penny's stomach pitched and rolled. The pin that she'd driven into the doll's chest strained against the clear plastic. Maynard carefully removed the stabbed doll and laid it on the table in front of Penny. Details that had escaped her at the party now leaped out at her. The doll had been fashioned out of plain muslin fabric, and the little raveled edges in the head seam were a remarkably good imitation of Deke's recent hair plugs. The eyes were hand-stitched black X's, spookily prophetic of Deke's blank stare when she had found him in his office. The miniature black suit was made from strips of dark fabric tucked and folded over a white “shirt” and glued-on red tie. Someone had put a lot of time into crafting the likeness.


  "Ms. Francisco, did you make this doll?" Maynard asked.


  Penny frowned. "What? No—I told you I got it as a gag gift."


  "And so far, no one we've talked to admits to bringing the doll."


  "Maybe they're frightened," she said. "After all, it was supposed to be a joke."


  "Maybe not." Maynard used the tips of his fingers to pull back the front of the tiny jacket on the doll. Inside was a stamp-sized, gold-embroidered monogram: D.A.B. Penny inhaled sharply. Part of Deke's new image had been having his monogram added to the inside pocket of his suits when he'd bought them. "Th-that was made from..."


  "From one of Mr. Black's suits," Maynard said, nodding. "So it seems to me this doll was intended to be more than just a joke. It seems like a threat."


  "And it had to be made by someone close to Deke," Allyson added. "Someone who had access to his closet."


  "You, Ms. Francisco," Maynard added.


  She shook her head. "No...I didn't make that doll...and for the hundredth time, I didn't kill Deke."


  Maynard grunted. "I think you made that doll to act out your revenge. When you learned that Deke had lied during the property settlement you were even more upset. Stabbing the doll got you all worked up, gave you the idea to take care of him for good. You went to Mr. Black's house last night not because you wanted to help him but because you wanted to confront him. You told him what you'd discovered, and you had a big fight."


  "No. I told you he was dead"—Penny choked on the word—"when I arrived. Besides, I couldn't have overpowered Deke even if I'd wanted to."


  "Your blood alcohol test came back—you were legally drunk. Are you sure you remember everything?"


  "That's even more of a reason for my client not to be able to physically do what you're insinuating," Gloria said.


  "Not if he was drunk, too," Maynard said. "There was a half-empty bottle of bourbon on Mr. Black's desk, and an empty glass." He clasped his hands behind his head. "We should have everything back from the M.E. and the crime lab in a couple of days."


  "Good," Penny said, hoping she sounded strong. "Maybe you'll realize I've been telling the truth about the bloodstains and everything else."


  "Meanwhile," Gloria said, "what have you found out about the attempt on Penny's life this morning?"


  Allyson's smile was flat. "I sent an officer out to look around, knock on doors, ask a few questions. He found a guy in Garden Village Heights who shot at a pack of stray dogs this morning to run them off. He produced the handgun, and since it was loaded with blanks, the officer didn't file charges." She gave Penny a mocking glance. "Now are you satisfied that no one was trying to murder you?"


  Penny frowned. "Are you satisfied I wasn't lying when I told you I heard shots fired?"


  Allyson lifted her chin.


  "Are we finished here?" Gloria asked, and Penny silently cheered her bravado—Gloria, ever how begrudgingly, seemed to be getting the hang of interrogation.


  "One more thing," Allyson said to Penny. "That guy you're with."


  Penny bristled. "His name is B.J. Beaumont. He's a private investigator from New Orleans. He's helping me."


  Allyson's severely arched eyebrows climbed. "And what exactly do you need help with?"


  "Let's go, Penny," Gloria urged, standing.


  "Just how well do you know Mr. Beaumont?" Allyson pressed.


  Penny frowned. "I met him yesterday. Why?"


  Allyson shrugged. "Maybe he helped you with something else—like getting rid of Deke."


  Penny stood on wobbly legs. "That's ridiculous." Although hadn't she herself questioned B.J.'s motives for helping her?


  "My client is not involved in Mr. Black's murder in any way," Gloria asserted, although Penny thought the attorney looked ready to collapse under the strain. "I assume, Chief Davis, that you're pursuing other suspects?"


  "Like who?" Allyson asked sharply.


  "Like the people who attended Penny's party. Someone gave her that doll, and maybe that's the person who killed Mr. Black."


  "We haven't finished interviewing everyone," Maynard admitted. "But we'll get to them."


  "What about Deke's business associates?" Penny asked, regaining a little courage. "Or his clients, or another woman he might have been involved with?"


  "Or any one of the thousands of eccentric individuals who are in town for the festival?" Gloria added. "People can be animals."


  At her attorney's odd tone, Penny again wondered about Gloria's background.


  Maynard nodded. "We're following all leads." Then he looked at Penny. "And we'll be in touch. Meanwhile, Ms. Francisco, you should seriously consider taking a polygraph test."


  But would the white lies she'd told and the emotional undercurrent she was treading come to light, muddying the overlying truth? She nodded curtly and followed Gloria to the door and out into the hall of the tiny police station. When they were out of earshot of Chief Davis and Detective Maynard, Gloria exhaled noisily.


  "We're not out of danger yet." Then she frowned. "So tell me about this P.I. you're working with, this Beaumont fellow."


  "He's in town working a missing person's case. We struck up a conversation at Caskey's bar last night and...planned to meet up later. When he heard what happened to Deke, he offered to poke around."


  Gloria lifted her eyebrows suggestively.


  Penny blushed. "I mean, he offered to...you know, ask questions where the police might not."


  Gloria bit her lip. "Just to be safe, I'm going to make a couple of phone calls around the city to see what I can find out about him. A woman can't be too careful."


  Penny smiled. "I think you're getting the hang of criminal representation."


  "Oh, no," Gloria said, shaking her head. "Give me the peace and quiet of two people threatening to kidnap their kids and maim each other's pets." Then her cosmetically altered green eyes gentled. "How are you holding up?"


  Penny sighed. "I don't know—I guess it hasn't really sunk in that Deke is dead."


  "It will," Gloria warned.


  "I know. I'm sure I'm in some kind of self-preservation mode. I keep seeing him dead on the floor of his office, the blood everywhere, but it's like a movie or something." Penny hesitated. "And I think I've been trying so hard for the last few months to distance myself from him, it just hasn't registered that I'll never see him alive again." She set her jaw to keep the sudden tears at bay.


  Gloria made a rueful noise, then gave Penny a quick hug. "Call me if you need me."


  "I will," Penny said as they walked into the cramped lobby.


  B.J. was leaning on the counter, holding one of his missing persons flyers, talking to a cute blond half Penny's age, who was blushing under his scrutiny. Suspicion barbed through her chest—was he a player? She'd silently condemned Marie for believing her boyfriend Kirk's outlandish stories...had she done the same thing herself?


  B.J. straightened when he saw them, then nodded to Gloria as she walked out. He stepped toward Penny, his expression serious. "Is everything okay?"


  "Everything's dandy. You didn't have to stay."


  He nodded toward the young woman he'd been huddling with. "I thought I'd ask about some of my other cases while I was here." He gave her a wry smile. "And stick around in case you needed someone to post bail."


  "Not yet," she said sourly.


  "So what's up with the video?"


  She sighed. "They have a security video of me running into Deke yesterday at the museum—remember I told you about seeing him?"


  He nodded. "Was the video damaging?"


  "It's misleading. And with no audio, it's my word against a dead man's."


  The door suddenly swung open and Mona Black appeared, dressed in her standard uniform of—what else?—black. When the woman's gaze landed on her, Penny took an unconscious step backward even as Mona descended on her.


  "You!" Mona shouted, her face contorted. "Why aren't you behind bars?"


  "Mona," Penny said quietly, "I know you're upset, but I didn't have anything to do with Deke's death."


  "Liar!" Mona screamed, spittle flying. "Wasn't it enough that you ruined his life, you selfish little piece of trash? Did you have to take his life, too?"


  Penny shrank against the wall, and B.J. stepped up to grasp her arm. "Come on, Penny, time to go."


  "You'll pay for this, one way or another," Mona said, her face blood red. She clutched at the silver cross around her neck. "I have more power around here than you could ever know."


  Penny was frozen, scorched by the unbridled hatred spewing from the woman's eyes.


  B.J. gave her arm a yank and pulled her away, ushering her outside into the cool air. "Wow, I assume that was your ex-mother-in-law."


  Penny nodded and shivered, still shaken. A solitary black cloud had moved in front of the sun, scaring up a chilly gust of wind that sent leaves hurtling toward the square. Two blocks away, the smoke from the peristil and the incessant drum beating were still going strong. It was as if the rituals were sucking the energy out of Mojo and drawing it all toward the ceremonial shelter.


  "There's something strange going on in this town," she murmured, half to herself.


  "I'm starting to think the same thing," B.J. said.


  Then he held up one of the flyers portraying a young brunette named Giselle Taylor who had been missing for over a year. "The dispatcher says she thinks she remembers this woman stopping her on the street during last year's festival and asking for directions to the voodoo museum."


  Penny took the flyer and studied the woman's face. "Wow, that's some memory the dispatcher has."


  "She said she only remembers the woman because she looked like her sister."


  Penny handed back the flyer. "Maybe Hazel would remember her, too."


  "Has she worked at the museum for a while?"


  "For as long as I've lived here."


  "And the museum was a client of your husband's?"


  "That's right."


  Penny could see the wheels turning in his head—no doubt slowly because of the cholesterol poisoning, but turning nonetheless.


  He folded the flyer and stuffed it inside his jacket. "What do you say let's go check out this infamous voodoo museum?"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty


  


  Sniff around to make sure all is well...


  


  


  "SOMETHING SMELLS GOOD," B.J. said with his nose in the air.


  Penny sniffed her sleeve to make sure it wasn't her permanent doughnut cologne.


  "Would you mind if we got a bite to eat before we hit the museum?"


  "I don't mind," Penny said, buttoning her coat to ward off the chill that the encounter with Mona had left in her blood.


  "The diner's close—is that okay?"


  "Sure." She wasn't that hungry anyway.


  "Hey," he said, his gaze turning solemn. "Are you okay?"


  She nodded. As they walked toward the square, she tried to lose herself in the crowd, her head pivoting, on the lookout for reporters and cameras.


  "The vultures already got their daily scoop," he said. "Hopefully they're gone for a while."


  "Marie said it wasn't safe to go back to the store. Half the population thinks I'm a murderer and the other half thinks I'm some kind of witch doctor." She gazed toward the shelter, where several women in colorful costumes were dancing in sync, twirling flaming batons. Today a gray-bearded man wielded the ason, walking and stomping around the peristil with a live snake around his neck, touching the foreheads of those who sought him out and occasionally pausing in mid-motion to have his picture taken by tourists.


  "You'd tell me, wouldn't you?" he said as they walked into the diner.


  "Tell you what?"


  He gestured to the bar. "Okay to sit here? We'll get faster service."


  She slid onto the stool and swiveled to face the white Formica bar.


  "If you were a witch doctor," he said, lowering himself to the neighboring stool.


  She gave him a wry smile. "I'd tell you."


  "Good." His leg brushed against hers as he passed her a greasy menu. "Because I'd want to know if I was in for some kind of supernatural experience."


  A laugh erupted from her throat even as the side of her body nearest him burned. It was a game her mind was playing on her body called distraction. Feel lust and arousal instead of pain and fear.


  "So did anything new come to light when you talked to the police?" he asked.


  "Marie's friend Melissa has an alibi, so we can strike her off the list."


  "Okay."


  "And I was legally drunk last night," she said dryly. "They think Deke might have been, too." She frowned. "The odd thing is, Deke told me he'd stopped drinking the last time I saw him at the courthouse."


  A waitress came by and took their orders—chicken noodle soup and water with lemon for her, a double bacon cheeseburger with curly fries and a bottle of Dr Pepper for him.


  "So he fell off the wagon," B.J. said with a shrug.


  "There's more. The police did find a handgun in my apartment—it was hidden in the pot of my ficus tree."


  A wary look came into his eyes. "You must have hidden it pretty well if you forgot about it."


  "I didn't know it was there. The tree was in the foyer of the Victorian. When I left, I decided at the last minute to take it with me."


  "That's ironic."


  "So I'm wondering if the gun was what Deke was looking for—if that's why he left me those frantic messages last night."


  B.J. raked his hand over the dark whiskers on his jaw. "It would explain why he wouldn't just come out and say what he was looking for."


  "I'm starting to wonder if maybe Deke was involved in something illegal, like drugs."


  "What makes you think that?"


  "It would explain the change in his personality. When I met Deke, he was so laid back. But after his father died, he became moody and edgy. He was hard to live with sometimes."


  "Don't you think that probably had something to do with him losing his father?"


  "Probably," she agreed. "But I remember him saying something after his father died—that he felt lost, that for most of his life he had resisted bad things because he was afraid of disappointing his father. When his father died...I don't know, but I got the feeling Deke was afraid he would succumb to something."


  "He did succumb to infidelity," B.J. pointed out.


  "I know," she said wryly, "but that doesn't explain how he could afford a new sports car and European suits when his practice was supposedly struggling."


  "You never asked him?"


  "Sure I did. He said he was tapping into his trust fund."


  "You don't think he was?"


  "Mona still controls the trust fund that was created for him when Deke's father passed away. And she didn't look favorably upon extravagant purchases. She wanted Deke to be classy… and under her thumb."


  "So what did his mother think about his new girlfriend?"


  "Not much, I'm sure, but Mona kept it to herself. When she stopped by the party, though, I was feeling vindictive."


  "And?"


  "And I broke the news to her that Deke and Sheena were engaged."


  He sucked in through his teeth. "I'll bet Mama wasn't too happy."


  "She tried not to react, but I could tell she was shocked—and angry."


  "Did he go out of his way to do things to annoy his mother?"


  "Not usually."


  "So were you surprised he was engaged to the Linder woman?"


  She rubbed the condensation on her water glass. "Frankly...yes. I thought they probably would live together for a while. Sheena just doesn't seem like Deke's type, not for the long run, anyway. The funny thing is, I don't think even Sheena thought she was Deke's type for the long run."


  "You mean considering the fact she suspected you and Deke of messing around behind her back?"


  "Right. And when I saw Deke outside the museum and congratulated him, he seemed surprised."


  "Surprised that you knew about the engagement?"


  Penny bit her lip, replaying his reaction in her mind. "I thought so, but now...now I'm wondering if maybe he was just surprised."


  "As in, he hadn't proposed?"


  She shrugged. "Maybe."


  "Well, it's possible that Sheena made it up out of desperation. Maybe we're back to the girlfriend after all."


  "There's more," Penny said. "The voodoo doll that someone brought to the party...apparently the clothes were made out of one of Deke's suits."


  He grimaced. "Wow, that's blunt. So whoever made the doll had access to his clothes."


  "Right. And since I didn't do it, the most obvious answer is Sheena."


  "Did she happen to drop by the party?"


  "No, but she was at Caskey's that night, and the gift table was next to the door. I guess it's possible she put it there without anyone seeing her."


  He sighed. "But then so could anyone else who was at the bar that night."


  "They would've had to know about the party," she pointed out.


  "Did Sheena?"


  "Not from me." Then she squinted. "But I did mention something to Deke about having the party, so he might have said something to her." Sheena's harsh words about how she and Deke had talked about Penny resounded in her mind.


  B.J. nodded. "So maybe they were having problems. She threatened him, he went looking for his gun and couldn't find it. He called you to see if you knew where it was."


  "And Sheena overheard him calling me," Penny added, her adrenaline pumping. "To set me up, she gets a stake from my garden. Deke is drunk, so she's able to stab him."


  "Then she panics," B.J. said. "She finds a voodoo doll at the festival, dresses it in one of Deke's suits that she cuts up, and puts it on the gift table."


  "Then she finds me at the bar," Penny said, "and tells me Deke is looking for me. She left the phone off the hook thinking that I'd walk to the house if I got a busy signal."


  "Then she conveniently arrives home to find you standing over the body and calls the police," B.J. said.


  Penny's jaw dropped. "We solved the case!"


  But he gave a little laugh. "Just because all the pieces fit doesn't mean they're in the right place. She has an alibi, remember?"


  "She was lying in a tanning bed—that alone should be a crime."


  He laughed. "What would she gain from killing him?"


  "The assets he supposedly put in her name and in the name of her company."


  He nodded. "Pretty good. But you also have something to gain from his death."


  "What?"


  "Revenge."


  She sipped from her water glass. "That's not the kind of person I am."


  "That's the kind of person everyone has the potential to be," he murmured. Then he removed a napkin from his pocket. "There were two names on the list of people at the party that you haven't mentioned: Liz Brockwell and Wendy Metzger."


  "Friends of mine from college," she said. "Liz lives in New Orleans, Wendy in Atlanta. They came to surprise me."


  "Did they know Deke?"


  Penny nodded. "We were all in college together, but they were primarily my friends. In fact, Liz didn't particularly like Deke, but I think she's kind of bitter toward men in general because of her two divorces."


  "She's the one who lives in New Orleans?"


  "Right."


  "Could she have brought the doll?"


  "I asked Liz and she said no." Penny blushed. "They, um, brought the blow-up man."


  He leaned in close to her ear. "A woman who looks like you do shouldn't have to resort to...artificial means."


  She swung her head up to see if he was flattering her, and suddenly her mouth was mere inches from his. His warm breath fanned her cheek, and desire hooded his eyes. She had the distinct feeling that if they hadn't been in a public place, they would have been going at each other. The attraction she felt for this man was crazy—it had all the hormonal earmarks of a teenage infatuation, but instead of being flush with the curiosity of sex, she was flush with the suspicion that they would be savagely compatible in bed. A current of energy passed wordlessly between them. His lips parted, and she unwittingly mimicked him, lost in the fantasy.


  The waitress reappeared, breaking the moment, her hands full, and plates in the crooks of her elbows. B.J. smacked his lips at the cholesterol-laden plate she set before him. "Looks great."


  Still shaken by the connection she felt to this man, Penny stared down at her bowl of chicken soup. A pool of clear yellow grease floated on top like an oil slick, suffocating the noodles and little bits of carrot. "Looks...hazardous."


  "You always been such a picky eater?" he asked before taking a gigantic bite out of his two-story burger.


  She dunked the spoon into the grease and pulled it back out, cringing when the lumpy yellow stuff actually congealed against the metal. "I'm not picky—I'm health conscious." She abandoned the soup and scrutinized the cellophane packet of saltines for the sodium content. But when the aroma of his burger reached her nose, her stomach howled, and she tore open the crackers and begrudgingly bit into one. The sodium would no doubt raise her blood pressure. She could practically feel her arteries contract even as she swallowed.


  B.J. had already inhaled half his burger and was making a dent in the mountain of curly fries. She pointed her pinky in the vicinity of his well-developed chest. "Chargrilled food is carcinogenic. Free radicals are spinning through your body as we speak, looking for a healthy cell to latch onto and mutate."


  "I bet you're always the life of the barbecue," he muttered.


  "I'm telling you for your own good. I bet you don't take a multivitamin, either."


  "No, that ranks right up there with tofu."


  She dug into her purse and removed the little plastic bag that held her daily vitamin pack—twelve pills in all, two of them fairly large. B.J. stared as she swallowed them one by one.


  "You're healthy and you take that many pills?"


  "I'm healthy because I take this many pills."


  He shook his head. "That's not natural."


  "Really? So tell me, what tree did they pick those curly fries off of?"


  He grinned. "That's different. Besides—" He looked her up and down. "You could stand to put on a few pounds."


  She frowned down at her baggy clothes. "How would you know?"


  "Are you kidding? All I can think about is what you're hiding under there."


  Ignoring the spike in her vitals, she narrowed her eyes and ordered a cup of hot water for the emergency bag of green tea she carried with her; one never knew when one might need a booster dose of antioxidants.


  He laughed and continued eating. Rankled, Penny sat brewing right along with her tea. Who was he to make fun of her? The health rituals she'd developed over the past year—the meals, the supplements, the exercise programs—had given her life new structure, new meaning. Her body was a lean, mean, autoimmune machine.


  She frowned into her cup—that information probably wouldn't look very appealing in a singles ad.


  "Don't you miss it?" he asked.


  "What?" she asked, and absurdly, sex came to mind.


  He gestured vaguely toward the food all around them, the dessert counter. "The fat, the salt, the sugar. It tastes good."


  "A high-fat diet kills your libido." She regretted those words as soon as they left her mouth.


  He laughed. "Couldn't prove it by me."


  She chewed on a cracker and tried to force erotic images from her mind and back to the matter at hand. She remembered Gloria's pledge to make some calls regarding B.J. "How long have you been an investigator?"


  He shrugged. "Five years or so. My brother was a cop who decided to go out on his own. I had a job in technology that was slowly killing me with boredom, so I decided to join him."


  "You must like it," she observed, although it was obvious from his clothing—and his car—that he wasn't exactly rolling in the dough.


  "Yeah, I get to meet a lot of interesting people." He smiled at her, and she squirmed under his scrutiny.


  "Lots of damsels in distress?"


  "A few," he admitted.


  "How long will you stay in Mojo?" she asked, hoping she didn't sound as if she cared.


  "As long as I'm needed," he said, withdrawing his wallet.


  "Let me pay," she said, reaching for her purse.


  "I got it," he said, then winked. "I'll add it to my expense report. Ready to go?"


  They decided to leave his car parked in the square and walk to the museum.


  "Will you show me the way you went yesterday when you ran into Deke?"


  "Sure," she said, glad for a reason not to walk past the Victorian. They skirted the parking lot of her store, and she gazed longingly toward the door, thinking she'd stop in on the way back. At the edge of the brambly field, she looked around for the stick she'd thrown down, then realized the detective had probably found it and confiscated it as evidence. "The stakes are gone," she said. "The police must have taken them."


  "Or the tourists," B.J. said.


  He was probably right—they were probably already listed on eBay.


  She led the way through the brush, stumbling a couple of times on exposed roots. B.J. took her arm and helped her across, but his warm hand was so distracting that she was even more unsteady. When they reached the fence, she frowned at the wire that had been wrapped around the separated areas of the fence, effectively blocking entry to the other side. "Someone patched it up, probably Tilton."


  "Tilton?"


  "He's Hazel's son. He does odd jobs around the museum."


  B.J. stepped up to the vine-covered fence and craned his neck to look at the towering Archambault house. "So that's the voodoo museum?"


  She nodded. "Come on, we'll walk around front."


  They backtracked to the sidewalk and walked to the front of the museum. Despite the fact that the day was sunny, the temperature around the tree-shrouded house was always ten degrees cooler than it was anywhere else. Fall leaves clogged the yard, the walkway, and the steps, lending to the spooky appearance of the rundown mansion. Penny gave B.J. some history of the place, including a few bits of the more exotic lore. He studied the house and the landscaping as they walked up the steps behind a small group of tourists, then he surveyed the tall, red-stained door and pushed it open. Penny shivered as she walked through, once again overcome with the feeling that the house had the ability to consume her.


  Inside, the atmosphere had been set with low lighting and thick candles behind hurricane globes. The furniture was dark and heavy, the windows tall, the curtains ornate. Murals adorned the ceiling of each room. At first glance, they seemed soft and almost biblical, but upon closer scrutiny, then depicted scenes of torture and sacrifice, each more disturbing than the last. The mural in the entryway showed a man wearing a blue robe with his hands raised to a group of white-robed followers. The man looked angelic and noble, but behind him was a pit of demons, seemingly ready to snatch the followers as soon as they neared.


  "Nice," B.J. murmured wryly.


  A heavy commercial floral fragrance hung in the air, a not-so-successful attempt to hide the unpleasant scent of mothballs. A carpeted runner spared the creaky wood floors from heavy foot traffic. Hazel stood behind a counter, dressed in a loose black dress, smiling and pleasant, describing the tours to the people who were ahead of them. Then she handed off the group to one of several high school students who worked at the museum during peak times and looked up, her expression immediately turning to concern as she came out from behind the counter.


  "Penny, my dear." She hugged her briefly. "I'm so sorry about Deke."


  "Thank you. And I want you to know that I had nothing to do with it," Penny felt compelled to say to her friend.


  "I know that," Hazel said, then she bit her lip. "I have to warn you—when that detective came around this morning, I told him you said you'd run into Deke here yesterday, and he got all our security tapes."


  "They've already questioned me about it. It's fine." She introduced Hazel to B.J. "He's in town looking for a missing friend and was hoping you could help."


  "Certainly, if I can."


  B.J. showed her the flyer of Giselle Taylor. "The dispatcher at the police department says she remembers this woman asking for directions to the museum this time last year."


  "Last year?"


  "During the festival," Penny added.


  Hazel winced. "My memory isn't what it used to be, but let me take a look." She pulled reading glasses from her pocket and studied the flyer, but shook her head. "I'm sorry—I don't remember her. So many people come through here in a year's time, I can't remember them all."


  "I understand," B.J. said. "Thank you. Do you mind if I look around? I'd be glad to pay for a tour."


  Hazel gave them a conspiratorial wave. "Go ahead. Penny knows her way around." The woman then turned her attention to another group of people who had come in.


  Penny smiled up at B.J. "Do you want the nickel tour or the full-blown experience?"


  He grinned. "Full-blown."


  She took him from room to room, describing the murals and the exhibits of costumes, implements, a few wax figures and a few stuffed goats and chickens (compliments of Lewis Taxidermy). The voodoo displays told the stories behind the myths of the voodoo of Africa and Haiti—the black magic, the human sacrifices, the zombies—but always left the door open for the idea that any dark, horrific thing was possible in the underworld of voodoo.


  Penny had read the story of voodoo dolls many times, but she scoured it again. The voodoo doll, to be effective, had to be made of something close to the subject—hair or clothing, for instance. And the person delivering the good or bad "pricks" with a pin had to believe in what they were doing: it was mind over matter, the sign explained. If the person believed deeply enough, then their wish would become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Penny's heart thudded against her chest as a horrible thought seeped into her brain: Had she somehow caused Deke's death just by the bad vibes she had put out into the universe?


  "You okay?" B.J. asked, breaking into her dark thoughts.


  She startled and looked up at him, wondering how crazy he'd think she was if he knew the things going through her head.


  She nodded and tried to shake the heebie-jeebies—hard to do in such an eerie place. They descended to the musty, moldy basement, where they listened to a tour guide talk, in macabre detail, about the chair of nails, the human stretching machine, and the contraption that prepared sausages mixed with ground glass, which were then fed to victims.


  Dark stains on the floor suggested blood and other body fluids, but they were probably motor oil and mildew, Penny noted. A myriad of whips and chains hung on the walls, and headless mannequins modeled pain-inflicting clothing—spike-lined vests and garments of barbed wire, necklaces of knife blades and bracelets of wax that would have been set afire.


  In the background, a sound track of human screams and other spooky noises played. The tourists shifted from foot to foot, and Penny, as always when she heard the stories, was awash with horror for the people who had been subjected to the sick minds of the masters of torture.


  The tour guide led his group out of the room. "Let's go," she murmured to B.J., eager to end their tour. But when she looked back, B.J. was staring at one of the spiked whips on the wall.


  "What's wrong?" she said, walking back to join him as she prayed he wasn't into S&M.


  "Maybe nothing," he said quietly, then reached up to pull out a long, white-blond hair that was coiled around the end of one of the spikes. "And maybe everything."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-one


  


  Store in a dark place...


  


  


  PENNY’S BLOOD RAN COLD as she stared at the long, blond hair B.J. held. Imagining people being tortured was one thing, but seeing the proof of their existence and their suffering...that was another thing entirely. "D-Do you think the hair was left there recently?"


  B.J. sighed. "It's hard to say—hair breaks down very slowly over time. It could be decades old...or left last week. A laboratory could probably date it to some extent by examining the follicle."


  "Should we call the police?"


  "Don't go jumping to conclusions," he murmured, then he held the twisted hair up to the light, his eyebrows knitted. "Let's see if your friend Hazel can explain why it would be here." He pulled a small plastic baggie out of his jacket pocket and gently placed the strand of hair inside. "Without raising any red flags."


  She nodded, and they retraced their steps back to the first floor, although Penny couldn't bring herself to touch anything—not even the handrails. Suddenly every stain on the floor, every peculiar odor, every taped scream took on a new meaning. Chills ran over her skin, and she unconsciously moved closer to B.J. He seemed to sense her unease, because his hand hovered at her waist as they made their way back to the lobby.


  Hazel was talking to a tall, slender man with sharp cheekbones and thinning hair, but she turned to smile at them when they approached. "All done?" she asked.


  "Yes," Penny said, still shaken.


  "Penny, have you met Dr. Troy Archambault?"


  Penny extended her hand. "No, but I've heard a lot about you. I'm Penny Francisco. I live nearby."


  A wary look came into the owner's eyes as he shook her hand. "I've also heard a lot about you, Ms. Francisco."


  Penny swallowed. From the newspapers, no doubt.


  "Penny didn't kill her ex-husband," Hazel piped up matter-of-factly. "It's all a big misunderstanding. This voodoo festival has everyone churned up."


  Troy Archambault nodded amicably. "But the festival is good for the museum."


  Penny turned to B.J. "This is a friend of mine., B.J. Beaumont. B.J., Dr. Archambault's family used to live in this house."


  "Call me Troy," the man said and shook B.J.'s hand.


  "These two are looking for a missing woman," Hazel said.


  Troy's eyebrows shot up. "Oh? What makes you think she's here?"


  "Someone remembered giving her directions to the museum during last year's festival," B.J. said, his voice casual.


  "Last year?" Troy said, then gave a little laugh. "If she was here, she's probably long gone by now."


  B.J. nodded slowly. "Probably. I was hoping Hazel might recall having seen her."


  Penny cleared her throat. "Hazel...I saw a strand of hair tangled in one of the spiked whips downstairs—it kind of creeped me out."


  Hazel sighed. "Tourists, what can I say? I find that and worse all the time when I clean—they're not supposed to take things down from the walls or mess with the exhibits, but they do anyway. No matter how much we try to keep an eye on them, someone will snag their clothes or hair." She reached beneath the counter and came up with a bag of adhesive bandages. "Sometimes they even hurt themselves."


  "That's why the insurance on this place is so astronomical," Troy muttered. "We're going to have to raise the price of admission again after the first of the year."


  "Interesting place, though," B.J. said. "Did you grow up here?"


  Troy shook his head. "No, my father did. I was raised in New Orleans, where my dermatology practice is." He glanced at his watch. "Speaking of which, I have to get back." He nodded to them both. "It was nice to meet you. I hope you find your friend."


  Penny and B.J. murmured pleasantries to him and to Hazel. On the way out, they passed the souvenir shop, a cubbyhole off to the side of the entry way that Penny imagined might once have been an enormous coat closet for guests. It was crowded with tourists, many of them dressed in their festival garb. B.J. wandered inside, and Penny followed him, glancing over the array of novelty items, including plastic handcuffs, spongy spiked balls, and generic voodoo dolls stamped with various "target zones," much like a butcher would mark an animal for certain cuts of meat. The woman straightening shelves turned, and Penny blinked. "Diane...hello. I didn't realize you worked here."


  Diane Davidson seemed surprised to see her too...and a little embarrassed. "It's only temporary."


  "Of course," Penny murmured.


  Diane fidgeted, reminding Penny of a small bird. "I heard about Deke...and...everything." She stopped and wet her lips. "You've always been nice to me...I know you couldn't do what people are saying. And I know how people in this town like to gossip."


  "Thank you," Penny said warily, trying to picture the woman wielding one of the guns that B.J. said he'd seen in her house. "Diane, did you happen to bring the gag gift voodoo doll to my party?"


  She shook her head. "I wouldn't have brought something like that anyway, but especially not considering the rumors going around about me."


  Penny noticed white specks on the woman's wrists—paint?—and felt a surge of sympathy. "I actually came by to talk to you this morning."


  Diane swallowed nervously. "To my house?"


  Penny nodded. "I saw the graffiti. Did you report it to the police?"


  Diane tucked a lock of drab brown hair behind her ear and shook her head. "No use. And it would only stir up more trouble." She looked past Penny and murmured, "Excuse me," then walked over to B.J., who was studying the labels of tiny brown jars on the counter that seemed to be so popular with the customers. "May I help you, sir?"


  He held up two small bottles. "Both of these are labeled 'powdered bones.' What's the difference between the ones with the red caps and the ones with the white caps?"


  "Just different suppliers." She smiled, then lowered her voice. "You do realize it's just limestone?"


  He nodded and returned her smile. "I'll take both of these—I think my niece and nephew will get a kick out of them." Then he added a pair of plastic handcuffs to his purchases, giving Penny a secret, sexy wink.


  She flushed at his insinuation, and foolishly her mind conjured up an image of being handcuffed to her bed and B.J. doing wicked, wonderful things to her, his sensuous, curvy mouth on her skin, rendering her powerless as she strained against the plastic—


  "Ready?" B.J. asked.


  She jumped, then nodded and exhaled. "Sure." They walked out, and B.J. studied the immense door when they closed it behind them. "Looks old."


  "I think it's original," she said, then told him the tale about the door being stained with the blood of the house's victims.


  His grin was wry. "This town seems to thrive on the macabre."


  "And New Orleans doesn't?"


  "Touché."


  "By the way, that was Diane Davidson who waited on you. She said she didn't bring the voodoo doll to the party."


  "That little mouse is the witch that has people stirred up enough to paint messages on her house in blood?"


  "Don't forget, she's the one you said had an arsenal in her living room."


  "Maybe she felt like she needed to protect herself." He shook his head. "Wow, when I drove into this town, it looked so innocent."


  "Small towns aren't innocent," Penny said. "The people are just better at keeping secrets." She walked down the leaf-covered stone steps and pointed left. "That's where I ran into Deke."


  B.J. craned his neck. "What's around back?"


  "A three-car garage and a short driveway leading to a gate to drive on and off the property."


  "But no customer parking?"


  "Right."


  B.J. seemed to make some mental notes, then they walked back to the pedestrian entrance in the front.


  Penny glanced back at the Archambault mansion and thought she saw a flash in a high window, like before. She shuddered, wondering if it was just a tourist or if the people tortured there haunted its halls. Then she looked around and saw it was only the glare from a car coming down Hairpin Hill. She felt silly—she was letting the embellished stories of the tour guides get the better of her. "Are you going to the police with the hair you found?"


  B.J. shook his head. "You heard Hazel—thousands of people go through the museum every year, and that hair could belong to any one of them."


  "So you're not going to do anything with it?"


  "I didn't say that. I only have to prove that it did or didn't belong to Jodi Reynolds. I'll call her grandmother to see if she has a hairbrush of Jodi's. If there's a DNA match, then I'll go to the police."


  "How long will that take?"


  "A few days at the earliest." Then he frowned.


  She pressed her lips together, because she knew what he was thinking—wherever Jodi Reynolds was, she was probably dead...unfortunately, a few more days wasn't going to make a difference.


  As they rounded the corner of Charm Street, she saw in the distance that a crowd had gathered in front of the pink Victorian, some of them taking pictures. A television news crew was doing a report. Penny glanced toward her store. "I think I'm going to make a run for it and hide out in my office for a while."


  B.J. nodded. "Want to grab some dinner later?"


  Penny studied the angles of his handsome face, his piercing dark eyes, the sexy set of his shoulders. She was becoming too attracted to this man, too...trusting. His proximity and helpful nature were messing with her ability to think logically...and on her own.


  "I don't think so," she said slowly, hugging herself to resist the urge to touch him. "I need to straighten my apartment, and I need to get some rest."


  He nodded. "Sure. How about we meet tomorrow?"


  She hesitated. "My store is closed. I was planning to take in the festival, but I'm not sure—"


  "I'll drop by around noon."


  She bit down on the inside of her cheek, then sighed. "How about two o'clock?"


  "I'll bring the doughnuts." Then he grinned and strode away.


  Penny watched his retreating figure and groaned. She had no business forming an attachment to anybody right now, especially not to someone like B.J. Beaumont. She cut through The Charm Farm's backyard and walked alongside the building, eyeing the wild brushy field that was to have been her new garden. She had thought that by now, she would be arranging to have the field cleared and would be elbow deep in seed catalogs; that her most pressing problem would be whether to plant the beefsteak tomatoes or the heirloom variety.


  Instead she had Deke's death on her hands and a dark-eyed Cajun on her mind.


  At least business was good, she thought as she entered the store. She was going to have to pay for Gloria's services to date, and for B.J.'s. A sigh escaped her; if she was going to be arrested, her threat to pay him in vitamins might not be too far off the mark. She nodded to Guy when he looked up, then kept her head down as she walked toward her office.


  "Is that her?" she heard someone whisper.


  "I think so! It's the voodoo woman!" someone shouted, and a murmur ran through the customers.


  Penny darted past Marie and into the office, closing the door behind her. She dropped into her desk chair and put her head in her hands. When would things get back to normal? A lump formed in her throat as tears welled behind her eyes. What would happen to her if she was arrested, if she was convicted? Was this her punishment for being so judgmental when someone else had been in a similar situation, for having no compassion when called upon to forgive?


  She swallowed past the lump. A good, hard cry was in her future, but she had to hold it together here. With a mighty inhale, she turned her attention to her desk, sifting through phone messages and mail. Liz called. She had forgotten to give Liz her new cell number. The New Orleans Post wants an interview. Liz called again. WNNO wants an interview. WOLA wants an interview.


  The mail consisted of bills, seed catalogs, and advertisements. Sheena's Forever Sun tanning salon was having a Voodoo Festival special—Get Fried for Only $9.95. Penny rolled her eyes, but it made her thoughts turn to Sheena and the scenario that she and B.J. had talked through at the diner. Had the woman killed Deke out of anger, then tried to pin the murder on Penny? If so, then Sheena would have had to already have killed Deke when Penny saw her at Caskey's. She replayed the scene in her head, recalling Sheena's brief outfit and snakeskin bag. She hadn't seemed out of sorts or nervous at all. Was it possible for someone to kill another person and be unaffected?


  Yes...hadn't she seen proof of that in her own family?


  She let the flyer fall from her fingers into the trash, wondering what kind of a dysfunctional childhood Sheena might have endured that would have made her so cold-blooded if indeed she had killed Deke. It didn't make her any more likable, but it would explain her flamboyance and her compulsion to sue anyone she felt had wronged her.


  The murmur of a headache began to stir in Penny's temples, and her stomach gurgled. She was hungry, but nothing sounded appetizing. She just needed a lift...


  Her gaze dropped to the locked desk drawer, and her heart gave a glad little jump. Didn't she deserve to indulge? What was she waiting for? If being accused of a voodoo murder didn't warrant an emotional emergency, then what did?


  She moistened her lips and fished the key out of the top drawer, then inserted it into the lock.


  A knock sounded on the door, and she exhaled. '"Who is it?"


  "It's me," Guy said.


  Penny returned the key to the top drawer and sighed. "Come in."


  He opened the door and slid inside, then closed it behind him. His face creased in worry, he held up an energy bar and a glass of juice and said, "Marie thought you might need some nourishment."


  She smiled gratefully and reached for the food. "Thank you."


  "How are you holding up?"


  She bit into the energy bar and shrugged. "Okay, I guess. I'm not really sure how I'm supposed to be after...everything that's happened."


  "Marie told you the police were here this morning?"


  Penny nodded. "When I called her earlier. And I've already been back to the station today to answer more questions."


  He winced. "Marie feels really bad for telling them some things."


  "It's okay," she said. "I have nothing to hide."


  He exhaled, looking relieved.


  Good grief—did he also think she'd killed Deke?


  He pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket. "I called Goddard's Funeral Home to get arrangements for Deke."


  Her heart stuttered. It still didn't seem possible that yesterday morning, Deke had been alive and now he was lying across town in an embalming tray. She closed her eyes briefly as a wave of nausea hit her.


  "I didn't know if...I mean you might not want to go—"


  "Of course I want to go," she murmured. "Thank you, Guy, for calling." Penny looked at the paper.


  Deke Black funeral Monday 2:00 p.m. graveside service afterward.


  She stuffed the paper into her pocket and lifted the glass of yellow juice to her mouth for a deep drink. It tasted good; she hadn't realized how dehydrated she was. "How are things here?"


  "Busy, as you saw."


  "But is anyone buying anything?"


  "Oh yeah, we've had a record sales day, in fact."


  Penny massaged the back of her neck. "Well, I guess there's something to be happy about."


  He shifted nervously. "Do the police know who did it yet?"


  "If they know, they aren't telling me."


  He suddenly leaned over to hug her. "I'm just so sorry you got dragged into the middle of this."


  She nodded against his neck. "Thank you."


  He pulled back. "You look exhausted."


  "Probably because I only got about two hours of sleep last night."


  "Want to stay at my place tonight? I'll take the couch."


  She smiled at him fondly. "Thank you, but I need to get my place put back together."


  Guy looked puzzled.


  "From the police search," she explained wryly, taking another bite out of the bar.


  He looked stricken. "God, this is just awful."


  "I know," she said, then felt compelled to pat his arm. "But hopefully the police will have some answers soon."


  Guy scoffed. "Sheena did it."


  Penny blinked. "Do you know something?"


  He made an exasperated sound. "What everyone else knows—that she's a gold digger and a slut."


  Penny sighed. "That may be true, but it's not against the law."


  "Oh, come on, Penny, of course she killed him," he said vehemently, his eyes wide. "Who else could it have been?"


  At his vicious tone, she pulled back slightly, suddenly uneasy—she'd never seen Guy lose his temper before. "I really don't know. Sheena is a likely suspect, but I'm sure a lot of people think that about me."


  He pulled his hand down his mouth, then nodded. "You look exhausted."


  She smiled. "You said that already." Then she stood. "But you're right. You and Marie have everything under control, so I think I'll head home and turn in early."


  "I'll drive you."


  "That's not necessary, Guy."


  "I'm not going to let you go out there to be hounded by voodoo weirdos and news reporters."


  The man did make sense. "Okay."


  He smiled. "See, the Ragin' Cajun isn't the only person looking out for you. I'll get my coat."


  Penny frowned as the door closed, then shook her head. She pulled out her new cell phone and punched in Liz's number, downing the rest of the juice Guy had brought her while the phone rang. She got Liz's voice mail and smiled at her friend's seductive voice. She supposed most men, like Ziggy, did find Liz intimidating.


  When the beep sounded, she assured her friend she was doing fine, then left the details of Deke's funeral and directions to Goddard's in as steady a voice as she could muster. "If you can't come, I'll understand," she said, then hung up. She looked up Wendy's number and dialed, fully expecting to leave another message, but smiled in surprise when Wendy answered.


  "Hello?"


  "Wendy, hi, it's Penny."


  "Penny?" Wendy sniffed. "How are you?"


  Penny frowned at Wendy's muffled voice. "I'm fine. Are you sick?"


  "Yeah," Wendy said, then blew her nose. "I must have picked up a flu bug."


  "I'm sorry you're not feeling well. I was calling to give you the details of Deke's f-funeral." In combination, the words were surreal: Deke's funeral. Deke's funeral. Deke's funeral...


  "Well, I'm probably not going to be able to make it," Wendy said, her voice breaking. "I'm sorry—it's these allergies."


  Penny squinted. "I thought you said you'd picked up a flu bug."


  "Right," Wendy said thickly. "It's awful. I'm so sorry, sweetie. I'll send flowers."


  "It's okay," Penny murmured, shocked at how hurt she felt. But Wendy was ill, and she probably thought since Penny and Deke were divorced, it wasn't a necessary trip. After all, Penny had pretty much denounced the man during the party, hadn't she? "I hope you feel better."


  "Thanks. I'll call you soon."


  Penny disconnected the call, thinking it was strange that Wendy hadn't asked questions about the investigation. Then she chided herself...of course Wendy wasn't concerned because she knew that Penny couldn't have murdered Deke.


  A knock sounded at the door, and Guy stuck his head in. "Ready?"


  "Yeah."


  "It's died down a little, so you should be able to make it out without a mob scene."


  She shrugged into her coat and slid past him into the showroom. Marie looked up and gave a little wave, and Penny gave her a reassuring smile. Thankfully, they made it through both rooms and to the parking lot with no incident. Dusk was falling—the street lights were already flickering. Guy unlocked and opened the door of the Lexus for her, and she slid in, sinking into the luxurious, squeaky leather.


  "This is nice," she said when he climbed in.


  "Thanks."


  She inhaled. "It still smells new."


  "Well, it's only a few months old."


  She nudged him playfully. "By the way, how do you afford a car like this on what I pay you?"


  He laughed. "I'm very frugal."


  "I'll say." She glanced around while he backed out of the parking lot, making silent comparisons to the dumpy green sedan B.J. drove. The man truly was a slob. Then her gaze caught on something in the back floorboard sticking out from under the driver seat, and her jaw loosened. "Guy—is that a gun?"


  He blanched, then he gave a nervous laugh. "It's not mine—I borrowed it from a friend." He sighed. "Okay, I guess the whole thing with Deke has got me spooked. I thought it wouldn't hurt to have some protection."


  "I thought you believed that Sheena murdered Deke."


  "I do," he said, his voice wavering.


  "So what—you think she's a serial killer?"


  He laughed. "That would make a great movie, wouldn't it?"


  Penny frowned. "Are you really scared?"


  "Aren't you?" He waved to the bustling throngs of people spilling over the sidewalks. "This kind of festival brings out the psychos, Penny. Speaking of which, who is this P.I. you're working with?"


  "I don't think B.J. is a psycho."


  "Really? How did you get hooked up with him?"


  She bristled. "He was at Caskey's. It was...a chance meeting."


  He pulled into the side street leading to her apartment and slowed. "Hm. Kind of coincidental, don't you think?"


  A warning bell sounded in the corners of her mind. "What do you mean?"


  Guy wet his thin lips. "Just be careful—something evil is in the air."


  A finger of fear tickled her neck as the car filled with a cloying tension. In the dim light, Guy looked almost...sinister. Her breath caught in her throat. Then he lunged for her, and she cried out. He reached across her to tug the door handle. Her door clicked open, then he pulled back and frowned. "Are you okay?"


  She put her hand to her throat. "You just startled me. I guess it was all that talk about...danger."


  He gave her a sad little smile. "Try to get some rest."


  She nodded. "Thanks for the ride. See you Monday."


  "Want to ride with me to the funeral?"


  "Okay." She stepped out of the car and onto the sidewalk, trying to shake the creepy feeling that had come over her. She watched Guy's car disappear, slowly obscured by pedestrians who seemed determined to crowd cars off the streets. She gazed out over the square, where the crowd was even larger, the scene even more uncontrolled than it had been last night.


  The people seemed to be caught up in a tangible, convulsive energy. The drummers in the batri were relentless, their pounding and beating an almost continuous noise. The costumed dancers were impossibly vigorous, some of them draped with live snakes. The purple smoke from the peristil fire seemed to hang itself on everything. The scent of eucalyptus—perhaps an attempt to cleanse the air of the stench of perspiration and animal flesh—burned her nose.


  But when she walked around the corner, the sickly sweet odor of beignets cut through everything else. She sighed and fished for her key.


  A squatty, sweaty man appeared out of nowhere, invading her personal space. "An interview for the Post, Ms. Francisco?"


  "No," she snapped, opening the door. "Leave or I'll call the police."


  "Call the police—or put the voodoo on me?"


  Penny glared at him. "Don't tempt me." She stepped into the tiny entryway and let the door slam behind her, reducing the blare of the festival noise to a muffled hum.


  If possible, the dim overhead light seemed even more faint as her eyes tried to adjust to the darkness. She felt for the light switch and flipped it, praying that her landlord had replaced the bulb.


  Nothing. She groaned in frustration—Elton was going to hear about this.


  She started climbing the steps, silently cursing Guy for leaving her so spooked. Borrowing a gun—what was he thinking? And all his talk about evil in the air. He was making her imagine things. She reached the landing. Things like hearing someone else's breathing in the pitch-black space.


  But when the distinct scent of male perspiration reached her, she froze, her nose flaring in fear. Someone was on the landing with her.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-two


  


  If something is rotten, you'll smell it...


  


  


  A SCREAM LODGED IN THE BACK of Penny's throat, but when she opened her mouth to unleash it, a large hand clamped over her lips and nose. Terror seized her, and in the space of a heartbeat, she imagined herself being thrown down the stairs or tossed inside her apartment and having her throat slit...or worse. Ravaged, then suffocated? Hacked up into little pieces and skewered?


  Her lungs pumped furiously as she tried to drag in air between the man's ironlike fingers. He moved in behind her and put his head next to her ear.


  "I'm going to let go," he murmured. "Don't scream. Okay?"


  She nodded against his hand, her mind racing. She knew that voice from somewhere.


  "It's me—Jimmy."


  Her eyes flew wide. Jimmy Scaggs? Was he a madman? A serial killer living off the land?


  Slowly he released his grip on her and she gasped for air, flattening herself against her door. "Jimmy...what...are you...doing...here?"


  A click sounded, and suddenly his shaggy face was illuminated by a flashlight. He grinned. "Did I scare you?"


  Anger overrode fear as she tried to calm her breathing. "Answer me!"


  He looked hurt. "I just wanted to talk to you is all. I went by the store, but you weren't there. I thought you'd come back here sooner or later."


  " What do you want?"


  "To say I'm sorry."


  Fear washed over her anew. "Sorry for what?"


  "That everyone thinks you killed Deke. I hate to see you in trouble, Miss Penny. Can I help?"


  Her breathing eased a bit—Jimmy's crush on her had led him here, that was all. "No, Jimmy, but thank you."


  "I'll give you an alibi," he said earnestly. "Whatever you want me to tell the police, I will. I'll cover for you."


  She wet her lips and tasted the salt from his sweaty fingers. He was offering to lie for her—just like he'd lied about seeing her push Sheena into the street. "Th-that's not necessary, Jimmy, b-but I do appreciate it."


  He looked dejected. "I'd do anything for you, Miss Penny."


  She swallowed. "I know, Jimmy. I'll let you know if I need your help."


  He brightened. "Okay. Good."


  "Okay," she said, nodding and breathing, her mind churning for something to say to get them back on familiar footing. "I still need to pay you for the truffles. I don't have the money with me, but come to the store next week...and bring more. The chef I sold them to said they were perfect." She tried to smile.


  He made a mournful noise. "Can't."


  "Why not?"


  "It's Henry—he's sick. Out of commission for a while."


  "Oh. I'm sorry—I hope he feels better soon."


  "Me, too," he said. "Bye now." Then he turned and tromped down the stairs, just as if he had done nothing out of the ordinary.


  Penny went limp with relief against her door and managed to find the keyhole with her key just as Jimmy opened the door leading to the outside and let in a bit of light. The knob twisted and she fell into her apartment, turning the dead bolt behind her even as she lunged for the nearest light switch. The fluorescent bulb over the dining table flickered and caught. Penny gasped.


  Everything was...in order. Someone had restored everything the police had displaced: The kitchen counter was clean, the drawers and cabinets were closed. The items on the dining room table were neatly arranged, the rugs were straightened. Her CDs were stacked on her TV cabinet, the magazines next to the chair were carefully fanned, the pillows on her couch were precisely positioned.


  With her heart thudding in her chest, she walked to the bedroom to find the bed made, her dresser tidy, her closet orderly. She turned in a circle, wondering who could have done such a thing. Elton? Jimmy? B.J.? Elton had a key; Jimmy was known for slipping in and out of places undetected; B.J. had studied her locks and could probably pick one as fast as he could snap his fingers.


  If the person had done it to lend a helping hand, the effect was exactly the opposite. She walked over to the dresser and opened her jewelry box, only to find her few pieces of jewelry efficiently sorted. She slid open her underwear drawer, tingling with a new sense of violation to see her panties and bras folded painstakingly. She backed away from the dresser and bumped into the bed, suddenly exhausted beyond words. With nothing on her mind except a numbing sleep, she pulled back the comforter and the cotton quilt, stopping when she saw a small, dark object against the white of her pillowcase.


  Leaning closer, recognition barbed through her—it was the little red Hot Wheels car that had been attached to the hand of the voodoo doll she had received at the party. When she'd stabbed the doll, the car had come loose and smashed to the floor, crumpling the front end. She'd lost track of what had happened to the toy, but apparently someone at the party had thought it important enough to keep—the person who had given her the doll?


  Her pulse thumped in fear. Was it a message? A promise? A threat? She considered calling B.J., but Guy's response when she told him how she'd met B.J. came back to her.


  Kind of coincidental, don't you think? Was B.J. somehow more involved in this situation than she realized? Than she wanted to believe?


  She rushed back to the door, prepared to go...where? To B.J.? To the police? Who could she trust?


  She jammed chairs under the knobs of both doors, then, too weary to think, Penny slipped off her shoes and crawled under the covers fully dressed. She buried herself as deeply into the mattress as she could. Every muscle ached, every nerve ending screamed. She didn't even have the energy to cry or to be afraid. Her eyes fluttered shut to the tune of drums and feet pounding out in the square. Evil was in the air....


  She was in the peristil, watching the masked priest dance around...except she was watching from a cage...she was a chicken...waiting to have her head removed...to be sacrificed to the celebrated lwa in order for the tribe to remain in good favor...the priest danced all around her cage...she could feel the vibration of the drums...the shimmy of the ason full of snake bones...he came closer and closer to her cage...she was paralyzed with fear...he ripped off his skeletal mask and it was Deke...he looked angry...you were too good for me, Penny...


  She jerked awake and blinked gratefully at the daylight streaming through the windows. The priest...Deke...she'd been dreaming for long, gluey hours, her nightmares going in circles, bizarre enough to disturb her, familiar enough to frighten her. She sighed and waited for the dredges of the anxiety to dissipate. But when it did, she was left with the profound ache of realization that Deke was gone...murdered. She had thought she'd known what being alone was when they had first separated. But then the aloneness of being separated had been topped by the aloneness of being divorced. And now the aloneness of being divorced had been trumped by the aloneness of being survived in death.


  You were too good for me, Penny...


  She closed her eyes and conjured up the image of Deke's face, the exact intonation of his voice when he had uttered those words...the last words he would ever speak to her...as if he'd been trying to make amends.


  Her eyes popped open. Had Deke known then that he was in trouble? Had he feared for his life? Is that why he had said those words to her at such a bizarre place and time?


  She sat up, then grimaced when an ache erupted in her head. Her face felt slick and crackly...glazed. It was the hot sugar from Benny's that had somehow made its way into the ductwork and her apartment. She swung her legs over the side of the bed, still woozy from a long, troubled sleep. One look over the neat bedroom brought back the chilling events of the night before. Someone had broken into her apartment to...clean.


  And to leave the little Hot Wheels car, she recalled, staring at it sitting next to her lamp. She pondered calling the police, having them dust for prints, but what if it had only been Jimmy and what if they questioned him and he told them about her pushing Sheena into the street?


  She stumbled to the bathroom for aspirin, only to be faced with more orderliness—her medicine cabinet, her vanity. The thought of Jimmy Scaggs handling her birth control pills and her toothbrush made her skin crawl.


  Was it possible that Jimmy was more than just a little skewed? Could he be behind the women who had been reported missing in the area? Did he happen upon them, offer them a ride, take them back to his cabin in the woods of which no one seemed to know the exact location?


  She tossed back three aspirin with a glass of water. It was close to noon. She had slept for...fifteen hours? Was that possible? Her head felt fuzzy from the pain, and she thought a shower would help revive her. But as the water poured over her pounding head, questions about the mysterious events over the past couple of days churned in her mind until things began to muddy. The incident last night with Guy was a case in point: He had offered her a ride home, and she had begun to question his motives. She was starting to suspect everyone in Mojo of evildoing.


  By the time the water ran cold, her headache had eased a bit. She left her hair wet while she flipped through her newly organized closet. The more she thought about it, the more she thought that the person who had done this couldn't have been B.J.—the man was a mess. No, it was a compulsive individual, probably a woman, or maybe a gay man.


  She bit her lower lip—Guy? He did have a key to her apartment, for emergencies and to water the ficus tree if she happened to be out of town for more than a few days. No, he and Marie had been working, and he'd seemed surprised when she'd told him that her apartment had been searched.


  Regardless, she had to admit that the prowler had done an amazing job with her closet.


  She put on a pair of dark jeans and a lime green sweater that she'd forgotten she owned, then dried her hair. Only when she caught herself slicking on pink lipstick did she admit that she was looking forward to seeing B.J. The realization had her reaching for a tissue and wiping off the lipstick. It was one thing to have developed an unhealthy lust for the man as a distraction from her dilemma, but to consciously foster it was something else altogether.


  She prepared a meal of yogurt and blueberries, then turned on the television to catch up on world events, sticking to CNN because she was relatively sure that Mojo wasn't on their radar.


  Wrong.


  Twenty minutes in, she saw the words "Louisiana man found knifed after his ex stabs voodoo doll" scroll across the bottom of the screen. And a few minutes later, the "local cable news update" featured Deke's death prominently. The woman was the reporter who had been waiting for her when she'd left the apartment to go to work yesterday. They showed a clip of her dodging the camera, then jogging away.


  Penny swallowed hard. She looked guilty. And the story was just too juicy—a wife dumped for a younger, blonder version. When she saw the coverage, she, too, was surprised that she hadn't been arrested. There was another clip of Sheena leaving the pink Victorian, wearing a tight black dress and huge sunglasses. Penny rolled her eyes—the woman's mourning clothes, no doubt.


  Although...Sheena didn't look at the camera or talk to the reporter. In fact, overall, she had been pretty low key with the media. Penny would have thought the woman would be granting countless interviews and slipping in a plug for her tanning salon.


  Penny pursed her mouth. Hmm...curious.


  The doorbell rang, and she allowed herself a spike in her pulse—but not a quick check in the mirror. She pushed a button on the intercom next to her door. "Yes?"


  "It's B.J.," he said. "Can I come up?"


  She hesitated. "I'll meet you down there."


  "I've got something for you."


  "If it's doughnuts, I'm not interested."


  He laughed. "It isn't."


  Despite her resolve to resist him, a smile curved her mouth. "Okay, I'll buzz you in."


  She pushed a button to release the lock on the outer door, then opened her apartment door and looked down the stairs. B.J. appeared in the doorway carrying a box. The sight of him alone gave her a sobering little jolt—wow, if she wasn't careful, she might fall for this guy.


  And something told her that falling for B.J. Beaumont would take her to a new level of aloneness when he left.


  "What's in the box?" she asked.


  "Something you desperately need."


  Her mind raced with the possibilities as he reached the landing.


  "No, it's not that," he said, reading her mind. "Something you need even more—130-volt lightbulbs."


  She grinned. "Thank you."


  "If you have a stepladder, I'll change them for you."


  She retrieved a stepladder from the pantry and followed him around as he changed every bulb in her apartment. Such a domestic thing to do, she realized, watching him make short work of the chore. Her heart beat with appreciation...and something else.


  "You've been busy," he said, gesturing to her pristine apartment.


  "Uh-hm," she murmured vaguely, wondering whether to tell him about Jimmy Scaggs and her suspicions.


  He squinted as he climbed down from the stepladder. "Are you okay?"


  She looked into his dark eyes—trustworthy eyes? Or just convincing?


  "Did something happen?"


  She took a deep breath and told him about Jimmy Scaggs waiting for her, and what she'd found when she had entered her apartment, She showed him the little car and explained its connection to the doll. B.J. held the toy by two fingers. Too late, Penny realized she had probably obliterated any fingerprints.


  "Jimmy is that woodsman of yours?" he asked.


  "Right."


  "Did you call the police?"


  "No."


  "Why not?"


  She hesitated, then exhaled noisily. "Because I...don't want the police to question Jimmy."


  His eyebrows climbed. "Why not?"


  "Because Jimmy saw me...do something I'd rather the police not know about."


  B.J. crossed his arms. "I'm listening."


  She closed her eyes briefly. "I might have tried to kill Sheena."


  His eyebrows flew up again. "Excuse me?"


  "It was an accident. Well, I meant to do it, but—"


  "What did you do?"


  "I pushed her off the sidewalk in front of a car."


  He pressed his lips together. She couldn't tell if he was smiling or grimacing. "And when was this?"


  "Friday."


  "Friday, the day your ex-husband was murdered, you pushed his girlfriend in front of a car?"


  She winced and nodded.


  "And what precipitated this, um, push?"


  "She told me that she and Deke were engaged...among other things."


  "Ah. And what makes you think she didn't tell the police what you did?"


  She lifted her chin. "Because...I threatened to tell Deke I saw you at the house."


  He frowned. "Me?"


  "Remember? I saw you at the house Friday morning. I assumed you were lovers and that she didn't want Deke to know."


  His frown deepened. "No—I told you, it was the first time I'd met her."


  She wet her lips. "Then why were you there? What was the dead end lead?"


  "The Reynolds girl liked to tan, so I stopped by the tanning salon in the square to show her picture, and the kid working there told me the owner lived down the street. I thought I'd check with her."


  Penny squinted. "From what I saw, she seemed angry."


  "She was angry, but damned if I know why. Said she'd never seen the girl and how dare I disturb her at home, then she practically slammed the door in my face."


  "So why wouldn't she want Deke to know you'd been there?"


  He shrugged. "Maybe he was a jealous guy."


  She started to deny it but bit her tongue—just because Deke wasn’t jealous where she was concerned didn't mean he wasn't jealous where his mistress was concerned.


  B.J. pulled his hand down his face. "Do you think this Scaggs guy could have murdered your ex?"


  Penny grimaced. "I don't know why he would."


  "Maybe he has a crush on you, and he thought Deke had treated you badly."


  She recalled Jimmy comparing Deke to a polecat. "It just seems so—"


  "Crazy? Look around. Everyone in this town is a little cuckoo."


  "I beg your pardon?"


  He gave a little smile and leaned in close. "Sorry—except for you, of course."


  His nearness made the breath catch in her lungs. If standing next to him fully clothed could make her body do such crazy things, what would it be like to have sex with this man?


  He pulled her to him slowly, as if he expected her to resist. But she didn't, lifting her mouth to his for a long overdue exploration of what he felt like, tasted like. He slanted his mouth over hers and flicked his tongue over her teeth, moaning as he delved deeper and slid her body against his. She sank into his arms, her senses electrified as his erection grew against her stomach. She slipped her hands beneath his T-shirt and ran her fingers over the expanse of his back. When he cupped her bottom and pulled her against his erection, an age-old tug on her womb answered, setting off warning signals in her brain. Slow down...proceed with caution...bumpy road ahead.


  She wrenched her mouth from his and stepped back, breathing hard. She brought the back of her hand to her mouth and swallowed. His eyes were hooded, his lips parted, his body in an obvious state of arousal.


  "I...can't," she said.


  "But you want to," he said bluntly.


  "It doesn't matter," she said, then turned away. "I'm in trouble...big trouble. I have too many things going on in my life for another complication." She drew in a cleansing breath. "I need for you to concentrate." She lifted her gaze to his, and he blinked, as if she'd slapped him.


  "Okay," he said, pulling on his chin. "No problem." He cleared his throat and straightened. "If the Scaggs guy comes around again, call the police—or call me, understand?"


  She nodded, still trying to regain her composure.


  He sighed, clearly frustrated. "Are you still up for going to the festival?"


  After a moment's hesitation, she nodded. "I want to talk to the woman at the voodoo doll booth."


  He winked. "Good thinking. Let's go."


  "Thank you for changing the bulbs," she said as they walked down the stairs.


  "No problem," he said, although she had the distinct feeling he was thinking that maybe there was something she needed more than lightbulbs after all.


  Out in the square, the festival was rolling along, marred only by a few churchgoers holding signs that read "Jesus Saves, not Voodoo."


  "I wonder if someone in that crowd is behind the graffiti at Diane Davidson's house," B.J. murmured.


  Penny studied his profile and felt a warm rush in her chest that dismayed her. B.J. Beaumont truly championed the underdogs of the world, and he stirred her like no man ever had.


  Then he sniffed the air. "I'm starving. Want a sausage on a stick?"


  And then there was the man's eating habits. She laughed and shook her head no. "I'll be over there," she said, pointing to the booth she sought.


  On the way, she skirted the peristil, wondering about the masked priestess who had so spooked her Friday night. Did the woman know something bad was about to happen to Penny...or could she have caused it?


  Penny tried to shake off the silly thoughts of black magic but found it difficult not to be drawn into the mystique when she was surrounded by the sights and sounds of voodoo, where she could witness how seriously the people took their religion. She approached the booth with the voodoo dolls, noticing the inventory had nearly been depleted.


  "You were here the other night," the woman said when she saw Penny surveying the dolls.


  "That's right. What can you tell me about voodoo dolls?"


  The woman smiled. She was missing a tooth. "What do you want to know?"


  Penny squirmed. "Do they work?"


  "Of course. If something is attached to the doll that belongs to the person, and if the person who uses the doll believes in what they're doing."


  Penny wet her lips and glanced around to make sure neither B.J. nor anyone else she knew was within hearing distance. "Is it possible to...accidentally make something happen that you didn't mean to happen?"


  The woman nodded. "Yes, if the passion is there—anger, love, jealousy."


  Penny swallowed hard. She had certainly been passionate when she'd stabbed that doll.


  "Did you find what you were looking for?" B.J. asked. He was chomping a sausage that was almost as big as her arm.


  She frowned. "You don't want to know how many fillers and preservatives are in that piece of meat."


  He grinned. "You're right—I don't." Then he nodded toward the park where two guitarists were setting up. "Come on, let's go have some fun."


  For the rest of the afternoon, Penny tried to put Deke's murder out of her mind and focus on the living that was going on all around her—the children who were laughing and singing, the people who danced and clapped to the music, the families who walked with their hands chained together. She watched the families with envy, wondering how different her life might have been if she'd been sandwiched between a loving mother and father. At one point, she caught B.J. watching her watch them.


  "Where's your family?" he asked.


  "I don't have any," she said. Her rote answer. "I heard you mention a niece and nephew in the souvenir shop. Do you have a big family?"


  "Nope," he said lazily. "Just me and my brother and our mother."


  "So where do the niece and nephew come in?"


  "In the future, hopefully," he said with a smile. "I thought it sounded better to say I was buying those things for my niece and nephew than to say I was buying them for myself."


  She frowned. "Why did you want bottles of crushed limestone?"


  He shrugged. "Just curious, I guess." Then he winked. "Ditto for the handcuffs."


  Penny burned with more questions about his family and his background, but she was afraid he might ask questions about her family and background. They sat in the grass and listened to the music until the day's festivities began to wind down, with Penny fighting the growing realization that she simply enjoyed B.J.'s company.


  "I should be getting back," she said. "The funeral is tomorrow, and I know it's going to be a long day."


  He nodded and pushed to his feet, then extended his hand. She clasped his warm fingers, then allowed him to pull her up, close to his body. A thrill of awareness traveled through her; the attraction between them was hard to deny. It would be easy, she thought, to spend the night in his arms. But it wouldn't be right to go to her ex-husband’s funeral tomorrow with another man in her mind. B.J. held onto her hand longer than necessary, but she pulled free and maintained extra distance between them as they made their way back through the square.


  They walked by a booth that sold more of the little brown bottles that had attracted B.J.'s attention at the souvenir shop in the museum. The booth was packed, and Penny recognized at least one of the customers from her shop.


  "That's the woman who asked for bat brains," she whispered to B.J.


  "Maybe she needs them for a spell."


  "I'm not judging her," Penny said. "I just hate to see people get scammed and spend their money on ridiculous potions."


  He laughed. "Is that really so different than buying vitamins?"


  She gave him what she hoped was the evil eye. "There's more limestone dust," she said, pointing.


  "Mine aren't limestone," the man behind the booth said. "It's real bones—chicken bones, of course."


  B.J. walked closer to take a look, and Penny observed other customers at the booth.


  "I'm a chemist," the man told B.J. "My mixtures are all authentic and guaranteed. This stuff isn't souvenir grade."


  A customer next to Penny uncorked one of the bottles, and an unpleasant odor filtered out. "Ew," she said, covering her nose even as a memory chord stirred. She prided herself on knowing the fragrance of herbs, but she couldn't recall where she'd smelled this scent...it was recently...and in an unexpected place, she somehow knew. Then it hit her—Deke's cologne the day she'd seen him at the museum. God, it had been awful—no doubt some trendy blend derived from something exotic, like animal pheromones.


  She picked up the bottle. "What is this stuff?" she asked the man.


  "Dimethyl sulfoxide."


  "But what does it do?"


  He leaned in conspiratorially. "It preserves human organs. Got a body you want to keep fresh?"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-three


  


  Keep everything bottled up...


  


  


  "IT COULD BE NOTHING," Penny said as they reached the outer door of her building.


  "Right," B.J. said. "But I'll probably check it out tomorrow, while you're at the funeral."


  She nodded, the disturbing information about Deke and the chemical she'd smelled on him only adding to her discomfort about tomorrow's service.


  "Unless you want some company tomorrow."


  She glanced up sharply, but his eyes were unreadable in the dusk, his voice barely audible with all the noise behind them in the square.


  "You can bet Maynard will be there," he added. "Sometimes a funeral will shed new light on a murder case."


  Oh—of course, he'd offered to go for the good of the case. "Guy is picking me up," she said. "Besides, I'm not sure what kind of reception I'll get, but people are bound to talk if they think that you're...that we're..."


  "Right," he agreed, his gaze holding hers. "I guess they'd really talk if I were to spend the night."


  Her eyebrows went up. "P-probably."


  "Still, I'd like to...if that's okay with you."


  Her throat tightened, and while her body screamed Yes! she knew she was too vulnerable for anything good to come of their sleeping together tonight. "I don't think—"


  "On the couch," he said quickly. "To be on the safe side, until you get your locks changed tomorrow."


  Oh—of course, he'd offered to sleep over for the good of the case. She felt like an idiot and tried to save face. "Do you charge time and a half for after hours?"


  He grinned. "If I charged for my skills after hours, you couldn't afford it."


  She pursed her mouth and tried to ignore the little firestorms igniting all over her body. "Okay...but just for tonight."


  She stepped inside, flipped the light switch, and was met with beautiful white light flooding the stairwell. Such a small thing, but she was disproportionately grateful.


  Slowly she climbed the stairs, conscious of him behind her, warmed from his concern. But when he stood close behind her on the landing while she tried to open the door, something changed. For a split second, she felt the tiniest finger of unease, the merest hint of danger. Working with B.J. on the case was one thing, but allowing him to spend the night in her apartment was another. How well did she really know this man?


  "Having trouble?" he asked, then he slipped his arms around hers, covering her hands with his, guiding the key into the keyhole. Penny's breath stalled in her lungs as his chest pressed into her back. She allowed him to direct her hand, but suddenly the act of inserting the key took on a sensual connotation. He seemed to hesitate over the opening, waiting for her to complete the task. But when she pushed the key forward, he put his weight behind it and sent the key home. Desire whipped through her body, heightened by the tendrils of uncertainty where B.J. was concerned. Perhaps the man didn't mean her danger intentionally; perhaps she was only picking up on the transient vibes the man exuded.


  Besides, she'd been willing to spend the night with him within hours of knowing him, hadn't she? Why the hesitation now—because she knew him better?


  The door swung open, and the lamp she'd left burning in the living room was still going strong. She stepped inside, both relieved and vexed to be away from him. Then a new panic set in—what were they going to do until bedtime?


  "Do you mind if I get my laptop from my car?" B.J. asked.


  "No," she said, immensely relieved.


  He left, then returned a few minutes later. He settled in at the dining room table, dwarfing the furniture. "Don't feel like you have to entertain me," he said. "Do whatever you normally do."


  Penny flushed and glanced around her apartment. How embarrassing for a stranger to see how little she truly had going on in her life. She could read a magazine, or watch television, but neither seemed particularly appealing. "Actually, I'm hungry. Can I fix you something to eat?"


  His head popped up. "Don't go to any trouble."


  A smiled curved her mouth—he was hungry, too.


  And perhaps if she was able to satisfy one appetite, the other wouldn't get out of control. She went to the tiny kitchen, and while he typed on the keyboard, she prepared a spinach and arugula salad with garbanzo beans, sprouts, and flax seed, served with whole wheat rolls and, just for B.J., a side of soft tofu drizzled with lemon juice and olive oil.


  "Soup's on," she said, setting their plates on the table around the laptop.


  He was absorbed in something on the screen as he scribbled notes on the back of one of his missing persons flyers. He looked up and studied the salad and gelatinous tofu gingerly. "Where's the soup?"


  "Figure of speech," she said, suddenly enjoying herself. "I thought this would be a perfect opportunity for you to try tofu."


  One side of his mouth slid back. "If you wanted me to leave, all you had to do was say so."


  "Just try it," she said with a laugh. "What would you like to drink?"


  "Strong coffee or beer, if you have it."


  "How about green tea or water?"


  His mouth twitched downward. "I'll have water, thanks."


  She poured a glass of filtered water for him and one for herself, then sat at the table and spread a napkin on her lap. B.J. followed suit, still wary of the food on his plate.


  Penny cut into her tofu, to set a good example. "What are you working on?" she asked, nodding to the screen.


  "Researching dimethyl sulfoxide. The chemical has, shall we say, a checkered past." He put a forkful of the tofu in his mouth, then stopped, grimaced, and swallowed.


  "It grows on you," she said encouragingly.


  "I'll bet this stuff would grow on just about anything," he said, turning to the salad.


  She bit back a smile. "So what did you learn about the chemical?"


  "It's a by-product of wood pulp, used commercially in paint thinner and antifreeze."


  She made a face. "I thought the man in the square said it was used to preserve body organs."


  He nodded. "The medical grade of the substance was used for organ transplant preservation in the 1960s, but there were side effects, and the close kinship of the chemical to harsher commercial grades made it suspect. Apparently the cheap and potentially harmful grades were popping up at roadside stands and general stores." He grimaced. "I imagine it tasted like this tofu."


  She laughed. "But it's good for you."


  "What is it exactly?"


  "It's made from soybean milk."


  He scratched his temple. "I didn't realize soybeans had nipples."


  She burst out laughing; he was so male.


  "But," he said, taking another bite, "I'm always willing to try something new. The salad is good," he added. "It's probably the most healthful thing I've had to eat in my entire life. Thank you."


  "You're welcome," she murmured, struck once again by his easygoing manner. B.J. Beaumont probably had a woman in every town in Louisiana. She averted her gaze to her plate. "So, this chemical isn't used in the medical field anymore?"


  "Not widely. But the commercial grades are still available. And they wouldn't necessarily raise suspicion if someone was using them for illicit activities."


  She drank from her glass, trying to digest the implication of his words. "You think something horrible is going on at the museum?"


  "I don't want to jump to conclusions, but I've got a few missing girls, one of whom we have on good authority was headed to the museum. And we have a blond hair found in the museum, which might or might not belong to one of the women. And we have your ex-husband coming out of the museum with the scent of this chemical on him. And then he was murdered."


  Penny swallowed a bite of salad past her tightened throat. "You think Deke might have been murdered because he found out something illegal was going on at the museum?"


  "I don't know, there are just too many pieces of the puzzle missing. I wish we could get into the house to see the crime scene, maybe get a look at Deke's files."


  She frowned. "That's not likely to happen. I have extra keys somewhere to get in, but I've heard that Sheena has practically barricaded herself inside. Which surprises me because I thought she'd be all over the media."


  He worked his mouth from side to side. "Maybe there's a logical explanation for all of this. Maybe the hair doesn’t belong to Jodi Reynolds. Maybe Giselle Taylor didn't make it to the museum after all, or went and then left on her own volition. Maybe Deke was murdered by his girlfriend, or by some psycho who likes crowds."


  B.J.'s words when they'd first met came back to her. I go where the crowds are—festivals, concerts.


  Penny kept eating, wishing she could make sense of everything going on, including the push-pull feelings she was having for B.J. He was so believable in his role as protector...was he too good to be true?


  "What do you know about the woman who runs the museum?" he asked.


  "Hazel Means? Salt of the earth. She and I have been friends for years." Penny flushed. "I confess that I've always been a bit fixated on the Archambault mansion. It reminds me of the big manor houses of Gothic novels I read growing up. Hazel has been nice enough to humor my interest."


  "You mentioned someone else working there—a handyman?"


  "Tilton Means, Hazel's son."


  "How old is he?"


  "Mid-thirties, maybe. He's mentally disabled."


  "To what extent?"


  "He's communicative and productive, and he drives, but he doesn't like to socialize. He works for the two local funeral homes when they need him."


  B.J. was instantly alert. "So at least one person at the museum has access to cadavers."


  A chill slid down her back. "But that could also explain the existence of the chemical, right? What if Tilton spilled it and Deke just happened to be around it, or stepped in it?"


  B.J. nodded. "Or if Tilton was doing some kind of painting or work on one of the machines we saw, that could also explain the presence of the chemical." He made a rueful noise. "Which is why I can't go to the police until I do some more checking around."


  She wet her lips. "So what are you thinking—worst-case scenario?"


  He shook his head. "My mind doesn't even want to go there."


  Hers either. Hair in the torture equipment...missing women...a chemical to preserve organs...and Deke dead. Was Deke involved in some kind of depravity? Without the moral guidance of his father, had Deke, as he had feared, succumbed to an evil buried deep within him? It was when he had begun to change, when his personality had gone from congenial to conceited, and when his stress level—and temper—had rocketed higher. Had he been conflicted about something he'd been doing?


  Other than Sheena?


  "So we still don't know who made the voodoo doll," B.J. said.


  "Right."


  "Did Deke have a maid or someone who ran his errands, dropped off dry cleaning?"


  "There's no maid," she said dryly, remembering the mess in the entryway—Sheena's shoes, the unread newspapers. "I used to run most of his errands," she admitted sheepishly. "And when I couldn't—" She stopped as an alarming realization occurred to her.


  "What?"


  "When I couldn't run Deke's errands, Steve Chasen did."


  "So Chasen had access to Deke's suits."


  "Right."


  "And he's cozy with Deke's mother."


  Penny frowned. "I can't imagine anyone being cozy with Mona the Stone, but if that's who he was talking to on the phone yesterday, they seemed friendly. But why would Mona be friendly with the man who murdered her son?"


  "Maybe she doesn't know he did it. Maybe he murdered Deke and told Mona he found the body and decided to make it look as if you'd done it."


  "But what could be Steve's motive?"


  B.J. shrugged. "Maybe he thought Mona would help him get a job if she felt as if she owed him."


  "But why wouldn't Mona want her son's real murderer captured?"


  "Maybe she knew Deke was up to something and is afraid that if the real murderer is caught, all of his activities will come to light."


  Penny put her hands to her temples. "I think my head is going to explode. Can we talk about something else for a while?"


  "Sure," he said, then gestured toward his empty plate. "How long have you been obsessed with health food?"


  She bristled. "I'm not obsessed. Just a little...compulsive."


  He pursed his mouth. "It's my experience that when people are 'compulsive' about something, it's to mask something else."


  Irritation spiked in her chest, and she had the unsettling feeling that he could see into her private places. "That's not true in my case."


  "Whatever you say." Although he didn't look convinced.


  Penny stood to clear their dishes, her nerves jangling. All the St. John's wort she'd taken over the past few months to calm her nerves didn't seem to be working. Maybe she was past the threshold of over-the-counter assistance. Maybe she was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Maybe that explained why her emotions and urges were all over the place.


  To her surprise, he joined her at the sink and helped clean the kitchen. But he must have sensed her extreme anxiety, because he kept the conversation light, asking about her business and about living in a small town. Penny remembered a bottle of merlot that someone had given her. B.J. opened it, and they drank while she leisurely washed dishes and he dried. She asked him about some of his favorite cases, and when he talked, his eyes came alive—the man loved what he was doing despite the fact that he couldn't be making much money. They chatted like old friends, and when Penny felt a warm rush of connection coming on, she had to remind herself that B.J. made a living out of drawing people out, of getting them to talk.


  She drank the last mouthful of her second glass of wine, then folded the dishtowels, her body throbbing in awareness of him. "I think I'm going to turn in."


  He drank from the wine remaining in his glass. "Okay."


  Penny wet her lips, then walked past him. "Let me get you some linens."


  Feeling like a teenager at a coed sleepover, she went into her bedroom to get the extra pillow from her bed and put on a fresh pillowcase. When she returned to the living room, she stopped. B.J. had removed his T-shirt.


  "You don't have anything to get out wine, do you?" he asked, holding up the stained shirt.


  She shook her head carefully, riveted by the sight of his muscular chest, covered with a layer of black, black hair that whorled down his flat stomach to disappear into the waistband of his jeans.


  "Darn, this was one of my favorite shirts." He made a rueful noise. "That's what I get for being distracted."


  Penny could only nod.


  He walked toward her and took the linens. "Are you sure you're okay with me staying here?"


  She managed a little smile. "Why not? It's safe. After all, you don't sleep with clients."


  Suddenly the mood in the room changed. His eyes grew hooded and he stepped closer, lowering his mouth to within an inch of hers. She could sense the aroma of the wine on his tongue. Her breasts grew heavy. Her knees threatened to buckle.


  "No, I don't," he said. "But for that reason alone, I'm determined to solve this case." He kissed her, just a whisper of a kiss—anyone watching would have missed the brief touch of his lips across hers. By the time she opened her mouth, it was over...and she was left aching for more. He uttered a little moan like he wanted more, too, but now wasn't the time or place.


  "Goodnight, Red."


  "Goodnight," she whispered, then turned and fled to her bedroom. She undressed in the bathroom, pulled a long gown over her head, and crawled under the covers, wondering which man would wind up causing her the most heartache—the man she would see buried tomorrow, or the man currently snoring on her couch.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-four


  


  Don't keep things buried...


  


  


  PENNY GINGERLY SLID into the front seat of Guy's car, hoping she wasn't going to be sick.


  "You don't look well," Guy said, his expression worried, as if he knew he'd never get the smell of vomit out of his car. "Are you sure you're up to attending the funeral?"


  She nodded but swallowed hard, trying to block out the noise of the festival on the square. It seemed ludicrous that anyone could be celebrating when Deke was only hours away from being interred. She broke off another antacid from the roll she'd nearly consumed, then smoothed a hand over her simple navy blue dress. "Do you think I'm dressed appropriately?" She had debated on whether it was special, yet somber, enough for the service. Not that anyone would notice, but she wanted to look nice out of respect for Deke and the good years they'd shared together.


  Guy reached over and squeezed her hand. "You look wonderful. Just relax. It'll all be over soon."


  If only that were true, she thought. Maybe B.J. was right—perhaps the funeral would fuel someone to do or say something that would advance the case. It would be the first time the people closest to Deke—and closest to the investigation—would be together in one place. Thoughts of B.J. sent completely inappropriate impulses through her body. He had been gone this morning when she'd woken up, having left a note that read, "Raided your pantry, found a couple of 'Happy Divorce' chocolate bars. Didn't think you'd mind if I ate them since they were full of nasty sugar and preservatives. B.J." The linens had been folded neatly on the couch, which meant the man could be tidy when he wanted to be.


  And speaking of tidy men, she glanced over to Guy, who wore a spiffy turquoise coat over apricot-color slacks, and dark Gucci glasses. And he was looking rather...tan.


  "Guy, have you been to the tanning bed?" After she'd ranted about how dangerous Sheena's device was—and surely he wouldn't be giving her business anyway.


  He shifted guiltily. "No."


  "Have you been to the Bahamas since I saw you last?"


  "It's self-tanner," he said quickly. "I know how you feel about tanning beds." He sighed. "Everyone in town knows how you feel about them."


  "They'll give you cancer."


  "Everything will give you cancer," he said in a long-suffering voice. "I can't help it if I look better with a tan."


  "How are things going with Carrie?" she asked.


  "They're not," he said in a clipped voice. "Do you believe the woman had the nerve to ask me if I'm gay? I mean, do I seem gay to you?"


  She took in his gelled spiky hair, his designer sunglasses, turquoise sport coat, and self-administered tan. "No."


  "Thank you," he said, nodding curtly.


  "Guy, did you happen to come by my apartment Saturday before you took me home?"


  He frowned. "Before I took you home?"


  "Yeah. Someone...left something for me inside. I've been trying to figure out who it was, and since you have a key..."


  He pushed at his glasses in a way that made her think of Wendy and her nervous habit. "I wish I could take credit for it, but it wasn't me. Sorry." Then he grimaced. "Someone was in your apartment?"


  "Must have been my landlord," she said easily.


  "What about that P.I. guy?"


  A flush climbed her neck. "What about him?"


  "Does he have a key?"


  "No," she said evenly.


  "Well...he could probably pick the locks."


  She decided to change the subject as they drove past the store. "It was nice of Marie to offer to work this afternoon."


  "She's been selling that juice of hers to everyone who walks in the door. You know how she likes to tinker—I hope she's not poisoning people."


  "Me, too," Penny said, then leaned her cheek against the cool glass of the window.


  They rode the rest of the short trip in silence. Goddard's Funeral Home was located past the Charmed Village strip mall, on a plot of residential land. Formerly home to the Goddard family, the structure still fit in with other houses on nearby lots. Except for the sign, the circular driveway, and the hearse sitting out front, one wouldn't know that it was a funeral home. And except for the two TV news vans sitting at the curb, one wouldn't know that this funeral was different from any other.


  Her heart jumped to her throat when she saw the marquee: Deke A. Black, Beloved Son.


  So, apparently Mona had wrestled control over the services from Sheena, else the marquee would have read Beloved Adulterer. Penny fisted her hand over her chest. A few months ago it would have read Beloved Husband, and she would have been prostrate wondering how to go on. Suddenly she was thankful the separation and divorce had given her a bit of emotional distance from Deke. Meanwhile, Mona was making a statement to the women in Deke's life: Wives and girlfriends would come and go, but a mother's love is forever.


  They parked among many other cars—she recognized Mona's Cadillac and Steve Chasen's white BMW, plus Sheena's yellow Miata. She looked for Liz's silver Mercedes but didn't see it. She had hoped to hear from her friend, but she realized people had other pressing issues in their lives.


  A police car sat next to the hearse, and next to the police car was a dark Ford Crown Victoria—Maynard's car, no doubt.


  She hadn't realized she was still sitting until the passenger door opened and Guy gallantly offered his hand. She took it, grateful to have someone to lean on, since her legs felt unreliable. On the way in the front door, they passed Tilton Means, who was walking out. He stopped and held open the door, keeping his gaze averted, as was his way.


  "Hello, Tilton," she said.


  "Hi," he said in a monotone, probably in deference to his severe underbite. He was a big man, with thick limbs and no neck. Penny's heart went out to him—his life, and Hazel's, couldn't have been easy.


  When they walked into the entry way, the strains of a hymn were playing over speakers. The sickening scent of preserved live flowers hit her, causing her stomach to roll. Greg Goddard, portly elder son of the family, stood next to the door to greet visitors. When he saw Penny, he blanched a bit under his tanning bed tan—not a good sign, she decided.


  "Penny," he said with false cheer. "We, um, wondered if you'd be coming."


  "Why wouldn't I come to my ex-husband's funeral?" she asked politely, taking Goddard's offered hand. Real or imagined, there always seemed to be an underlying metallic scent on the man.


  He chose to answer by coughing violently, then he said, "You didn't talk to the newspeople, did you?"


  "No," she said evenly.


  He looked almost disappointed, then said, "Right this way," and led her and Guy to a pew in the back of the crowded chapel. "The service will begin in five minutes."


  Her arrival caused a stir, she noticed. Heads turned and whispers ensued. She looked around and saw that Mona sat like a stone on the front pew, staring at the closed casket in the front of the room, with Steve Chasen sitting next to her. Curious. On the other side of the aisle, Sheena sat in the front pew, dressed outrageously in yellow—to match her car, no doubt. Next to her sat a few people whom Penny didn't recognize, but judging from the odd orange glow of their skin, she guessed that they worked for Sheena at the salon.


  Hazel lifted her hand to Penny from about midway, and Penny smiled back gratefully. She saw people she recognized as Deke's clients, or colleagues from New Orleans. Jules was there, sitting off to herself on the other side of the chapel. She looked at Penny, then shook her head mournfully and looked away, rubbing the head of her carved walking stick.


  Chief Allyson Davis and Detective Maynard sat on the same pew as Penny and Guy, but down a few feet. They both were watching her intently as she sat and seemed to observe how other people reacted to her presence.


  The wood seat of the pew was hard and cold—like Deke, she thought suddenly, unable to reconcile the warm, fun-loving man with the body lying beneath the spray of white roses over the lid of the deep purple and bright gold casket—the colors of LSU. It was so surreal that she could almost believe he wasn't dead, that he'd simply gone on a trip or moved away. Except she'd seen his stabbed body, rid of much of its blood, his cold, dead eyes staring at nothing...


  She shuddered, and next to her, Guy gripped her hand. Gloria Dalton appeared at the end of the pew and shimmied down to sit on the other side of Penny. And just before Greg Goddard closed the chapel door, Liz arrived, seeking out Penny with red-rimmed eyes. Gloria moved down so Liz could sit next to Penny. She smiled at the two women, feeling fortified by their presence.


  The service was heartbreaking...heartbreakingly short, that is. There was no minister, which was strange, considering how religious Mona propped herself up to be. Greg Goddard gave the eulogy, which mentioned Deke's college days, his law degree, his practice, his father, and his mother, even his "companion" Sheena Linder...but his eight-year marriage to Penny Francisco was noticeably omitted.


  She choked back tears to think their marriage hadn't even warranted a shout-out in his eulogy. Guy squeezed one hand, and Liz squeezed the other. She stared at the back of Mona's head, wishing for once that she had the ability to telepathically convey what she was thinking into the mind of another. At this moment, she hated the woman who had smothered her son, resented his choice of bride, and on occasion, bullied him.


  After the eulogy, there was a short prayer and the announcement of a graveside service at Garden Hills Cemetery. Then, as a hymn played, visitors lined up to file past the closed casket to pay their respects. Since those seated in the back went first, Penny had to walk past Mona and Sheena. She glanced at her ex-mother-in-law, whose face was immobile, but her eyes were practically shooting fire. On the other side of the aisle, Sheena the "companion" was wailing like a banshee, crying, "Oh, my Deke! Oh, my precious, darling Deke!"


  Penny bit her tongue—where was a moving car when she needed one?


  As Penny approached the casket, she leaned on Guy's arm as the finality of Deke's death at last washed over her. The man she had loved for her entire adult life...gone, like a season that had slipped through her fingers while she wasn't looking at the calendar. The impact of the loss echoed in the canyon of her heart, exacerbated by the fact that she felt like an outsider, while his mother and his mistress held court over his casket and most of the people in the room thought she was responsible for putting Deke here. But, shored by the support of her friends, she didn't break down. Instead, she touched the casket lightly and sent a loving prayer heavenward.


  And the casket tipped over, crashing to the floor and resting on one corner.


  The room chorused with gasps and startled cries. Penny jumped back and stared at the casket, half expecting it to open and spill Deke out at her feet.


  "Haven't you done enough?" Mona screamed at her.


  Penny pulled herself up. "Couldn't you at least have acknowledged our marriage in the eulogy, Mona?"


  "Get out!"


  Guy positioned himself between Penny and Mona, but Penny was relatively sure he would bolt if Mona charged. Sheena was freaking out. Greg Goddard rushed to right the casket, shouting for men to help. Detective Maynard gave him a hand, as did Allyson, who was as strong as any man there, Penny conceded. When all was settled, the spray of white roses looked a little worse for wear, and the corner of the purple casket was a bit...crumpled.


  The sight of it stirred a memory in her mind, but she couldn't place the significance of it before Guy swept her down the aisle and outside.


  "That was memorable," Guy declared.


  "Are you okay?" Gloria asked.


  Penny nodded, although she was shaking. She glanced around for Jules Lamborne, but the old woman must have left, because she was nowhere to be found.


  "I almost had a heart attack when the casket fell," Liz said, fanning her tear-streaked face. Then she winced. "I don't suppose you're going to the graveside service?"


  Penny shook her head. "I don't think that would be such a good idea. I'll take flowers to the vault later." Privately.


  Liz gave her a one-arm hug. "How about let's grab a drink before I head back?"


  Penny nodded, thinking she could use one, and Gloria and Guy agreed to join them.


  "Just a moment, Ms. Francisco," Detective Maynard said, striding up to her. Gloria edged closer to Penny's side.


  "What is it?" Penny asked, wondering how the day could possibly get worse.


  "That was quite a show in there," he said mildly.


  "What do you want?" Gloria demanded.


  Maynard grunted. "We got the autopsy report from the M.E.'s office. Turns out that Mr. Black was unconscious when he was stabbed." He angled his chin at her. "But then, you know that, don't you?"


  Penny shook her head. "I don't know what you're talking about. Are you saying he'd passed out?"


  "No. He was struck on the back of the head, and postmortem bruising showed that before he died he was struck on other parts of his body as well, with a cane—the cane that Ms. Linder said you threatened her with when she arrived."


  Penny's mind raced, thinking back. "The cane was sitting in the umbrella stand by the office door. When I heard a noise downstairs I picked it up."


  He made a clicking noise with his cheek. "If you're telling the truth, that's too bad, because you might have obliterated any other fingerprints that might have been on it."


  She bit down on the inside of her cheek to stem her tears of frustration. Why had this happened to Deke, and why was this happening to her?


  "Penny admits she held the cane," Gloria said, "but that doesn't mean that she hit Mr. Black with it." Then she glanced around at the people who were staring in their direction. "Detective Maynard, this is hardly the place for this discussion."


  "You're right," he said amiably. "And I suspect we'll be asking Ms. Francisco to come back to talk to us real soon." Then he frowned. "By the way, Ms. Francisco, I can't seem to find any record of you or your family in Kingston, Tennessee."


  "No?" Penny squeaked, trying to remain calm.


  "No," he said, watching her intently.


  Her throat convulsed. "That's because I grew up in Kingsford."


  " Kingsford?"


  She sighed in relief. "That's right. You must have misunderstood."


  He gave her a tight smile. "My mistake."


  Gloria tugged at her sleeve, pulling her away. Her eyes were clouded with concern. "Are you okay?"


  Penny nodded, although she was far from okay. She walked to Guy's car a bit unsteadily and climbed in, sinking into the seat. "I don't know how this situation could get more crazy."


  But Guy didn't answer—he was staring at Liz's Mercedes as she pulled out of the parking lot. "Is that the car your friend always drives?"


  "Yeah," Penny said. "Why?"


  "Well, for starters, it's the car I'm going to trade this one in for some day."


  "That's nice."


  "And it's the car that was sitting in the parking lot of the store Friday night when I drove by to take Carrie home."


  Penny sat up. "Friday night? After the party?"


  "Yeah. It was maybe...ten o'clock, or a few minutes past."


  "Are you sure?"


  "Positive. That car, or one just like it."


  He pulled onto the street, and Penny unwittingly looked directly into a rolling news camera. She cursed under her breath and frowned, her mind clicking. That would have been right after Liz and Wendy had left the party. Why would they have parked in the parking lot of her store?


  Then she froze—to walk across the road and visit Deke? Her breath started coming faster as the possibilities unwound in her head. Could her friends have stopped by with the idea of telling Deke what they thought of him? Why else would they have wanted to see him, unless...


  Penny closed her eyes briefly. Unless Liz was having an affair with Deke. That would explain her friend's attitude toward Deke—maybe she was trying to pretend she didn't care for him to throw Penny off. Maybe that's what she and Wendy had been arguing about as they'd left—Wendy had known that Liz had wanted to stop to see Deke. Then another memory clicked into place: Ziggy saying he'd seen Liz at his restaurant. Penny opened her purse and dug out her cell phone.


  "What are you doing?" Guy asked.


  Penny ignored his question as she called directory assistance, then called Ziggy's restaurant and asked for him.


  "Chere, Penny! How are you?"


  "Not so good, Ziggy." She pinched the bridge of her nose to stem a headache building there. "When you saw my friend Liz the other night at the party, you said you recognized her from your restaurant."


  "That's right," he said slowly.


  "Who was she with when you saw her?"


  "Penny, I—"


  "Who was she with, Ziggy?"


  He sighed. "Deke. But that was a couple of months ago, and it doesn't mean anything fishy was going on."


  "Right," she said, her heart shattered. "Thanks, Ziggy."


  "Don't jump to conclusions, chere," he begged. "Deke is gone. Forget about it, okay?"


  "Right," she repeated, wondering how many different ways Deke could have betrayed her, how Liz was able to look her in the eye.


  "And don't forget to call me when you have more, um, you know."


  She sighed. "That might be a while—my woodsman said his helper is out of commission."


  Ziggy made a frustrated noise. "They will be out of season before long."


  Penny bit her lip. She had so many things to worry about other than black truffles. "I'll keep you posted, Ziggy"


  "Take care, chere."


  She disconnected the call and leaned her head back on the seat.


  "What was that all about?" Guy asked.


  "My life just turned on end," she murmured. "Again." She wondered, if it kept turning, might it someday be right side up again?


  "Do you still want that drink?" he said.


  "Want it?" Penny asked. "I might never stop drinking." What had happened when Liz and Wendy had stopped at Deke's? Had they argued? Fought? Was it possible that Liz had murdered him, and was Wendy somehow involved?


  When they arrived at the square, the festival was in high gear. By the time they threaded their way through the crowd to Caskey's, Penny was light-headed and dizzy from the thoughts running through her head and the heady scent of the smoke from the peristil fire.


  "Don't these people ever get tired?" Guy asked, nodding toward the dancers whirling to the music of flutes.


  "Apparently not," Penny said. And as far as she was concerned, the festival couldn't be over quickly enough; when the crowds left, the news media would lose interest in the "Voodoo Murder." To think that the festival would go on for the rest of the week was almost unbearable.


  The bar was just starting to get crowded in anticipation of happy hour and free appetizers. Gloria and Liz were sitting at a table, but Liz stood when Penny walked up.


  "Penny, could I talk to you, in private?"


  "No," Penny said, her voice deadly. "I have something to talk to you about, and I want witnesses."


  Liz sat down hard, her face tight with apprehension. "So you know?"


  "About you and Deke?" Penny asked. "Yeah, I know."


  Liz's eyes rounded. "Me and Deke? No—it was Wendy and Deke who had the affair."


  Penny practically fell into one of the vacant chairs and put her head in her hands. "Wendy and Deke? When? For how long?"


  Liz sighed, and her shoulders rounded. "In college. You were off on some field trip, and the two of them hooked up." She wet her lips. "When I found out, I was furious with both of them."


  Penny closed her eyes. "How...how long did it go on?"


  Liz hesitated. "A year or so."


  Penny inhaled sharply at the stabbing pain behind her breastbone. "And since then?"


  "Not that I know of," Liz said. "But Deke called Wendy after your separation, wanting to see her. She called me asking for advice, and I told her to stay away from him."


  "So you both knew I was getting a divorce before Marie called you about the party?"


  Liz nodded.


  Humiliation burned her from the inside out. "And the dinner you had with Deke in the city?"


  Liz looked surprised, then apologetic. "I asked Deke to meet me. I was hoping I could appeal to his morals." She made a rueful noise. "I asked him to leave Wendy alone, that she wasn't as strong as you are, that when he eventually left her, she wouldn't be able to recover like you have."


  That still remained to be seen, but warm appreciation washed over Penny at Liz's confidence in her emotional fortitude. "So that's why you were always so antagonistic toward Deke?"


  "I didn't realize it showed," Liz said. "But yeah, I couldn't stand him. He didn't deserve you."


  Liz's eyes grew moist, and Penny's chest welled with fondness. She reached across the table and touched Liz's arm. "You have to tell me what happened Friday night. Did you stop to see Deke on your way out of town?"


  Liz hesitated.


  "I saw your car sitting in the parking lot across the street from Deke’s house," Guy said.


  Liz puffed out her cheeks and nodded. "Yes—Wendy insisted. She'd met someone in Atlanta, and she said she wanted to see Deke, that she wanted to get him out of her system."


  Penny shook her head in disbelief. "Was it Deke calling her on her cell phone?"


  Liz nodded. "Once. Wendy had left him a message on his cell phone that she wanted to see him, but when he called her back, he told her not to stop by, that he was expecting a client to come by the house."


  "But she wanted to stop anyway?" Gloria asked.


  "Right," Liz said.


  "That's what you were arguing about as you left the bar," Penny said. "I saw you."


  Liz nodded. "I shouldn't have let Wendy talk me into stopping, but I was hoping that seeing him would be the release she needed to move on." She looked at Penny. "I'm so sorry."


  "Did Wendy kill him?" Penny asked thickly.


  Liz gasped. "What? No, of course not! Deke wouldn't even let her inside the house. I watched from the parking lot. He came to the door, they talked for a minute, then Wendy came back to the car. She was angry with herself. She said she couldn't understand why she'd ever been hung up on him and she was glad you were rid of him, too." Liz reached into her purse and pulled out an envelope. "Wendy wrote you a letter—that's what I wanted to talk to you about. It's all in here, for you and for the police. She couldn't face you."


  Penny recalled Wendy's claim that she was ill when she'd called, but in hindsight, Wendy could have been crying.


  "And you're willing to take a polygraph test?" Gloria asked Liz.


  "Sure," Liz said, lifting her hands. "Wendy and I agreed—anything to help clear this up. Deke was definitely alive when we left."


  Penny took the envelope, her chest tight with mixed feelings. The affair had occurred before she and Deke had been married, and if Wendy had carried a torch for him all these years, she had certainly been punished for her transgression. "Was Deke alone when you were there?"


  Liz bit her lip. "Wendy said that Deke insisted he was alone, but she had a feeling he wasn't."


  "Maybe it was the client who was supposed to come by," Gloria said, then removed a prescription bottle from her purse and tossed back two pills.


  "Yeah, except Wendy said she smelled a woman's perfume."


  "Could have been Sheena's," Guy pointed out.


  Or the faceless "other woman" that Sheena was concerned about, Penny thought to herself.


  "Isn't that your phone?" Guy asked.


  Penny jumped. "Mine?"


  "It's coming from your bag," he said, pointing.


  Penny pulled out the cell phone, and her heart did a little jig at the incoming number: B.J. She flipped open the mouthpiece. "Hello?"


  "Hey, Red, it's me. How was the service?"


  She frowned at his assumption that she'd know who "me" was. "Fine," she lied.


  "Did you get the locks changed on your doors like I told you?"


  "My landlord was changing them when I left. Why?"


  "Because I'm on Hairpin Hill."


  "And?"


  "And I just pulled a .38 slug out of a tree where you told me you were running. If this is what you dodged, babe, it's no blank."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-five


  


  Be careful—the potion has a bite to it...


  


  


  THE NEXT DAY AT THE SHOP, Penny was still antsy from B.J.'s call, but she wasn't sure what bothered her the most—that she'd truly been shot at, or that B J. had called her "babe." Or maybe the fact that he hadn't offered to sleep on the couch last night?


  The chime on the door sounded, announcing a customer. Business was still booming, and she'd decided the most constructive use of her time was to work in the store.


  Besides, here she was less likely to get shot at.


  Jules Lamborne strode in, leaning on her walking stick.


  "Hello, Jules," Penny said, glancing around for Marie, hoping to get out of waiting on the spooky old woman. She wasn't in the mood for more bad mojo.


  "Bonjour," Jules offered, although her voice wasn't its usual strong warble. She climbed up on a stool but seemed to be moving more slowly than normal. "I came for my morning elixir."


  Penny spotted Marie handling another customer and groaned inwardly. "Coming right up." She filled a glass with Vigor Juice, managing to spill some on the floor in her nervousness. She set the glass in front of the old woman and reached for a paper towel. "I saw you at Deke's funeral yesterday, Jules."


  "Saw you, too," the woman said after a hearty drink. "Saw what you did to the cercueil."


  Without Marie translating, Penny was confused, but she took a guess. "You mean the casket?"


  Jules nodded.


  Penny frowned. "I didn't do anything to it. I barely touched it, and it fell. It was just an accident."


  Jules wagged her finger. "Nothing is an accident. The cercueil fell because you wished it to, or because it had to."


  "Okay," Penny said, still skeptical. She certainly hadn't "wished" it to fall, and why would a coffin have to fall?


  Jules drank the rest of the juice in one gulp, then set down the empty glass and abruptly stood to leave.


  Penny observed the woman's agitated body language. "What's your hurry, Jules?"


  "There is a serpent underfoot," Jules murmured, glancing from side to side, her eyes wide, her tongue darting in and out as if she was unwittingly mimicking a snake. "I must go—I'm weak from using my Cajun and will be susceptible to the serpent's evil." The little old woman scrambled toward the door unsteadily.


  Penny strode ahead to get the door for her. "Watch your step, Jules. See you tomorrow."


  But when the woman didn't respond with her normal "Bon Dieu willing," as she walked away, Penny bit her lip. Was Jules's age finally catching up to her? Had the woman slipped into senility? Were the voodoo festival and all the bizarre events making her more agitated, more neurotic?


  Just as Penny was closing the door, it was shoved open, catching Penny on the heel. While pain shot up her leg, she looked around to see Sheena Linder standing there in snakeskin jeans, a gold shirt, and four-inch stilettos. Her orange skin was slick with some kind of oil, her white hair as poufy and dry-looking as straw. Didn't the woman realize that when she fried her skin, she was also frying her hair? One of these days, she was going to burst into flames. "Hi, Sheena."


  Sheena planted her hands on her generous hips and glared at Penny. "I'm going to sue you."


  Penny sighed. "What for now?"


  Sheena's eyes narrowed. "Don't get smart with me, Granola Girl. Do you know what kind of pain and anguish you put me through yesterday when you knocked Deke's casket off its stand? I had to take a handful of Xanax just to make it through the rest of the day."


  Customers began to stare, and Penny swallowed her retort. "Maybe we should take this discussion into my office."


  Sheena's chin jerked up. "Okay by me."


  Penny led the way, then glanced back to see if Sheena was following her...just in time to see Sheena step in the Vigor Juice that Penny had spilled, which had seeped from behind the counter. In one awful second, Penny realized she was still holding the paper towel she’d meant to use to soak up the spill, before Jules had distracted her with all of her ramblings. Sheena had been strutting full steam ahead, so she'd hit the green Vigor Juice with maximum momentum. Her legs flew up in the air as if they'd been pulled by a rope, and she landed in a yoga v-sit, directly on her tailbone. Penny heard the crack of bone from where she stood, and she winced—that had to hurt.


  Sheena was still screaming when they loaded her into the ambulance, but all Penny could hear was the sound of her insurance premiums soaring over the moon. She did feel sympathetic for the woman...a little. But filing so many bogus personal injury claims was bound to come back and bite her sooner or later. Penny sighed. She just wished it hadn't been her negligence that had taught the woman a lesson.


  Just before the ambulance door closed, Penny noticed Sheena's pants—snakeskin. Penny's body tingled. Jules had said there was a serpent underfoot...had she foreseen the accident?


  "It couldn't have happened to a nicer person," Marie said sarcastically, watching the ambulance pull away.


  "Careful," Penny said. "If she takes my business away from me in court, you might be working for her."


  Marie made a face.


  Penny wet her lips and tried to inject a casual note into her voice. "Jules was in this morning, and she wasn't making sense to me."


  Marie frowned. "Jules is the smartest person I know. What did she say?"


  "She said a serpent was underfoot."


  The young woman shrugged. "That just means she thinks that evil is all around."


  "But then she said she had to leave—that she was weak from using her Cajun and was susceptible to the serpent."


  "So she thought she was susceptible to the evil."


  "From speaking Cajun? Did I misunderstand?"


  Marie bit her lip, then shook her head. "No...in that context, Cajun isn't a person, or a language, or even a culture. The word can be more loosely translated to mean magic. Jules was weak from using her magic." The woman wagged her eyebrows, then walked back inside the store.


  Penny pressed her mouth together—just what had Jules used her magic on? A voodoo doll? Hadn't Jules offered to put a hex on Deke? And Jules had been in the square Friday night—perhaps she was the one who had placed the doll on the table at Caskey's. And she had been at the funeral home yesterday, when the casket had practically leaped off its stand....


  No. Penny shook her head to rid it of nonsense. There was no such thing as voodoo or black magic.


  She stared at the pink house, and B.J.'s words about wishing they could get in to look at the crime scene came back to her. Sheena would be in the hospital for a while, so what better time to snoop around? He had returned to New Orleans yesterday to drop off some items at a lab, and he'd said he'd be back soon. She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and hesitated. Was she calling because she wanted to tell him about the house being empty, or because she missed him?


  She closed her eyes and groaned, and her phone rang.


  When she saw his number pop up, her heart lifted higher than it had a right to. She flipped down the mouthpiece. "Hello?"


  "It's me," he said. "I miss you."


  Surprise and pleasure sparkled through her chest. "So come back," she said breezily. "I have a job for us." She explained about the house.


  "I was planning to come back this evening," he said. "But I'll bring my cat burgling clothes."


  She smiled into the phone. "Are you a master of disguise?"


  "If the situation calls for it," he said, and for some reason, his admission niggled at her.


  "Where shall I meet you?" she asked, changing the subject.


  "At your place," he said. "We'll walk to the house after dark. Wear all black clothing. Preferably form-fitting."


  She laughed, then disconnected the call, mystified over her reaction to the man. And had she, in Jules's words, "wished" him into calling her?


  "No," she said aloud. "There's no such thing as magic, voodoo, or witchcraft."


  Steeled with resolve, she marched back into the store and drank a glass of Hot Voodoo Sex. Two of them, in fact.


  


  * * *


  


  "I can't believe he didn't change the locks after the divorce," B.J. muttered as they entered the house through the back door. "That's rule one."


  A whining noise sounded, a warning to disengage the security system before an alarm went off. She punched in a code, and the whining noise stopped.


  "Rule number two," he said. "Change the code on the security system."


  "Lucky for us, Deke was a creature of habit," Penny whispered into the hush of the house.


  "You don't have to whisper," he said.


  "Sorry," she said. "I've never broken into a house before." The latex gloves felt strange and cold on her skin.


  "Which way to the office?"


  Using her loaner P.I. penlight, she led the way through the foyer and up the stairs, her pulse ratcheting higher with every step. At the top of the stairs, she pointed. "There."


  He opened the office door and walked in. Penny hung back, the idea of seeing the room again, of visualizing Deke's body on the floor, overwhelming.


  "You don't have to do this," he said.


  "No...I'm fine," she lied and followed him inside the room. The bloody rug was gone and the room was relatively neat, without the disarray she recalled. She exhaled.


  "Do you remember any files being on the desk or being open?" he asked.


  She squinted, thinking back. "No, sorry."


  "What about the file he had when you saw him at the museum?"


  "Blue," she said. "I think it was an accordion file."


  For over an hour, they looked through drawers and file cabinets, but they came up with nothing.


  "Maybe the police took the file," she offered.


  "Could be. Did your ex-husband have a secret hiding place—other than the ficus tree?"


  "What do you mean?"


  "You know—the drawer you wouldn't necessarily want people to open after you're gone."


  She started to shake her head, then she remembered the place where she had once found some nudie magazines. "The garage."


  They backtracked through the house. "Nice woodwork," he mused, shining his light on the crown molding.


  "Thanks," she said. "I refinished most of it myself."


  "I shouldn't be surprised, but I am."


  "Why?"


  "Because you're...resourceful," he said.


  His words were smooth and velvety in the darkness, strumming her libido...or maybe it was all the voodoo juice she'd drunk.


  She opened the door leading to the garage, closed it behind them, then flipped on the overhead light. "No windows," she explained, then walked past Deke's red Lotus Elise and Sheena's yellow Miata to a metal toolbox that Deke had bought one weekend when he'd been feeling particularly ambitious. But Penny had used the toolbox more than he had, thus finding the stash of girlie magazines. She opened the bottom drawer, then lifted out the tray that held wrenches of all sizes imaginable. Underneath it were magazines and videos, but not the more innocent, pinup kind she'd found before.


  "So Deke was a kinky guy," B.J. said.


  "Not with me," she murmured, picking up an S&M video picturing a man having his bare bottom welted with a leather strap. The rest of the items were more of the same and worse, with a particular lean toward spanking and punishment by lashing. Near the bottom, they found a plain video case with no markings.


  "Looks homemade," B.J. said. "If it's something the two of you did—"


  "It isn't," she assured him.


  B J. put the tape in the bag he'd brought along, then held up the magazines by the spine and gave them a shake. "Just checking for notes or letters," he said, but he didn't find any. "Let's hope the tape tells us something." They replaced the items and closed the toolbox. On the way out, B.J. stopped to look at Deke's car.


  "I hated that thing," she said. "And now it seems petty."


  He crouched down. "Was Deke a bad driver?"


  "Yeah," she said. "He loved to talk on the phone while he was in the car, and he drove way too fast. Of course, when your mother's the mayor—"


  "You don't have to worry about speeding tickets," he finished.


  "Exactly."


  "Looks like he hit something," B.J. said.


  Penny leaned down to look, then stared at the crumpled fender. Waves of recognition rolled over her, colliding with denial. The little car the voodoo doll was holding...the crumpled edge of the casket...


  "What's wrong? You look like you've seen a ghost."


  She jerked back and stepped into a garden tool organizer, toppling it with a mighty crash.


  B.J. winced and reached for the tools to right them, but Penny fled, back to the foyer, back to where she could breathe and assimilate. But everywhere she looked, she imagined evil spirits hanging in the corners, just waiting for her to let down her defenses enough to—


  "Hey."


  She screamed, then realized it was B.J. "I'm sorry," she said. "I'm a little freaked out."


  "Let's go," he said quietly, "then you can explain. If the neighbors heard us, they might have already called the police."


  She nodded and followed him to the back door, where she reset the alarm and they made their escape. During the three-block walk to her apartment, they kept to the inside of the sidewalk to escape notice as much as possible. Using careful words, she explained about the smashed Hot Wheels car, the bent casket, and the crumpled fender.


  B.J. was quiet for a few seconds. "And you're telling me there's some kind of supernatural connection between the three things?"


  "Don't you think it's too much of a coincidence?"


  "Not if the alternative is believing in voodoo."


  When they approached the square, the beat of the batri drums was so loud to her she clapped her hands over her ears; the dancers so frenzied she had to look away; the stench of the smoke and animal blood so offensive her stomach roiled. She ran to her apartment door and up the steps, distantly aware that B.J. was behind her.


  Once in her apartment, she dropped onto the couch and pulled her knees up to her chest, rocking to hold back the wall of tears that pressed on the back of her eyes. She felt desperate.


  "Hey, it's going to be okay," B.J. soothed, sitting next to her and drawing her into his arms.


  "I think I'm losing my mind," she whispered, reveling in the warmth of his skin, the comfort of his body. "There's no such thing as voodoo, I know that."


  "Someone is trying to scare you," he said, stroking her back.


  "Someone is trying to make me look crazy. So no one will believe me."


  "I believe you," he said earnestly, then lifted her chin with his fingers. She looked into his eyes and clenched her jaw against the feelings that swelled in her chest. Falling in love with someone so quickly, and under such duress, was as false as voodoo.


  He kissed her, gently at first, then harder when she responded, until their tongues lashed feverishly. He pulled her onto his lap and ran his thumb over the peak of her beaded breast. She closed her eyes and arched into him, clutching at his back, pulling at his clothing as desire pooled in her midsection.


  Their clothes came off slowly until a pile of black fabric lay on the floor and they were completely nude, lying mouth to mouth, sex to sex.


  "You're beautiful," he said on a breath, then lowered his head to take a rigid nipple into his mouth while caressing her other breast.


  Incredible sensations exploded in her body as his mouth traveled over her skin. His erection surged against her thigh, and she reached down to stroke the length of him. He moaned and lowered his hand to her stomach, then lower, to tease her wet folds, and she nearly came apart in his arms.


  "Easy," he whispered. "Take your time."


  He massaged the most sensitive part of her until the stabs of pleasure became swells of bliss, carrying her higher until she cried out and thrashed against his hand. At the pinnacle of her orgasm, he thrust inside her, taking her to another plane of excitement and complete stimulation. He began to move slowly, allowing her to set the pace. She opened her knees to give him full access to her body, grasping his lean hips to pull him even more deeply inside. He kissed her, plunging his tongue into her mouth, and laved her breasts until she thought she would come from the prompting of his tongue alone.


  They found an easy, long rhythm, taking pleasure in the breadth and width of every stroke, clenching and relaxing, each glide of their bodies more pleasurable than the last. When the tremor of another orgasm rose and swept her away, she cried out his name and contracted around him. He shuddered and thrust deep, wedging their bodies together until the shared vibrations subsided.


  Penny wanted to stay in that rosy, languid place of recovery, when the body is too weak to do anything except feel, for as long as possible. But too soon, sounds from outside her window began to cut through the pleasant sexual haze, and the aroma of Benny's Beignets overrode the scent of their satisfied bodies. Gingerly, B.J. shifted until she was lying next to him. "That was tremendous," he murmured into her ear.


  "Mm-hm," she said, her eyes barely open. "Let's go to my bed."


  He grinned. "I thought you'd never ask."


  "Carry me?"


  He laughed and stood, then pulled her to her feet and threw her over his shoulder. "This isn't what I had in mind," she said, hanging upside down and being jarred with every footfall into the bedroom.


  Still holding her, he leaned over and pulled down the covers. "Penny...do you have a pet snake?"


  She scoffed and smacked him lightly on the behind. "No, but I'll adopt yours for a while."


  But he didn't laugh. "I'm not kidding. Don't move. Where's the light?"


  She froze, her heart thumping wildly. "B-back up."


  "I'm going to have to set you down."


  He backed up, hit the light switch, and swung her to her feet in one movement. But when she tried to stand, she nearly fainted from the head rush. She blinked the bedroom into focus and wished she hadn't.


  The only thing more scary than seeing the man you love face off with a full-grown venomous snake is seeing the man you love naked facing off with a full-grown venomous snake.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-six


  


  Stir with an olive branch...


  


  


  "WELL, THAT WAS A BIG waste of time," B J. said as they left the police station.


  "Allyson doesn't trust either one of us," Penny said. And she had to admit, in the light of day, the allegations that someone had broken into her apartment and left a snake in her bed were pretty outrageous, especially with new locks and no signs of forced entry. Allyson had said in that infuriatingly reasonable voice of hers, since the snake's fangs had been removed, it was more likely that one of the snakes from the peristil had escaped and climbed up a tree to her balcony, then crawled in through a window.


  More reasonable, for instance, than putting stock in Jules's prediction about serpents being underfoot.


  "Then it's a good thing we trust each other," he said with a wink. "What was all that business about where you grew up?"


  "I don't know," she said lightly. "Detective Maynard asked where I grew up and I told him, but he keeps getting it wrong."


  "Kingsville, Tennessee?"


  Penny nodded but dropped her gaze. Did she truly trust B.J.? She hadn't told him everything because it would only muddy the water and implicate her further. And some secrets were just better kept. Last night had been wonderful...until he'd had to kill the snake, of course. She wanted to leave it at that.


  "I'd feel better if you went with me to the city," B.J. said, nodding toward his car.


  Penny glanced up at city hall next to the police station and up to Mona's office window on the third floor. "This is something I need to do."


  "I can wait," he said lightly.


  She looked into his eyes, saw the invitation. Fall for me...we'll have fun...for a while...


  "That's okay. I might not get in to see her for a while. Besides, my employees are going to wonder what's happened to me, and I don't think I should leave town right now, even if it's just overnight."


  He nodded. "Okay. I have a lot of things to run down, and I have to stop by the agency to do some paperwork. I'll see you tomorrow?"


  She smiled. "Sure. Call me if the video is...enlightening."


  "Will do."


  But as he pulled away from the curb, she couldn't help thinking that if something on that tape would incriminate someone else for Deke's murder, she was letting the one piece of evidence that might exonerate her drive away. Then she chided herself—she was projecting her own behavior onto B.J.


  It was safer to believe he couldn't be trusted rather than acknowledge that he just might be worth loving.


  She sighed and walked into the city hall building, then pulled the ring that Deke had given her from her pocket—a gold ring with a black onyx cross. A family heirloom, he had said. It was a lovely piece, but she'd rarely worn rings because of her garden work. She had almost forgotten about it, rediscovering it after the phantom maid had rearranged her apartment, including her jewelry.


  It was only right that Mona have it back. Maybe the woman would see it as a peace offering, would realize they had both loved and lost Deke, and that Penny had had nothing to do with his death.


  She rode up to the third floor and smiled at Mona's clerk, a timid, plain girl of about eighteen. Immediately, the girl looked terrified.


  "I'm Penny Francisco—"


  "I know who you are," the girl said, her eyes wide.


  Great—now she was scaring young girls. "Is the mayor in?"


  The girl shook her head solemnly. "No...she said she'd be in, but no one's seen her."


  Penny glanced down at the ring. Maybe it would be better if she left it for Mona so the woman could ponder the gesture without the pressure of a confrontation. She held up the ring box. "Would it be all right if I left something in her office? It's a family heirloom—I'm sure she'll be happy to have it back."


  The girl looked around nervously, then nodded toward the office door. "Go ahead. But hurry."


  Penny smiled in gratitude, then walked into Mona's spacious office, impressively outfitted with the best furniture. The woman had certainly built her own little world here in Mojo. Penny walked over to the desk and set the ring in the center where Mona would find it, then decided she should write a note. Penny scanned the desk for a piece of paper, but Mona was compulsively neat.


  What was it that B.J. had said—that when people are compulsive, it's to mask something else?


  She slid open a top drawer but didn't find any paper. Then she slid open a bottom drawer and jerked back in shock. The ason, the rattle that the masked voodoo priestess in the square had wielded, was lying there in a velvet-lined box. With her heart thumping against her chest, Penny lifted the rattle to make sure it was the same one. It had the same beadwork, the same little bell on the handle. She gave it a slight shake, a shiver skidding over her arms at the knowledge that the shimmy noise was loose snake vertebrae.


  Fear rose in her chest. Jules had said that only the priests and priestesses were allowed to use the ason. Her hand began to shake. So that meant—


  "What in the hell do you think you're doing?"


  Penny turned and nearly fainted at the sight of Mona standing there, looking as if she'd just as soon kill Penny as look at her. There is a serpent underfoot. Penny wet her lips. "I...brought you something," she said, nodding to the ring box on her desk. "I was looking for a piece of paper to write you a note. I didn't mean to pry. This, um, shaker is lovely." Mona didn't have to know that she was aware of its significance. "Is it Native American?"


  "No," Mona snapped, then walked over to her desk and slammed the drawer closed. "How dare you come here, how dare you come into my office and rifle through my things!" Her voice escalated to the point of shouting.


  "I didn't mean to," Penny said, moving toward the door.


  "Get out before I call the police!"


  Penny ran out of the office, past the trembling little clerk, and left the building, shaken at the new revelation: Mona was a voodoo priestess? Had she been the masked figure who had singled Penny out of the crowd and torn off the chicken's head with her bare hands?


  Could she have created a voodoo doll for her own son and left it at Penny's party? Then orchestrated the murder to frame Penny? But why would a mother kill her own son?


  With her hands shaking, she called B.J.'s cell phone number, but it rolled to voice mail. After a deep breath, she dialed directory assistance for the New Orleans police department and asked for Detective Maynard.


  "Ms. Francisco," he said, "this is a coincidence. Mona Black is on the other line accusing you of breaking into her office and harassing her."


  Penny swallowed hard and told him what had happened and what she had found, wondering if it sounded as bizarre to his ears as it did to hers.


  "So let me get this straight—you're saying that your ex-mother-in-law, the mayor of Mojo, is a voodoo priestess?"


  She hesitated. "Maybe."


  "And you think that she might have killed her own son and framed you for the murder?"


  She wet her lips. "Possibly."


  Maynard gave a little laugh. "Ms. Francisco, now I've heard it all. I thought you didn't believe in voodoo."


  "I d-don't," she said, suddenly feeling as if she were unraveling.


  "Ms. Francisco, I think you should leave this investigation to the police."


  She inhaled for strength. "Did you talk to Liz Brockwell and Wendy Metzger?"


  "Yes, we took statements from them both, including"—paper rattled in the background—"both of the women quoting you as saying on the night of the murder that you had plans for your ex-husband, and that he was going to regret screwing you over."


  She closed her eyes, her mind racing back to their conversation just before Liz and Wendy had left the bar. "I only meant that I was planning to have my attorney sue him for hiding assets." She let out a frustrated cry, wondering if her friends had turned on her under interrogation. "Why doesn't anyone believe me? I didn't kill Deke—there's a murderer out there somewhere! And B.J. found a .38 slug in a tree near where I was running."


  "The slug could have been there for ages," Maynard said calmly.


  "Someone left a snake in my bed last night."


  "Chief Davis informed me of your report."


  "And?"


  He sighed. "Frankly, Ms. Francisco, you could have planted that snake yourself to divert attention from you as a suspect."


  Her mouth watered to mention Jimmy Scaggs, but at this point, she was afraid it would only lead to the fact that she'd pushed Sheena into the street, and where would that leave her? Besides, Jimmy didn't have a motive for killing Deke...not as much as some other people...not as much as she did.


  "Let us do our job, Ms. Francisco. I'm convinced as soon as the forensic results are back, we'll be making an arrest. My guess is that'll be happening about Friday. Do you have any plans for Friday, Ms. Francisco?"


  "N-no."


  "Good. Meanwhile, stay away from Mona Black. You've got enough trouble as it is."


  She disconnected the call with trembling hands and wondered if she had gone a little mad. Maybe the trauma of finding Deke and attending the funeral was just now catching up to her.


  Her phone rang, and it was B.J. She answered and tried to inject a note of normalcy into her voice.


  "What's up?" he asked. "How did it go with your ex-mother-in-law?"


  She told him what had happened at Mona's and the conversation with Maynard.


  "Are you sure of the meaning of this rattle?" he asked, sounding dubious.


  "Jules told me that the ason is used only by priests and priestesses."


  "Maybe in the old days," he said. "Now you can probably buy them online."


  "It would explain some other things," she argued. "Like Deke's aversion to animals, for instance—maybe he saw her behead one too many chickens. And then there's Mona's general weirdness."


  The silence on the line told her that her argument was weak, at best. "Maybe Maynard's right," he said casually. "Maybe you should just lie low for a few days. Go to work, stay out of your mother-in-law's way." He cleared his throat. "Or maybe you should go home and get some rest."


  "Are you forgetting that someone put a snake in my bed?"


  He was quiet again. "Look, I've been thinking. Maybe Chief Davis is right about how the snake got into your bedroom...it could happen."


  Her heart bumped against her chest. "Okay." So he thought she was nuts, too.


  "Try to relax and I'll see you tomorrow, okay?"


  "Sure," she mumbled, then disconnected the call. She felt ridiculously let down that he didn't believe her, although she wasn't sure what she was asking him to believe. She hugged herself and headed toward the store, her rock in the storm. If Maynard made good on his threat, she had only two days of freedom left to get her affairs in order.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-seven


  


  The taste might come back to haunt you...


  


  


  BY THE TIME SHE LEFT the store the following day, Penny was starting to think that B.J. wasn't coming back to Mojo. He hadn't called, nor had he returned her calls. Her mind began to weave wild stories—maybe he was working undercover for the cops, building a case against her. Or maybe he was like Marie's "Kirk," a phantom too-good-to-be-true con man who went from town to town looking for adventure and easy women, then moved on when things became too complicated.


  The latter seemed far more likely.


  She took a circuitous route home and wound her way through the voodoo festivalgoers, ever watchful for a stray news camera. Tomorrow, Friday, would be the last day of the festival—thank God. Not that things would be getting back to normal, not for her anyway.


  Gloria had called her with one bit of good news: The DNA from the blood spatters on her clothing had come back as animal blood—chicken blood, to be exact. As soon as she heard Gloria say the words, Penny remembered having walked by the peristil when an unlucky chicken had been getting its head whacked off. In the darkness, she hadn't realized that she'd been sprayed with the blood. She shuddered, still sure that it had been Mona behind the eerie skeletal mask.


  But, Gloria had added, with Penny's fingerprints on both murder weapons, the link to the voodoo doll, and the fact that she'd found the body...


  "I have the names of some good criminal attorneys," Gloria had said quietly. "You should prepare yourself."


  And Penny was trying to; she did, after all, have some experience with this kind of thing...with prison.


  "Hello."


  Penny looked up to see B.J. standing in front of the door leading up to her apartment. Her heart jerked crazily—just the sight of him made her feel better in the wake of what she faced. At least he had tried to help her...had given her some very good memories.


  "Hello, yourself. Have you been waiting long? I took my time walking home, it's such a nice night."


  "I've been here a while," he said, his voice thick. "Thinking."


  Something had changed, something for the worse. Her chest tightened with apprehension. "Do you want to come up and talk?"


  "I think I should."


  They walked up the stairs and into the apartment, the mood solemn. Penny took off her coat and sat on the couch. "What?"


  B.J. bit into his lip, his eyes intense. "You didn't grow up in Kingsville, Tennessee."


  She looked at her hands and sighed. "No, I didn't. And I didn't grow up in Kingston or in Kingford."


  "And your last name isn't really Francisco."


  "No...it's plain old Frank. Penny Frank. I had it changed when I was sixteen."


  "The year your mother went to prison."


  She nodded again, the pain and shame welling up in her chest. "That's right."


  "Nobody around here knows?"


  "No...not even Deke knew." She gave B.J. a little smile. "I told him and everyone else that my parents were dead, which was half true."


  "Your mother is in prison—"


  "For murdering my father," she finished. "Yep. And my two older brothers are in prison—drugs, armed robbery." A little laugh escaped her. "I'm from rotten stock."


  "Don't say that," he murmured.


  "It's true. See—you already think differently of me. Imagine what will happen when the police and the D.A. and everyone in town finds out." She stood and walked to the window and stared out over the crowd, which seemed more subdued tonight...or maybe it was just her. "This information will be the nail in my coffin for the prosecution."


  He came over to stand next to her. "No one can hold you responsible for the things your family did."


  "I know, but it will make a difference." She shook her head. "I feel as if somehow I've brought this on myself."


  He frowned. "How?"


  "By lying, by trying to block out that part of my life. By denying my mother's very existence." Her chest ached with misery. She choked, and he pulled her into his arms, kissing her so gently that tears squeezed out of her eyes.


  "Make love to me," she whispered. "Tonight I want to forget everything."


  He undressed her slowly, kissing every inch of skin as he exposed it to the air. When she was nude, he kneaded and suckled her breasts until the tips were rigid and singing with pleasure. Then he knelt and kissed her flat stomach down to her thighs until she quivered for more. He thrust his tongue into her folds, flicking at the jewel of her essence until she pleaded with him to end her suffering and make love to her. "I want you inside me," she murmured.


  He flung off his clothes in record time. She tried to memorize the lines and the textures of his lean, muscular body and his rigid sex, shiny with his desire for her. He pulled her to the couch, straddling his lap. She lowered herself onto his shaft slowly, then took him fully in one final motion. Their moans mingled. She adjusted to his fullness, then began to ride him slowly. He put one hand on her hips to guide her, and with the other, he stroked her, kissing and licking her breasts. Her body was one long nerve ending—every breath, every nip, every caress intensified. He seemed to know intuitively where and how she wanted to be touched. She fell against his chest in a powerful climax, clenching her feminine muscles to maximize the pleasure for both of them. His breath rasped out, and he ground her down on him, uttering his own guttural groan of release.


  She sighed against his neck, feeling gratitude...and love. It was false love, she knew—infatuation. But she clung to it like the desperate woman she was.


  As if he sensed her urgency and her fear, he made love to her twice more before dawn, each time more emotionally and physically gratifying for her than the last. She had never enjoyed this kind of physical connection with Deke, nor with any other man. They didn't even have to talk to communicate what they wanted. She thought about his mouth on her breast, and it was already there. It was a magical night, with no voodoo in sight.


  It was only after she stepped out of the shower the next morning that she remembered to ask about the videotape.


  He was already dressed, and he refused to make eye contact. "It's amateur quality. Deke with...two women. Bondage type stuff, soft core. Can't see the women's faces and there's no sound, so it doesn't help us. If we turn it over to the police, we'll have to explain how we got it." He finally lifted his gaze. "But you can decide."


  She nodded, surprised that the information didn't hurt her. Maybe she was numb; maybe she was shutting down, preparing herself, as Gloria had said.


  But then she looked at B.J. and realized that no, she wasn't numb, not by a long shot.


  Penny cleared her throat of emotion. "Gloria told me I'll probably be arrested today."


  His lack of reaction told her that he already knew. Maybe his brother still had contacts at the New Orleans P.D. "I'm sorry," he said, then lifted his gaze to hers. "I thought I'd be able to uncover something that would keep you from having to endure an arrest."


  She feigned nonchalance. "Now I understand how people can be convicted on circumstantial evidence."


  He reached her in two strides, his face stricken. "Don't say that—don't even think it. Gloria will help you find a good attorney. You can offer to take a polygraph test."


  Penny pressed her lips together. "But I wasn't truthful about where I grew up or my family history, and the incident of me pushing Sheena into the street is bound to come out. Plus..." She stopped, her eyes welling up.


  His eyes darkened with concern. "Plus what?"


  "Plus...maybe on some subconscious level, I did want something terrible to happen to Deke." She bit into her lower lip to stop it from trembling.


  He raised his finger to her mouth. "Shh. You wouldn't be normal if you didn't have thoughts of revenge against someone who lied to you, who betrayed you." He wet his lips. "Especially when that person was supposed to be someone you trusted most."


  She swallowed as tears rolled down her cheeks. "My husband."


  He nodded.


  "And my mother."


  He pulled her into his arms and she went, crying softly against the solid warmth of his chest. He held her tight and rubbed her back, kissing her hair. "It'll be okay," he murmured. "You'll get through this. You're a strong woman."


  At his words, she closed her eyes tightly. You'll get through this. You, as in by yourself. She chided herself for wanting him to care enough to stick around—they barely knew each other, and he had other commitments, commitments that were less sticky. She inhaled deeply, savoring the musky maleness of him a few seconds longer, then pulled away with a nod and a sniff.


  "You're right," she said, trying to sound upbeat. "Of course I will. And I appreciate all of your help."


  "My pleasure, Red." He smoothed her hair back from her face. "You know the investigation will go on, even after an arrest is made. The police still have a lot of leads to follow—Sheena, Steve, your friend from Atlanta."


  The police—meaning he was definitely moving on. "Right." She angled a jaunty little smile up at him. "I assume you'll be sending me an invoice for your time when you get back to the city?"


  He dropped his hand, then nodded. "Sure, if that's what you want."


  "I think that would be best," she said, and they both knew she was referring to more than just his billing process.


  "I'll probably be in town through the rest of the day," he said. "Walking around the festival, asking questions."


  She smiled cheerfully. "Great. So maybe I'll see you around."


  He lowered his mouth to hers for a sweet, sexy, sizzling good-bye kiss that resurrected every twinge and tingle from their night of lovemaking. When he lifted his head, he said, "Yeah. Maybe I'll see you around."


  He left, and Penny stood at the window, hugging herself and watching him walk away. Then she went to the kitchen to count out her vitamins.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-eight


  


  Make sure you have a stomach for it...


  


  


  WHEN PENNY ARRIVED AT THE STORE, she felt remarkably calm. In a way, she was looking forward to the arrest, like coming up for air after being underwater so long your lungs hurt. If B.J. had uncovered her past, it would be only a matter of time before the police found out...or maybe they already knew. Maybe Maynard had been able to tell the minute he'd seen her. She always felt as if she wore the shame of her family on her sleeve.


  She wondered how they would take her in—with much fanfare and television coverage, or would they put a brown paper bag over her head? Wouldn't it be ironic if she wound up in the same prison as her mother?


  Guy was morose this morning, burrowing into the stockroom behind paperwork. Marie was artificially cheerful. She had gotten an e-mail message from Kirk, who was supposedly on a medical mission in some third-world country. Penny let her prattle on, since customers were few and far between, many of them already heading out of town on this last day of the festival. Marie was looking out the window, in the direction of the pink house. Penny wondered idly how much longer Mona would allow Sheena to live there. Since their divorce, Deke had undoubtedly willed everything to his mother, and since Sheena and Deke hadn't yet married, the woman would be entitled to nothing except gifts.


  But the Sheena Linders of the world seemed to land on their feet. The Penny Franks, on the other hand, seemed to land on their heads.


  "Hey, doesn't that P.I. guy you're sleeping with drive a green car?" Marie asked.


  Penny frowned. "Who said I was sleeping with him?"


  "Oh, please."


  Penny moved toward the window. "Do you see him?"


  "He just drove up to the Victorian and got out. He's waiting for someone to come to the door."


  Curious, Penny grabbed her mini binoculars and peeked through the blinds, a sense of déjà vu settling over her to see B.J. standing on the porch, waiting for the door to be opened. She frowned. What could he be doing at Sheena's?


  As she watched, the door opened, and Sheena appeared in a sexy, gauzy getup. Penny rolled her eyes—the woman's tailbone was broken and she still couldn't help herself. They appeared to be talking rather seriously, then suddenly B.J. removed something from beneath his coat and handed it to Sheena. If not for the color, Penny might not have recognized the lime green stiletto that she'd dug out from under her hip when she'd ridden in his car.


  Wonder how long that's been there?


  Behind the binoculars her eyes stung—it was Sheena's? He'd been her lover all along?


  Then B.J. handed Sheena another item—a black videotape.


  Penny stepped back from the blinds as if she'd been slapped. Hurt and betrayal washed over her. Had he been working for Sheena all this time? Was there something on the tape that would help Sheena in some way? More disturbing thoughts battered her. B.J. had been at Caskey's the night of the murder—it would have been easy for him to have placed the voodoo doll on the table for Sheena, especially since Penny had made such a fool out of herself falling for his charm.


  Her heart hammered. B.J. could have killed Deke for Sheena...B.J. carried a gun—he could have shot at her while she was running, then gone back and dug out the slug under the guise of warning her. B.J. could have planted the snake in her apartment—he'd certainly killed it handily enough. B.J. knew every little incriminating thing about her. Would he testify against her? And wasn't she the biggest fool ever born to think that he had actually cared about her?


  "Penny?" Marie asked. "Are you okay?"


  "I'll be in my office," she managed to get out. She closed the door and leaned against it, tingling with shame. What about her made her such an easy target for deceitful men? Did she reek of desperation? Did she emit vibes of gullibility? On her desk, her cell phone rang, and Gloria Dalton's number came up.


  Penny steeled herself, then flipped down the mouthpiece. "Hello?"


  "Penny," Gloria said, her voice breaking. "The D.A. just issued a warrant for your arrest."


  Penny closed her eyes as fear filled every cell of her body. "How long do I have?"


  "Maybe thirty minutes. Do you have the list of attorneys I gave you?"


  "Yes, thank you, Gloria, you've been wonderful during all of this."


  "I'm not going anywhere. We'll see this through, okay?"


  "Okay," Penny said, feeling guilty for dragging the woman into the mess, then disconnected the call. She locked her office door and withdrew the little gold key for the secured desk drawer.


  She slid it open and gazed upon bag after bag of malt vinegar and sea salt potato chips. She tore into one bag and placed a mouth-sized chip on her tongue, flinching when the sharp tang of vinegar hit her taste buds. She pressed the chip against the roof of her mouth, breaking it into tiny pieces to release all the pent-up taste. Then she chewed slowly and swallowed, flush with pleasure. She always ate the first bag that way.


  The second bag, she lined up the chips on her desk and ate them by size, stacked in little sandwiches of three or four. The crunch was intense, and the tart rush of flavor made her mouth pucker.


  For the third bag, all bets were off—she crammed in as many as she could get into her mouth. By now, her tongue was raw from the sea salt, but that didn't keep her from licking her fingers to get every last grain out of the corners of the bag.


  Forget black truffles—she'd take these fat-and salt-laden delicacies over any kind of fancy fungus.


  Suddenly Penny froze, her finger in her mouth, as a thought slid into her head so solitarily brilliant that she could almost hear the gonging noise in her brain. The blending of two memories...of Jimmy Scaggs saying that his beloved and valuable truffle-hunting dog Henry was out of commission, and of Deke's crumpled front bumper.


  She could still hear the squeal of tires as Deke had pulled away from the museum Friday morning, driving like a teenager. Henry had escaped from the truck bed once that morning—what if Henry had gotten loose on the road? What if Deke had hit the dog, maybe killed it, and driven on? What if Jimmy had seen it all? Would he have killed Deke over his dog?


  Penny swallowed the last salty bite. Yep.


  A knock sounded on the door. "Penny?" Marie's voice quavered. "Detective Maynard and Chief Davis are here to see you."


  She jumped up and stuffed the crackly, empty potato chip bags in the trash can, then licked her fingers before wiping them on her jeans. She flung open the door to see Allyson, Detective Maynard, and two uniformed New Orleans police officers.


  "Penny Francisco," Detective Maynard began.


  "Wait," she said, holding up her greasy hands stop-sign fashion. "I know who killed Deke."


  Allyson Davis cursed. "So do we—you."


  "No," she said, then looked at Detective Maynard. "Please—hear me out. Just walk across the street with me. If you don't find on the bumper of Deke's car what I think you'll find, then you can arrest me."


  "This is bullshit," Allyson said.


  "Please," Penny said to Detective Maynard. "It'll take only a few minutes. This is my life we're talking about."


  The man wavered.


  "Please?"


  Then he sighed. "Okay, Ms. Francisco, you've got ten minutes for your little field trip."


  "Follow me." She jogged past them, then outside, where she bounded across the street to the pink Victorian. B.J. and Sheena were still on the porch and pivoted their heads as the entourage of Penny, Detective Maynard, Chief Davis, the two officers, Marie, and Guy came onto the property.


  "What's going on here?" Sheena shouted from the porch.


  B.J. squinted at Penny and lifted his hands in question.


  "Tell her to open the garage," Penny said to Detective Maynard.


  He sighed. "Open the garage, Ms. Linder."


  "Why?" Sheena shouted.


  "Just do it," he said in a tired voice.


  B.J. left the porch and joined them in front of the garage. "What's going on?" he whispered.


  "I have a theory," she said, still smarting over his obvious lies about Sheena.


  "What kind of theory?"


  "Just watch."


  Sheena returned with the remote control opener and pushed a button. The double garage door rose slowly, and Penny was thankful that Deke liked to back in when he parked. His crumpled bumper shone beautifully in the sun.


  "Now what?" Maynard asked.


  "Check the bumper," she said. "See if you find any blood or fur."


  "Fur?" Maynard said.


  "Fur," she repeated.


  Maynard crouched down, then craned his neck and squinted. "There's something..." He pulled out a penknife and scraped at it. "It's blood, I think."


  Penny's heartbeat picked up.


  Then he removed a small plastic bag and scraped something into it. "And...looks like fur. Reddish—maybe a dog?"


  She nodded. "Bloodhound."


  "So?" Allyson asked, clearly inconvenienced.


  Maynard was quiet, but his arched eyebrows echoed the chief's question.


  Remorse pulsed through her for the information that she possessed and whom it would hurt. Jimmy Scaggs had offered to give her an alibi for Deke's murder...because he had actually committed the murder. She didn't want to believe that the oddly gentle man could do something so heinous, but it all made horrific sense.


  "Penny," Allyson prompted, "we don't have all day."


  Penny closed her eyes briefly, then sighed. "I think Deke hit Jimmy Scaggs's dog, maybe killed him, sometime Friday, and Jimmy went to Deke's Friday night for retribution."


  "Over a dog?" Maynard asked.


  "It's a very valuable dog," she assured him.


  Maynard looked at Allyson. "Do you know this Scaggs character?"


  "Yeah, but I don't think—"


  "Let's bring him in," Maynard said. "I want to see where this takes us." Then he looked at Penny. "You're coming with us, too...just in case your theory backfires."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-nine


  


  Beware of a missing ingredient...


  


  


  PENNY AND B.J. SAT ALONE in an interview room at the police station while Jimmy Scaggs was being questioned in another part of the station. Gluey silence stretched between them. Penny wasn't even sure why B.J. had come with her.


  "That was good thinking back there," he finally said.


  She lifted her eyebrows. "Thanks."


  "So what is it that this bloodhound hunts that makes him so valuable?"


  "I'm not at liberty to say."


  "You're angry."


  "What?"


  "You want to know why I was talking to Sheena Linder."


  "That's none of my business," she said, studying her nails.


  "It's not what you think."


  "Oh? What else could it be if the woman's shoe is in your car?"


  He blanched.


  "I saw you give it to her."


  "You were spying?"


  "No. I just happened to be looking out the window." With her binoculars. She frowned. "I saw you give her the videotape, too."


  His eyebrows went up, then he pursed his mouth. "And what do you suppose that means?"


  Penny crossed her arms. "That you're working for Sheena."


  "I am?"


  "Yes." She narrowed her eyes. "What else could it be?"


  "I'm not at liberty to say."


  "Good."


  "Good."


  The door opened and Detective Maynard walked in. "You were right, Ms. Francisco. Mr. Black apparently hit the dog and kept going. Jimmy Scaggs just admitted to going to Mr. Black's residence Friday night, arguing, then hitting him over the head with the cane. That's backed up by some partial fingerprints we found on the cane."


  Penny winced. "How's the dog?"


  "Scaggs said he almost died, but he's improved in the last couple of days."


  "What about the garden stake?" B.J. asked.


  "He says he doesn't remember doing it," Maynard said. "But he admits that he probably did. Seems like the man had a pretty low opinion of Mr. Black to begin with, and a pretty fair crush on Ms. Francisco, so the hit-and-run probably just pushed him over the edge." He clapped his hands. "Looks like we got us a solved case."


  She went limp with relief.


  "I'm sorry, Ms. Francisco, for the anguish you've gone through. Please accept our apology on behalf of both police departments. I hope you know that we were only trying to do our jobs."


  She nodded thoughtfully, relieved beyond words to be off the hook for Deke's murder, but grief-stricken by the knowledge that Deke had lost his life because he'd been a bad driver and a jerk, and now Jimmy would likely spend a good chunk of the rest of his life in prison. "I owe Jimmy some money, if he needs to make bail. And if he needs a character witness, please let me know."


  B.J. frowned and scratched his head. "So Scaggs copped to the voodoo doll?"


  "No, but that's probably just a coincidence, whipped out of proportion because of this voodoo festival going on," Maynard said. "One of Ms. Francisco's friends probably brought it, and now is afraid to admit it because of what happened."


  B.J. nodded slowly. "I guess you're right. If Scaggs had a crush on Penny, he wouldn't have been trying to frame her."


  "Right," Maynard said. "Ms. Francisco, you're free to go."


  Penny and B.J. walked outside, and she breathed in the cool air of freedom as deeply as possible, then exhaled noisily. "God, what a week."


  "Yeah," he said. "Seems longer, doesn't it?"


  She nodded and smiled at him, glad it was ending this way, on a friendly note. "Did you ever hear back on the hair you found at the museum?"


  "Not yet."


  She gave a little laugh. "We were really letting our imaginations run away, weren't we?"


  "Yeah."


  "I guess that's what happens when you want something to be true so badly—you make up the middle."


  He met her gaze. "So true."


  "I hope you find those missing women."


  "Me, too," he said, then his eyes turned pensive. "But meanwhile, I'm glad I found you." He leaned forward and gave her a kiss next to her ear. "It was fun."


  "Yeah, it was," she said with a sunny smile, but inside she was heartbroken. She had been too needy last night, too...intimate. Intimacy scared men more than war. Still, she'd known from the beginning that B.J. Beaumont wasn't the settling down kind of guy, so it wasn't as if she was surprised.


  "We could still take in another afternoon of the festival," he said.


  Tempting, but she'd overindulged enough for one day. "I think I've had enough voodoo to last me for a while," she said. "I might restake my garden—with surveyor's paint this time."


  "Sounds productive," he said. "Okay, well, I guess I'll see you around, Red."


  "Sure. The next time you're in Mojo, look me up."


  "I will," he said, then strode away, his step carefree.


  "No, you won't," she murmured, watching him walk away. "But I'll never forget you."


  Her cell phone rang, and Gloria Dalton's number popped up. "Hello, Gloria? Did you hear the good news?"


  "The D.A. called me," Gloria said, her voice sounding strained. "How frightening is it to think the wrong person was almost prosecuted for Deke's murder?"


  "Pretty frightening when it's me," Penny admitted.


  "So, um, the D.A. mentioned he might have a place for me on his staff."


  Penny smiled into the phone. "Criminal law? Are you considering it?"


  "I'm considering it," Gloria said. "It's certainly more exciting than family and divorce law, and I'm looking for a change."


  "Keep me posted?"


  "Absolutely. Oh, and Penny, I kept forgetting to tell you. I ran a background check on that P.I. that Chief Davis was so suspicious of, Baron Jeffrey Beaumont."


  Baron Jeffrey? "Yes?" Penny said, her pulse clicking higher. She could still see him in the distance. Was he a con man? Criminal? Fugitive?


  "He's legit. And he works pro bono."


  Penny frowned. "What? How does he make a living?"


  "He already did that—made a small fortune in technology. He and his brother started an agency and take on missing persons cases. Sounds like a real stand-up guy."


  Penny closed her eyes briefly, her heart aching. "Yeah, sounds like it." She disconnected the call and watched him until he disappeared into the crowd.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirty


  


  Don't kill it all in one sitting...


  


  


  WHEN PENNY RETURNED TO THE STORE, she did restake her garden (with surveyor's fluorescent spray paint) and spent the rest of the afternoon stepping off what plants would go where. Mona and the city council would just have to get used to a cornfield in the city limits—she would break ground next week. She noticed the opening in the fence was still wired shut and wondered if she should talk to Hazel or Troy about having a stone path from her parking lot to the museum. It seemed silly to have such rigid fences between businesses that thrived on the same type of customer.


  She took off her gloves and stretched her back. In the distance, she heard the ceremonial drums in the peristil pounding the slow, monklike rhythm and chant of their closing ceremony. She shivered. Even from here, it sounded like a death march.


  Deke would never be more than a few seconds from her mind, she realized. And she would forever mourn the emotional distance she had maintained in her marriage that blinded her to Deke's dark tendencies. But she would have to accept his untimely death just as she had accepted her father's. The alternative was madness.


  She turned back to the Archambault mansion, and a movement caught her eye...in the cupola, like before. It had to be a bat. But the longer she stared, the more focused the image became. It was too big to be a bat. Perhaps an eagle or a vulture had made a nest? She pulled out her binoculars and tried to find the image among the foliage. There. She focused on the object...and nearly swallowed her tongue—a hand? A hand extending from the cupola, waving a red cloth. Penny looked at her watch. The museum was closed for the day. Had someone accidentally been locked in?


  She lowered the binoculars as another, darker thought came to mind—or was someone being held against their will? She pulled out her cell phone only to find the battery dead. Penny looked back over the distance to the shop, biting her lip in uncertainty. What if she raised an alarm and it turned out to be a cleaning lady?


  She raised the binoculars again, but saw nothing. Was her mind playing tricks on her? She toyed with the idea of returning to call B.J., but he would be back in the city by now, and besides, she would mostly be calling because she missed him.


  No, for time's sake, and the fading light, she'd investigate alone. She decided she couldn't scale the tall fence without risk of impaling herself on one of the spikes on top, so she went back to the original opening in the fence she had discovered under all the foliage. With pruning shears from her garden tool belt, she hacked at the repair wire. She made it through with only a few scratches but realized she might need some of her tools, so she squeezed back through, quickly picked through the more useful implements, then tossed her tool belt over the fence, and squeezed through again. By now she was bleeding, but adrenaline kept her moving forward. Darkness had fallen quickly, and here among the trees, the air was as black as India ink. Her old phobia nagged at her—the boogey man came out after dark, along with other, more tangible evils. If she hadn't traveled this path so many times, she wouldn't have been able to find her way. Finally she burst through the foliage and onto the path that ran alongside the house, where she had run into Deke only a few days ago.


  In her mind, she was plotting the quickest way to the cupola. She had been there once, years ago, before it was boarded up. Hazel had allowed her to go up and look out over the town, but the structure had been crumbling even then. Penny reasoned the lower-level windows would have security alarms, but she remembered a second-story window that she might be able to climb to if only she had a flashlight.


  Then she realized she was wearing the black coat she'd been wearing when she and B.J. had explored the pink Victorian. She shoved her hand in her pocket and was almost giddy to find the penlight B.J. had given her. She strapped on the garden tool belt, and, holding the penlight in her mouth, she did a chin up (thank you, Pilates) to pull herself up to sit on the windowsill, holding her breath while she tried to raise it. It wouldn't budge; with the penlight, she could see that the closure on the inside was secure. But one of the panes was loose, and after a bit of pressure, she was able to slip it out, then reach in and open the window from the inside.


  She was in the animal exhibit room, she realized when she dropped to the floor. The stuffed and resin animals seemed more sinister in the dark, especially when her penlight made their eyes glow with a greenish cast. She took a few seconds to orient herself and calm her breathing, then she took a step toward the hallway. But she knocked over an animal, falling with it. In the process, she managed to trigger some kind of automatic recording of animals screeching and cawing, which blasted into the air. Panicked, she felt for an off button, and finally found an electrical cord, which she yanked from the wall. Suddenly, all was quiet again, except for the sound of her own labored breathing. And...


  She closed her eyes so she could focus on the sound.


  A faint pounding noise way above her, as if someone was...stomping their feet?


  Spurred into action, she found the stairway to the third floor, then made her way up to the attic—she would have to go through it to reach the cupola. The attic door had been padlocked, but after several minutes of sawing, she was able to cut through it with a large pair of garden shears. The door led to a set of dusty stairs and up to an enormous room that was as big as the main part of the house. But the attic, like so much of the old mansion, had fallen into disrepair, and her penlight was becoming dim. She had taken only a couple of steps when the wood beneath her foot gave way and she fell through to her ankle. She cried out, but mostly in surprise. She freed herself, shed the weighty tool belt, shoved a small pair of shears into her coat pocket, and pressed forward, testing boards before putting her weight down.


  When she reached the door that led to the cupola, she was met with another padlock. This one was thicker and would be harder for her to saw through with her small, dulled shears. She pounded on the door three times and put her ear up to it.


  After a few seconds, she heard a distinct thump, thump, thump. She gasped—someone was there. The knowledge made her almost frantic to cut through the padlock. When the small shears were exhausted, she went back to get her tool belt and the larger shears, which made the trip back over the rotted floors more precarious. By the time she had cut through the padlock, her hands were blistered and bleeding. She swung open the door, her heart thudding in anticipation. The door opened into a cool blackness, a stone hallway of sorts that led to the cupola. The scurry of dozens of feet told her that many rats were about. She swallowed hard.


  "My name is Penny," she said into the darkness. "I'm here to help you. Where are you?"


  Muffled noises sounded, and she used the penlight to find her way, almost hysterical now. Suddenly she tripped over something and fell...onto a person. The penlight went flying. She cried out, and the person beneath her struggled, making muted sounds. Penny scrambled on her hands and knees to find the light and encountered at least another person before her hand closed around it. She was practically sobbing with fear by the time she clicked it on.


  It illuminated the hollow-eyed face of a dark-haired woman, bound in chains and gagged. Next to her, a thin woman with white blond hair cowered against the wall. She was gagged and bound by some kind of chained leash, like a dog run. In one hand she gripped the red rag Penny had seen waving.


  "Oh, my God," Penny breathed. "Are you Jodi Reynolds?"


  The woman's eyes widened, and she nodded frantically.


  "People are looking for you," Penny said. "I'm going to get you out of here." She removed the tape and gags from their mouths, and the women began to weep.


  "They've been holding us," Jodi croaked. "Torturing us..."


  "Who did this to you?"


  "We don't know—they wear masks." She broke down sobbing.


  "Shh," Penny said, trembling. "Save your strength."


  They wear masks. She couldn't take the time to think about what these women had been through, or she wouldn't be able to think at all.


  But one look at their chains and she knew she didn't have the tools to get them loose. "I have to go back and get help." Both women begged her not to go, but she had no choice. "I'll be back as soon as I can."


  She ran as if the demons who had tortured the women were behind her. She pounded her way across the attic floor, splintering the wood. She ran down the attic stairs, then down to the third floor and to the second floor, stumbling and catching herself every few steps. Just as she reached the second floor, the penlight went out, plunging her into darkness.


  She cried out in frustration.


  "Need a light?"


  Penny froze with terror because the voice was so close, and so familiar.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirty-one


  


  Let other friends have a taste….


  


  


  A FLASHLIGHT CAME ON, illuminating Chief Allyson Davis's face, painted with dark, severe makeup.


  "Penny, do you know the fine for trespassing?"


  Penny searched for her voice and found it down around her knees. "Allyson...what's going on?"


  Allyson pursed her dark lips. "Didn't you see upstairs? We keep pets." She smiled. "Actually, we only keep the good ones. The bad ones...well, the bad ones are recycled."


  "R-recycled?"


  "Killed, dissected, chopped up, ground up, sold," she said, as if she were talking about pork sausage.


  "S-sold?"


  "Sure—we sell worldwide. The Internet is amazing."


  Penny swallowed, rigid with horror when she realized Allyson was completely insane. "Wh-who is we?"


  "There are a few of us."


  "Hazel?"


  Allyson scoffed. "That deaf old granny? No way. We only keep her around because she can't hear enough to be suspicious. Deke was in our club for a while."


  Penny felt sick. "Deke?"


  Allyson sighed. "He liked the money, but he didn't have the stomach for it."


  "Is...is that why he's dead?"


  Allyson nodded. "Pretty much. And because he couldn't control you."


  Penny's jaw loosened. "Me?"


  "Yeah. We've been operating for years in isolation, and suddenly you move into the house next door, start clearing the property, breaking through the fence, sticking your nose where it doesn't belong."


  Penny's mind raced. That was why Deke had discouraged her from going into business, had been so vehemently opposed to the garden; it put her even closer to danger, and their group even closer to being discovered.


  "We had some good times, Deke and I," Allyson said with a grin, then sobered. "But not while you two were married, Penny—I'm not an adulterer."


  Penny's stomach rolled. Just a sick sadist.


  "I was waiting for the right opportunity to get you both," Allyson said. "Kill Deke, frame you. I thought the voodoo festival would be a good time." She laughed. "I went to Deke's to give him a spanking, and he told me Jimmy Scaggs had barged in, hit him on the head with the cane, and left."


  "So...Jimmy didn't kill Deke."


  "No. He just knocked him out." Then she smiled. "Just an appetizer, really. By the time I got there, Deke was in the mood for some real pain. I used that cane on every part of his naughty little body. He told me all his dirty little secrets, like how he'd cheated you in the property settlement. You'll be glad to know, Penny, I thrashed him for that."


  That explained the bruising Maynard had mentioned. Penny struggled not to faint.


  "Then I whacked him on the head and shoved one of your garden stakes through his chest. Don't you love the symbolism?"


  Bile backed up in Penny's throat, gagging her.


  "Deke told me he had looked for his gun after Jimmy left, that he'd called you because he thought you'd know where it was. I had a feeling that you'd drop by...because you were still in love with Deke."


  Penny shook her head.


  "Sure you were," Allyson said, then laughed. "Love is nothing to be ashamed of, Penny." She licked her lips. "Deke died happy."


  "The v-voodoo doll?"


  "Coincidence." Then Allyson scoffed. "Come on, Penny—you don't really believe in voodoo, do you? We've made a fortune off the black magic freaks, selling them remains that they think will give them some sort of magical powers." She put her hand up to her mouth in a conspiratorial gesture. "Between you and me, they're just plain old cannibals. Sickos, if you ask me."


  Apparently, it took one to know one.


  Penny moistened her dry lips. "Why...why are you telling me this?"


  Allyson looked confused. "Well, so you'll know what to expect, of course."


  Ice cold terror set up in Penny's veins.


  "Surely, you don't think I'm just going to let you go? This is actually a fortunate turn of events. Now you’re simply going to disappear. There will be a note, some missing clothes, a suitcase gone from your closet." Allyson angled her head. "Well, it's not as if you have anyone to come looking for you, do you?"


  Tears welled in Penny's eyes. On that account, the madwoman was correct.


  Allyson raised a gun and pointed it at Penny's heart. "Let's go."


  "Wh-where?"


  "To the basement—that's where all the fun stuff is."


  A bullet through the heart versus years of torture? Penny would have taken the former but for the fact that she was the only hope for the two women manacled upstairs. She made her feet move, keeping her eyes open for a way to escape. "Were you the person who shot at me?"


  "Yes. Skinny bitch—you weren't a big enough target to hit."


  When they reached the basement, Penny could almost feel Allyson's energy level rise. The woman turned on the lights, revealing her dominatrix garb of robe, corset, and boots.


  "Take off your clothes."


  "What?" Penny asked, horrified.


  "Take. Off. Your. Clothes."


  Trembling noticeably, Penny removed her clothing down to her panties and bra. Her mind reeled. She saw spots behind her eyes—what would the woman do to her if she fainted?


  "That'll do," Allyson said, then gestured at the devices in the room. "What's your pleasure?"


  A lump formed in Penny's throat, but she refused to cry—it would only play into the woman's sick fantasies. "You pick."


  "Ooh, you're a pleaser," Allyson said. "I like that. Hm, how about the chair of nails? It's good for beginners."


  Penny almost buckled, and out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a shadow on the stairwell. At first she was afraid it was more of Allyson's cronies, but then she realized that those people had no reason to be quiet. Hope billowed in her chest. She almost cried out.


  "Why don't you turn on the sound track?" Penny asked. "It's too quiet."


  Allyson smiled. "I know what you mean—there's nothing like the sound of people screaming to put me in the right mood." She walked to a panel and flipped a button, turning up the volume until the sounds of screeching and agony vibrated down to Penny's bones.


  But it worked to mask the person's approach. Because on the stairs behind Allyson appeared a familiar set of boots, then faded jeans, then holey T-shirt and leather jacket, then B.J.'s face. He held his gun at the ready.


  Penny used her peripheral vision because she didn't want to alert Allyson to his presence, but it was hard to hold back the tears of relief...and fear. Allyson would think nothing of shooting B.J. And Penny was sure his was one death she would not be able to withstand.


  "Come here," Allyson said, nodding to the chair.


  Penny surveyed the sharp tips of the six-inch nails set into the seat of the chair at quarter-inch intervals, and swallowed. "Do you think you can put the gun down to help me into the chair?"


  Allyson smiled. "Only if you promise to behave."


  "Where would I go?"


  "True." Allyson set down the gun, then beckoned her forward.


  Penny moved slowly to give B.J. time to advance.


  "It's important you get into the chair very gently," Allyson said, then smiled. "We don't want a lot of blood the first time."


  B.J. put his gun to the back of Allyson's head and shouted over the sound track, "Freeze or I'll blow your head off!"


  Allyson went rigid with surprise, her painted mouth rounded. She made a movement toward her gun, but he kicked it across the room.


  "Give me a reason to pull this trigger," he said through gritted teeth.


  Allyson cursed violently under her breath and put up her hands. "I prefer the giving end of pain over the receiving end." She rolled her eyes at Penny. "I knew this guy was going to be trouble the minute I saw him."


  Quaking with relief, Penny ran to turn off the sound track. By the time she returned, B.J. had handcuffed Allyson and bound her ankles with a cable tie, all of which she seemed to enjoy. He turned to Penny, and she fell into him, sobbing.


  "Are you okay?" he asked fiercely, covering her with his coat. "God, I was terrified of what I would find."


  "How did you know?"


  "The DNA results came back—the hair belonged to Jodi Reynolds."


  "She's being held upstairs, with another woman."


  He nodded. "I brought a team of people with me. They're swarming the building and grounds."


  "They've done horrible things," Penny said, choking.


  "I know," he said. "Some of the crushed bones mixture they're selling is human bones."


  "Premium product at a premium price," Allyson said.


  B.J. pointed his gun at her. "If you say another word, I will shoot you, do you understand?"


  Allyson nodded meekly.


  He looked back to Penny and his jaw hardened. "Did she kidnap you?"


  "No. One of the women being held managed to get to the cupola and wave a rag. I saw it from my garden and...came to investigate."


  He frowned. "Why didn't you call someone?"


  She smirked, her energy returning. "A lot of good it would have done to call the police."


  He leaned his head closer. "Why didn't you call me?"


  A hot flush made its way up her neck. Because it was the first thing she'd thought of, and the instinctual response had spooked her. "I..."


  "It's okay," he said gently. "You don't have to explain. What matters is that you're okay. When we found the opening in the gate, and the tools you'd left behind...I thought the worst."


  "I was terrified," she admitted, still reeling over what could have happened and no one would have been the wiser. "Thank you, B.J., for coming when you did."


  He bit into his lip, then winked. "Get dressed, babe. This nightmare is over."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirty-two


  


  If the recipe is a success, pass it on...


  


  


  MARIE AND PENNY SAT at the juice counter and watched as the voodoo festival banner that had been stretched across Charm Street was taken down.


  "This town will never be the same," Marie said, sipping from her juice glass.


  "So true," Penny said. And neither would she.


  "Do you think they'll have the festival next year?"


  "I don't know." The fact that Allyson and her little club had been using the festival as a way to attract victims and to fence their gruesome contraband wasn't exactly Chamber of Commerce ad copy. “The town has a lot of healing to do."


  "And how amazing that Jodi Reynolds is Sheena's sister."


  Penny made a rueful noise. "Apparently, Sheena changed her name when she was a teenager and moved away from her family. Jodi came to Mojo looking for her, but was kidnapped before she found Sheena."


  Marie shook her head. "I just can't believe all these gruesome things happened in a town like Mojo."


  It was national news. The little town famous for its Instruments of Death and Voodoo Museum was now infamous for the things that had gone on within the museum's walls. The governor was sending a task force to have the entire house analyzed for DNA that might be linked to open missing persons cases.


  "And Sheena Linder is really Ruth Reynolds. Wow, I would never change my name—would you?"


  A little smile curved Penny's mouth. "I certainly understand why some people do it."


  Jodi was the reason B.J. had stopped at Sheena's house the first day Penny had seen him. He'd asked Sheena if she was Ruth Reynolds, and she'd slammed the door in his face. The next time, he'd gone back with personal items of Jodi's her grandmother had given him—a pair of shoes Sheena had sent to her sister and a videotape of Jodi's graduation, to try to soften Sheena and convince her Jodi might have been in the vicinity of Mojo when she'd disappeared.


  Sheena had been afraid Deke would discover what she considered to be her low-class history and later, had shunned the cameras so no one from her past would recognize her. But the sisters were together now, and from what Penny had heard, Sheena was a changed woman. Indeed, she had changed her mind about suing Penny for the broken tailbone when she'd learned Penny was the person who had rescued her sister from the Torture Tower, as it was being called. And more surprisingly, Sheena had handed over all the documentation on the assets that Deke had hidden during the property settlement.


  Penny squinted. As it turned out, she and Sheena had more in common that she ever would’ve guessed. Maybe the possibility existed she and the woman would become friends. Then she tucked her tongue into her cheek.


  Nah.


  The only glitch in the case was Allyson Davis hadn’t given up other members of the "club," so for now, she and Dr. Troy Archambault were the only people charged, and Troy had abjectly denied knowledge of the cadaver enterprise that was being run out of his family's former home. Jodi Reynolds and the other woman, Giselle Taylor, related unspeakable acts on up to a dozen people they had been held with and who had subsequently "disappeared." Penny wondered if Mona was somehow involved, but she would leave the rest of the detective work to the police. Still, it was odd that Mona had withdrawn her opposition to Penny's garden.


  Jimmy Scaggs had been freed, and the last Penny heard, Henry would be well enough by next year to hunt the bumper crop of black truffles Jimmy was expecting. Diane Davidson had taken care of Henry while Jimmy had been incarcerated, and the couple had been seen around town together. Admittedly, they seemed like a good fit.


  Although what did Penny know about relationships?


  "So, who made the Deke voodoo doll?" Marie asked, breaking into her thoughts.


  "We may never know." Although Penny had someone in mind.


  Guy walked through the showroom wearing a John Deere ball cap and a camouflage shirt, a la Jimmy Scaggs. But the look was somehow compromised by the pink iPod clipped to his military belt.


  "Some mysteries will never be solved," Marie muttered.


  Penny smiled. "Did you hear that Gloria Dalton is moving to Mojo?"


  "Your divorce attorney?"


  "She's decided to turn down the D.A.'s job offer and take over Deke's practice."


  "Think she can make it in a small town?"


  "We'll see."


  "Guess we'll be getting a new chief of police."


  "Looks like it," Penny said, shuddering. Allyson Davis's depravity was almost inconceivable.


  "Are you going to sell your story?" Marie asked. "You are the bravest person I know, boss."


  Penny scoffed. "Save your admiration for the cops and investigators who search for missing persons. I just happened to be in the right garden at the right time."


  "Speaking of investigators," Marie said in a singsong voice, "have you seen B.J.?"


  Penny's heart gave a little tug every time she heard his name. "Not since the day of the bust at the museum." It had been traumatic for both of them. Emotions had been running high...too high for any rational conversation. "I've talked to him on the phone a couple of times. He's very busy with all the sudden attention his agency is getting."


  "He looks like that and he's filthy rich," Marie said dreamily. "He's too good to be true."


  "Kind of like Kirk?" Penny asked, taking a sip from her glass.


  Marie suddenly seemed fascinated by her cuticles. "Kind of."


  The door chime sounded and Jules walked in, seemingly light on her feet this morning, swinging her walking stick.


  "Good morning, Jules," they said in unison.


  "Bonjour, ladies," Jules sang, her voice strong. "I came for my morning elixir."


  "Coming right up," Marie said.


  "How are you doing this morning?" Penny asked.


  "Right as rain," the old woman said. "How about you?"


  Penny thought about it, then nodded. "I'm good, actually."


  Jules pointed her finger. "Take care of your unfinished business and you'll feel better."


  Marie looked at Penny and lifted her eyebrows.


  Penny leaned into the counter. "Jules, you wouldn't happen to know anything about a voodoo doll made in the likeness of my ex-husband, would you?"


  Jules pursed her wrinkled mouth and shook her head. "Not me."


  "Or a little red toy car?"


  "Nope."


  "Someone breaking into my apartment to clean?"


  "Nope."


  "A snake in my bed?"


  "Nope." The old woman shook a gnarled finger. "But I warned you about a serpent being underfoot."


  Penny frowned. "What about Deke's coffin falling?"


  "Nope."


  "Hm," Penny said, studying the woman intently. "I guess it was all just coincidence."


  "Nothing is coincidence," Jules said. "Things happen because you want them to happen—"


  "Or because they need to happen," Penny finished.


  "Right," Jules said with an emphatic nod.


  Penny narrowed her eyes. Need to happen...like when she hadn't taken the hint of letting the crumpled toy car lead her to Deke's car, the coffin had been compromised as a second hint? Like if Allyson hadn't used a garden stake to frame Penny, she might not have been restaking her garden at just the right moment to see the distress signal from the cupola?


  "Jules, you are a wise woman," Penny murmured in wonder. “Excuse me."


  She retreated to her office where she paced, practicing deep breathing techniques as her mind churned. Finally, she picked up her cell phone and punched in a number. While the rings sounded, she wiped her clammy hands on her jeans.


  "Cumberland Federal Women's Facility."


  "Hello," Penny said. "I...I'd like to arrange a phone call with an inmate, please. Anita Frank."


  "I'll need the inmate number and date of birth."


  Penny recited the information she knew by heart.


  "And what is your name?"


  She closed her eyes briefly. "Just tell her it's Penny."


  "And for when would you would like to arrange the call?"


  "As soon as possible, please."


  She was given instructions on when to call back for a response. When she hung up, she felt as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders. If her mother didn't want to communicate, that would be her decision, but at least Penny could rest in the knowledge that she'd made an effort to forge some kind of relationship.


  She picked up a burlap bag from her desk, then walked out into the showroom. "If anyone needs me, I'll be in the garden."


  She walked outside, thinking how quickly the weather changed this time of year. Cool and dry, it was great for late fall planting. She surveyed the expanse of the newly tilled black soil and sighed with pleasure. This time next year her garden should be yielding produce every single day. She expected to hire more people, attract new commercial business, and become a mainstay of the community.


  She bit her lip as she stared at the roof of the Archambault mansion. She only hoped the town would be able to compensate for the tourist dollars it would lose while the museum was shut down—especially if it never reopened. And until the full extent of the torture and cadaver ring was revealed, everyone in Mojo would look at their friends and neighbors a little differently.


  Penny inhaled deeply and expelled a cleansing exhale. No matter what the future brought, she was going to embrace it. There was nothing like a brush with death to make one appreciate living. She picked a nice fresh spot of dirt near the end of the plot and crouched down, running her fingers through the fertile soil.


  The Charm Kit to Bury the Past she’d received for her divorce party instructed her to place items representing situations she wanted to be reconciled in her life in a burlap bag with the aromatic packet of herbs provided. She had selected a picture of her and her brothers when they were young, her father's pipe, a single earring her mother had given her when she was little to play dress up, the letter Wendy had written apologizing for her long-ago affair with Deke, and the pewter lovebirds ornament Deke had given her. Satisfied with her assembly, she dug a hole as deep as she could with her hands and buried the bag under handfuls of black soil, repeating positive mantras like, "The past is gone, the only thing I can change is the future."


  Maybe voodoo and magic were just a figment of one's imagination, but if the belief brought peace, what was the harm? Afterward, she stood, content with where she was headed with her life, resolute to mend broken relationships where possible, and hopeful for a future relationship with a loving man.


  "Hello."


  Penny turned to see B.J. walking toward her on the perimeter of the garden, as tall and handome as ever. Her heart, frivolous thing, starting beating wildly. "Hello," she managed in a relatively calm voice.


  "Looks nice," he said, nodding toward the cleared land that went up to the fence around the Archambault mansion.


  "Thanks, I'm really happy with it."


  He smiled. "Good. I like to see you happy." His mouth turned down suddenly. "I can't stop thinking about what might have happened if I hadn't gotten there when I did."


  She turned to face him. "But you did get there, and I'm fine."


  His eyes softened. "I would have looked for you."


  She frowned. "Hm?"


  "I was listening to the conversation between you and Allyson before you walked down to the basement. I wasn't in position to get to you, but I heard what she said about you not having anyone who would look for you if you disappeared. That’s not true—I would've looked for you. And I wouldn't have stopped looking until I found you."


  Tears welled in her eyes—he couldn't possibly know what those words meant to her. She didn't know what to say, didn't want him to think she thought it meant he was in love with her. "Thank you."


  He cleared his throat and looked out over the garden again, this time gesturing. "This isn't going to work."


  Proud of her garden, she bristled. "Why not?"


  "Because I was just asked to lead the task force the governor is sending to the museum to try to solve open missing persons cases."


  She gasped, uncaring if her feelings for him were too obvious. "You'll be working in Mojo?"


  "And living." He grinned sheepishly. "I realize I have to be near you."


  Her heart took flight, but she reeled it back in. "What does that have to do with my garden?"


  "I don't plan to walk all the way around every time I want to see you," he said, pointing toward the fence. "So I was thinking if we put in a gate right about there, it would make life easier." Then he shrugged. "If you want."


  She leaped into his arms and kissed him with all the pent-up energy of missing him, wanting him, and needing him. When they pulled back, they were both flushed, and she was anticipating being in his arms tonight.


  "I love you, Penny." His voice was full of awe, as if he himself were surprised. "I think you worked some voodoo on me."


  She freed the restraints on her heart, allowing it to balloon in her chest. "I love you, too, Baron Jeffrey." At his surprised expression, she laughed. "You're not the only one who can investigate."


  His eyes danced with mischief. "I guess we have time now to get to know each other."


  She pressed her face into his shirt, so happy she was afraid to move. What happened next?


  "Say," he said, pulling back, "did you know if you crumble up bacon into tofu, it's not half bad?"


  She made a face. "That kind of defeats the purpose."


  "Hey, I'm trying to learn to compromise. But that means you have to eat a bag of potato chips once in a while."


  She thought of the replenished stash in her desk drawer and nodded. "I can do that."


  They walked over the garden holding hands. And Penny...she was showing a lot of gum.


  


  The End
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  Chapter One


  


  


  ROXANN BEADLEMAN’S scalp roasted, and she realized with a start that she was still wearing the red wig. Puffing out her cheeks at her carelessness, she yanked off the remainder of her disguise as she wedged her van Goldie into a parking space at Rigby's Diner, home of the Big Daddy Crab Plate. Rigby would fire her for sure. Waiting tables had never been her favorite gig, but the job had great benefits (Rigby's brother-in-law sold health insurance), and the schedule was flexible enough to accommodate her obligations to the Rescue program. Until this morning.


  She jumped out and bent at the waist to give her real hair—short and dark and plastered to her head—a lick and a promise with a vented brush. Biloxi, Mississippi, was celebrated for its sweltering heat, but she'd sort of expected a break by the twelfth day into the month of October. She slammed Goldie's door twice before it caught, then sprinted to the employee entrance of the diner.


  Shuttling the Lindberg family to the bus station had taken longer than she'd expected, mostly because the twin five-year-old boys had stripped down to their skivvies and tossed their clothes out the van windows. Twice. According to her travel watch (two faces to accommodate dual time zones), she was exactly one hour late.


  "You're an hour late,” Helen, the head waitress, confirmed when Roxann slid into the kitchen.


  "Car trouble." Not the first lie she'd told for a good cause.


  Helen clucked and balanced a third plate on her arm. "Imagine that, a twenty-five-year-old van giving you trouble." Helen was sixty, with the wit and legs of a coed.


  "Is Rigby angry?"


  "Yeah, but I covered for you. Still, you'd better get shakin'. I need a couple of étoufée platters." Helen disappeared, then stuck her head back in, winking a mascara-laden eye. "And I almost forgot—there's a Steve McQueen type at table nine waiting to see you. Been here goin' on a half hour."


  Anxiety twinged low in her stomach. She peeked around the divider between the blistering kitchen and the crowded dining room, but her view was obstructed by the weekly gathering of the Morning Glory Ladies, sporting straw gardening hats and lingering in the aisle to say their farewells. Roxann ducked back to dish up the étoufée for Helen, her stomach growling at the tangy aroma of shellfish and cracked pepper.


  She didn't have a clue who the man might be. That one call Melissa Cape had made to Roxann's cell phone still had the potential of landing them both in the bayou if the woman's private investigator ex-husband made the connection. But in truth, any of the men in Roxann's life would have elicited the same gut-clutching response as Frank Cape.


  Her father? The sole reason Walt Beadleman left his La-Z-Boy in the tiny living room of the tiny house in Baton Rouge was to cast for channel cats in the Mississippi River. He'd never think of floating on down to Biloxi to see his only child who was such a monumental disappointment, unless someone in the family had dropped dead.


  Her most recent lover? The last time she'd seen Richard Funderburk, he was spitting mad that she'd dare to confront him about his drinking. Then he'd simply disappeared—to a twelve-step program she'd hoped. Wasn't there a step about seeking forgiveness from those you'd wronged? He still owed her fifty bucks, the mooch. And at least as many orgasms.


  Her neighbor? Mr. Nealy had been hovering ever since her roommate and Rescue coworker Elise had wigged out, forcing Roxanne to ask Elise to move out. Roxann cringed when she imagined what the old man had picked up with his hearing aid pressed against the kitchen wall. Any doubts that he'd overheard Elise's stunning proclamation of passion had been erased when Mr. Nealy had "run into" Roxann at the trash Dumpster and proceeded to spin an unlikely tale whose moral seemed to be that just because a woman was a tomboy, it didn't mean that all her neighbors thought she was "you know."


  Of course, none of those men resembled Steve McQueen even if she'd swallowed the worm at the bottom of a bottle of Mezcal.


  At last the chatty garden ladies dismantled, giving her an unobstructed view of the dark-haired stranger sitting alone at table nine. Relief pulled at her shoulders—according to Melissa Cape's description, her ex was a slim blond. This fellow was fortyish and brawny, with a jutting profile. His blocked jaw was clean-shaven, and his hair well shy of his collar. His khaki shirt was J. Crew sturdy and dry-cleaner-starched. An unlit cigarette dangled between his lips as he moved the saltshaker and aluminum napkin dispenser, probably looking for an ashtray. Finding none, he frowned and settled back against one of the hard wooden bench seats Rigby's teenage son's shop class had made over the summer, and opened a worn paperback. An obscure thriller that she'd already read—quite good.


  Helen reappeared at her shoulder. "New boyfriend?"


  "No."


  "Old boyfriend?"


  "No." And not at all her type—although granted, she could barely remember her type.


  "So where do you know him from?"


  Her memory for names wasn't keen, but she was certain she'd never seen this man's pensive face. And the agency always let her know when to expect a client—not that this guy looked as if he needed help from anyone. In fact, he looked about as approachable as a Doberman. He might be a reporter who'd tracked her down from that Clarion-Ledger expose of the Rescue program—one failed relocation in the hundreds she'd facilitated over the years, and she'd made the front page. Or rather, the description of her disguise had. She squinted. Frankly, though, the man didn't look like a reporter.


  Then one side of her mouth slid back in a wry frown. Of course—he was a cop, chock-full of questions for her about something or someone having to do with the Rescue program. Nervy, considering the organization would gladly dismantle if the police would do their jobs.


  "Roxy?" Helen probed.


  "I've never seen him before."


  "Want me to tell him you won't be in today?"


  "No—he'll just come back. I'll see what he wants."


  "Holler if you need backup." The older woman spoke casually as she rang up a sale, but Roxann knew Helen had noticed the handful of nervous women who had shown up with shaky kids in tow, asking to be seated in Roxann's section.


  "You running some kind of charity?" Helen had ventured once.


  "I don't know what you mean," she'd said, and Helen hadn't pressed.


  Roxann slipped around the divider, instantly bombarded by the low roar of diners talking with their mouths full. Forks clinked against stoneware plates, and glasses scraped against wooden tabletops. Zydeco music jostled out of mounted speakers in far corners.


  When she saw the man at closer range, she was tempted to keep walking—she didn't need the hassle of a cop on her back. Still, she'd danced around a herd of lawmen over the years. And in her experience, they weren't nearly as bright as they looked, although at least this one didn't move his lips while he read.


  "Good afternoon," she offered. "What can I get for you?"


  Still chewing on the unlit cigarette, the man scanned her slowly from her dubious hairstyle to her red polyester blouse and skirt to her bare legs and sensible black lace-up shoes. At his slight grimace, she bit back the retort that she had better-looking shoes at home, because she wasn't sure she did. His hair was dark auburn, as thick as a pelt, and touched with silver above his ears. His skin was tawny, his eyes brown, his lashes pale—unusual coloring for a redhead. Striking, but a scowl short of good-looking.


  He yanked out the cigarette. "You Roxann Beadleman?"


  No Saint Christopher's medal. No academy ring. No badge. Still, she'd bet a week's pay that he was a uniform. "Yes. And you are?"


  "In need of an ashtray." He spoke with enough of an accent to betray him as a home-grown Biloxi boy. He wore faded Levi's and black Tony Lama boots. The only question that remained was whether his king-cab pickup truck was a Ford or a Chevy.


  "You can’t smoke in here, sir."


  "Hell. Trying to quit anyway. How about coffee?"


  "Just coffee?"


  "Black, hi-test. And make it quick."


  Roxann bit her tongue at his tone and walked to the coffee station. She certainly wasn't in danger of the man charming information out of her.


  Rigby rounded the corner, his big face purple. "Where the heck have you been?"


  She pulled an apologetic face. "Car trouble. Sorry, it won't happen again."


  He wagged a finger. "I got girls lined up wanting to work here, Roxy. I don't have to put up with you coming in late." He looked down. "How come you're not wearing black panty hose?"


  "Rigby, it's two hundred degrees."


  His head periscoped. "The hose are part of the uniform—customers don't like bare-legged women serving them vittles!"


  She didn't dare laugh. "It won't happen again."


  "I'm warning you, the very next time—"


  "I'd better get back to my customer," she cut in, holding up the coffeepot.


  He frowned, then snapped his fat fingers in succession. "Well, don't just stand there—can't you see we're swamped?"


  The things a woman put up with for major medical. She returned to her mysterious customer and filled the white mug in front of him. "One black coffee."


  He drank deeply and swallowed hard. "Not bad."


  "Will there be anything else?"


  He set down the cup. "I need to ask you some questions, Ms. Beadleman."


  She glanced around at hungry customers who shot daggers her way. "Unless it's about the menu, sir, I'm a little busy at the moment."


  "What time do you get off?"


  She frowned. "I'm not interested."


  His frown mirrored hers. "I'm not hitting on you."


  "Then who are you and what do you want?"


  "Detective Capistrano, Biloxi PD." He gave her a sardonic smile. "I'd show you my badge, but I'd hate for the people you work with to think you're in some kind of trouble."


  Despite the spike of her pulse, she manufactured a plausible laugh. "Am I in some kind of trouble?"


  "Could be. I'm looking for Melissa Cape."


  Two weeks had passed since she'd escorted Melissa and her daughter to the airport—all along she'd had a bad vibe about the case, but she'd finally started to relax.


  "Roxy!" Rigby jerked his thumb toward a six-topper waiting to be served.


  She looked back to the detective and shook her head. "Sorry, the name doesn't ring a bell. And I really have to get back to work."


  His hand snaked out and encircled her wrist loosely before she could react—a fact that distressed her much more than his gesture of intimidation. "Not before you explain why the last call Melissa Cape made before she disappeared was to your cell phone."


  Roxann wet her lips. "I get lots of wrong numbers on my cell phone. Now, Detective, unless you want your hand amputated, I suggest you let go."


  His casual smile belied the pressure of his wide fingers. "Not until I get a straight answer."


  Having worked most of her life with bullied women, she conceded that she was a tad more sensitive to being manhandled than the female population at large...but it was one of her character flaws that she could live with. Roxann returned his smile and dumped the "not bad" contents of the coffeepot in his lap.


  He did indeed let go, punctuated by a howl that silenced the entire diner. Roxann called upon one semester of high school drama to feign innocence. "Oh, I'm so sorry."


  Rigby trotted over and gawked at the man's wet pants. "You're fired, young lady!"


  "But he grabbed me." She looked at Capistrano. "Tell him."


  But the detective was frozen in a half-standing, half-hunkering position, his face a mask of agony.


  "Get out!" Rigby yelled at her. "And don't even think about filing a dental claim."


  Roxann glanced at a tearful Helen, then turned on the heels of her sensible shoes and walked out, fighting a rare attack of tears herself. Over the years, she'd worked almost every kind of job imaginable to accommodate her commitment to the Rescue program—tutoring college math, selling mortgages over the phone, delivering flowers, modeling for art students—but she'd never been fired. Graduated top of her class at Notre Dame, and she'd just been sacked by a fat guy with one name.


  A too-clean, too-new black Ford Dooley pickup in the parking lot caught her eye, and she smirked—Detective Capistrano's ride, no doubt. She indulged in a half second of victory before surrendering to the spiraling sensation in her gut as her situation sank in. No income, no insurance, no prospects.


  Bad memories plucked at her—estrangement from her father, the nasty breakup with Richard months ago, the bizarre encounter with her roommate Elise. The only good thing she had in her life right now was her work with the Rescue program, but lately...


  She climbed behind Goldie's steering wheel, her mind spinning in a hundred directions. Turning the key, she cajoled the van to life with a series of thumps on various surfaces that had nothing whatsoever to do with combustion, but usually worked. Sure enough, the engine sputtered to life and, as a bonus, she received a face full of singed air from the vents. Goldie had been retrofitted with air-conditioning circa 1995, but the blower had pooped out one week after the two-year warranty expired, and Roxann hadn't gotten around to having a new one installed.


  "I'm getting too old for this," she murmured, hating the unease that stirred in her empty stomach. Thirty-two and still trying to fix the world one broken family at a time. Ironic, considering she hadn't seen a member of her own family in...hmm. A long while. In fact, some might look at her involvement with the Rescue relocation program and label her a fake. Or worse, a fake fighting an unwinnable battle.


  Some things just can't be fixed, Roxann, no matter how much glue you put on 'em.


  At the age of eight, holding the teacup her mother had given her, now broken into a dozen pieces, she'd tearfully fended off her father's cynicism with an entire jar of Elmer's paste and a roll of Scotch tape. But lately she'd begun to wonder if she were fooling herself. After all, she hadn't been able to drink out of that cup again.


  A lifetime ago—sixth grade, to be precise—a school counselor had asked what she wanted to be when she grew up. "A judge," Roxann had answered without hesitation. Wearing a black robe and wielding a wooden mallet to protect the good people from the bad people had seemed like the most perfect job imaginable. But somewhere between puberty and maturity, she'd decided to bypass the flawed legal system and put her summa cum laude political-science degree to no good use whatsoever by driving around the deep South, whisking fleeing women and their children to their next checkpoint.


  No black robe, no red cape, no laser-firing gold-plated bracelets. Just a woman, a van, and a suitcase full of wigs. This is your life, Roxann Beadleman! Applause, applause. Not exactly what she'd had in mind in middle school.


  So what am I doing here?


  Everything in her body quieted, like the stillness after an echo, but no response materialized. She angled the rearview mirror and studied herself—wide-eyed, pale, and still sporting rebel hair. The last time she'd worn her hair long was 1980, b.d. (before divorce). Before her father's lawyer had wrangled her away from her mother. The day of the custody judgment, she'd cut a lock of her long hair to give to her mother, and the gap in the dark mane her father adored struck her as so wickedly satisfying, she'd simply kept whacking. Her parents had been appropriately horrified, and she'd kept her hair short ever since. As if she had something to prove—then and now.


  Roxann bit down hard on the inside of her cheek, attributing her bout of self-doubt to the heat and to the newspaper article and to being fired. What she needed was time to think. She pointed Goldie in the direction of the Y. Maybe a cathartic run on the track would help her work through the mess that had become her life while she was otherwise occupied.


  In college, her plans had seemed so simple and so right. Devote her time to a worthwhile cause, make enough money to get by, share her life with a righteous man...then again, in college, there had been Carl.


  Dr. Carl Seger, professor of theology. She hadn't seen him since graduation, but over the years his face had had a way of floating into her mind when she needed to remember that goodness did exist. He was uppermost in her mind because he'd left a message on her machine a few weeks ago—a shock. Her foolish heart had fluttered, then zoomed back to earth when he explained in a businesslike voice that he was calling because her name had come up during an alumni board discussion about this year's recipient of the Distinguished Alumni Award. But they didn't want to draw undue attention to her if it would somehow compromise the program or her anonymity. Then his voice had changed—he had his own selfish reasons for wanting her to come back to the Notre Dame campus to accept the award during Homecoming week. He...missed her.


  She'd left the message on her recorder for days and replayed it, oh, about two dozen times. But in the end, she hadn't returned the call—as much as she yearned to see him again, she couldn't very well do it under the guise of accepting an award that she didn't deserve, even if she was only one of two people who knew why.


  Dr. Carl...a renaissance man. Handsome. Wise. Noble. And in the end, his nobility meant they couldn't be together. Deep down she knew she'd always measured the men in her life and, to some extent, her own behavior, up to Carl, the moral compass. And suddenly, sadly, she remembered—Carl was her "type."


  She offered polite nods to familiar faces as she walked through the gym, but stopped short of engaging in conversation. With her mobile lifestyle, she usually didn't go out of her way to form friendships—girlfriends were complicated, and goodbyes were messy. A blast of laughter from a corner of the bustling locker room caught her attention—smiling women with normal lives, normal loves. How enviable.


  She'd sacrificed so many everyday trappings that other people took for granted, although she'd never missed those mundane attachments. Until lately. Swathed in a fog of rising panic, Roxann changed into running gear. Where had the last ten years gone, and what did she have to show for them? A twenty-page resume, a gas-guzzling van, and a few dozen acquaintances scattered to the ends of the map.


  She hit the footpath at a fast jog, sucking in fresh air, then exhaling forcefully. A quarter of a mile flew by quickly, then a half mile. The comforting thunk, thunk of her running shoes hitting the packed dirt lulled her into a more peaceful place, where women and children didn't have to be rescued from abusive spouses, where fathers and daughters cherished each other, where families lived intact and happily ever after.


  "So, what are you going to do now?"


  At first she thought she'd spoken aloud to herself. Then she jerked her head around to see Detective Capistrano jogging calmly behind her, still wearing his stained pants.


  Roxann bit back a groan. This day did not appear to be improving anytime soon.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Two


  


  


  WITHOUT BREAKING STRIDE, Roxann looked back to the running path. "Did you come to apologize for getting me fired, Detective?"


  He caught up with her in two strides and fell into a lazy jog. "Apologize? I'm the one who got the lap full of hot coffee." His eye contact was fleeting, his tone dismissive. "I ought to arrest you for assaulting a police officer. That's a federal offense, you know."


  "You're not limping, so you must be okay."


  He almost smiled. "Still, I'm going to let you make it up to me by answering a few questions."


  "I told you, I don't know the woman you asked about."


  "Think hard—Melissa Cape. Blond, back side of forty, daughter named Renita."


  She dug in deeper for more speed—she would at least make him work for it. "No, sorry. What did this woman do?"


  He had no trouble matching her pace, even in his ridiculous boots. "She disappeared."


  "Disappearing isn't a crime in Mississippi."


  He turned to face her while jogging backward. "No, but disappearing with a child to thwart court-ordered visitation with the father is a crime."


  All that without stopping for a breath. She lurched to a halt and dragged her forearm across her sticky brow. "Why are you here, Detective?"


  He stopped and leaned one hand against a tree that had been planted there twenty years ago for his convenience. "I have reason to believe that you work for Rescue."


  "Rescue?"


  He smiled patiently. "You know, the underground network that helps women escape from violent spouses?"


  She shrugged. "Sounds like a good cause."


  "Are you denying knowledge of the program?"


  "No. Are you hassling me for being a knowledgeable citizen?"


  He pulled his mouth down with his hand. "The sooner you answer my question, the sooner you'll be rid of me."


  "What was your question?"


  "Are you familiar with the operations of the Rescue organization?"


  Roxann chewed on the inside of her cheek while she chose her words. "I've heard of Rescue, and I support its mission. Any reasonable person would."


  "Ah, but do you play an active role in carrying out its mission?"


  She crossed her arms. "If you know anything at all about the program, Detective, then you know that if I were involved, I would never tell you."


  "You make it sound as if I'm the enemy here."


  "It's my understanding that the program helps women the legal system have already failed. Maybe this Melissa Cape is one of those women."


  He angled his head. "If so, then according to the exposé in the Clarion-Ledger, your organization would have relocated the Cape woman and her daughter, and given them new identities."


  "It isn't my organization. Besides, I was told that particular article contained inaccurate information."


  "Well, it must have because the description of the woman who apparently talked this lady into leaving her husband sounds like you, only with red hair."


  She seethed. Nanci Harmon was a confused woman whom Roxann had tried to get into counseling because she hadn't seemed committed to cutting ties with her violent ex-husband. Sure enough, the woman had reneged on her relocation and returned to the guy, who then exposed the Rescue program as a man-hating gang of vigilantes. "From what I've heard about the organization, no one gets talked into anything."


  "If you say so. Now, how do I go about finding Melissa Cape?"


  A hollow laugh escaped her. "You must be joking."


  With one blink, his mood changed—for the worse. "I'm deadly serious, Ms. Beadleman. I intend to find the woman, and I intend for you to help me."


  Panic licked at the nape of her neck. This man was someone to be reckoned with. "If Melissa Cape disappeared to escape a psycho, then what does that make the man who would send her back?"


  A rueful smile curled his mouth as he shook his head. "I think that people like you believe you're doing the right thing, but pardon me if I believe the police are in a better position to help Melissa Cape than a bunch of bra-burners."


  Quiet anger sparked in her belly, but she knew he was trying to get a rise out of her, hoping she would let something slip. "If Melissa Cape turned to Rescue for help, she obviously thought different."


  His chest ballooned out with a deep inhale, then he rubbed his shoulder, as if it were bothering him. His knuckles on his right hand were scabbed—she hoped that whoever had been on the receiving end of his punch had actually deserved it.


  "Look," he said wearily. "Your little secret do-good organization is a burr on the ass for people like me, but right now, I couldn't care less about the father's visitation. The Cape woman has knowledge of a crime that can't be prosecuted without her testimony."


  "What kind of crime?"


  "An armed robbery, during which a police officer was critically wounded. We suspect her husband pulled the trigger."


  "All the more reason the louse shouldn't have been granted visitation with his daughter, and all the more reason for him to want Melissa dead—to keep her from testifying." She shook her head. "I can't help you."


  He frowned. "I didn't finish my coffee, so I'm a little cranky."


  "I was just fired, so I'm a little cranky."


  A muscle ticked in his neck, red with razor burn. "At least tell me if the Rescue people relocated her."


  "I know enough about the organization to know its clients are promised confidentiality."


  A mocking light flamed in his eyes. "I guess I could hope that the Cape woman has a change of heart like the lady in the newspaper article."


  Roxann lifted her chin. "If Melissa Cape sought refuge through Rescue, she must've had reason to believe her life or her child's life was in danger. By pursuing her, you could be making things worse."


  "That doesn't change the fact that I have a comatose cop on my hands."


  "Better a comatose cop than a comatose cop and a dead witness."


  He opened his mouth, then wiped away whatever he'd been about to say and sighed. "Ms. Beadleman, the best way to keep Melissa Cape safe is to put her ex-husband behind bars, but we can't do that without her testimony."


  "And she'll have your personal guarantee that he won't get off on a technicality?"


  His neck muscle ticked.


  "And even if the man is convicted of armed robbery and attempted murder, he faces what—a few years?"


  "Six to ten."


  "So what happens when he gets out early due to prison overcrowding? He'll kill her for sure."


  "We'd protect her."


  "Right." Roxann shook her head. "Detective, what makes you think I would help you even if I could?"


  He pursed his mouth, then shrugged. "I guess I'm counting on whatever sense of duty drove you to work for this organization in the first place." Then he angled his head. "Unless you're a fake."


  Without knowing it, he'd hit a nerve. After the legal system had deprived her of her mother, an innate sense of judiciousness had embedded itself in her belly. She rooted for the underdog, adopted the strays, gravitated toward the outcasts, and in general, tried to build her life on the foundation of doing what was right. And except for a couple of deviations—


  "Come on, Ms. Beadleman, I'm running out of patience."


  She blinked, then looked him over. A big man with a badge whose loyalty lay with a fellow uniform. She admired his allegiance, but she wasn't about to betray Melissa Cape out of sympathy for the wounded officer. Melissa was safe, and she deserved to be left alone to start a new life for herself and her daughter.


  "Goodbye, Detective. I have an appointment with the want ads." She pivoted and attacked the path with her trusty blue Adidas.


  "The next time I see you," he shouted, "I just might arrest you for assault and obstruction of justice."


  She didn't look back, but her skin burned from his gaze. Had she seemed as vulnerable as she felt? When she looped around the quarter-mile path, she half expected to find him lounging by the tree again, but he was gone. Had he retreated to watch her? To follow her? The police had come sniffing around the organization before, but usually to follow up on a missing-person report, not because the client was wanted for questioning.


  Filling her lungs with the perpetually fish-scented air of Biloxi, Roxann forced herself to slow down, to finish her five-mile run at her normal pace. Afterward she showered and launched Goldie on a winding route toward 255 Amberjack, Unit B, checking occasionally to make sure she wasn't being tailed by the cop—again.


  Few people knew her address since the duplex was leased through the agency's network. She had lived all over the southeast, although over the last five years she'd migrated back toward the Mississippi Valley—guilt over her father, she presumed, which was alleviated somewhat by being on the same page of the atlas.


  She received her mail through a post office box, and her phone was unlisted. She relied on pay phones to conduct most business with Rescue, whom to meet and where, setting up details of a relocation, arranging transport. The only people who knew the number for her cell phone were her father and her Rescue supervisor. In a desperate attempt to contact her, Melissa Cape had obtained the number from a friend who worked for the wireless company. Roxann hadn't recognized the number on the display, and should've known better than to answer, but she'd been afraid not to. Afraid something had happened to her father, afraid...


  She sighed. Maybe she would take this opportunity to visit her father. Try to reconnect. An outlandish notion, considering they'd never really connected in the first place. Disparate relatives, sharing a roof, both longing for a black-haired woman long gone.


  Perhaps her recent restlessness was rooted in the shakiness of the relationships with the people she should be closest to. Working odd jobs and operating covertly didn't lend itself to forging intimate liaisons. She thought she'd found a friend in Elise, who also worked for Rescue, but that had ended disastrously. Other facilitators in the organization who worked in tandem were often hundreds of miles apart, communicating in as streamlined a manner as possible. The women she helped she never saw again. It was the perfect pursuit for a loner.


  But lonely.


  Leaving town for a few days might throw Capistrano off her scent for a while. Or maybe it was time she moved again, although she rather liked Biloxi and had even fancied living here for a while. Make friends, look for a permanent job—something more challenging than waitressing or retail or temp work. She'd even painted her bedroom, a first. The thought of moving again put a stone in her stomach she'd never felt before. Loading all her worldly possessions onto a U-Haul trailer and looking for a new place to live had seemed so romantic in her twenties. Now she fretted about finding a new gynecologist and if the neighbors had a noisy pet.


  Wrestling with her decision to take a roadtrip, she stopped at her post office box to retrieve a week's worth of mail. Bills, junk mail, two Notre Dame University alumni newsletters, both dated and forwarded many times, and—she squinted at the thick ivory-colored envelope and held it up to the light. A wedding invitation?


  Very curious, considering most of the women she knew were trying to escape marriage.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Three


  


  


  THE INVITATION ORIGINALLY had been sent to her post office box in Atlanta, then forwarded to the one in Montgomery before being forwarded on to Biloxi. The return address, written in black slanting script by a calligrapher, read "Mr. and Mrs. Jackson Ryder, One Portobello Place, Baton Rouge, Louisiana." Her address, oddly, had been scribbled in blue ink in a different, and less princely, handwriting that seemed vaguely familiar.


  Roxann smirked. Her cousin Angora was finally getting married? It seemed likely since she was the only child of Jackson Ryder and Dixie Beadleman, Roxann's father's sister. Of course when Dixie had caught the eye of the Jackson Ryder, heir to the Ryder Hotel empire, she'd shortened her name to Dee. More fashionable, and more appropriate, considering all the wonderfully wicked D names Roxann had made up for her.


  She slid her nail under the flap of the grubby envelope—a little worse for the rounds—and pulled out the origami-like invitation. Impressive. Extensive. Expensive.


  Mr. and Mrs. Jackson Ryder request the honor of your presence as their daughter, Angora Michele, is united in marriage to Dr. Trenton Robert Coughlin...


  Leave it to Angora to snag a doctor. A little late, considering she was approaching thirty-two, but Roxann assumed the man was just getting his career underway. By now Angora would be the perfectly schooled society wife. She'd been born to it, the upper-class life. Unlike Aunt Dee, who'd had to finesse her way into the Baton Rouge Junior League, Angora was groomed from toddlerhood to look and behave like a white-gloved debutante. When they were in college together, though, even the sweater-wearing tennis players preferred the girls who put out, so Angora and her lily-white virtue had gone ignored. The debs who wised up were engaged by graduation, but Angora had clung to her virginity.


  Roxann shook her head. The girl could never please her parents, no matter how hard she tried. Born pretty, and made beautiful through braces, jaw surgery, and rhinoplasty—all before the age of fourteen—she'd had the self-esteem of a leper. True, Angora wasn't the sharpest pencil in the drawer, but she wasn't a bad person. Infuriatingly feminine and a bit of a fibber, but not a bad person.


  Their parents, Roxann's father and Angora's mother, hated each other. Well, maybe hate was too strong a word for brother and sister, but they certainly maintained a resilient aversion to one another. Walt Beadleman thought his sister had gotten above her raising, and Dee thought her brother was a clodhopper. (During a rare visit when Roxann had overheard her aunt say as much to a neighbor, she'd evened the score by peeing in Dee's bottle of Chanel No. 5.)


  Proximity and class distinction had effectively separated the girls until they were seniors in high school. Roxann had been working part-time in an upscale dress shop, and in marched Dee followed by Angora, shopping for a graduation dress. Dee had proceeded to trot Roxann from rack to dressing room for two hours before buying a dress worth what Roxann earned as a shop girl for an entire year. In between fittings, however, she discovered that she and Angora had both applied to Notre Dame. She'd been praying for a scholarship; Angora had confided she was dreading the entrance exam. After that, Angora dropped by the dress shop often to chat—she'd been a prim little thing, and Roxann had felt sorry for her, caught under Donkey Dung Dee's thumb.


  They'd both made it into Notre Dame, and signed up to room together, against Dee's wishes. It was the first and last time that Angora had defied her mother, but with good results. The girls had become fast friends—Angora was a neophyte in all things wicked, and Roxann had been happy to tutor. But when Angora had been busted for low grades, her parents had pinned the blame on Roxann (even though she herself was a straight-A student), and whisked their little princess into a chaperoned sorority house.


  Subsequently, the girls' paths had crossed only when necessary, although she sensed that Angora missed their late-night pajama powwows consulting the Magic 8 Ball as much as she. After graduating with a liberal arts degree, Angora had returned to Baton Rouge to work for a stuffy art museum. Roxann hadn't seen her in seven—no, nine years.


  Oh, well, she was sure her cousin would be happy with Dr. Trenton. If not, Dee would be happy enough for both of them to have a titled man in the family.


  She turned her attention to more pleasurable reading—the university newsletters. Occasionally, Dr. Nell Oney, the ethics professor who'd mentored her and suggested she become involved with Rescue, wrote a feature column. And sometimes Carl Seger's name was mentioned within the pages since he was active in coordinating alumni activities. Roxann rolled down Goldie's windows and scoured the newsletters while loitering in the United States Postal Service parking lot.


  Homecoming week was just around the corner, with lots of activities planned to raise money for a new student counseling center—a brick sale, a bike-a-thon, and a bachelor auction. Her heart skipped a beat when she spotted a black-and-white candid of the man who hadn't been far from her thoughts today.


  Dr. Carl Seger, theology professor and coach of the varsity soccer team, will be the guest bachelor auctioned off as part of the Homecoming fund-raising events.


  The man still had all of his glorious salt-and-pepper hair. She rubbed her finger over his handsome face, his winning smile, and nostalgia warmed her limbs. Assuming the picture was current, he'd barely aged a day in the decade since she'd seen him. The fact that he was still single surprised her, since the man wasn't exactly short of admirers. If his classes were still eighty-percent female, he'd probably fetch a hefty sum at the auction.


  She'd counted herself among the smitten. Dr. Carl had held her spellbound from the first moment she'd walked into his freshman theology class. Handsome, thoughtful, articulate. In comparison, most of the college boys were hopelessly immature. She and Angora had attended his class together as freshmen and whiled away many pajama powwows spinning fantasies about the man.


  But because Angora had moved out of the dorm, she wasn't privy to the relationship that developed between Roxann and Dr. Carl during their senior year.


  "After you graduate," he'd murmured once in the library stacks, "we won't have to hide our feelings." The unrealized sexual energy between them had been palpable, and had left her damp and sleepless more nights in the dorm than she cared to recall.


  But mere days before graduation, Nell Oney had paid her a visit. Carl was being brought before the Board of Regents to defend allegations of impropriety with a student. He was, after all, a professor of theology, and a deacon of the university church. Knowing she herself was the student in question, Roxann agreed to leave until things settled down.


  At Nell's urging, she'd joined the Rescue program, and moved to Memphis, where a facilitator was needed, but remained poised to leave as soon as Carl called. Except when he'd called, it was to beg her understanding for choosing his job over her. If he were ruined, he'd told her in a tortured voice, he'd have nothing to offer her, and honor dictated that he stay. Of course she understood. She'd cried for a month, then thrown herself into her volunteer work, determined to prove something to Carl, even if he never knew.


  Seeing his picture brought all that pent-up longing flooding back to her. Everybody had one person in their past, one person who evoked questions of what might have been. Other men had come and gone, men who on the surface appeared to be concerned with the state of the world but, when it came right down to it, were unwilling to do more than write a letter or don a T-shirt for the cause.


  Her former lover Richard Funderburk fit that category—he made the bar circuit with his guitar and his backpack, singing about the indulgences of man, then took his pay in Canadian beer. She would lie in bed after cryptic sex and wonder if she would ever again meet someone who moved her as much as Carl had without even touching her.


  She closed the newsletter, then blinked her eyes wider at an old photo of herself on the back page under a caption that read "We Remember." In the dated photo, her mouth was open, delivering a yell, and she hefted an unreadable protest sign. In 1994 political-science student Roxann Beadleman led a protest against modesty discrimination in the art department that resulted in policy change.


  Roxann smiled wryly, remembering the rally. The art department had sponsored a show of nudes drawn from live models, but the drawings of the male models had featured little flaps of canvas over their privates that observers had to lift for a peek. The drawings of the female models, on the other hand, were free of the "modesty flaps." Roxann had been outraged at the discrepancy and led a march to have the flaps removed.


  When political cartoons in national papers began to parody the issue, school officials caved. But her newly won notoriety made it difficult to see Carl on the sly. Then the allegations against him had ensued and she'd left South Bend to embark on what now seemed a fairly aimless path.


  Roxann drove toward her apartment wrapped in a swirl of bittersweet memories, trying to ignore the clench of yearning in her stomach. The road not taken taunted her—marriage, family, a permanent address, Sunday pot roast. Maybe she hadn't fought hard enough for Carl. She'd told him countless times that she didn't believe in marriage. No wonder he hadn't put his career and church appointment on the line...


  She hadn't given him reason to believe she was commitment material.


  And how could she be? Then or now. Between her parents' fiasco of a marriage and her exposure to the underbelly of relationships through Rescue, she was much more familiar, perhaps even more comfortable, with dysfunction.


  Feeling prickly, Roxann parked in a multilevel garage, then walked two blocks before slipping between two houses. After veering right, she tramped through high grass to get to the backyard of her duplex. With one last look over her shoulder, and Capistrano's threat running through her head, she climbed the small stoop and removed her door key from her bag.


  "Hi, Roxann!"


  She nearly swallowed her tongue before she realized that Mr. Nealy was standing at the rear entrance of his side of the duplex, leaning on a broom. "Hello, Mr. Nealy."


  He doffed his plaid flop hat—which might have matched his pants if they'd been the same color. Or the same plaid. "You're home early."


  She nodded and smiled, loath to engage in a drawn-out conversation.


  "Has your roommate come back?"


  She shook her head—another land-mine subject.


  "Never liked her myself," he said.


  Not sure how to respond without encouraging more trashing of Elise, she said nothing.


  "I was thinking that since you're alone now, er, perhaps you'd like to join me for dinner tonight?"


  At the jaunty set of his chin, she realized incredulously that the old man was hitting on her. The people who had shown a love interest in her lately were a lesbian and a senior citizen.


  "Thank you, Mr. Nealy, but I can't." Even though she was hungry enough to eat his hat.


  "You know, Roxann, if you ever need anything, anything at all, you can call on me." His voice was spookily wistful. His wife had died in the flower bed a year ago, before Roxann had moved in.


  "Th-thank you, Mr. Nealy. Have a nice evening."


  He winked and disappeared into his unit. Sighing in relief, she inserted her key into the lock, surprised when the door swung open with no resistance.


  Somebody had been there.


  Objects overturned, drawers upended. She froze, her ears pricked for any sound that would indicate the intruder was still inside, but only silence greeted her. As a precaution, she reached into her gym bag and withdrew a can of pepper spray. For a split second, she considered yelling for Mr. Nealy, but then thought better—she might have to save them both. With her heart pounding, she moved toward the TV room, her weapon poised, her muscles twitching in case she had to unleash a few well-placed kickboxing moves: kneecap, groin, nose. She suddenly regretted missing class the last two weeks.


  Motives swirled through her mind. Burglary? If so, the perp would have been mightily disappointed. Apart from a broken strand of pearls, she had little worth stealing. In the living room, cushions were turned and books scattered. The TV had been tumbled, probably because the thief had been irritated to find an unimpressive nineteen-inch model with a garbage bag twistie for a knob.


  Had the person been looking for something in particular? She gingerly rounded the corner to Elise's former bedroom, which sat empty except for a box of clothes for Goodwill, now thrown helter-skelter.


  The sight of her own bedroom made her ill, the Terra-cotta Summer wall paint notwithstanding. Her closet door stood open, and clothes had been dumped on her bed. Bureau drawers hung open, the rug was upturned. From her desk, the blue monitor of the aged computer glared at her, and her initial relief that it hadn't been stolen was replaced by apprehension when she saw from the doorway that words had been typed on the screen. Only after she checked the bathroom and under the bed did she concede she was alone, and made her way back to the computer.


  I'VE GOT YOUR NUMBER, YOU FAKE.


  The blinking cursor was a silent exclamation point. She stumbled backward and fell hard on her tailbone. Warm blood oozed around her teeth from having bitten her tongue, and her mouth sang with pain. She scrambled to her feet, still staring at the screen. The words were personal, not the mischief of a random intruder.


  I've got your number.


  Was the message literal, meaning the person knew her unlisted information? Or figurative, meaning they had damning information about her? Her mind raced, sifting through the list of people who could have broken in and taken the time to leave an enigmatic calling card.


  Frank Cape? He might have tracked down her address hoping to scare her into revealing Melissa's whereabouts. In the newspaper exposé, the thwarted husband had used the word fake a half-dozen times. Those Rescue people are a bunch of fakes. Frank could have simply borrowed the wording.


  Richard Funderburk? When she and a few of his friends had confronted him about his drinking, his reaction had stunned her—ugly, vengeful, and defensive. I'll get you back, you self-righteous fake.


  Elise? Roxann had asked for the key when she moved out, but Elise could've had a spare. During their argument following Elise's shocking announcement, hadn't Elise used the word fake? You led me on with your fake friendship.


  Detective Capistrano? He hadn't bothered to hide his disdain for her and the program. Unless you're a fake. Maybe he was desperate enough to search her place for clues about Melissa Cape and make it look like a break-in.


  Or—she swallowed hard—was the past catching up with her? A dirty little secret that sometimes jolted her awake from a deep sleep to remind her that the venerable life she'd built had been the fruit of a poisonous tree. But no one knew about those circumstances except Angora, and it didn't seem likely she'd be terrorizing Roxann when she was on the verge of getting married. Besides, Angora had just as much to lose if the truth were revealed...maybe more.


  She shook away the useless train of thought, forcing herself to deal with the immediate situation: call the police and report the break-in. But halfway to the phone she stopped. And tell them what?


  That a man might be after her because she helped his ex-wife disappear, oh, and by the way, the woman is a material witness to a crime in which a cop was shot, but no, she can't reveal the woman's whereabouts.


  And did she mention that her former roommate might be out for revenge because she had rebuked the woman's advances?


  Or that her former lover had threatened to teach her a lesson for embarrassing him with an intervention?


  Plus she'd talked just this morning with one of their detectives who might have taken the law into his own hands to get the answers she wouldn't give him?


  The police would show up all right—with a net.


  She performed a cursory search to see if anything was missing, although it was hard to tell. Her scant costume jewelry had been rifled, but her broken pearls were safe in the glue-bound teacup she'd kept all these years. Her personal files were in disarray, but it was policy not to keep Rescue records at home—she even shredded names and phone numbers scribbled on scratch sheets of paper. The contents of her shredder had been strewn, which led her to believe that either the intruder hadn't been searching for anything in particular, or had simply given up. Somebody had wanted to scare her, to send her a message.


  A quick check of the windows showed no signs of forced entry, and the door hadn't been jimmied. Someone with a key, or a good lock-pick. She yanked out a duffel bag and stuffed in clothes as she found them, along with a few personal items. On the way to the back door, she noticed her land-line phone-message light was flashing—a rarity.


  Holding her breath, she pressed the button. Two hang-ups, then some heavy wheezing that sent a chill up her spine, then another hang-up. She erased the messages, then nearly lost the contents of her bladder when the phone rang. It took her three rings to find the cordless receiver. She hit the talk button, heart leaping in her chest. "Hello?"


  "Last chance—I'm thawing a rump roast."


  She closed her eyes and asked herself why she'd given the man her phone number. "Thanks, Mr. Nealy. Really." She winced at the rhyme. "But I'm going out of town for a few days."


  "Is something wrong, dear? You don't sound like yourself."


  "No, nothing's wrong. Mr. Nealy, you didn't happen to see anyone outside today, did you?"


  "No. Why?"


  "I've been expecting a package, that's all."


  "Oh. Shall I water your plants while you're gone?"


  "No, that's not necessary." She had no plants.


  "Well, I'll keep an eye out for your package."


  "Thanks. But don't open your door to a stranger."


  "Oh...kay."


  No need to take chances if the culprit was some kind of neighborhood gang. She promised to join him for dinner when she returned, and he seemed satisfied.


  She slung the duffel over her shoulder and headed for the door, her mind spinning. She'd pick up Goldie, alert the home office that she was being harassed, and hit the road while she considered whether she needed to find a new place to live.


  Her mail was scattered across the kitchen floor where she'd dropped it in her haste to arm herself. She scooped up the envelopes, stopping at the sight of the wedding invitation on top. An idea bloomed.


  The nuptials were to take place tomorrow afternoon in the showiest cathedral in Baton Rouge. She could get a hotel room tonight, be in her hometown by noon tomorrow, catch the highlights of the wedding, then swing by to argue with her old man for a while. It might even be fun to see Angora again, and to check out her doctor man. Heck, it would be worth it to drop in without an RSVP just to piss off Aunt Dee.


  And, in truth, it would be nice to take a break from reality, to peek in on her cousin's charmed life until she could clear the cobwebs in her own head.


  Minutely cheered, Roxann slipped out the door and locked it behind her.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Four


  


  


  "ON THREE, LADIES. One...two...three."


  Angora Ryder strained not to blink, but from the photographer's post-click frown, she suspected she had. Her first childhood memory was of being posed and photographed, but today she couldn't stop blinking for some reason. A nervous tic?


  "Let's try it again," he intoned. "On three."


  Her mother stood beside the camera pointing to her own cheeks and mouthing, "Watch the laugh lines."


  Watch the laugh lines. Dee's mantra. After thirty-two years, Angora realized it was the closest thing to motherly advice she was going to get. Well, today was her wedding day, darn it, so she was going to smile. Some. If only she could keep from blinking.


  "Let's try it again," the photographer bellowed, eyeing her.


  October thirteenth, at last. She was minutes away from marrying an intelligent, handsome doctor. Then she would embark on a three-week honeymoon to Hawaii, and upon return, Dr. and Mrs. Trenton Robert Coughlin (she loved the way that sounded) were moving to Chicago. Trenton had landed a spot with a prestigious podiatry practice, and she had snagged a position with the number one art agency in the Windy City. So what if the owner's passion for Notre Dame and its progeny had cinched the offer?—she would prove her worth when she discovered the next Kandinsky. She just needed a chance. And maybe a brilliant secretary.


  Goodbye, cataloging exhibits at the Baton Rouge River Walk Museum. Goodbye, overbearing mother. Goodbye, Angora Michele Ryder. Hello, Life.


  "I think I got it that time," the photographer said. "Okay, ladies, I need for you to turn sideways and move in as close as possible so I can get the fountain behind you."


  Twenty-four bridesmaids in primrose pink. Angora inhaled as the girls on either side squeezed in closer. Not an easy feat to round up twenty-four girls from the club who weren't pregnant or who hadn't already ballooned up because they'd been married too long to care, but she'd done it. True, three of the girls she barely knew, but they came from very good families, and twelve maids on each side of her would look splendid in the photos.


  She'd wanted to ask her cousin Roxann to be a bridesmaid, but her mother had vehemently refused. Dee detested Roxann, which was a shame since she was Dee's only flesh-and-blood niece, but things were what they were.


  "Angora, darling, stop frowning," her mother called.


  She smiled, which triggered the pantomimed reminder about laugh lines, so she tried to fix her face into the nonsmiling, nonfrowning expression her mother had patented.


  If truth be known, Dee hated Roxann because Roxann was smart. Smarter than anyone Angora knew, and certainly smarter than anyone in the family, including Dee with all her conniving talent, so devious at times it bordered on admirable.


  "Your cousin is a beatnik lesbian and I won't have her at the wedding," her mother had declared when Angora proposed the idea.


  She had nearly burst out laughing. Roxann, a lesbian? Her cousin had taught her how to give a blowjob on a tube of toothpaste. Roxann could recite verbatim entire chapters from How to Make Love to a Man, and had been working her way through the positions illustrated in The Joy of Sex. When Angora had been forced to leave the dorm, Roxann and her poet grad-student boyfriend were up to "the Figure Eight." She always wondered how that one had turned out.


  "Mother, what makes you think Roxann is a lesbian?" she'd asked.


  "She's so odd. Besides, she's not married."


  "I'm not married."


  Dee had made an impatient noise. "It's not the same thing. Roxann has always worn her hair short."


  She'd dropped the dead-end conversation with Dee, but she'd asked the calligrapher for one blank invitation and addressed it using the post office box she'd wangled from Uncle Walt last Christmas.


  She'd even started a couple of letters to Roxann several months ago, but the words had seemed forced and boring. With the exception of her engagement, her life was much the same as it had been ten years ago. Same people, same parties, same gossip. In comparison, the details she'd gleaned from Uncle Walt about Roxann's life were beyond exciting—her exotic cousin was living on the fringe of the law as some sort of top-secret bodyguard. Uncle Walt had been evasive and a little bewildered, but button-busting proud. Angora would have given her second-favorite pair of diamond stud earrings if she thought she could make her parents proud.


  Not that she actually expected Roxann to come to the wedding—she couldn't be sure, but to an outlaw, country club events were probably a bit passé . Besides, Uncle Walt said Roxann had to keep moving around, so she might not even have received the invitation. She cringed when she realized if the invitation was returned, Dee would know she'd sent it.


  "Darling, why are you frowning?"


  She rearranged her face and bugged her eyes at the lens.


  "Got it!" the photographer said.


  Oh, well, she would consider it payback for Dee insisting that she invite Darma Walker Lowe, Trenton's former girlfriend. Her mother practically fell to her knees any time one of the Walkers entered a room—their real estate empire and influence were far-reaching. Trenton and Darma had dated years ago, but she'd left him for a man higher up the food chain, a plastic surgeon. They'd been ill-suited anyway, Trenton had assured her. She believed him, because no two people could be more suited than she and Trenton. They liked the same restaurants, listened to the same music, drove the same model of BMW. They understood each other.


  "Okay, just the bride and her parents."


  The bridesmaids squeezed her hand and wished her luck. She squeezed back and kept an eye on her train to make sure it wasn't trampled. The twelve feet of crystal beads and iridescent sequins had doubled the cost of the white silk dress, but she was marrying a doctor, after all.


  "You look beautiful, sweetie," her father said, touching her tiara—the most stunning of her crowns, Miss Northwestern Baton Rouge, 1987. She only got the chance to wear it two, three times a year at the most, so her wedding was the perfect occasion to remove it from her crown case.


  "Stand up straight, dear," Dee said. "And hold in your stomach."


  Angora tilted her head to accommodate her mother's hat, an enormous fuchsia creation designed by a famous gay clothier in New Orleans. Her mother didn't mind exploiting the talents of gays, she just didn't want them in attendance at the wedding. Of course, she didn't know about Mr. Fenton and Mr. Johnston, the "widowers."


  Her engagement ring glittered from this morning's ultrasonic cleaning. One-and-a-half-carat solitaire diamond, emerald cut, platinum setting. Dee stressed that Angora let Trenton know from the start that she expected a quality lifestyle. In fact, one of Dee's shower gifts to the couple had been a subscription to the DuPont Registry, which listed only the most expensive estates in the country.


  "Not for your first home, of course," her mother had told Trenton, "but certainly the next."


  "On three, everyone."


  Angora thrust back her shoulders and sucked in her stomach to the point of pain. She'd existed on carrots and popcorn for six weeks to get into this gown, but it'd been worth it. As a bonus, the carotene had put a nice ginger cast on her skin.


  "The bride keeps closing her eyes," the photographer whined.


  Dee poked her in the ribs, causing her to exhale abruptly. "For heaven's sake, Angora, keep your eyes open. How lazy can you be?"


  "The girl is probably tired, Dixie," her father said, which elicited a glare from her mother. She hated to be called "Dixie."


  "On three," the photographer yelled.


  "Watch the laugh lines," Dee murmured in her ear.


  She inhaled, arched her back, diluted her smile, and bugged her eyes.


  "Got it!"


  "Looks like rain," her father said, nodding to the charcoal-colored clouds rolling in from the west.


  "Shush, Jackson, it simply can't rain today."


  "If you say so, dear." He winked at Angora.


  She grinned back, laugh lines or no. Her father was a saint to put up with her mother.


  "Now just the bride and the father."


  Her dad stepped in and put his arm around her shoulder. "I'm proud of you, honey, for turning out to be such a good person."


  She wasn't such a good person, but she was relieved her father thought so. Relieved and a little guilty.


  "I hope you and Trenton will be as happy as"—he shot a glance toward her mother, then cleared his throat—"will be happy."


  "We will be, Daddy."


  "Now the bride and the mother."


  Dee hummed with disapproval. "Really, Angora, you have the most confused look on your face."


  "How would you like for me to look, Mother?"


  "Don't be snide, young lady. For another hour, you still answer to your father and me. Stand up straight."


  Angora bit her tongue so hard that tears clouded her eyes.


  "Okay, that's it," the photographer said. "I'll see everyone at the front of the church after the ceremony."


  Which couldn't come soon enough. But she had to endure another layer of hair lacquer and a makeup touch-up under Dee's supervision, all the while standing because the gown could not look creased. Her feet ached, her stomach churned, and she was light-headed with anticipation. This must be how a prisoner felt just before being paroled—the incarceration was at its most suffocating moments before freedom.


  Her mother sighed. "I'm not sure the chignon was a good choice, but it's too late now. You look a little puffy, dear, did you use Preparation H under your eyes like I suggested?"


  She nodded, realizing it was the remnants of the anti-inflammatory cream that were making her blink. She'd probably go blind during the ceremony.


  "I took the liberty of having Dr. Henry prepare a little care package for your trip, dear. You'll find it in your purse."


  Dr. Henry, her gynecologist? "What kind of care package?"


  "Oh, you know, precautionary implements. I know you and Trenton will be having children, but it's considered gauche these days to become pregnant on your honeymoon." She sniffed, then walked away.


  Angora blinked. Her mother had never talked about birth control before, or even sex for that matter. At age nine when she'd asked for specifics, Dee had declared sex a messy business that Angora was better off not knowing about. "Your husband will take care of everything," she'd promised. "Just keep a towel handy."


  Her wedding gift to Trenton was her virginity, and she couldn't wait to part with it. Dee had been holding it over her head since her first period. There had only been one man who had tempted her to thwart her mother's orders, but Carl hadn't wanted her...


  "Places, everyone," the wedding director announced, clapping her hands.


  Thank God. Dee reappeared to give the gown one more pat, then marched out of the dressing room. No words of wisdom, no sentiment, no nothing.


  The bridesmaids filed out next, atwitter about which one of the groomsmen was escorting them, which everyone knew was the greatest perk of being a bridesmaid. She'd met Trenton five years ago when they were both in the Wilcott-Stanton wedding party. Beth Stanton had had only eighteen bridesmaids, poor dear.


  "And now the bride," the director said with a sweeping gesture toward the door where her father stood, his hand extended.


  She glided toward him, then tucked her arm in his.


  "This is it, baby. Are you sure?"


  "I'm sure."


  And when she reached the back of the chapel and saw Trenton standing at the altar, she'd never been more sure of anything in her life. Tall, blond, handsome. Everyone said they looked like Ken and Barbie. The years ahead unfolded in her mind: a spacious home, tow-headed children, a weekend home, successful careers, Little Miss beauty contests, a chalet, anniversaries, grandchildren, a yacht. Just an aisle's walk away.


  The church was brimming, and the guests were on their feet, staring at her expectantly. She knew if she tripped, Dee would sprint down the white aisle runner and strangle her with it, so she stepped carefully. On the last pew, a slash of bright orange caught her eye. When she connected with the person's face, she grinned. Roxann! Her cousin wiggled her fingers in a little wave. Warmth flooded Angora's chest—Roxann would see how well she'd done, the man who'd chosen her, the life she was about to embark on. She was getting a late start, but after today she'd make up for lost time. Maybe they would get a chance to catch up at the reception, before she and Trenton left to catch their overnight flight to Maui.


  She moved on down the aisle, making eye contact with friends of her parents, coworkers from the gallery, and extended family from her father's side. She caught sight of Darma Walker Lowe, now a redhead and dressed in Givenchy black—fabulous frock, but an odd choice for an afternoon wedding. To her great relief, the woman didn't make eye contact. Angora turned her attention to her destination.


  The bridesmaids in pink, and the groomsmen in dark gray fanned out from the altar like the petals of an enormous flower waiting for the center to arrive. Reverberating organ music, white satin curtains draped over the altar, dozens of candles ablaze—it was almost too much to take in. This was her day, the first time in her life when she was in the spotlight instead of playing second fiddle to Dee. If she never did anything else in her life to garner fame, she would always have this lily-scented day.


  And speaking of Dee, she actually looked happy as they passed by her pew. Happy and relieved. As if her job was done, and now she could concentrate her energies elsewhere, such as redecorating Angora's old room.


  At last Angora focused on Trenton, her beloved. Dear, sweet, handsome Trenton, who had picked her among all the still-eligible Baton Rouge belles. He would declare his love for her before this enormous crowd. He would vow to cherish her until death parted them. Her heart swelled at the sight of his shining blue eyes.


  The priest was bent and elderly, with a monotonous voice. Both sets of parents had insisted on a full mass, so the ceremony became an exercise in stooping, kneeling, and standing again. When she had envisioned her wedding, she imagined she would be riveted on each holy word, savoring its meaning before tucking it away in her heart. Instead, her senses were so hyper-stimulated, the words flew by her. Before she knew it, she was saying, "I do." Then the priest was delivering to Trenton his charge as a husband. Her skin tingled in anticipation.


  "I...can't."


  For a full ten seconds, she didn't comprehend Trenton's answer. Behind them, someone guffawed into the stunned silence, and the organist leaned on the keyboard, blasting them with a cacophony of sick notes.


  "Excuse me?" the priest said, cupping a hand behind his big veiny ear.


  Trenton shrugged. "I'm sorry, Angora, I can't go through with this."


  Her jaw loosened, and her mouth moved, but no words came out. She was paralyzed. A murmur surged through the guests like a swarm of bees.


  Dee's best fake laugh rang out. "Everyone, this is just a little misunderstanding. The children are under a great deal of stress." Angora didn't turn around, but she knew her mother was on her feet, directing.


  "Yes," the priest said, recovering. "Perhaps we should take a little break."


  Angora began to shake violently. The single most important day of her life was being shattered because Trenton was stricken with a lousy bout of cold feet? "Why are you doing this to me?" she managed to squeak in his direction.


  "I'm in love with someone else."


  She swallowed hard. Oh, Gawd. "Who?"


  "It doesn't matter—"


  "Who?"


  He sighed. "Darma. When I saw her walk into the church, I knew I couldn't marry you, Angora."


  No one had ever accused her of being smart, but some things were obvious even to her. "Trenton, Darma's already married."


  He shook his head. "Her husband died two weeks ago. Cut himself with a scalpel and gangrene set in."


  Ergo the black dress. Damn, if fate didn't have a fiendish sense of timing. "What are you saying, Trenton?"


  "The wedding is off," he said, his voice loud enough to carry. Silence burst around them. "But feel free to hock the ring."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Five


  


  


  THANKS TO THE MICROPHONES suspended around the altar, Roxann heard the groom's declaration just as clearly as Angora probably had. Feel free to hock the ring? Someone needed to rearrange the man's wedding tackle.


  Old feelings of protectiveness roused in her chest. Despite Angora's silver-spoon upbringing—or maybe because of it—she seemed to always have an emotional bull's-eye painted between her wide baby-blues. During the drive to Baton Rouge, Roxann had divided her time between looking over her shoulder, and wondering how much her cousin had changed over the past decade. But as soon as Angora glided into the church sporting the crown and a nerve rash, Roxann realized Angora was still the insecure daughter of Dreadful Dee. And Roxann's hopes that Angora was marrying a kind, sensitive man with a good bedside manner now seemed far-fetched at best.


  Everyone stood rooted to the spot, as if waiting to be told how to diplomatically dismantle a wedding party. Run, she urged her cousin silently. Get out before the vultures descend.


  But Angora stood frozen, her pink mouth slightly ajar. Sensing that pandemonium was about to erupt, Roxann stood and sidled to the end of the pew, compromising a slew of expensive shoes along the way. Then she dashed up the aisle and grabbed Angora's hand, a cold limp thing, with a strange orangish cast to the fingers.


  "Angora? It's me, Roxann."


  Her cousin turned toward her, but her eyes were so full of tears, Roxann doubted she saw her.


  "Come on, I'm getting you out of here."


  Angora nodded dumbly.


  "Hey, who are you?" the groom had the nerve to ask.


  "The black sheep of the family," Roxann said, and made a snap decision, no matter how unfair, that pretty Dr. Trenton would bear the brunt of her pent-up male-directed frustration. "How do you do?" Forgoing a round-off kick in deference to her skirt, she balled up her fist and popped him square in the nose. He reeled backward like a windup toy, blood spurting, and fell off the altar. The wedding party scattered and the guests lunged to their feet for a view.


  Roxann shook her stinging hand while she yanked Angora forward. "Let's go."


  "Wait just a minute," screeched a voice she recognized as her aunt's. "What do you think you're doing?"


  Roxann turned and the sight of her father's sister put a crimp on her intestines. "Hey, Dixie, what's shakin'? Besides your chin, I see."


  Dee gaped and the fuchsia monstrosity on her head bobbed. "What are you doing here?"


  "Rescuing Angora."


  "Take your hands off her, you, you, you...dyke."


  Gasps chorused around them. Roxann lifted an eyebrow. "Dyke? Did you say dyke?"


  Dee took a step backward. "Y-yes."


  "You got a gay radar under that sombrero?"


  Her aunt pulled herself up, her face mottled. "Get out!"


  She saluted. "Gladly." She tugged on Angora, who seemed to be in shock, staring straight ahead, her bouquet hanging from her arm by an elastic strap. Roxann sighed, then gathered the absurdly long train, threw it over her shoulder, and herded Angora toward the exit The climate outside the church looked even less promising than inside. Clouds rolled overhead, and thunder boomed, drowning out Dee's screeching behind them.


  Roxann urged Angora to hurry, but they were only halfway across the parking lot when lightning slashed and the sky unleashed sheets of rain. At least the dousing seemed to revive Angora—she needed only a little shove to tumble into Goldie's passenger seat. Getting the train in was another matter.


  When Roxann finally slammed the door, two feet of beaded and sequined fabric hung out, but it couldn't be helped. She ran around to the driver's side and threw herself into the Naugahyde seat, slammed the door twice before it caught, and heaved a sigh of relief. Her hastily tossed-together outfit—black skirt and orange pullover—were glued to her skin. She looked over at Angora slumped down in the seat, then gave in to the inappropriate laughter welling in her throat.


  Angora pivoted her head. "What could possibly be funny?"


  "You look like the casualty of a carnival dunking booth."


  "Thanks a million."


  "Hey, I'm kidding."


  Angora's bottom lip trembled. "This is the worst day of my entire life."


  When dealing with traumatized women, Roxann had learned to forgo "enabling" small talk. "You escaped marrying a bum. I'd say it's the luckiest day of your entire life."


  "I suppose." Angora sniffled. "Thanks for punching him."


  "No problem." No need to mention she'd decked him as much for her own satisfaction as for Angora's defense. "Who's Darma?"


  "A girl he used to date. She dumped him and married someone else."


  "The gangrene guy?"


  She nodded, sniffling again.


  "Why the heck did you invite his old girlfriend to the wedding?"


  "It was Mother's idea."


  "Oh, that's classic."


  Angora laid her head back, and a fat tear rolled down her rain-soaked cheek. Her hair hung in wet globs around her face. Her face was striped with mascara, eye shadow, and blush. The dress was a droopy disaster.


  Roxann looked up. "What's with the crown?"


  Angora reached up to touch it, then cried harder. "My Miss Northwestern Baton Rouge tiara."


  Of course.


  "I'm a mess," Angora blubbered. "What am I going to do?"


  Roxann fished a purse-pack of tissues from the center console and handed them over. "I don't suppose you have any clothes to change into at the church?"


  She shook her head against the seat and blew her nose. "My trousseau is at home."


  "How do I get to your place?"


  "I...still live with Mom and Dad. And I can't go back there."


  "Where do you want to go?"


  Angora was quiet for so long, Roxann repeated the question.


  "I don't know...s-somewhere D-Dee won't f-find me." Her teeth were chattering.


  Roxann turned on the air-conditioning, which, in Goldie, was the same as turning on the heat. "We could go to my dad's. Your mother wouldn't go near there."


  "W-will Uncle W-Walt mind?"


  "He might not even be home."


  "He doesn't know you're in town?"


  Roxann squirmed. "No, but I was going to stop by after the wedding anyway."


  Angora gave a lethargic shrug. "Anything to avoid D-Dee for a few hours. Maybe you can help me figure out what I'm going to d-do now." Angora pulled the stained seat belt over her sodden dress and clicked the buckle home. She sniffed mightily, then sighed. "Let's g-go."


  Roxann surveyed her bedraggled cousin with wonder—Angora still had a talent for sucking Roxann into her melodrama. Just yesterday she'd been dogged by a cop, the victim of a break-in, and the object of a subtle threat. Yet her potentially life-threatening situation had just been upstaged by Angora's jilting.


  "Did I mention it was good seeing you again?" she asked sarcastically.


  For the first time, Angora offered a watery smile, and Roxann knew her cousin was going to be all right. Eventually.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Six


  


  


  ANGORA HAD CRIED HERSELF to sleep before they reached the part of town where Roxann had grown up. Roxann was glad, partly because Angora needed the rest, and partly because she wanted to experience the old neighborhood privately.


  The rain had slackened to an aggravating drizzle. Only the driver-side windshield wiper worked, slapping a clear path of vision every few seconds. The houses, the streets—everything seemed smaller and bleaker, if possible. River Hills was a postwar development that had fallen out of favor with realtors when a power plant was erected at its boundary in the late 1960s. Property values plunged, and many residents fled inland.


  Walt and Ava Beadleman had stayed put to show their support for her father's employer, RTC Electric, so Roxann had had a close-up view of the rapid degradation of the area. Homes were turned into rentals, then abandoned altogether, and drug dealers took over the ballpark. Government housing brought in kids from broken homes with too much time on their hands. Graffiti spread from one end of River Hills to the other. And she had her own theories about the glowing power plant's effects on the residents' health—physical and otherwise.


  Her mother's discontent with the area had been the beginning of the end of her parents' marriage. Her father detested change, and refused to leave his circle of friends and his favorite fishing hole. The first day Roxann had come home from second grade and her mother wasn't waiting by the front door remained vivid in her memory. She'd sat in the front-porch swing, terrified, until her mother arrived, flushed and apologetic, making Roxann promise not to tell her father.


  The disappearances became more frequent, then her mother gave her a key to let herself in the house after school. A blue car would drop her mother off in time to get supper started before her father came home from work. It was only a matter of time, though, before Walt discovered his wife was keeping company with another man. One day he'd torn the seat out of his work coveralls, and had come home for a change of clothes to find Roxann alone. He was there when the man dropped off her mother. He'd thrown a loose brick from the front steps through the back windshield as the blue car raced away, and he'd made her mother leave.


  The next few months were a painful blur, with the exception of the phone conversations she'd overheard. The ugly, ugly things her father had called her mother still stung. After the custody hearing, she rarely saw her mother. Her father hired a woman in the neighborhood to cook and clean, but Mrs. Holt was a dour person who didn't like to be bothered while she watched television.


  Emotion crowded her chest as she slowed to turn onto the road where her father still lived. Braeburn Way seemed too pretty a name for an overgrown, shabby street. When she pulled into her father's driveway, sadness plucked at her. The pale green bungalow looked tired and tucked into itself, the eaves sagging, the clapboard siding in desperate need of a fresh coat of paint. The yard was a tangle of ivy and weeds, strewn with limbs from a wild apple tree that hadn't borne fruit in years.


  The gravel driveway and covered carport were empty, so she assumed her father was out fishing or drinking. Or both. She pulled under the carport so they could enter the house without getting wetter. Lurching over the uneven ground roused Angora, and when Roxann turned off the engine, her cousin opened her eyes.


  "We're here," Roxann announced.


  Angora groaned and moved slowly, lifting her head to squint out the window. "Where?"


  "My dad's, remember?"


  Her cousin winced. "Oh, yeah." Her crown sat at a precarious angle.


  "Come on, Queenie, let's get you into some dry clothes."


  She swung down, then walked around to collect Angora, who practically fell out of the van after she unhooked her seat belt.


  Angora cried out when she saw the part of the train that had been flapping against the van for the past twenty-some miles. "It's ruined."


  "Were you planning to wear it again?" Roxann asked wryly.


  "No, but..." Angora burst into tears again, and fell against Roxann, who hustled her to the side door.


  The key on Roxann's ring still worked, as she'd expected. She led Angora into the musty kitchen, flipping on lights before depositing her into the only chair at the table that wasn't stacked high with newspapers—her father was a voracious reader. A fishy smell permeated the air, and dust motes floated lazily, disturbed by the opening of the door. The old brown linoleum popped and cracked under her feet.


  A crucifix adorned the wall next to the kitchen table, testament to the fixation on morality Walt Beadleman had developed after the divorce. At every chance, but especially when he drank, her father sermonized the virtues of chastity and honesty. Look at what her mother's deceit had done to their family, he would rail, and how it had led to her untimely demise.


  I'VE GOT YOUR NUMBER, YOU FAKE.


  Shaking off the heebie-jeebies, Roxann glanced around the cramped space, her heart squeezing at the clutter and neglect. Old feelings of shame resurfaced. She'd hated other kids knowing that she lived in River Hills, and her father was so slovenly, she'd been too embarrassed to have friends over. Angora had never been there—God only knew what she must be thinking.


  "I'll get my bag so we can change clothes." Roxann trotted outside, and after two grunting attempts, slid open the van door.


  "Who's there?" an elderly voice called.


  She looked out to see her father's neighbor standing in the weedy driveway, his neck craned.


  "It's me, Mr. Sherwood. Roxann Beadleman."


  The man's face rearranged into a smile. "Roxann! Child, it's good to see you."


  "Good to see you, too, Mr. Sherwood. Do you know where my father is?"


  He nodded. "Him and Archie Cann drove to Gramercy for a fishing tournament. Going to be gone all weekend long."


  "I should have called," she said, harboring mixed feelings. Although she felt an obligation to see her father, it was never a wholly pleasant experience. And with Angora in tow, the visit would have been doubly awkward.


  "You going to be staying a while?"


  "I'm not sure," she hedged. "If I have to leave, I'll write Dad a note."


  "He'll be sorry he missed you."


  She managed a smile as she hauled out the bulging duffel bag. "Thanks, Mr. Sherwood. You take care."


  She slid the van door closed and waved, then reentered the house. Angora stood at the sink that was piled high with dirty dishes, running water into a dented teapot. "I thought we could use some tea," she told Roxann primly.


  The incongruity of a bride in full regalia making tea in her father's dilapidated house was almost incomprehensible. Personally, Roxann was craving a beer, and she was almost certain her father didn't have any teabags, but she said, "Sounds good," then nodded toward her duffel. "Dry clothes."


  "You'll have to help me get out of this dress." Then Angora proceeded to scare the crap out of Roxann by trying to light the ancient gas stove. The flash melted the sequins on Angora's bodice and left Roxann's eyebrows feeling crackly.


  "Let's see if we can find my old bedroom," she urged, then crossed the kitchen into the shabby living room, a throwback to the Harvest Gold and Burnt Orange decorating era. Books and magazines occupied every vertical and horizontal surface, including the floor. The faded carpet was footworn, and the familiar cabinet-model television squatted under the window, taking up too much room. A naked bulb in the center of the ceiling cast a garish glow that blinded while leaving the corners dark. More or less, everything was the sa—


  Roxann came up short at the sight of her college diploma hanging over the couch like a prized piece of artwork. Professionally matted in Fighting Irish Green and framed in satiny cherrywood, the piece was fantastically out of place against the peeling wallpaper. Getting a degree was the only thing she'd ever done that had pleased her father, but the precious piece of paper had led to an even bigger rift between them when she'd "thrown away her education" to become involved with Rescue. Her father had had his heart set on her attending law school—


  "Are you okay?" Angora asked.


  "Sure." She made her feet move and picked a path across the living room. "I'm sorry—Dad's a slob."


  "He's a lonely bachelor."


  Her cousin had always had a soft spot for Roxann's father. Probably because she only saw him at his best once a year at Dee's Christmas shindig.


  "When was the last time you were home?" Angora asked.


  "Dad and I communicate best over the phone." Besides, she couldn't recall.


  She led the way down a narrow hallway and pushed open the door to the bedroom that used to be hers. She blinked. The room hadn't been changed since she'd last slept there. Though the yellow comforter was faded, it was neatly made, topped with two denim pillows that she'd made in sophomore home ec. True to the Craftsman bungalow style of the house, the ceiling was low, and the room compact, large enough to hold only the bed, a bureau, and an upholstered chair. A small green braided rug lay at the foot of her bed. She used to leap out of bed and hit that rug, then jump to a fuzzy mat in the bathroom so her feet wouldn't touch the cold wood floors.


  Step on a crack, you'll break your mother's back. And the wood floors had had so many cracks to avoid.


  On top of the dark judges paneling that encompassed the walls, she'd hung panels of corkboard, which were still dotted with curled, yellowed clippings and snapshots of long-forgotten acquaintances. An eight-by-ten of her high school senior portrait sat on the headboard in a dated frame. She hadn't been smiling. Roxann glanced at Angora—the Spartan little room was a far cry from her cousin's wonderland boudoir, with a walk-in closet and sitting room with phone and TV.


  "Looks like your dad is hoping you'll come back home to live," was all she said.


  "Yeah, right, at my age?" Too late, she remembered her cousin's housing arrangement. "Oh—sorry. I'm sure you have a good reason for living at home."


  "Not really. Where do you live?"


  "Biloxi. For now."


  "Oh." Angora stepped out of her shoes, losing three inches in the process, but settled down to a respectable five feet and six inches anyway. They were identical in height. "If I don't get out of this dress, I'm going to kill myself."


  No wonder—she looked as if she'd been poured into the gown to begin with, and it had surely shrunk from the wetness. Roxann tackled the zipper, recalling that Angora had always struggled to keep her curves at bay, with Dee breathing down her neck at every meal. When the zipper gave way, her cousin practically groaned in relief. She peeled the wet silk from her shoulders and stepped out of the gown, revealing a strapless elastic bodysuit that extended from armpit to knee, and looked painful as hell.


  "The bathroom's through there," Roxann said, pointing. She dropped to sit on the foot of her bed, instantly reminded of the creaky springs. "But it's just a tub, no shower."


  "A bath sounds like heaven."


  To her, too, but she'd give Angora first crack. The girl had had a bad day.


  Angora pushed open the door, then stopped. From her vantage point on the bed, Roxann saw her cousin's eyes widen at her disheveled hair and makeup reflected in the wavy mirror on the opposite wall. Her chin began to wobble. She slowly lifted the rhinestone tiara from her head and placed it on the avocado-green sink, then removed what pins were left in her sodden hair. The look in her eyes scared Roxann—hatred?


  "Let me get the water started," she volunteered, and slipped past Angora into the bathroom. "I remember the stopper was a little tricky."


  The old porcelain tub was dusty, but otherwise still in good shape. She turned on the water, which ran rusty for a few seconds, then swished her hand around the sides. The rubber stopper nestled into place just fine and the water ran warm almost immediately. She checked the medicine cabinet and found some gel bath balls that were stuck together from age. After tossing a handful into the water, she turned a smile back to Angora, who was still staring at herself in the mirror.


  "In you go," she said cheerfully.


  Angora's shoulders started shaking, and her face crumbled. She let out a wail that Roxann was sure would have Mr. Sherwood looking out his window. Roxann caught her before she fell. "Let's get this scuba suit off so you can relax." Stripping the elastic suit from Angora while half supporting her weight was a feat, but she finally managed it.


  Angora's breasts and hips sprang out to their normal proportions—generous. The suit, which was doll-sized in its original form, had left angry marks on her skin.


  "Did you jump out of a two-story window into this thing?"


  "It was worth it—my dress was a ten instead of a twelve."


  Roxann looked back to the heap of soiled silk on her bedroom floor but said nothing. She helped Angora climb into the tub, then turned at the sound of the teakettle whistling. "I'll get that—yell if you need me."


  Angora nodded miserably and lay back in the tub.


  Roxann sighed, then walked back through the house to turn off the burner. She opened a few cupboards looking for tea, but found little except canned ravioli and chili. Her heart squeezed—her father wasn't taking care of himself. And she wasn't taking care of him, either.


  She scrounged up a box of garbage bags and went through the cabinets, tossing out anything that looked or smelled dangerous. Then she poured the kettle water into the sink and washed dishes, and took a shot at cleaning the counters. In the living room she cleared as much clutter as she could and ran the old canister vacuum, giving special attention to the crumbs and stains around her father's La-Z-Boy.


  She peeked in on Angora, and as she suspected, found her cousin fast asleep—and snoring like a bear. A by-product of the nose job, Angora had insisted when Roxann complained in college. Roxann sighed. Sitting in an old tub in a seedy part of town probably wasn't what Angora had envisioned when she rolled out of bed this morning. Poor little rich girl.


  Roxann returned to the hall and glanced toward her father's bedroom. She didn't want to intrude on his privacy, but neither did she want him living in squalor. The door was ajar, so she poked her head inside, pleased to see the bed passably made. Clothes were stacked on a straight-backed chair, but they appeared to be laundered. She picked up a couple of towels in the bathroom and rehung the sagging shower curtain. On her way out of the bedroom, though, she stopped, her heart in her throat.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Seven


  


  


  A COLORIZED PHOTO OF HER MOTHER sat in a silver frame at her father's bedside. Roxann remembered the photo because she'd thought her mother looked so glamorous with her flip 'do and her off-the-shoulder dress. The photo had once sat on the fireplace mantel, but had disappeared, along with other photos of her mother, after the divorce.


  "Where are all the pictures of Mommy?" she'd asked.


  "Gone," he'd said, and not nicely.


  "I want to live with her."


  "Well, you can't. Go get me a beer."


  When her mother had been killed in a car accident four years later, she'd longed for a photo, but had to settle for the pictures in her head. Soon, though, the impressions of her mother's scant visits had been overridden by the image of her mother lying in a casket. For the past few years, she'd been unable to conjure up her mother's face at all. Seeing the photo now was a bittersweet gift. Her mother had been so beautiful, with full lips and expressive eyes. Roxann bit back tears, grappling, as always, with her father's inexplicable behavior. When had he forgiven her mother enough to remove the picture from his hiding place?


  "Roxann?" Angora called.


  She replaced the picture, wiped her eyes, and returned to the bathroom. Angora was still in the bathtub. "Would you help me rinse my hair?"


  Roxann had taken plenty of baths in that tub with no help rinsing her hair, but granted, Angora wasn't used to making do, and she had about a hundred times as much hair as a normal person.


  "Sure." She used the cup that once held her toothbrush to capture warm water from the faucet and pour it over Angora's bent head until the soap was gone. "Feeling better?"


  Angora sat back, immersed to her shoulders. She looked younger and more delicate without makeup. "A little."


  "So this guy was the love of your life?"


  Angora studied a clump of dissolving bubbles. "I thought so."


  She had that wild-eyed look again that made Roxann shiver. "Do you want me to call someone—your mother?"


  "What time is it?"


  "Around five-thirty."


  "Maybe later."


  Make them suffer a little longer. She couldn't blame her. "Do you want to spend the night here? Dad's at a fishing tournament, so we'll have the place to ourselves."


  "I don't have anyplace else to go." She had regressed to a little-girl voice.


  Roxann sat back on her heels. "You'll have to face them sometime. Besides, this situation wasn't your fault."


  "Yes, it was—I should've stood up to Mother when she wanted to invite that woman to my wedding."


  Blame everyone but the guilty. "And what would've happened two months from now when Trenton ran into his old girlfriend at the airport?"


  "He wouldn't have," she said miserably. "We were moving to Chicago."


  "Really?"


  "I was going to be an art agent for a big important firm." She knuckled away a tear. "Now that's all down the drain."


  Roxann frowned. "Why?"


  "Well, because now I'm not moving."


  "Why not? Go without the goon."


  Her laugh was rueful. "Mother and Father would never allow me to move there alone."


  "So don't ask them."


  Roxann knew that look—Angora had always struggled with her desire for independence versus the burden of being cut off from the goodies. Suddenly she brightened. "Maybe I can live with you."


  "Uh...I don't think that's such a good idea. You'd better get out of the water before you wither away. Besides, it's my turn."


  Angora nodded and sat up. "I could really use that tea."


  Roxann shook her head as she rummaged for the least threadbare towel under the tiny vanity. "Sorry, I couldn't find any tea. But help yourself to anything in the fridge that isn't rancid. If you're hungry, we could go out and get some dinner. Or I could order a pizza."


  Angora's eyes lit up for just a second, then she patted her stomach. "I'd better not—I'm on a diet."


  "What kind of diet?" she asked suspiciously, remembering the harebrained gimmicks Angora had used to lose weight when they roomed together.


  "It's a food-combination plan."


  "What foods?"


  "Um...popcorn and carrots."


  "Popcorn and carrots? Is that why your skin is the color of a pumpkin?"


  "I think it looks nice."


  "Christ, Angora, you're orange."


  She snatched the towel. "Could I please just have those clothes you promised?"


  Roxann frowned, then went into the bedroom and unzipped the duffel bag. She fished around, wishing she'd taken more care when she'd packed her bag. The nicest thing she had to offer Angora was a pair of faded jeans and a tie-dyed T-shirt.


  "You're kidding, right?" Angora asked, looking over her shoulder.


  "Sorry, I sort of packed in a hurry."


  She held up the T-shirt. "Good grief, when was the last time you went shopping?"


  "For clothes?" Roxann pulled at the hem of her orange pullover self-consciously.


  Angora sighed. "That's a horrible color for you."


  She smirked. "Maybe I'll start eating carrots."


  Angora picked up the bottle of pepper spray. "Is this what all the well-dressed women in Biloxi are wearing?"


  Roxann grabbed the pepper spray before Angora could spray herself, "Just a precaution."


  Her cousin sighed. "I'll never be able to get my butt into those jeans—don't you have anything stretchy?"


  "Just these." Roxann held up a pair of red thong underwear.


  "Now I know you're kidding."


  Remembering Angora's penchant for girdle granny panties, Roxann grinned. "They're not so bad once you get used to them." She left Angora studying the underwear, then ran her own bath. She stripped, indulged in a few seconds of envy over Angora's curves next to her own boyish figure, then slid into the water up to her shoulders. A groan escaped her as the warm water caressed her calves, still tender from yesterday's run. Unbidden, Capistrano's face popped into her mind, his expression mocking as he perused her ugly shoes. Maybe she should have called him yesterday to report the break-in. Maybe he would have—


  She scoffed. Maybe he would have helped her? Help her what? She couldn't be sure that Frank Cape was looking for her. Besides, Detective Capistrano struck her as the kind of guy who would expect something in return—like the whereabouts of Melissa Cape.


  No, the more she thought about it, the more she suspected that Elise had been behind the trashing of her place and leaving the bizarre message. Elise was a computer buff, and had spent hours on Roxann's desktop, mostly surfing chat rooms. Which is where, Roxann believed, Elise had gotten the idea that her repeated failed relationships with men meant that she was gay. But if that was the case, Roxann thought wryly, most of the female population would be gay. Elise had always been wound tight, so Roxann suspected that the woman's newfound gayness was justification for the things she perceived to be wrong in her life. And the break-in was probably retribution for Roxann's not jumping on her bandwagon—from Elise's stories, she knew the woman had done some pretty wacky things to men who had wronged her. The fact that Rescue would hire her was testament to their desperate need for staff.


  Roxann inhaled deeply, then exhaled, relaxing her back and shoulder muscles. For now, she'd simply lie low for a few days, and maybe look for a new place when she got back to Biloxi. Although she really liked the color she'd painted her bedroom...


  She must have dozed, because Angora's voice startled her so badly she klonked her head against the unforgiving porcelain. "Ow!" She looked up to see Angora, wearing only the T-shirt and the tiny panties, holding a bottle of something. "What did you say?"


  "Sorry. I said, look what I found. Tequila."


  Roxann winced, rubbing her head. "Don't tell me you want to drink that stuff."


  "But I do."


  "Have you become a hard drinker since we last partied together?"


  "I like margaritas."


  She laughed and pushed herself up, then reached for a skimpy towel. "It's not the same."


  "Come on, I deserve a drink."


  "I won't argue that point, but there's truth to the adage about drinking tequila 'to kill ya.' You'll have to mix it with something just to get it down."


  "I saw some tomato juice in the fridge."


  She grimaced. "If you're determined."


  "You look great," Angora said, nodding in the general direction of Roxann's nudity.


  "Uh, thanks...I guess." A stupid flush climbed her neck as she tucked the ends of the towel between her breasts.


  "You were always so nice and thin."


  "You were the one with the great figure."


  "Great figure? I'm considering swallowing a tapeworm to get rid of these extra pounds."


  "You're letting Dee get to you. I'm ordering pizza and we're going to enjoy it." If she could find a pizza parlor that would deliver to this neighborhood. "How are those thongs?"


  Angora frowned. "Invasive."


  Roxann laughed, padded into the bedroom, and picked through the hodgepodge of clothing spread out on the yellow comforter. She stepped into underwear and a pair of denim shorts, and pulled on a pink tank top.


  "Can I borrow a horsehair brush?" Angora asked, running her fingers through her nearly dry golden hair. "I can't afford to get split ends."


  "There should be a brush in here," Roxann said, opening the top drawer of the bureau. "But I can't promise horsehair." She rummaged through miscellaneous items that resurrected memories: key chains, dog-eared paperbacks, her name badge from the dress shop where she'd worked during high school, her Notre Dame tassel. Why hadn't she taken it with her when she left home?


  Why, indeed.


  "Our Magic 8 Ball!" Angora lifted the vintage toy—a pajama powwow prop—from the clutter with a squeal. "Wonder if it still works?" She placed her hands on the ball and closed her eyes. "Am I a big loser jilted bride?" She opened her eyes and consulted the "magic" window. " 'Yes, definitely.' " She looked up. "It still works."


  Roxann laughed, relieved to see her cousin's sense of humor returning. "If memory serves, the thing is broken—it only says 'Yes, definitely.' "


  "Is this a college annual?" Angora asked, removing a bound book embossed with "1992." She squealed again, and Roxann was reminded of her cousin's annoying habit of squealing. Angora's split ends were forgotten in her glee to locate her picture. "Here I am. Oh, that jacket is dreadful, isn't it?"


  Roxann looked over her shoulder. "Who can see the jacket for that big hair?"


  "Okay, let's see your picture, smartie." She flipped back to the Bs, then frowned. " 'No picture available.' "


  Roxann grinned. "Sorry to disappoint."


  Then from the pages of the annual, an envelope fell and twirled to the floor. A memory chord stirred as Roxann bent to retrieve it.


  "A love letter?" Angora teased.


  "Yeah, right." Neither she nor Carl had dared to write down their feelings for each other.


  "Open it."


  She slid her finger under the envelope flap, and pulled out several sheets of yellow legal-pad paper. When she unfolded them, she was swept back through a time tunnel. "You won't believe this."


  "What?"


  Roxann held up the sheets for her to see the writing on the top of the pages: my life list.


  "Our life lists?" Angora murmured. "Omigod."


  Oh my God was right. What more torturous exercise to face during an early-life crisis than to be reminded of all the things you'd planned to accomplish at the ripe old age of eighteen? "Let's break open that tequila."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eight


  


  


  ROXANNE DECIDED tomato juice and tequila was quite possibly the most noxious combination of liquids ever concocted. Thank goodness the pepperoni pizza overrode the taste. "Do you remember what we were doing the night we made our life lists?"


  Angora tucked her legs beneath her on the comforter Indian-style and pulled the T-shirt down over her knees. She was wearing her tiara, and her eyes were already bright from only half a glass of the "tequato" juice. "I was smoking my first and only joint." Angora leaned closer. "I don't suppose you have any marijuana on you right now?"


  Roxann cracked a wry smile. "Uh, no. Sorry to tell you this, Angora, but I grew up. Besides, you were sick for a week after you smoked that joint."


  "I don't remember that."


  A convenient trait of Angora's—selective amnesia to go along with her penchant for embellishing the things she did remember. "I suppose you don't remember where we'd been the night we made our lists?"


  "No."


  Roxann studied her cousin's face, wondering how much of their college experience Angora had managed to block out. Roxann had thought her cousin would be thrilled to be away from Dee, but instead she had suffered from bouts of depression and homesickness, even anxiety attacks. Four torturous years. "We were at a memorial service for that girl who was run down in front of the Science Building."


  Angora bit into her lip. "Tammy Paulen."


  "Right," Roxann said, turning to the senior class where she skimmed the thumbnail black-and-white photos. "Here she is—Tammy Renee Paulen, philosophy major." On the page, Tammy was an attractive blonde with a wide smile, frozen in time in a big shoulder-padded blouse and permed hair. When she'd posed for the picture, Tammy probably couldn't have imagined she wouldn't live to graduate.


  Steeped in melancholy, Roxann leaned against the headboard with a denim pillow at her back. "Tammy was in one of my classes. I remember walking by her empty seat for the rest of the semester. It was so weird. Didn't you know her?"


  "No," Angora said, then took another drink from her glass.


  "It says here she was a member of Delta Zeta." Angora's sorority.


  She shrugged. "I knew who she was, but I didn't know her. Seniors didn't associate with freshmen."


  Angling her head, Roxann said, "I thought you saw her the night she was killed."


  Her cousin pulled back, then lifted her shoulders in a slow shrug. "Maybe. My memory is fuzzy."


  Roxann turned back to the girl's photo, wondering what Tammy Renee Paulen would have done with her life if she'd been given the chance. Something better than separating dysfunctional families? "They never found out who did it, did they?"


  "A couple of students were questioned...I think."


  "The memorial service was so sad."


  "Her mother wore a green suit," Angora said, nodding.


  More details crowded Roxann's mind, too. Red-eyed students. Skittish university officials. Frightened gossip. Angora's ashen face...


  Angora had been especially upset when someone had whispered that Tammy's injuries prevented an open-casket viewing. So upset, in fact, that they had left the service early. Back in their dorm room, Roxann had offered Angora a hit from a joint to help her calm down. The scene came flooding back so strongly, Roxann's nostrils twitched. "We were smoking and started talking about what we wanted to do with the rest of our lives," she recalled.


  "And you suggested we make a list." Angora smiled, seemingly relieved at the change in subject.


  Roxann closed the annual, contrite for mentioning the troubling incident—she was supposed to be cheering up her just-jilted cousin.


  Angora rifled through the sheets of paper lying on the bed between them. "But why do you have both lists?"


  "I found them after you moved out."


  "Oh, right. Mother was sure you were corrupting me."


  "I was."


  Angora leaned in. "I have to ask—how was the Figure Eight?"


  "Huh?"


  "The Figure Eight. You know—The Joy of Sex and that long-haired poet?"


  Roxann smiled. "Oh, yeah. I don't remember that position specifically, although I did have a soft spot for the Modified Spoon."


  Angora sighed dramatically. "God, I was so bored after I moved into the DZ house."


  The dizzy house, as it was known on campus. "You were involved in...things."


  "Nothing inspiring," Angora said, tossing her glorious blond hair, which still hadn't been brushed. "You were the one always making headlines in the campus paper."


  "I was going to change the world, all right."


  "So what do you do, exactly? Uncle Walt said you had a top-secret job."


  Roxann nodded. "And if I told you, I'd have to kill you."


  Angora's eyes widened.


  "I'm kidding." She laughed at her cousin's gullibility. "I help women who are in trouble."


  "Like me."


  Roxann smiled wryly. "Except the women I deal with are usually in danger of more than being jilted at the altar."


  "Everything's relative," Angora said with a sniff, then frowned into her glass before taking another drink. "But I always knew you'd do something good with your life."


  I'VE GOT YOUR NUMBER, YOU FAKE.


  Roxann fidgeted and downed another mouthful of the drink. "Everyone has their own opinion of what's good."


  "Was helping women on your life list?"


  "I don't think so, not specifically. I honestly can't remember."


  "How many things are on your list?"


  Roxann picked up the papers and flipped to the last page. "Thirty-five. You?"


  "Thirty-six. What's your number one?"


  "Let's see...'Backpack across Europe.' "


  "Have you?"


  "Not yet." Not on the meager salaries she commanded, and the tiny stipend she received from Rescue went straight into a money market account. She smoothed a finger over her double-faced travel watch. It was 1 a.m. in London. "But someday. What's number one on your list?"


  Angora grinned sheepishly. "To be Miss America."


  Of course.


  "It could still happen," she insisted.


  "Don't you have to be twenty-five or under?"


  "Hey, I could squeak by, but you also have to be single. Oh, I forgot—I am single." She misted up.


  "You still have—what is it? The Miss Uptown Baton Rouge title?" The alcohol was bleeding through her limbs like menthol.


  "Miss Northwestern Baton Rouge."


  "Oh. Well, with a big honking crown like that, I'll let you count it."


  "Thanks." Angora sniffled and put a mark on the page with an "RTC Electric" ink pen. "My number two is 'Fly a plane.' "


  "Fly a plane?"


  Angora shrugged. "Why not?"


  "Because it's a big hunk of metal that hurtles through the air."


  "Are you saying I'm not smart enough to learn how to fly a plane?"


  "No."


  "Good, because I'm going to someday. What's your number two?"


  " 'Learn to speak French.' For when I went to Paris, of course."


  "Is that why you used to wear that ugly beret?"


  Roxann frowned—Carl had said it was chic.


  "Did you ever learn French?" Angora asked.


  "Just the Cajun I picked up around here, but I doubt if it would get me very far outside of Louisiana. Maybe I'll take a class someday. Number three?"


  " 'Have a cameo on General Hospital.' "


  "Wow."


  "Luke and Laura were all the rage." Angora sighed. "Now there was a match made in heaven."


  "There was a match made during a writers' meeting. How were you going to wangle your way onto a soap opera?"


  "Well, I figured once I was Miss America, I could go on any TV show I wanted to."


  "Good thinking." Either that, or the tequila was grabbing hold of her. "My number three is 'Write a screenplay.' "


  "And?"


  "And I couldn't tell you the last time I even saw a movie."


  "Why did you write down things that were so hard?"


  "Because I had big plans." At eighteen, nothing had seemed beyond reach. World renown. Global peace. True love. "Number four?"


  " 'Meet the president.' "


  "Of the United States?"


  Angora bit her lip. "I don't know."


  "Well, since you didn't specify, you can be creative."


  "Thanks. What's your number four?"


  " 'Be valedictorian.'"


  Angora bounced up and down on the bed. "You were, so you can cross off that one."


  She did, but her stomach churned from the foul drink—so of course she drank more of it.


  "Next I have 'Drive a nice car.' " Angora smiled smugly. "Cross off."


  Roxann's return smile was wry. "Which makes my 'Ride a horse' pale a little in comparison."


  " 'Design a line of clothing.' "


  " 'Read the entire works of Shakespeare.' "


  " 'Learn to swim.' "


  Roxann lifted an eyebrow. "You can't swim?"


  "No."


  "But your parents have an Olympic-sized pool."


  "Mother wouldn't let me use it—she was afraid I'd drown."


  Dee's logic was nothing if not consistent. " 'Learn to play the piano.' "


  Angora's eyes welled up.


  "What?"


  "The next thing on my list is 'Marry a doctor.' "


  Roxann winced. "You were close. I'll let you count that one."


  "Thanks," she choked out, "but I don't think that would be fair."


  "By the way, what kind of a doctor was he?"


  "A podiatrist."


  "A foot doctor? I don't think that counts anyway—a bunion isn't life-threatening."


  "You're just trying to make me feel better."


  "Angora, you don't have anything to feel bad about."


  Her cousin started crying in earnest. "I couldn't keep my man."


  "Oh, God—are you going to sing a country song?"


  She blew her nose on her sleeve. "No—that's number thirteen on my list."


  "Hey, watch it, that's my favorite T-shirt."


  "Sorry." Angora sighed. "I wouldn't expect you to understand about Trenton."


  "Why not?"


  "Because you don't need a man."


  "Don't tell me you believe your mother."


  "I didn't mean you don't need a man, I mean you don't need a man."


  Roxann shifted, ashamed to admit she'd been the tiniest bit envious watching Angora walk down the aisle. "Yeah, well...yeah."


  Angora gestured to the ruined dress heaped on the floor. "Daddy spent a fortune on that dress, the florist, the caterers."


  "If you feel bad about it, pay him back."


  "With what? The allowance he gives me?"


  She blinked. "You still get an allowance?"


  "Just for extras."


  Roxann was starting to remember how high-maintenance Angora could be. "So sell the rock like Trenton said and give the money to your folks."


  Her cousin stared down at her enormous ring, and a new wellspring of tears erupted. "But look at it—it's the perfect ring."


  "And will scare off every eligible man in the state."


  Angora hiccupped. "The ring goes back. Next?"


  " 'Get a postgraduate degree.' "


  " 'Get a gold credit card.' "


  " 'Go parasailing.' "


  " 'Go on a round-the-world cruise.' "


  " 'Become proficient at chess.' "


  " 'Become a famous painter.' "


  "Angora, I didn't know you were an artist."


  "I'm not, but I've seen enough of that abstract nonsense in the museum to fake it."


  You fake. Roxann peered over the top of her list at her tipsy cousin and considered telling Angora about the break-in and the message left on her computer. She chewed on her impulse, testing the story in her head. Maybe it was the distance, or maybe it was lying on her childhood bed, but the threat of danger now seemed more perceived than real. She changed her mind and swallowed the rest of her drink, closing her eyes to ward off the bitter sting at the back of her throat.


  Angora, who seemed to have acquired a taste for the mixed drink, refilled Roxann's glass under protest. By the time they were nearing the end of their lists, they were both feeling the effects of the alcohol—and from the items rounding out their lists, Roxann realized they must have been feeling the effects of that joint years ago.


  "Number thirty-one," Angora slurred, "is 'Get a tattoo.' "


  "Mine is 'Become a prosecuting attorney'—ha. The legal system is a joke."


  "Thirty-two is 'Enter an amateur strip contest.' "


  "Which explains why my number thirty-two says, 'Watch Angora make a fool out of herself in an amateur strip contest.' " They laughed hysterically, but Roxann sobered when she saw the next item on her list.


  "What is it?"


  "Well...remember Dr. Carl Seger?"


  "Do I ever."


  "I had a wild crush on him." An understatement.


  "And?"


  "And number thirty-three on my list is...well..."


  " 'Sleep with Dr. Carl,' " Angora finished.


  Roxann frowned. "How did you know?"


  Angora held up her list. "Ditto. I had a wild crush on him, too. And so did every female on campus."


  "I suppose you're right." Roxann stewed in the juices of old memories—the first time Carl had kissed her, the nights they'd stayed up late putting together research for his presentation, the special looks he reserved for her during his lectures. She'd adored him, all right.


  "He's still single, you know." Angora wagged her eyebrows. "The newsletter I got a couple of months ago said he was going to auction himself off for a fund-raiser during Homecoming."


  "I saw that issue."


  Angora sighed. "Wonder what a man like that would go for?"


  Roxann opted for silence again, but computed the amount in her IRA.


  Angora yawned. "The rest of my list makes no sense—what's a 'spebanker'?"


  "I have no idea."


  "Well, I wanted to own one."


  "You wanted to own one of everything."


  "What are your last two?"


  Roxann looked at her list, then swallowed hard. Have a daughter. Be a good mother. "Uh...mine are unreadable, too. I guess we fell asleep."


  Angora laughed. "Or passed out. You know what we should do, Roxann?"


  "I'm afraid to ask."


  Her cousin's jaw seemed a little loose, and her eyes were bleary. "We should take a vacation and mark off some of the items on our list."


  Roxann laughed—go on vacation with Angora? "You're nuts."


  "Why not? I'm supposed to be on my honeymoon for three weeks." Her face lit up. "Hey—we could go back to South Bend for Homecoming!"


  Her heart thumped faster. "I don't think that's such a good idea."


  "Oh, come on, wouldn't you like to see Dr. Carl again and see how he turned out?"


  More than anything. "I still don't think—"


  Angora's snore cut her off. Her cousin had fallen asleep sitting up, holding her glass and wearing her crown.


  Roxann nudged herself up slowly to prevent a head rush. She retrieved Angora's drink, then made her stretch out on the bed. Angora emitted little sounds of protest and refused to relinquish her crown. Roxann gathered up the remains of their meal and tiptoed from the room—although she was sure her cousin wouldn't have heard a plane land on the roof.


  She walked to the old phone mounted on the kitchen wall and, after consulting directory assistance, dialed Angora's parents' home. Of course, Dee answered.


  "Hello?"


  "Dee, this is Roxann."


  "Where is my daughter?"


  "She's with me, at my dad's."


  "You kidnapped her."


  "She's an adult."


  "You always were a bad influence on her."


  "Angora's fine, thanks for asking."


  "Why, you—"


  "I'll bring her home in the morning, but don't worry, I won't come in. Bye, now." She hung up the phone, wondering why people had kids at all if they didn't give a damn about them.


  Nine thirty-five p.m.—what a day. She stuffed the pizza box into the trash. Fatigue pulled at her limbs, but her mind raced, refusing to shut down. Yesterday's events in Biloxi...today's events at the church...being home where the memories were relentless. The alcohol should have numbed her, but instead, seemed to have keened her senses, magnifying the panic, the anxiety, the sadness.


  An alien sound sent fear bolting through her, until she recognized the ring of her father's phone. It was probably Dee calling back, so she wasn't about to answer it. After three rings, though, an answering machine kicked on in the bedroom. She had sent the machine to her father for Christmas, although she was sure he wouldn't use it. In fairness, though, she hadn't called enough to know.


  Curious as to what her aunt would say for herself, she walked into the bedroom and leaned against the door, arms crossed as her father's raspy voice trailed off and the tone sounded. But instead of Dee's unbearable high-pitched whine, a man's voice came on the line. A familiar man's voice.


  "Mr. Beadleman, this is Detective Capistrano from the Biloxi Police Department. I'm looking for your daughter, Roxann. If you've heard from her or seen her in the last twenty-four hours, please call me back at—"


  She snatched up the phone and fairly hissed into the receiver. "How dare you call my father's home."


  "Good, you're there. Saves me a heap of paperwork."


  She squeezed the phone, wishing it were his red neck. "What the hell are you talking about?"


  "I went by your place a while ago to finish our conversation. Remodeling?"


  "Funny."


  "Do you know who did it?"


  "You came to mind."


  "I'm much neater when I break and enter."


  "Why are you calling?"


  "When I saw the mess, I started thinking maybe Frank Cape had dropped by to bully you into giving up his wife's hiding place."


  "You're the only bully I've encountered, Detective."


  "Then you're unharmed."


  "Unemployed and unharmed."


  He sighed. "Is that why you're in Baton Rouge? To look for a job?"


  "That's none of your business. How did you find me?"


  "I took a chance that you would run home to Daddy if you were frightened."


  The gross misinterpretation of her relationship with her father made her want to laugh...and cry. "I'm not frightened."


  "You should be. Has it occurred to you that if I could track you down in a single phone call, Frank Cape could do the same?"


  "You're assuming, Detective, that he's the one who ransacked my place."


  "You have other enemies?"


  She certainly didn't want to get into the other suspects—Elise, Richard. "It might have been a random crime."


  "Then you should consider moving to a better neighborhood."


  She smirked. "I'll do that, Detective, as soon as I get a job."


  "That 'got your number' message on your computer screen—does it have something to do with the break-in?"


  "You went inside?"


  "How else was I going to make sure you hadn't been stuffed in the refrigerator?"


  Oh. "Yes, whoever broke in left the message, but I don't know what it means."


  "Old boyfriend?" He sounded dubious.


  Roxann frowned. "It's possible, but not likely."


  "Did you file a police report?"


  "No. Because I thought it might have been you."


  He scoffed. "Have you changed your mind about cooperating?"


  "No."


  "I can protect you from Cape."


  "I can protect myself."


  "Is your father home?"


  "He's gone for the weekend."


  "Don't tell me you're alone."


  "My cousin is here."


  "In the event Cape drops by, is your cousin a big strapping guy?"


  "No, but she could talk him to death."


  "Christ. Do you have a gun?"


  "No. I have pepper spray."


  "Christ. I have your father's address, I'll be there by daybreak. Stay put."


  "Don't—" But he'd already hung up. Roxann cursed and flailed for a full minute before she realized it was just the kind of hysterics that Capistrano would have expected. She counted to ten to calm her thinking, then used her cell phone to call Tom Atlas, her supervisor at Rescue.


  "Roxann, I was just about to call." His tone was rushed, elevated. "Where are you?"


  "At my father's in Baton Rouge."


  "Get out of there, pronto."


  "What's wrong?"


  "After you called me about the break-in, I left a message with Melissa Cape's sister. She just called back to tell me that Frank is on the warpath. Said he was going to find you and make you take him to Melissa. He has a dossier on you—where you live, where you work, where you grew up." Tom paused to take a breath. "He was making threats against your family, Roxann."


  Her throat convulsed—if something happened to her father because of her, she couldn't bear it.


  "Unfortunately, there's no money for a hotel. Do you have someone you can stay with for a while? Somewhere Cape wouldn't find you?"


  Her sluggish mind chugged away until Dr. Nell Oney's sweet face materialized. "I have a friend associated with the organization I can call. I'm sure she'd put me up for a few days."


  "Good. Keep me posted on your whereabouts."


  Roxann disconnected the call and extinguished all the lights, then with heart racing double-time, checked every window in the house to make sure they were locked securely. She flipped on the outside lights, irritated to discover that most of the bulbs were out. Frank Cape would be glad to know he had her completely spooked, although she was slightly relieved to know who was behind the break-in. Pure luck must have kept their paths from crossing at 255 Amberjack, Unit B.


  With a shaky hand, she punched in Dr. Oney's number by the glow of a flashlight, weak with relief when her voice came on the line.


  "Dr. Oney, it's Roxann Beadleman. Do you remember me?"


  "Roxann? Of course I do. I've been hearing such good things about you through Rescue. Are you coming to South Bend for Homecoming?"


  Her chest welled with emotion at the warmth in Nell's voice—she hadn't realized how much she missed her. "Not exactly," she hedged. "Although I could use a place to stay for a few days."


  "Are you in trouble?"


  "Just a disgruntled ex-husband of a woman I relocated a couple of weeks ago."


  "Ah—been there. Usually the bullies are more bark than bite, but there's no reason to take chances. And I'd love to see you again—why have you stayed away so long?"


  "I've...been busy."


  "Are you married?"


  "No."


  "Kids?"


  "No. I'll be coming by myself." She glanced toward the bedroom. Once she got rid of Angora, that is.


  "When can I expect you?"


  "I'm not sure—I might avoid the interstates."


  "Good idea. Don't hurry, I'll see you when I see you. Do you remember where I live?"


  "Yes." The few times she'd been to Dr. Oney's cozy little home, she hadn't wanted to leave.


  "I'll put a key under a flowerpot. You've been on my mind lately, Roxann—I saw an old photo of you in the alumni newsletter."


  "That rally seems like a lifetime ago."


  Dr. Oney laughed. "It was. I can't wait to see you and catch up."


  Roxann smiled into the phone, immensely cheered. She thanked Dr. Oney and hung up, then sank into her father's indented recliner, oddly comforted by its contours even as her body twitched to be on the road. But she'd have to wait until the alcohol wore off. At least she'd be gone by the time Capistrano arrived. Bothersome fool. She'd let him drive to Baton Rouge in case he crossed paths with Cape—better him than her father—but the detective needn't know where she was headed.


  She sighed and sat back in the dark, pulling her legs up under her. How strange that she and Angora had spent the evening reminiscing, and now it looked as if she were bound for South Bend, Indiana, after all. Back to Carl—number thirty-three on her life list. Maybe this would be her opportunity to satisfy her burning curiosity about the man who had inspired her to make a difference in the world.


  Roxann closed her eyes and conjured up his face. With the situation she was in, and the slump she'd experienced lately, she could certainly use a little inspiration. She'd never believed in premonition, but she had the queerest feeling of being pushed in a certain direction, as if she were careening toward the rest of her life. And that Carl Seger was destined to play a major role.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Nine


  


  


  ANGORA SMILED AND WAVED to the crowd. Thousands of bulbs flashed. Here she was, Miss America. The first woman to break the age barrier. Who needed a husband and a career when you had a sash and a crown?


  "Congratulations, Angora. Angora...Angora..."


  "Angora?"


  She opened her eyes and blinked her cousin Roxann into view. Why was Roxann in Atlantic City?


  "Angora, something's come up. I have to leave."


  She squinted. "Hmm?"


  "Wake up, Angora. We have to go."


  She moved her tongue, only to discover that someone had deposited something foul in her mouth. "Ugh. Where am I?"


  "You spent the night at my dad's. Can you sit up?"


  "Why wouldn't I be able to sit up?" She sat up, and a bomb exploded in her head. "Ohhhhhh."


  "I brought you some aspirin."


  "Shhhh!"


  "Take deep breaths."


  On the third deep breath, her stomach vaulted to her throat. She barely made it to the bathroom before everything she'd ingested the night before came surging toward daylight. Oh, God, she'd never eat pepperoni pizza again. In fact, she might never eat again, period. The Hangover Diet. Maybe she'd finally shed those ten pounds that had eluded her since puberty.


  Roxann handed her a cool cloth, and she buried her face in it. Then yesterday's events came flooding back to her—the shame, the disappointment—and she wanted never to lift her head again. The next few years of her life, so carefully planned as late as yesterday, now stretched before her...empty...lonely...not rich. She would be damaged goods in the eyes of the families that belonged to the club, forever referred to as "the jilted one." And Dee would never let her live down this fiasco.


  "Try to swallow these aspirin," Roxann urged. "It helped me."


  "If I die," she whispered, "don't let the coroner take a picture of me like this."


  "Don't worry—I'd fix your hair first. Can you make it to the bed?"


  "Only if you bring the bed into the bathroom."


  "Come on, up you go."


  Angora groaned as she became vertical again. The bed was a mile away, but she finally reached the end of it and eased down to a sitting position. "Why do I feel like hell and you don't?"


  "Because my body is used to processing more than carrots and popcorn."


  Roxann was right, of course. Roxann was always right. Her cousin's duffel bag sat on the floor, zipped and ready to go. "Did you say you have to leave?"


  "Yes—as soon as possible. I found a pair of Dad's sweatpants for you to wear, and a flannel shirt."


  Angora peered at the darkened window. "What time is it?"


  "Four-thirty."


  "In the morning?" She hadn't been up at four-thirty in the morning since...wait—she'd never been up at four-thirty in the morning.


  "Sorry—I really need to get going."


  "Back to Biloxi?"


  "Eventually. I have a few stops to make first."


  "Take me with you."


  Roxann shook her head. "I can't."


  "Please, Roxann? I can't face everyone, not yet." And not like this.


  "I called your parents last night and told them you were all right."


  "Thanks." She bit into her bottom lip. "Were they worried?"


  "Absolutely."


  A sliver of happiness cut through the disappointment that cocooned her heart. If they were worried now, think how much more worried they'd be if she didn't come home right away. "I don't want to go home."


  "Okay, then I'll take you to a friend's."


  Her mind wasn't operating at top speed, but she had the feeling that even if she weren't hung over, she wouldn't be able to come up with a name.


  "Angora?"


  "I'm thinking."


  Roxann sighed. "How about your maid of honor?"


  "Amanda Whittaker? We're not that close."


  "Then why did you ask her to be your maid of honor?"


  "Because she asked me to be hers last year."


  "Come on, Angora—there must have been twenty girls up there with you."


  "Twenty-four. You know, I wanted to ask you to be a bridesmaid."


  "I'm...flattered."


  "Dee had a fit, though, and I was pretty sure I'd never get you in a pink dress anyway."


  "I guess you were the one who sent me the invitation?"


  She nodded. "I wasn't sure you'd get it, but I'm glad you did."


  "So am I. I think. Angora, you're not close to any of the women in your wedding party?"


  "To Trenton's three sisters, I thought. But I heard them saying nasty things about me in the bathroom at my bridal shower." She's not very bright, is she? No, and she's chunky. I don't know what Trenton sees in her.


  "What about a coworker?"


  "The only person I associate with outside of work is my boss, and that's only because he's a friend of Dee's." Her coworkers had made it clear that since she'd gotten the job because of her connections, they weren't about to include her in their art-uppity circle. They seemed to enjoy talking over her head, discussing artists and paintings that she had to look up during her lunch hour. She was sure they had come to the wedding for the shrimp cocktail.


  "There must be someone."


  "Maybe I should just go with you."


  But Roxann shook her head. "Sorry."


  She lifted her arms and allowed Roxann to pull off the hideous tie-dyed T-shirt. "I won't be any trouble."


  "Angora, you can't help but be trouble."


  "I know." She sniffled.


  "Don't start crying, your head will hurt worse."


  "It can't hurt worse," she mumbled as she shrugged into the flannel shirt Roxann held behind her. "And these thongs of yours make me feel like I had a wedding night after all."


  "You'll feel better once you can rest in your own bed in your own underwear."


  Angora relented, knowing that her cousin didn't want to be bothered with her on whatever exciting adventure she was off to next. No one wanted to be bothered with her. She choked back a sob, and tugged on gray sweatpants that swallowed her, tummy bulge and all. She looked like a bum, but her only alternative was to wear her wedding gown home, and she wasn't about to try to get back into that torture garb. "What will I do for shoes?"


  "I have an extra pair of sneakers."


  "But you wear a size six and a half, and I need at least an eight."


  Roxann frowned. "You remember my shoe size?"


  She remembered a lot about Roxann. In fact, from those few months rooming together, she probably knew more about her aloof cousin, and had revealed more of herself to Roxann, than anyone else on earth.


  "Well, I might be able to find a pair of Dad's house shoes."


  "Never mind," she said, standing and holding on to her head to keep it from flying apart. "I'll wear my pumps. Might as well get one more wear out of them, considering they cost as much as the plane tickets to Hawaii." Dee wouldn't be up anyway, to be scandalized by her appearance. She wadded up the dress that she'd spent so many hours searching for and stuffed it under her arm. "I'm ready." Not really, but she was trying to prove to Roxann that she could be brave, too.


  Roxann picked up her duffel and led the way back through the cramped little house, which seemed much neater and smelled a little nicer than the previous evening—for that, her stomach was grateful. When had Roxann had time to clean? As always, she seemed capable of doing everything at once. Envy barbed through her—was there anything her cousin couldn't do?


  Roxann turned when they reached the side door. "Stay here until I tell you to come out."


  Angora frowned. "Why?"


  "Because...this isn't the best neighborhood. Sometimes homeless people sleep under the carports."


  She watched as Roxann slipped out, her hand inside her duffel bag, probably on the pepper spray can. Her cousin was so brave. In the dim light of a naked bulb, Roxann walked all around the van, then signaled her to come out.


  Angora stepped down onto the uneven concrete and promptly twisted her ankle in the high heels, but recovered adequately. It was still dark out, the air wet and cool. The tang of garbage from a nearby Dumpster burned her nostrils and toyed with her unsettled stomach. Still, the lights in the small houses across the road, silhouetting people moving around in their kitchens, probably getting ready to go to work at the electric plant, was somehow comforting. Living in a tight-knit neighborhood must have been so fun growing up, with kids everywhere, and fire hydrants opened wide in the dog days of summer. Since she had no friends of her own, she'd always hoped Roxann would invite her over to play with hers. Dee wouldn't have agreed, of course, but she'd wished anyway.


  She opened the creaky door to the van and pulled herself up, wincing against the pain in her skull, then tossed the wedding gown in the backseat. The vehicle had a peculiar odor, raising questions about what kinds of exotic things had taken place inside. Stakeouts with lots of take-out food? Sleeping on an air mattress, hiding out from the law? Transporting entire families and their belongings?


  Roxann opened the sliding door of the van and set a box on the floorboard.


  "What's that?"


  "Some of the junk from my room—I thought it was time to get it out of Dad's way." Roxann set the duffel bag on the backseat, then closed the door and swung up into the driver's seat.


  "I'm sorry you didn't get to see your father."


  "Maybe next time."


  Even through her headache fog, she detected a measure of insincerity in Roxann's voice that perplexed her. Sure, Uncle Walt was messy and poor, but he was an adoring father who thought enough of his daughter to maintain her girlish bedroom. Dee had already hired an interior designer to change her bedroom into a day spa. Twice she'd come out of the shower to find people measuring.


  She watched as Roxann cranked the engine and launched into some kind of strange hand-slapping routine on the dashboard. Then a shot rang out, sending Angora at least an inch off the seat. "What was that?"


  Roxann gripped the wheel and pivoted her head to the side, her eyes wide. Then she relaxed and sighed. "The van backfired."


  Angora managed a little laugh. "For a minute I thought someone was shooting at us."


  "Well, that's pretty unlikely, even in this neighborhood."


  But her cousin seemed genuinely spooked as she backed out of the narrow driveway and onto the quiet street. "Maybe it's just my weak stomach," Angora said in an attempt to lighten the moment, "but I don't remember the van vibrating this much yesterday."


  "You were a little preoccupied yesterday," Roxann offered wryly.


  "No offense, but this is a wreck."


  "I don't have a need for a BMW."


  "How did you know I drive a BMW?"


  "Lucky guess. Don't worry—Goldie might seem a little rickety, but she runs like a deer."


  "Goldie—is she your undercover car? Does it have a race-car engine under the hood so you can outrun the Smokies?"


  "The Smokies? Angora, you watch too much television. And the van is a regular old eight-cylinder."


  "But you do use it for your...work?"


  She nodded.


  "Can't you tell me anything?"


  "My work's not nearly as glamorous as you might think."


  Probably more glamorous than disinfecting the headsets for audio tours of the Baton Rouge River Walk Museum. "How do you find out about women who are in trouble?"


  "There's a network of counselors and social workers all over the country who know about Rescue."


  "Rescue? Is that what it's called?"


  Roxann nodded. "It's a last resort for women who want to get away from abusive partners."


  "What do you do for them?"


  "Help them and their children relocate. And, in some cases, help them establish new identities."


  "Is it legal?"


  "In most cases," Roxann said, nodding. "But there have been a few times when a woman's ex had visitation rights despite evidence that he was a threat to the children."


  "And?"


  "And in those cases, the woman is thwarting court-ordered visitation by denying her ex access to the children."


  "So she's kidnapping her own children."


  "As far as the law is concerned, yes."


  Angora pursed her mouth. "Can you get in trouble for helping them?"


  "It's possible to be brought up on obstruction-of-justice charges, or maybe contempt charges...but not likely."


  "But it's still dangerous."


  Roxann glanced in the rearview mirror. "The greatest danger is if the ex-spouse finds his wife. And some of the exes have been known to go after the Rescue volunteers who helped their wives disappear."


  "Isn't all that kept secret?"


  "It's supposed to be, but leaks are bound to occur. That's why the facilitators sometimes wear disguises or use bogus names when they transport a family. And we move around a lot."


  Angora leaned close. "You're a facilitator?"


  "Uh-huh."


  "Wow. Have you ever been threatened?"


  "Um...nothing serious." Roxann glanced in the mirror—probably a reflex, Angora decided.


  She herself had no reflexes, unless the urge to match her lipstick and fingernail polish counted. "Do they pay you?"


  "A little, but I work other jobs for my primary income, and for benefits."


  "What kinds of jobs?"


  Roxann shrugged. "Anything flexible. Lately I've been waitressing in a diner."


  "You're joking."


  "Nope."


  "Oh, God, that's so exciting—a waitress by day, and rescuer by night."


  "Not so exciting, just exhausting."


  Angora crinkled her nose. "I'll bet you have to wear ugly shoes."


  Roxann laughed. "Not anymore, I was fired."


  "Fired? Why?"


  "Because a relocation took longer than I expected, and I was late."


  "Don't the people at the diner know what else you do?"


  "No. It's better to keep a low profile."


  Angora wet her lips—this was better than the movies. "Last night did you get called about a...what do you call it?"


  "A relocation? Yes."


  She sighed and eased back her aching head—oh, the drama. Meanwhile, life was passing her by as if she were one of those statues in the wing of the museum that only school kids visited, and then under protest.


  "How are you feeling?" Roxann asked.


  "Lousy."


  "At this hour of the day, I'll have you home in no time."


  She grimaced at the pre-dawn scenery flying by. "Don't hurry on my account."


  "Hey, today can't be as bad as yesterday."


  "Oh, yes it can. By now Mother will have identified everything I should have done to keep Trenton from standing me up at the altar, and she'll have devised a plan to save face with everyone who attended the wedding."


  "Dee is...meticulous."


  "And still in bed, I hope. If I'm lucky and the maid cooperates, Mother won't even know I'm in the house until dinnertime."


  But it was not to be. When they pulled up to the huge brick home that her father had built to her mother's specifications twenty-five years ago, nearly every light was blazing.


  "I'd forgotten your house was so big," Roxann murmured.


  Angora swallowed. "I don't think I can do this."


  Then the front door opened, silhouetting her mother in a voluminous muumuu. She did not look relieved to see her only child home safe and sound.


  "Correction—I know I can't do this."


  Roxann scoffed. "What's the worst thing she can do?"


  Shake her head. Roll her eyes. Call me names.


  "Oh, I almost forgot." Roxann twisted and lifted the box lid. "Here's your crown. And your life list."


  Angora set the crown on her head, comforted, as always, by its weight. Then she unfolded the sheets of paper with shaky hands. "Everything seemed much simpler when we made these lists."


  "Everything was much simpler."


  "Have you ever wished you could turn back time?" she whispered through a haze of tears.


  Roxann averted her eyes. "There are some things I would do differently, sure."


  Angora looked toward the house. Even from this distance, she could see that Dee was tapping her foot. "Will you come in with me, Roxann?"


  "I don't think—"


  "Just for a few minutes. She won't go completely berserk if you're with me. Please?" She wasn't above giving her cousin the pitiful look that had won her over in the past.


  Roxann sighed. "Just for a few minutes."


  "I owe you one." At her cousin's pensive expression, she wondered if Roxann was remembering another pact they'd made. They owed each other.


  After a deep breath, Angora gathered her soiled gown and slid down from the vinyl seat. She felt ridiculous wearing men's sweatpants and high heels, but she forged ahead, up the elaborate stone sidewalk, toward her fuming mother. As always, some small part of her still harbored the hope that Dee would throw her arms wide and offer her comfort. But when Angora was within arm's reach, her mother spun on her feathered mules and marched into the house. Angora had no choice but to follow. Roxann was a few steps behind.


  Dee glided into the parlor, then turned for dramatic effect, fabric fluttering. "Well?"


  "Well, what?" Angora asked.


  "Well, what do you have to say for yourself?"


  "Um...I'm sorry for being jilted at the altar?"


  "Don't be smart, young lady. You left me and your father in an extremely awkward situation, running off like that with—" She glared at Roxann. "With her. Really. And Roxann, what a waste of your good education you've turned out to be."


  Roxann said nothing, only blinked lazily and offered up a small smile.


  The disappointment in Dee's eyes when she looked at Roxann—it was so intense, like the disappointment of a mother looking at a disobedient but favorite child. Angora had always suspected that deep down Dee had wished she'd given birth to Roxann, the smart one, and, in truth, the one with more natural beauty. The fact that Roxann chose not to enhance her looks had been a curious obsession of Dee's.


  "I am sorry for leaving so abruptly, Mother," Angora murmured. "I just wanted to get out of there."


  Dee's eyes cut back to her. "And let someone else clean up your mess."


  "Trenton was the one who changed his mind."


  "The boy had cold feet, that's all. If your cousin hadn't interfered, and if you'd behaved as if you had good sense, all of this could have been settled yesterday, and you'd be on your honeymoon instead of standing here dressed like a refugee and smelling like throw-up."


  "It wasn't her fault," Roxann said. "Lay off."


  They both turned. She was leaning against the doorframe, her arms crossed.


  "You may leave," Dee said pointedly. "And remove that rattletrap from my driveway."


  Roxann pushed away from the door. "Nice to see you again, Angora. Good luck in Chicago."


  Angora watched her leave, feeling as if her last link to freedom were slipping away. She couldn't even eke out a goodbye. When the front door closed, hot tears sprang to her eyes. She turned back to Dee. "Mother, I really am sorry. I know you and Daddy spent a lot of money on the wedding—"


  "It's not the money," Dee said, waving impatiently. "I took out an insurance policy."


  Angora blinked. "What?"


  "I took out an insurance policy on the wedding expenditures in case something like this happened."


  "In case I was jilted?" Angora asked, incredulous.


  Dee sighed. "Well, I was right, wasn't I?"


  Angora's body went completely cold, but somehow her feet moved, carrying her back into the foyer where she'd seen her purse sitting on the table among boxes of embossed napkins and little bags of unused birdseed. She shoved her life list inside the Prada bag—thank goodness black crocodile went with everything, including flannel—then slung it over her shoulder.


  "Where are you going, young lady?"


  "Away from here." She jogged to the front door, yanked it open, and ran outside, taking the stairs as fast as she could in her heels. "Roxann! Roxann, wait!"


  The van was pulling away from the sidewalk, but to her immense relief, the brake lights came on.


  She ran up to the passenger side door and tugged until it opened.


  "What's wrong?" Roxann asked.


  "I can't stay here. Take me with you."


  "Angora—"


  "Please, Roxann?" She blinked up a few desperate tears. "Please."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Ten


  


  


  ROXANN STUDIED ANGORA’S tearful face. She could imagine the insensitive things Dee had said—the woman was a shrew. With the possibility of Frank Cape on her tail, though, the last thing she needed was to have Angora slowing her down, and she didn't want to involve her cousin in her dilemma.


  "Oh, God, here comes Mother. Please, Roxann?"


  She sighed. On the other hand, Angora was the only relative she had who actually wanted to spend time with her, and even her cousin's too-chatty company would be a respite from the loneliness that had seized her lately. Plus if Frank Cape found her, he might be less likely to confront her with a witness along. In the side mirror, she could see Dee bearing down the sidewalk, muumuu flying.


  "Okay, get in."


  Angora squealed, sprang into the seat, and slammed the door. "Go."


  Roxann gunned the engine, which backfired and left a cloud of blue smoke that obscured her aunt. She'd definitely sealed her fate as far as Dee's will was concerned.


  Angora laughed like a child. "Thank you, thank you, thank you! I couldn't stay in that house one more second." She sighed. "I've dug my grave with Mother this time."


  If Angora had made it to the Miss America pageant, her talent could have been passive-aggressivism, which she had down to an art. Play Miss Goody Two-shoes until she was ready to burst, then misbehave, wallow in remorse, tearfully confess, beg forgiveness, and start all over again. Roxann slowed. "Do you want me to take you back?"


  "No."


  Impressed, Roxann accelerated. "Give Dee time, she'll come around."


  Angora snorted. "Mother will never change. When I die, she'll stand over my casket and bemoan my laugh lines."


  Yesterday she herself had turned up a radio commercial for a new antiwrinkle cream, so she couldn't cast stones. "She means well." Actually, Dee was just plain mean, but there was no use fanning the flame.


  Angora shifted in her seat, filling in the silence by arranging bulky flannel around the seat belt. "It's funny—I don't remember much about your mother," she murmured. "Except that she smelled like lemon furniture polish."


  Roxann blinked—they'd never discussed her own mother, not even when they roomed together. "She...Mom was always cleaning. Back then, Dad liked an orderly house." Because someone else was doing the cleaning. And the cooking. And the fetching.


  "Do you miss her?"


  Her eyes burned unexpectedly. "Of course."


  "I don't think I'd miss Dee at all—how sad is that?"


  "Sad," she agreed. "But I don't think you mean it."


  Angora made a noncommittal noise in her throat. "Roxann, why did your folks divorce?"


  She concentrated hard on the road. "Incompatibility. Dad was an ogre. Controlling. Jealous. Mother tired of it, I suppose."


  "Your dad seems like such a sweetheart."


  "I have some good memories of us all together," she conceded. "But Dad was no sweetheart. And when Mom...when they split up, he turned bitter."


  "Was there another person involved?"


  Every fiber in her body rallied to her mother's defense. "Mother had a male friend, but she was not having an affair."


  "Although your dad thought so?"


  She pursed her mouth and nodded slowly. "So he kept me from her—not because he wanted to raise me, but to punish her."


  "Your dad is crazy for you. At Christmas, every other sentence out of his mouth is 'Roxann is so intelligent.' "


  She smirked. "Just to aggravate Dee." Besides, only she knew that he'd been talking in code—how many times had her father said he'd rather have a child who was "smart" than "intelligent"? She was certain he'd framed her diploma as a mocking reminder of how she'd wasted her education.


  "Where are we going?" Angora asked, as if she suddenly cared.


  "To South Bend."


  Her eyes lit up. "For Homecoming?"


  "Well...I guess the timing is right. I'm actually going to stay with Nell Oney for a few days—do you remember Dr. Oney?"


  Angora frowned. "Yeah. Didn't she teach philosophy?"


  Roxann nodded. "And she got me involved in the Rescue program." Roxann didn't need a shrink to tell her Nell had been the mother figure she'd craved—wise, calm, attentive. She'd wanted to stay in touch with the woman who had taken a special interest in her, but the university and the people connected to it represented too many bittersweet memories.


  "Do you two have business to take care of?" Angora asked.


  "Sort of."


  "Do you think she'll mind if I'm along?"


  "No, but you can't discuss any of the things I've told you about the program with anyone."


  "You of all people know I can keep a secret."


  Roxann glanced over, her stomach knotted. "Don't, Angora."


  For the split second, a spark of defiance shone in Angora's wide blue eyes, and Roxann had the horrible feeling that Angora would lash out at her parents and the world by divulging their secret. There was nothing more dangerous than a person who felt as if they had nothing left to lose. She swallowed.


  "Roxann, have you ever wanted to kill someone?"


  At the eerily serious note in her cousin's voice, warning bells chimed in her head. "Everyone has moments of extreme anger," she said carefully.


  "No," Angora said, her gaze locked on Roxann's, her pupils dilated. "I mean really kill someone." In her lap, her hands convulsed. "I think I could kill Trenton and not feel a bit guilty."


  A chill tickled the back of Roxann's neck as she recalled moments in college when she'd questioned Angora's stability. "Passion is a powerful emotion. Sometimes it can feel like hate instead of love."


  But Angora seemed to be somewhere else. "All I know is that I put my life on hold too many times because of promises men made to me." Her voice had taken on a bitter tone. "What makes the beasts think they can use a woman and then toss her aside when she becomes inconvenient?"


  Roxann used her most soothing tone. "You're hurting right now, but you'll feel better by the time we get to South Bend."


  Angora's eyes welled up, and her mouth tightened. "I swear on my crown, the next man who jerks me around is going to wish he hadn't."


  Her cousin wouldn't be the first repressed woman to snap and retaliate, ergo all those news interviews with wide-eyed neighbors in their robes saying, "She seemed like such a nice woman."


  Then as quickly as it came, the glimmer in her cousin's eyes vanished, replaced by a contrite expression. "I don't know what I would have done if you hadn't shown up yesterday, Roxann. Or if you hadn't let me come with you on this trip. Seems like you're always saving me."


  Unexpectedly moved, Roxann couldn't respond.


  "I know, I know—it seems like I always need saving."


  "I didn't say that."


  "You were thinking it." Angora inhaled, then exhaled musically. "But that's okay, because from now on, I'm going to take charge of my life."


  Roxann bit her tongue—the only thing Angora had ever taken charge of was Visa, Mastercard, and American Express.


  Angora lifted her chin. "I don't need Trenton—I can get a man any time I want one."


  With her golden good looks, her cousin never had a problem attracting men, but inevitably, her insecurities manifested in some way to have them running in the opposite direction: too prim, too needy, too snobby, too virginal. "Getting" a man was not Angora's problem, nor any other woman's for that matter. Keeping him—now there was the rub.


  "In fact," Angora continued. "I can find someone better looking, someone who's great in bed."


  "And you would know?" Roxann asked gently.


  "Yes." Angora twirled her hair around her index finger—a dead giveaway that she was lying. Then she sighed. "No."


  "Don't sound so forlorn."


  "Roxann, how many thirty-two-year-old virgins do you know?"


  Roxann swerved, then corrected. "You're still a virgin?"


  "I knew I shouldn't have said anything."


  "No, no...I'm surprised, that's all, since you're so pretty and since you've been engaged."


  "And since I'm so old?"


  "We're the same age."


  "You didn't answer my question. How many thirty-two-year-old virgins do you know?"


  "Well...I don't have many close female friends, but I'm sure..." She trailed off helplessly. "Okay, I don't know any thirty-two-year-old virgins."


  She pulled a small pink packet from her purse. "A wedding-night gift from Mother—condoms."


  "Not ready to be a grandmother just yet, is she?"


  "No." She pulled one out and read the label. "These things are made of lambskin."


  "Sheep intestines."


  "Huh?"


  "They're made of sheep intestines. But 'lambskin' is more marketable."


  "Oh, that's gross."


  She shrugged. "They're the best, as far as sensation is concerned. My hat's off to Dee."


  "For knowing?"


  "For letting you know that she knows."


  "Ah. Well, the only thing that Mother harped on more than my laugh lines and my waistline is sex—she said she'd cut me out of her will if she found out I didn't wait until my wedding night." She stuffed the condom grab bag back into her purse.


  "How would she know?"


  "My gynecologist."


  "What?"


  "I've been going to the same gynecologist since I was fifteen, and she told me he would tell her if ever...you know."


  Roxann ground her teeth. "Angora, that's not only immoral, it's illegal. Your physician can't reveal your...status to anyone, not even to Dee. Surely you know that."


  "Mother's laws supersede all others."


  How could she rationalize with a woman whose world had been skewed by a selfish, overbearing mother? "Angora, there's nothing wrong with being a virgin at your age, but it should be because of your own convictions, not your mother's."


  Angora angled her chin. "You're so right. I think it's high time I change gynecologists. And broaden my sexual horizons."


  "You're entitled," Roxann agreed, simply because Angora couldn't carry off the label of "promiscuous" if she wore it on a sash.


  "Maybe I'll sleep with someone scandalous," she murmured. "Maybe...a bad boy. Or an older man." Angora produced a foxy smile. "Maybe I'll sleep with Dr. Seger. Cross another item off my life list."


  Roxann's stomach jumped, but she attributed it to last night's unfortunate choice of drink. "That's an interesting possibility."


  "Are you going to bid on him at the bachelor auction?"


  "I hadn't thought about it." Liar, liar.


  "Let's go and buy ourselves a man."


  "On my budget, the man would have to be made out of rubber."


  But Angora was warming to her plan. "How long will it take for us to get to campus?"


  "Driving straight through, I figure around fifteen hours."


  She bounced up and down in the seat, dislodging her crown. "Let's take our time and cross off a few items on our life lists along the way!"


  Roxann tried to conjure up some enthusiasm, but failed. "Angora, we don't have to abide by some silly list we made when we were little more than children." Besides, it was too disconcerting to see how many of the things that had once been important to her had been left undone.


  "Oh, come on—it'll be fun," Angora coaxed. "Just like old times."


  Except as she recalled, the "old times" weren't that fun for either of them. She squinted. "What did you have in mind?"


  Angora lifted the collar of the faded flannel shirt. "The first order of the day is to go shopping, of course."


  Of course.


  Her cousin waved vaguely toward the map lying on the seat between them. "So find a route that will take us by a mall, preferably one with a Saks."


  She groaned.


  "Hey, you could use a few new duds yourself, kiddo. You look exactly the same as you did in college."


  Roxann craned to critically study her reflection in the rearview mirror. "I don't look exactly the same." Those little creases around her eyes, for instance. And five gray hairs that congregated in her side part.


  "Are you kidding? You're frozen in time." Angora tsk-tsked at Roxann's faded jeans. "And that's not always a good thing."


  Shopping—a grueling experience. Despite her stint in the dress shop in high school, she didn't have Angora's eye for color or style. "We should be in Jackson by noon, maybe we can find a Wal-Mart."


  "This is serious." Angora was gaining momentum. "You could have your eyebrows waxed."


  "I prefer having them singed by a roaring gas flame."


  "And have you ever thought about letting your hair grow out?"


  She rolled her eyes up to stare at the fringe of bangs tickling her brow. "No. In fact, it's time for a trim."


  "Long straight hair is back in. You'd be absolutely exotic." She snapped her fingers. "I've got it—hair extensions!"


  "You always were determined to make me over."


  "And you always were determined to shop at the campus Goodwill."


  It was what she could afford. Plus the vintage, boyish clothes boosted her image of rebellious coed. Indeed, she'd stuck out when most young women were going over the top with big, feminine hair and look-at-me clothing. Carl had admired her individuality, but maybe she was getting too old for jeans and T-shirts. Besides, since almost everyone was going out of the way to dress down these days, she was in danger of falling into a trend—argh.


  Angora yawned and laid her head back. "So, cuz, do you have a boyfriend?"


  Roxann watched the road signs in the dark and headed toward the interstate. "No. I don't date much." Even she and Richard hadn't really dated when she lived in Birmingham. If she was lonely, she'd drop by the bar or coffeehouse where he happened to be playing, and he'd go home with her. If he was lonely, he'd show up on her doorstep with Thai food.


  "What are the men like in Biloxi?"


  Capistrano's face came to her. "Like the weather—thick and predictable." He probably hated Thai food.


  "Don't you get lonely?"


  "I stay pretty busy." A definite meat-and-potatoes man.


  "Have you ever come close to getting married?"


  "Not that I know of." In fact, he probably wrestled his meat to the ground and killed it with his bare hands.


  Angora groaned. "Men are such pigs—why do we want one?"


  She scowled. "Who says I do?"


  "You don't want a family of your own?"


  "Maybe. Someday." The last two items on her life list came to mind, but that little part about the sperm contribution posed a bit of a problem.


  "Someday? Roxann, do you realize that at our age we're already considered high-risk for pregnancy?"


  Her own gynecologist had said the same thing on her last annual visit. Blah, blah, blah.


  "The way I see it, we have another good year left to find a husband, then one year of decent sex before getting pregnant. If we can get pregnant at our age. Our eggs are getting old, you know. With every month that passes, we're becoming more barren."


  "Stop."


  Angora sniffled. "Maybe it's not important to you, but I always pictured myself with a little boy and a little girl. I'd never want an only child because it's just too much..."


  "Pressure," Roxann supplied.


  "Right. But Uncle Walt never pressured you."


  "No." That would've required being attentive. "But I think most only children realize that the expectations of the family ride on their shoulders." If she didn't make her life matter for something, the Beadleman name would be remembered as a flirtatious mother who'd met an untimely end and a drunkard father who would probably meet his Maker while stretched out in his recliner.


  Angora sighed. "That kind of pressure can make you do crazy things, all right."


  "Like marrying a man just to make your mother happy?"


  She hadn't meant to hurt her, but Angora closed her eyes and pressed her lips together. "Or turning your back on men to become a martyr for abused women?"


  Roxann was so astounded at how closely Angora's assessment had matched her own, that she had no choice but to lie. "That's ridiculous."


  "Really? So you're open to having a man in your life? To getting married?"


  Suddenly she was reminded of the upside of traveling alone—you didn't have to answer irrelevant questions. "I, uh...suppose. I really don't think about it much. If it happens, it happens."


  "Oh, now see—that's a myth. Nothing 'just happens.' You have to help things along."


  "To what end?"


  "Well...to happily-ever-after, of course."


  "You were jilted at the altar yesterday, and you still believe in happily-ever-after?"


  "Well, sure. What else is there?"


  "How about 'contentedly-ever-after'?"


  "Can you be content without a man?"


  Roxann nodded. "I am content without a man." Eighty-four percent true.


  Angora sighed. "Then you're a stronger woman than I am. I couldn't stand it, working with scared women all the time, moving around, changing jobs, having no money, being alone." Another sigh. "You're so brave."


  She frowned. "Thanks."


  "I mean it. It takes guts to chuck your education and go out on a limb for people you don't know and might never see again."


  She frowned harder.


  "To sacrifice your own happiness so that—"


  "Okay, Angora. You're making me blush."


  She sighed again, with more drama. "I thought by now I would have done something with my life, and now I'm starting over."


  "Have you been working for the museum all these years?"


  "Yes, and it's dreadful. They treat me like I'm an idiot."


  "So why do you work there?"


  "Well, Ms. Valedictorian, after graduation, I didn't have as many options as you did. Not much I could do with a degree in art history—even Daddy couldn't find a place for me in the hotel business—so the museum job seemed promising. By the time I realized it was a dead end, I had met Trenton and wanted to be near him and his family." Her laugh was hollow. "I guess I am an idiot. I was never smart, like you. Of course you know that."


  Except a high IQ did not a smart person make. If she was so smart, for instance, why had she brought Angora with her on the lam? Right now the woman was sitting there waiting for a nugget of brilliant advice.


  "You can't make someone love you," Roxann said slowly. "You're only responsible for your own feelings and actions." She'd counseled hundreds of women with those same lines.


  Angora lifted her head. "You know, you're absolutely right."


  Encouraged, she continued. "Isn't there some small part of you that's relieved you didn't marry Trenton?"


  "No, I was really looking forward to marrying a rich man and living hundreds of miles from my parents."


  So much for magic words.


  "I'm not like you, Roxann. I want it all—a husband, a home, kids. I can't be happy helping other people live their lives."


  It was a good thing that Angora withdrew a foot-long emery board from her purse and began sawing on her nails, because Roxann was speechless over the backhanded compliment. Everything Angora had said was true—she did chuck her education, work with scared women, move around, change jobs, live frugally, and was, for the most part, alone. And she did help other people live their lives. So why did a lifestyle that had once seemed noble and romantic sound downright bleak when someone else described it?


  And worse, Angora truly believed that her cousin had sacrificed a man, a home, and a family so that she could devote her life to others. But in truth, she was starting to feel resentful of her thankless job, and of the string of needy women who stood between her and her own happily-ever-after.


  Roxann went cold remembering the eerie message on her computer screen. She was a fake, going through the motions of benevolence with an empty heart. She was counting on the gratitude of the forlorn women she aided to fill the void in her gypsy life, which wasn't fair, or even reasonable.


  "Are you okay?" Angora asked. "You look a little green."


  "Still a little hung over," she lied.


  "Would you like for me to drive?"


  It had taken Angora eight attempts to get her driver's license. "No, I'm fine. Why don't you take a nap?" Now that the confrontation with Dee was over, Angora was limp, and yawning between every sentence. Plus Roxann wanted to be alone with her own thoughts—not a good sign ten miles down the highway on a proposed two-week road trip.


  "No...I want to stay awake," Angora said, but her voice was groggy. She put her purse behind her head and leaned back. Her eyelids fluttered. "So you don't fall asleep...at the—"


  The nose job took over and the snoring set in. Roxann shook her head and wondered again what she'd gotten herself into. And at the worst possible time. She adjusted the rearview mirror, alert for a tail, but few cars were on the neighborhood roads of Baton Rouge at this hour. Besides, even if Frank Cape followed her, he'd probably give up when he didn't find her at her father's.


  Her father...


  She'd never forgive herself if something happened to him because of her sleazy associations. She pulled into a drive-through and bought a large coffee, then punched in her father's number on her cell phone in the event he had cut his fishing trip short. But as she expected, his answering machine picked up, and she felt compelled to talk to him in person.


  When the teenager handed her coffee through the window, the hot liquid sloshed over the side, and the incident in the diner with Capistrano came to mind. If he hadn't come in that day, and if she hadn't been fired, she would've taken her normal lunch break to run home and drop off groceries or something, and might have been at the apartment when Frank Cape dropped by. She shivered. Not that she owed the detective anything for his interference.


  She sipped the coffee, checked the rearview mirror, and steered Goldie onto the access road leading to the interstate. Angora hadn't moved a muscle, unless you counted her snoring muscles. NPR was the best she could get on the old AM radio, so she settled in for a lively discussion on growing herbs. And after an hour's education on soil, sun, and plant selection, she was tempted to give up Rescue to grow rosemary and sage in her spare time. In fact, the placid announcers made it seem as if world peace could be achieved if everyone just pruned their peppermint periodically.


  At mid-morning her father finally answered his phone. Roxann hadn't realized just how worried she'd been until his telltale rasp rattled out over the line.


  "Hello?" He sounded winded, as if he had just walked in.


  Her heart swelled with a dozen emotions. "Hi, Dad."


  "Roxann—where are you? There's a policeman sitting in my driveway."


  "Did he tell you his name?"


  "Capistrano. Said you were in some kind of trouble."


  She rolled her eyes. "I'm fine, Dad."


  "Then why is he here?"


  "It's complicated, but he was out of line for following me."


  "Sherwood said you had somebody with you last night."


  "Angora."


  At the mention of her name, her cousin's snoring stopped and she lifted her head. Great.


  "I thought your cousin was getting married this weekend."


  "She was. I mean, she was supposed to." She cleared her throat and lowered her voice. "It's a long story. I'll call you in a few days and explain everything."


  Angora squinted at Roxann.


  "Meanwhile, tell Detective Capistrano that I've gone back to Biloxi."


  "Are you in danger?" her father asked.


  "I'll be fine. Really."


  He sighed heavily. "This is how you use your education? Play cat and mouse with unsavory characters?"


  She swallowed hard, trying not to feel like a little girl who'd misbehaved. "I'll call you, Dad." With much remorse, she pushed the disconnect button and turned a cheerful smile in Angora's direction. "Feeling rested?"


  "Yes." Angora stretched. "What was that all about?"


  "I called my father to let him know we'd stayed at his house last night."


  "Who is Detective Capistrano?"


  "Nobody. Hey, is that a mall?"


  Angora was nothing if not easily distracted. "Yes! Take this exit—we're going to spend some money."


  "I don't have much cash," Roxann warned. Actually, she had fourteen dollars and twenty-two cents in her purse, which wasn't even leather.


  Angora pshawed. "Who needs cash when I have Trenton's gold card?"


  "I didn't hear you say that."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eleven


  


  


  ANGORA STOOD BEHIND Roxann and stared at her cousin's reflection. Envy threatened to surface, but pride over the wardrobe makeover she'd supervised won out. "You look marvelous."


  Roxann's brown eyes cut to her in the mirror. "I look ridiculous."


  Angora sighed—nothing was more exasperating than a beautiful woman who failed to recognize her physical potential. How many times had she heard Dee say that the family cheekbones had been wasted on Roxann? And one of her most mortifying memories was having the plastic surgeon draw on her God-given piggish nose with a black marker based on a picture of Roxann that Dee had produced.


  "It's my mother's nose," Dee had insisted, "and it should have been yours."


  After her jaw had been broken and reset, and her teeth straightened, she and Roxann could have passed for sisters, except for the hips and the hair. Her own true color was a mousy brown, but Dee had been so determined that everyone think she was a natural blonde, Angora's hair had been lightened since kindergarten.


  "You just need time to adjust to your new look," Angora assured Roxann. "You're going to knock his socks off."


  "Who?"


  "Whoever."


  Roxann scoffed, but Angora noticed the subtle change in her demeanor as she turned sideways and perused her whip-slim figure in brown leather pants, pink blouse, and high-heeled ankle boots. She was thinking about someone.


  Roxann tugged at the waistband. "These pants are tighter on me than on the animal that wore the hide."


  Angora grinned and turned to the clerk hovering in the background. "We'll take this outfit, and all the rest."


  "Angora, I can't let you buy all these things for me."


  "Why not? After all, you rescued me." She waved Trenton's gold American Express card. "No limit."


  She handed over the card with a flourish. Bankruptcy was too good for Trenton after what he'd done to her. Although now with Darma Walker's money, along with her dead husband's, it would take more than a shopping spree at a sub-par department store to make an impression on him. Or to relieve her own anguish.


  The rage that had hovered just beneath the surface since yesterday made her skin prickly and hot. She hated Trenton all the more for giving her what was probably a permanent nerve rash. Unable to restrain herself, she clawed at the itchy skin on her neck with the frenzy of a lapdog. Trenton didn't deserve to live happily ever after, not after destroying her life, the miserable, lying beast. And to think she'd saved herself for him, had been willing to dedicate her life to him, all because Dee had promised that he was the one for her.


  "We can get some ointment for your hives."


  She stopped mid-scratch at Roxann's voice, feeling like a ten-year-old. "I'll be fine," she said, straightening, but panicked for a few seconds, trying to remember where she was—sometimes her mind took her to another place.


  "Angora?"


  Racks of clothing, bad carpet, three-way mirrors—oh, yes, the department store. She manufactured a smile for Roxann, then disguised her raw neck with a quick flip of the collar of her new silk blouse. "Next stop—hair and makeup."


  Roxann blanched. "Huh?"


  Instantly cheered, Angora hooked her arm around her cousin's shoulder. "When we're finished, no one will be able to recognize you." At the sudden serious expression on Roxann's face, she added, "Not that you look bad now."


  "No, you're right," Roxann said slowly, smoothing a strand of hair behind her ear. "I could use a new look, at least for a little while."


  Ah, so Roxann did want to impress someone—Dr. Carl? She couldn't blame her—the man was outrageously male. She had harbored a crush on him, too, but things hadn't turned out quite the way she'd hoped. Still, it hadn't stopped her from fantasizing about him, wondering what it would be like to lose her virginity to him. Keeping her knees closed for the frat boys she dated had posed no problem because none of their fumbling kisses had piqued her interest.


  But her senior year she had found a tree-shaded bench across from the building that housed Dr. Carl's office. From her shielded vantage point, she munched on celery and cauliflower and watched him eat lunch on the steps of his building every day that the weather permitted. His routine never varied. At noon he would emerge with a brown bag, then eat a delicious-looking sandwich, a little bag of chips, and a bottle of juice, all while reading the newspaper. Not that he ever got much reading done, since every girl who walked by stopped to chat, or at least said hello. He would smile politely and nod while chewing, seemingly unaware that he had them all in a lather.


  Okay, so she had been in love with him. Every night she would mentally rehearse crossing the street and engaging Dr. Carl in a conversation so witty and entertaining that he would instantly realize they were destined for each other. Except the next day she would sit munching her Dee-directed baggie of raw vegetables, paralyzed in self-loathing while braver and more slender girls were rewarded with his magnificent smile.


  Then one day Roxann had happened by Dr. Carl's eating place, with a paper or something for him to look at. Angora had watched, burning with jealousy, as he had actually invited her cousin to sit. His delicious-looking sandwich had gone uneaten while they discussed the paper, heads together. He had talked and gestured with animation, and Roxann had hung on to every word, scribbling notes.


  After that, Roxann had appeared with more regularity, producing one paper after another that seemed to need his input. He had tolerated her cousin's company like the good and kind man he was, but surely he knew that Roxann had slept with many men, that she wasn't wholesome like Angora.


  She and Roxann hadn't lived together for a couple of years at that point, but still saw each other when she needed help with an assignment, or studying for an exam. Angora never mentioned the lunches she witnessed, or that she knew Roxann was in love with him. She couldn't afford to alienate her cousin—she needed her help to graduate. So as always, she'd kept her mouth shut and pondered why good girls finished last.


  Angora ground her perfect teeth. She was soooo tired of being a good girl.


  "Earth to Angora."


  She blinked Roxann into view. "Um, sorry."


  Roxann angled her head. "Are you okay? Maybe we should find a hotel and relax, watch a movie. You had a rough day yesterday."


  She wanted to scream, My life is one long rough day, but the genuine concern in Roxann's eyes stopped her, and a familiar push-pull of emotions churned in her chest. One minute she wished Roxann had never been born, the next minute she coveted her approval. God, it would be so easy to hate Roxann—seemingly the source of all her problems, yet seemingly the solution to all her problems. Absent for long stretches of time, but there when Angora needed her most. Affection surged in her throat, and the fierce animosity ebbed as quickly as it had flowed. "You're just trying to get out of having your colors done."


  "My colors done? What's that?"


  Angora rolled her eyes. "Let me take care of everything."


  To her surprise, Roxann was like an obedient, if wary, child, submitting to her ministrations at the makeup counter, and later, as Angora helped Steve the hairdresser select shoulder-length extensions to match the blue-black strands of Roxann's stick-straight hair. She did complain that everything was taking too long, and yelped when her eyebrows were tidied with hot wax, but otherwise acquiesced. An hour later when Steve turned Roxann around in the chair, the transformation was truly remarkable, and this time, Angora couldn't stem the flood of envy.


  Smooth, dark skin, enormous brown eyes surrounded by long, long lashes. Those patented cheekbones and a straight, slender nose. Naturally red lips, full and curvy, a small, strong chin. Features so clear and elegant, framed by thick short bangs and a fall of dark hair. She might have been a movie star from the fifties.


  "You're...gorgeous," Angora murmured.


  Roxann laughed sardonically and stood to brush her clothes. "Thanks for all the goodies, Angora, but we'd better hit the road."


  Her cousin was oblivious to her looks, always had been. Frustration clogged Angora's throat. If she had been blessed with chiseled features and a willowy figure, she would have been Miss America for sure. She reached up to touch her crown, then remembered she had left it in the van. Roxann probably thought she was vain, but she couldn't help it—the crowns were markers of her few accomplishments. Sometimes at night when demons kept her awake, she would remove one of the sparkling tiaras from the revolving case her mother had had specially built and wear it to bed, propping herself up on pillows so she wouldn't damage the delicate stones. She never failed to dream good dreams with the weight of winning on her head.


  "You're welcome," she said as she paid Steve for their treatments, plus makeup kits, skin-care regimes, perfumes, lotions, shampoos, hairspray, blow dryer, diffuser, hot rollers, curling iron, and a half-dozen other beauty necessities with the borrowed AmEx card. Take that, Trenton. "Do you think we'll make it to South Bend by Wednesday?"


  Roxann startled her by pulling her away from the counter rather urgently. "Lower your voice," she whispered.


  Angora frowned. "Why?"


  "Because—" Her cousin seemed flustered. "Because we're traveling alone—we can't be too careful."


  Excitement bubbled in her chest. "Does this have anything to do with the detective who's looking for you?"


  "No. Let's go."


  "Okay," she said in response to Roxann's sharp tone, then followed her back to the counter where they collected their many bags. But Roxann seemed nervous, glancing at her watch, then out the window into the parking lot. She must really be getting worked up about seeing Dr. Carl again. Then an amazing thought struck her—was he the reason Roxann had never married?


  She stared at Roxann's preoccupied profile and pursed her mouth—she'd found her cousin's weakness. Wonder of wonders...Roxann was human after all.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twelve


  


  


  ROXANN TRIED TO KEEP the passage between her throat and nose closed to duplicate the speaker's pronunciation on the tape. "Un, deux, trois, quatre, cinq, six, sept, huit, neuf, dix."


  "You'll be fluent in no time," Angora offered through a mouthful of Fritos. She'd been on a junk food binge since this morning's McDonald's biscuit-and-gravy breakfast. With Frito-greasy fingers, she turned pages of a faded copy of How to Make Love to a Man that she'd fished out of Roxann's box of mementos.


  Roxann switched off the tape, then rolled her tight shoulders. She hadn't slept very well last night, even though Angora had spared no expense in securing a luxurious room. The fact that she was unaccustomed to a good mattress and down pillows probably contributed to her sleeplessness, and her conscience didn't seem to have an off switch. If she gave up her work with Rescue, wouldn't she be no better than people who murmured about social problems over crab puffs at dinner parties, but thought the solutions lay with politicians or organized religion, or something else that had nothing whatsoever to do with them? And worse, wouldn't she be admitting that her father was right?


  Good grief, she was tired of thinking. Maybe that's why Angora didn't mind letting other people make decisions for her—it was less stressful than knowing you had no one to blame but yourself if your life turned out dismally. Roxann bit into her lower lip. Or perhaps her expectations were simply too high. No one was entitled to happiness every waking moment, were they?


  "Did you say something?" Angora asked.


  Had she spoken aloud? "No."


  "I thought you said something. Where are we?"


  "A few miles outside Little Rock."


  "Arkansas?"


  "Right." She was taking a rather winding route toward South Bend under the guise of humoring Angora on her life-list quest. This morning they had stopped at a YMCA so she could give Angora a crash swimming lesson. Considering the fact that Angora was afraid of putting her head under, didn't want to get her hair wet, and refused to hold her breath, the session went well, meaning neither of them drowned. But because of her generous curves, Angora bobbed like a cork; when she finally mastered the dead man's float, Roxann declared her graduated.


  In truth, she was driving off the beaten path in the unlikely event that Frank Cape or Detective Capistrano had picked up her trail. From Jackson, Mississippi, she'd veered left, stopping every forty miles so Angora could pee and buy another Coke and candy bar. The scenery was stunning, though. The farther north they drove, the more dramatic the flaming fall foliage, stirring memories of cozy autumns in Indiana. Maintaining a leisurely pace, they would be in Springfield, Missouri, by nightfall, Bloomington, Illinois, by Tuesday night, and South Bend, Indiana, by Wednesday afternoon.


  At the moment, however, they were both weary of sitting, and she was light-headed from mimicking the tape. Ticking off some of the items on her life list gave her a tiny sense of accomplishment, but mostly was a diversion from the rearview mirror. Tucked inside a box on the backseat was a leather-bound copy of three Shakespearean plays—a splurge on her budget, but Angora's shopping spree had been contagious, as well as her frivolity, because the one purchase Roxann was most excited about was a long lime-green silk scarf that had spoken to her. Of course now she was feeling guilty—DNA that Angora seemed to have missed out on.


  She had to admit her cousin knew how to live large. That kind of spending used to revolt her, but for a few hours yesterday she conceded that while money didn't necessarily guarantee happiness, it certainly afforded a person more coping tools. She still didn't condone spending for the sake of spending, but she was beginning to realize that people who had money weren't necessarily evil.


  Dee notwithstanding.


  "Roxann, have you ever used a vibrator?"


  She blinked.


  Angora folded down a page of the naughty book and closed the cover. "You're the only person I can ask these things. Have you?"


  "Um, sure."


  "So if I were to use one, would that mean I wouldn't be a virgin anymore?"


  "I...perhaps medically, but...there's more to losing your virginity than...penetration." This conversation was not happening.


  Angora laid her head back on the seat. "My first orgasm was in the laundry room of our dorm."


  "I don't think I want to hear this."


  "It was a Friday night, and I didn't have a date, so I thought I'd wash a few towels while the laundry room was empty."


  Roxann steeled herself for graphic details.


  "I climbed up on the washer to sit and read, and suddenly, I started feeling really weird and warm. Then in the middle of the spin cycle, whammo!"


  A few seconds passed before her words fully sank in. "You mean..."


  Angora nodded. "I still do laundry every Saturday night. The smell of a dryer vent turns me on."


  "Um...wow."


  "You think I'm nuts."


  "No, I think you're...resourceful."


  "You and I are in our sexual peak right now, you know."


  "Whatever that means."


  "If you don't have a boyfriend, what do you do for sex?"


  Roxann squirmed. "Let's just say I do my laundry about once a month."


  "So is everyone in the world doing laundry?"


  "Less risky, I suppose. Physically and emotionally."


  "But why are relationships with men so hard?"


  "Relationships in general are hard, but throw sex into the pot, and it's a recipe for disaster."


  "But women want sex, and men want sex."


  "But not at the same time, or for the same reasons."


  "So it's all a game."


  Roxann shrugged. "Life is a game."


  "Don't you believe there's a perfect man out there for you?"


  "I'd settle for an imperfect man with a small measure of nobility."


  "And will you know him when you find him?"


  "I'd like to think so, although I haven't been actively looking."


  "But what if he's not looking, either?"


  "Huh?"


  "If he's not looking, and you're not looking, then how will you find each other?"


  "Angora, I'm not losing sleep over a manhunt." There were too many other things to lose sleep over. "When it comes right down to it, you have to be happy with yourself before you can be happy with someone else."


  "The reason we're alone is that we're not happy with ourselves?"


  Roxann squinted. Did she say that?


  Angora reached behind the seat and dug an item out of the box of junk on the floorboard. "Let's consult the Magic 8 Ball." She held the toy reverently and closed her eyes tight. "Will Roxann and I find the person who fulfills us?" She turned over the toy and squealed. "Yes, definitely."


  Roxann laughed. "I told you that thing is broken."


  "Maybe not—maybe we're just coming up 'Yes, definitelys.' What would be so bad about meeting the person who fulfills us?"


  "I...need to focus on the road signs."


  Angora pointed to a banner strung across the road ahead of them, swaying in the waning daylight. "Little Rock Fall Festival, October tenth through the twenty-first. Oh, can we stop?"


  "Sure. I could stand to stretch my legs a little."


  "And I'm starving."


  "You have Frito crumbs on your chin."


  Several miles down the road, they entered the commercial and residential outskirts of Little Rock.


  "There's a sign for parking up ahead," Angora said, bouncing. "Oh, look at the crowd—and there's a carnival going on!"


  Tomorrow she was limiting Angora's sugar intake. Roxann pulled Goldie into the parking lot and backed into the space a parking attendant indicated. When she jumped down from the van, she found herself smiling in spite of the worries nagging the back of her brain. The scent of buttered popcorn floated on the warm night air, and organ music danced on a breeze. Families were chained together by their hands, with children straining in every direction. Roxann could feel the tension draining away. The snug black jeans and silky red tee felt alien, as well as the new hair and makeup, but she was enjoying the "disguise"—it made her feel freer somehow. Freer to have fun. With a jolt she realized she'd forgotten what it was like to have fun.


  Corn dogs and beer were first on Angora's list. Roxann indulged, too, even though she knew she'd probably regret it later. Next they rode the carousel and the Tilt-A-Whirl. Then Angora spotted a flight simulator and talked Roxann into going a round for the sake of the “piloting” item of her life list. Angora was so dizzy afterward she needed to be helped from the ride. Still, she insisted she was going to learn to fly a plane someday.


  Roxann couldn't help but notice that Angora's confidence grew in relation to their distance from Dee. God only knew what evil things that woman had done to her daughter, and how the trauma would manifest itself. It was good to see her cousin smiling and laughing, playing children's games and buying silly souvenirs. She fairly glowed. It helped that because of her crown, the locals thought she was some kind of celebrity. When the buxom lady at the cotton-candy booth discovered that Angora was titled, she asked her to help judge the Little Miss pageant that was being held on the festival grounds. Angora was ecstatic. Roxann took advantage of the opportunity to break away and make a few phone calls. They agreed to meet back at the van in an hour.


  Roxann first suspected that she was being followed as she passed the Ferris wheel. Call it a hunch, but a set of heavy footsteps behind her were too measured, too purposeful. She stopped to buy a small fountain drink, and the footsteps she'd isolated stopped, too. All her defenses went on alert. She turned quickly and scanned the area over the top of her cup, but saw nothing suspicious. She exhaled in relief—her imagination was getting the better of her.


  The fairgrounds were thick with teenagers and the air smoky from firecrackers. Blinking colored lights on the rides cast a fluorescent glow on the faces of onlookers. Thrilling screams from the roller coaster overhead reached a crescendo, then faded as the machine roared past. The funnel-cake booth was doing a brisk business, emitting sticky-sweet aromas. A child's laugh pierced the air, and Roxann couldn't help but smile. When had she turned into a suspicious, cynical woman?


  She headed toward a group of picnic tables near the exit where the noise level would be low enough to make phone calls. She wanted to check in with her supervisor, and call her father again. And she'd been thinking that even Dreadful Dee deserved to know that Angora was safe. A couple of young rednecks walked by and whistled at her appreciatively. She didn't react, but at the ridiculous lift of her spirits, realized that she'd never, ever been whistled at. In fact, in college she probably would have belted the guys. Age changed a person's viewfinder.


  She selected an empty picnic table, used a napkin to brush off leftover popcorn, and sat down facing the crowd. The winner of the turkey-calling contest was announced, and Billy Conley's mother could pick him up at the Lost and Found tent at her earliest convenience, please. Roxann rummaged in her purse for her cell phone, dreading the call to her father. He would be—


  "Alone at last."


  Her heart froze at the menacing tone. She lifted her head slowly while moving her hand blindly in her purse in search of the pepper spray. The stranger was tall and wiry with thin blond hair that hung to the shoulders of his camouflage jacket. His face was raw-boned and gaunt, his eyes too close together. Frank Cape was not an attractive man.


  "Do I know you?" she asked, stalling.


  "No, but I know you," he said, wrapping his bony hand around her forearm like a vise. "Now don't get any ideas about bringing a weapon out of that purse. You tell me what I want to know, missy, and no one has to get hurt."


  Her wrist and fingers were already numb from the pressure. "I don't know what you're talking about." Her mind raced for an escape route—the bench seat attached to the table made her feel trapped.


  His laugh boomed out, and anyone close to them might have thought they were sharing a friendly chat. "Of course you do—you took Melissa and Renita away from me, and I mean to have them back."


  "I only dropped them off at the airport. I don't know where they are."


  "Liar." His grip tightened. "You'd better start talking. I want an address and a phone number."


  "The police are looking for you—they know you broke into my apartment," she bluffed.


  He scoffed. "Your crummy apartment was torn up when I got there. I figured somebody else got fed up with your meddling."


  She swallowed. "Did you leave the message on my computer?"


  "Do I look like Bill Gates?" Leaning closer, he revealed sharp eyeteeth. "Where are they?"


  "I can't help you."


  "Yes you can," he hissed. "Or the people around you will start dropping like flies."


  The blood drained from her face, leaving her lips cold.


  A lascivious smile made his eyes even smaller. "Maybe I'll just take you with me and make you talk."


  "That won't be necessary," a calm voice sounded behind him.


  Roxann looked up to see Detective Capistrano standing wide-legged, munching a caramel apple. As much as she hated to admit it, she was sort of happy to see the brute.


  "Let her go, Cape."


  "Who are you?"


  He took another bite. "The man who's going to shoot you if you don't let her go."


  Cape let her go. "This ain't none of your concern."


  "You're a suspect in a Biloxi armed robbery that put a friend of mine in a coma." He swallowed and angled his head at Cape. "Everything you do concerns me."


  Cape straightened. "You some kind of cop?"


  "Yep. The unpredictable kind." He tossed the apple into a nearby trash can and wiped his hand on his jeans. "Give me a reason to bury you."


  The hoodlum threw up his hands casually and produced a charming smile. "I was just leaving."


  Capistrano smiled back. "You'll find your piece-of-shit car in the city impound lot."


  The man's face darkened. "You had my car towed?"


  "Expired tags and missing taillight." Capistrano tsk-tsked. "Safety first."


  Cape's mouth tightened, but he remained silent. After he strode past Capistrano, though, he turned and made an air gun out of his thumb and forefinger, aimed it at Roxann, and pulled the trigger in a warning that couldn't be misinterpreted. She shivered and stood up, stumbling back in her haste to get away from the table. Capistrano was there for a steadying arm. She pulled away a little more vehemently than she intended.


  "You're welcome," he said dryly.


  "Where did you come from?"


  "Akens, a little swamp town south of Biloxi."


  She sighed. "How did you find me?"


  "Driving that eyesore of a death trap is like a beacon in the night."


  "But how did you know which direction I was going?"


  "Your father said you were going back to Biloxi, but knowing you, I just started driving in the opposite direction."


  What had he thought of her father? What had her father thought of him? "You don't know me."


  "Then your cousin started racking up charges on a stolen credit card—"


  "It isn't stolen."


  "It isn't hers."


  "Her fiancé gave it to her."


  "The guy who jilted her at the altar?"


  "How do you know about that?"


  "Your dad said according to you, the woman his neighbor saw was your cousin. I called your aunt to check your story. She filled in the details."


  She just bet she did.


  "No offense, but your aunt's a real bitch."


  Okay, so he nailed that one. "Who did you think I had with me?"


  "Melissa Cape."


  "That would be pretty stupid."


  He simply shrugged, which irked her beyond words.


  "When did you meet up with Cape?" she asked.


  "I spotted him at a gas station this morning. I figured he was following you, so I followed him."


  "So he spoke to my father, too?"


  "Your dad said he hadn't been there."


  "But Cape might have threatened him."


  He shrugged as if to say it was likely.


  She had to sit down again. The thought of Frank Cape bullying her father sent that corn dog spinning in her stomach. Rummaging for her phone gave her a few seconds to blink away quick tears. "I need to call him." She punched the power button, but nothing happened. "Dammit!" And to her mortification, the tears welled again. She gave her eyes a quick swipe.


  "Here."


  She glanced up and took the tiny phone he extended. "Thanks." After punching in the number, she breathed shallowly while the phone rang. His recorder picked up and the tone sounded. "Dad, it's me. Roxann." She tried to sound cheerful. "I was just checking in to make sure that you're...that everything is okay. I'm fine, and I'll call back soon." She disconnected the call with a heavy heart and handed the phone back.


  "He seemed like the kind of man who could take care of himself," Capistrano offered.


  "Did he look...healthy?"


  His thick eyebrows went up.


  "I don't get home very often."


  "He looked spry enough to me. We talked about fishing lures over a cup of coffee. He's worried about you."


  "He doesn't approve of my lifestyle."


  "He thinks you should do something with that diploma of yours he has hanging on the wall."


  She grimaced. "I hope he didn't bore you."


  "Nope." Capistrano sat down opposite her. "You look different."


  Better? Worse? Heat flooded her face, and she tugged on a hank of hair extension. "It's my cousin's doing. I'm her project."


  "Where is your cousin?"


  Roxann gestured vaguely, then bolted upright. "Cape."


  He swung one leg over the bench. "Let's go."


  Fear hurried her feet. After stopping three vendors to ask for directions, they finally located the blue-and-white-striped tent where the Little Miss Something or Other pageant was being held. The contest appeared to be near an end, with all the coiffed little girls lined up on a makeshift stage—well, one rebel was lying on her back and spinning around. The seats were filled with overweight women wearing hopeful expressions, and lots of spectators stood around the perimeter. She scanned the judges' table, but Angora wasn't there. One chair was glaringly empty.


  "She's not here. Do you see Cape?"


  "No. She wouldn't just leave with him, would she?" he whispered.


  "I don't think so, unless he tricked her." Not a gargantuan feat.


  "You didn't warn her?"


  Roxann bristled. "I thought it would be better if she didn't know...anything." Like normal.


  He frowned. "What does she look like?"


  "Blond, pretty, curvy."


  "Hmm."


  At his tone, she cut her gaze to him. He'd probably fall head over heels for Angora and all her femaleness.


  At the sudden applause, Roxann looked to the stage, where to her surprise, Angora emerged, all smiles and holding a clipboard.


  "Is that your cousin?" he asked, staring.


  "Yes, that's Angora," she murmured.


  "She's pretty, all right."


  Roxann bit into her lower lip.


  He turned his head slightly. "She looks like you."


  Her pulse quickened and she studied his profile, oddly comforted by the sheer immobility of his features. But on the heels of the warm fuzzies came the awareness that immobility was not always a favorable characteristic, and she'd had her fill of domineering men. Besides, she knew little about this particular man. He could have a wife and eight kids. He certainly struck her as the kind of man who would want to replicate himself.


  "You don't have to stick around," she said cheerfully, and stuck out her hand. "But thanks for your help with Cape."


  He looked at her hand until she dropped it. "Where are you two headed?"


  "That's none of your business."


  He crossed his arms. "Fair enough. Just tell me where I can find Melissa Cape and you'll never have to see me again."


  "I'm supposed to be so grateful for what you did that I spill my guts?"


  He shrugged. "Whatever label you want to put on it."


  "Gee, and I thought you were just being nice."


  "Nobody ever accused me of being a nice guy."


  "Goodbye, Detective."


  He turned back to the stage. "I think I'll stick around to meet your cousin."


  Roxann poked her tongue into her cheek.


  Angora, in her element, proceeded to hold the audience captive while she announced Little Miss Photogenic, Little Miss Congeniality, Little Miss Talent, Little Miss Best Hair (the one rolling on the floor), and finally, Little Miss Little Rock Fall Festival. When the crowd began to break up, Roxann walked to the bottom of the stairs that Angora was descending.


  "Wasn't that fun?" she squealed, touching her crown.


  "Uh, yeah. Listen, something's come up—we need to get going."


  Angora's gaze landed somewhere behind Roxann's shoulder and her face went absolutely feline. "Hel-lo."


  "Hello," Capistrano said, then elbowed Roxann none too discreetly.


  She frowned. "Angora meet, um, Mr. Capistrano. And this is my cousin, Angora Ryder."


  Angora purred. "Do you have a first name, Mr. Capistrano?"


  He extended his hand, along with a dopey smile. "Joe."


  Joe. Roxann pursed her mouth. A nice enough name.


  "And it's Detective Capistrano."


  "Oooh, detective." Then Angora stopped. "Detective? Are we in trouble?"


  Roxann just hated to burst the bubble. "Detective Joe says you're using a stolen credit card."


  Angora jerked her hand back. "Trenton gave me that credit card."


  "Yeah, I know," he said sympathetically. "It's just sour grapes on his part. If you give me the card, I'll try to have this misunderstanding cleared up. Where are you headed?"


  "Sou—"


  "Angora," she cut in with a warning glare. "Give the detective the card."


  Angora found the card and handed it over with a long face. "Your name sounds familiar."


  He looked amused. "Your cousin must have been talking about me. We're working on a case together."


  Roxann rolled her eyes. "Let's go, Angora."


  "What happened? Why are you in such a hurry?"


  "A dangerous man is following the two of you," Capistrano said, "because your cousin won't cooperate with the police."


  Angora's eyes went round. "Is that true, Roxann?"


  She narrowed her eyes at Capistrano. "One person's cooperation is another person's sell-out."


  He scowled. "Look, I have to go back to Biloxi tonight. I can't protect you if Cape decides to follow you again. Go back with me and we'll talk about Melissa. I'll let you be involved in contacting her if it makes you feel better."


  Roxann hesitated.


  "My partner has a wife and two little girls," he added. "Cape deserves to pay for what he did to that family, and for what he did to his own family."


  She sighed and nodded slowly. "Okay...you've convinced me."


  He straightened. "Well. I'm glad to hear you've come to your senses."


  Gesturing for Angora to follow her, she turned in the direction of the exit and began weaving through the crowd.


  Angora leaned in close. "So we're not going to Sou—"


  "No," Roxann said with a jerk on her arm. "I'm sorry, but we'll have to finish our vacation some other time."


  "But what about Dr. Carl?"


  "Later, Angora."


  Capistrano stayed close at their heels as they tramped through the flattened grass. Fireworks started going off overhead, blue and purple and gold. Another time, she would have slowed to enjoy them. Instead, she just wanted to get on the road as soon as possible. But as they approached the concrete-block building that housed the restrooms, she turned to Capistrano. "Do you mind if we stop here before we hit the road?"


  He suddenly looked weary. "Fine. I'll wait here." He turned his back and leaned against a gate, reaching into his shirt to withdraw a crushed pack of cigarettes.


  Roxann grabbed Angora's elbow, waited to make sure he was occupied, then steered her around the side of the building and across the back through wet weeds.


  "What are you doing?" Angora whispered.


  "Be quiet and walk fast. No way I'm going back to Biloxi with that man."


  Angora squealed. "Oh, this is so exciting!"


  Roxann jogged all the way to the van, then vaulted into the driver's seat and slammed the door. Angora was a few seconds behind her, huffing and puffing.


  "It'll take him at least another five minutes to figure out that we're gone," Roxann said, then flipped on the lights and cranked the engine. Like a faithful servant, Goldie turned over.


  "Will he come after us?"


  "Maybe, maybe not," she said, finding a gear and sending the van lurching forward. "If he has to be in Biloxi tomorrow, he can't spend much time chasing us." She pulled out onto the paved road and nudged the speedometer needle up to the limit. "Angora, I think I should take you back to Baton Rouge."


  "No way, this is just starting to get good." She leaned closer. "Who's Frank Cape? And Melissa?"


  Roxann hesitated. "I don't want to involve you."


  Angora's bottom lip came out. "You don't think I can handle it."


  "I don't want to put you in danger."


  "You think I'm dumb."


  "I don't want to put you in danger."


  She teared up. "Just because I'm not as smart as you, Roxann, doesn't mean I'm stupid."


  "I don't think you're stupid, Angora." Roxann sighed. "Melissa Cape is a woman I helped to relocate away from her ex-husband, Frank."


  The tears evaporated. "And Capistrano wants to send her back?"


  "He wants her to testify against her ex, who shot Capistrano's partner and put him in a coma. Meanwhile, Frank Cape is on my ass because he's trying to find her, too."


  "To prevent her from testifying."


  "Right"


  "Wowee. You're the only one who knows where she is?"


  "Yes."


  "Omigod, this is so much better than my job."


  Roxann glanced in the side mirror, perplexed to see no headlights behind her.


  Capistrano had given up the chase? "The story gets a little more complicated."


  "Okay, but talk slow."


  Roxann counted to three. "I left Biloxi because someone broke into my duplex and typed a threat on my computer screen."


  "So you weren't planning to come to my wedding all along?"


  All roads led back to Angora. "I only received the invitation that day."


  "Oh. Was it the freaky Cape guy who broke into your place?"


  "I thought so, but just now when he confronted me at the carnival—"


  "He was here? Did he hurt you?"


  She shook her head. "He was only trying to scare me. Capistrano got there before anything happened."


  "So Joe saved your life?"


  "I wouldn't go that far."


  "He's really dreamy."


  "Can I finish?"


  "Well, he is."


  "Anyway, when I accused Cape of breaking into my place, he denied it."


  "So he lied."


  "No, he truly seemed surprised."


  "But who else could have done it?"


  "Well, there are other ex-husbands, I suppose, who might have found out where I live, but that would take some doing. Cape is a PI, so he has resources."


  "What did the message say?"


  Roxann exhaled. "It said, 'I've got your number, you fake.'"


  "What does that mean?"


  "I honestly don't know."


  "It sounds personal."


  "I had a problem with a roommate, so she might have come back."


  "She?"


  "Elise James—she was a grad student at Notre Dame when we were freshmen, but I didn't know her then. Did you?"


  Angora squinted. "I...don't believe so."


  "The Rescue program paired us up when I moved to Biloxi."


  "What kind of problem did you have with her?"


  Roxann sighed. "It's personal."


  "Ooh, tell me."


  "Elise...made a pass at me."


  The whites of Angora's eyes shone clear in the semi-darkness of the cab. "She's a lesbian?"


  "Actually, I think she might be experimenting."


  "And you weren't interested in experimenting?"


  "No, Angora, I wasn't."


  "Don't get so testy. Can you find out if this woman broke into your place?"


  "I don't know how to contact her. Elise left the program and they don't know where she is."


  "Are there any other suspects?"


  She quirked a brow—Angora was getting into this. "An old boyfriend from Birmingham crossed my mind. He and I parted on bad terms several months ago."


  "Was he violent?"


  "No, but he had an attitude. And a drinking problem, so anything's possible."


  "You have bad taste in men."


  Roxann checked the side mirror—no Capistrano. "We have bad taste in men."


  "Except for Dr. Carl."


  Roxann had to admit that he seemed to be pulling her toward South Bend, but part of that, she acknowledged, was wanting to escape her current problems. "Capistrano had Frank Cape's car impounded, and he won't be able to pick it up until morning. So to get a jump on him, we'll have to drive all night."


  "Okay."


  "And no more credit cards—the charges are too easy to trace. Whatever cash you need, get it from an ATM while we're here."


  Angora sighed. "Without Trenton's card, I don't have any money."


  "What about your own bank account?"


  "Overdrawn—there were too many wedding expenses."


  Roxann slowed the van. "Angora, I have a little money, but we're going to have to be very frugal for the rest of the trip." An alien notion to her cousin.


  But Angora held her left hand out in front of her. Her enormous engagement ring caught the light. "No we won't."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  


  "WELCOME HOME, my dear."


  Roxann walked into Dr. Nell Oney's sweatered embrace, inhaling the woman's signature vanilla scent, grateful beyond words that she hadn't changed over the years. But when she felt the woman's frail bones through the heavy clothing, she realized how much her mentor had aged—more gray in her soft brown hair, more lines around her gentle mouth. Still, she remained an attractive woman, aging gracefully.


  "You look wonderful," Dr. Oney said, squeezing her hands.


  "So do you," she said, applying light pressure to the woman's cold hands. Dr. Oney was a bit past fifty, Roxann calculated. And no family, save the cats she took in. She had once told Roxann that the people at Rescue were her family. With a start, Roxann acknowledged that she was looking at herself in twenty years. And while living in a patio home just off campus wearing hand-knit sweaters covered with cat hair held a certain literary appeal, it seemed fantastically lonely.


  "Meet Angora Ryder, my cousin. We graduated in the same class. Angora, I'm sure you remember Dr. Nell Oney."


  "It's nice to see you," the professor said, shaking Angora's hand. Then she squinted and looked back and forth. "You two do bear a striking resemblance—except for the coloring, of course."


  "And the crown," Roxann added dryly.


  "Dr. Oney, I hope you don't mind me tagging along," Angora said. "Roxann rescued me from a little scrape."


  "I don't mind," she said. "And call me 'Nell.' Let me show you girls where you can put your things. The guest room has twin beds."


  They traipsed after her, dodging four—no, five—cats. Angora sneezed a thousand times before they set their things down on outdated red comforters in the tiny guest room. The walls were lined with shelves of worn paperbacks—proof positive, Roxann conceded, of those long, lonely years stretching ahead of her. In fact, didn't she immediately upon relocating to a new city acquire a library card?


  "I have two classes to teach this afternoon, so I'd better be off," Nell said from the doorway. "Do you need anything before I go?"


  Roxann wanted to ask about Carl, but bit her tongue and shook her head. "We can't thank you enough."


  "No need, really. But just so that I know, this Cape fellow who's been following you, what does he look like?"


  "Tall, thin, rednecky. He was wearing camouflage when he caught up with me in Little Rock."


  "Do you have a weapon?"


  "Pepper spray. But hopefully he's given up by now."


  Nell nodded. "Still, you can't be too careful. Do you two have plans tonight?"


  She exchanged looks with Angora, and her cheeks grew warm. "Well, uh—"


  "We're going to the bachelor auction," Angora cut in. "Want to come?"


  Nell laughed and shrugged. "I hadn't thought about it, but maybe I will. Just to watch."


  They made plans to meet back at the house, then Nell left.


  "Did she seem old to you?" Angora asked.


  "We seem old to me."


  "I remember her looking more, I don't know—more liberated. Cool. Braless."


  "People change, buy underwear." She rummaged in her purse, then frowned. "Have you seen my life list?"


  Angora wasn't paying attention. "Do you think she's happy?"


  "I suppose so. Have you seen my list?"


  "She doesn't even drive a car—don't you think that's kind of backward?"


  "She marches to the beat of a different drum. Angora, have you seen my list?"


  "No. When did you have it last?"


  "I can't remember—maybe when we were in Springfield?" Where Angora had blown the afternoon with a travel agent planning the round-the-world cruise on her life list as if she were launching next week. Sometimes the woman seemed to be on another plane of reality. "Or Bloomington?" Where they'd forgone the tattoo artist's needle in favor of ornate henna tattoos around their ankles so Angora could strike another item from her list.


  "I thought you didn't care about that silly old list," Angora teased.


  "I...don't." But there was something bothersome about misplacing a list that had outstanding items on it. Since you couldn't possibly remember everything on it, you were, of course, relieved of the obligation. Still, it seemed like...cheating.


  I'VE GOT YOUR NUMBER, YOU FAKE.


  She shivered. Knowing that someone was looking over your shoulder had a way of making you evaluate your life, your decisions. Had she made good ones? Bad ones? She checked her watch—it was 6 p.m. in London.


  "Come on," Angora said. "Let's unpack later—I want to cruise campus."


  "I don't think people use that phrase anymore."


  Angora grabbed her arm and tugged her toward the door. "You look a little peaked—are you more worried about that Cape guy than you're letting on?"


  She didn't answer, because in truth, she was more worried about seeing Carl again—how petty was that? A dangerous criminal wanted to extract information out of her, and she was concerned about how her old flame would react to seeing her again. What if he didn't recognize her?


  "Don't worry—that cute hunky detective probably scared the crap out of Cape."


  At the mention of Capistrano, she scowled. He wasn't cute, he was...noticeable. And he wasn't hunky, he was...bulky. But he did have an uncanny sense of timing. And maybe he had scared Cape—for now. But Frank Cape would be back. Or he'd just wait until she returned to Biloxi.


  Then she pursed her mouth—perhaps she wouldn't return to Biloxi. It wasn't as if she had a gaggle of friends waiting for her, or even a job, for that matter. In fact, she'd bet that no one even noticed she was gone. Once Capistrano's partner recovered, she'd certainly drop off his radar.


  "I'd like to check my voice recorder first," she said, padding to the living room. She found a base unit for a cordless phone on a glass table, but no handset there, or in the tidy, but cramped blue kitchen. Nell's bedroom and office were across the hall, but Roxann didn't want to pry behind the closed door, opting to wait until her cell phone recharged. The highly processed foods she'd been sharing with Angora had made her thirsty, though, so she peeked into a kitchen cabinet in search of a water glass. Instead, she stumbled onto a stash of medical supplies. A few prescription bottles rolled out onto the counter. Antibiotics. Antivirals. She recalled suddenly that Nell was a bit of a hypochondriac—another manifestation of loneliness.


  From out of nowhere, a cough emerged from her throat, and her future hit her like a ton of bricks. She had to get out of there. "Let's go, Angora."


  They walked the short distance to the campus entrance. The exercise felt good to her unused muscles, but her new boots still weren't broken in. Considering her new duds and hairstyle, she thought she'd feel young again when they reached the university grounds. Instead she felt exposed as a middle-aged has-been, and downright light-headed from the deluge of forgotten impressions: the pleasing mix of period architecture, the throngs of majestic trees, and the wind barreling down the streets as if propelled by the energy of the young bodies. Although the chance that she'd see Carl on the sidewalk was remote, her gaze darted over each face, poised to see him at every turn. Perhaps she should have called him...


  "It looks smaller than I remember," Angora offered, pivoting her head.


  Roxann agreed. Even the students seemed smaller, compact and waiflike. And so impossibly young. It was a warm Wednesday afternoon, and the little people streamed in all directions over sidewalks and grassy banks with purpose and synchronization. They looked so happy and so unburdened. Had she ever been that happy?


  "Let's go this way," Angora said, pointing to a sidewalk that would take them up and away from the direction Roxann wanted to take—through the oldest part of campus, and coincidentally, past the building where Carl's office was still housed, according to the address in the alumni newsletter.


  "Okay," she agreed, chastising herself. She'd see him in due time.


  As they walked, Angora pointed to a nondescript redbrick building on the crest of a wooded hill. "There's our old dorm."


  "Uh-huh. Probably coed now."


  "You think? Wow, I bet no one leaves here a virgin anymore."


  Roxann smiled her agreement. Students surged by them, laughing and poking each other, lopsided from the bulging backpacks on their shoulders. Earbuds bounded. Despite the brisk temperature, lots of skin was on display—navels, thighs, and oh, the cleavage. And from all the touching that was going on, hormones did indeed appear to be running amuck. A tall athletic guy winked at Angora and turned around to walk backward as he perused her up and down.


  "It's the crown," Angora insisted as she gave him a little finger-wave. "This is going to be fun."


  "He thinks you're a teacher."


  But from the glow on Angora's face, she definitely had plans for her virginity to die a quick death. Roxann bit her lower lip—she hoped the event would be all her cousin thought it would be. And that the lucky guy was of legal age.


  Yellow banners on every lamppost announced Homecoming week and shouted, "Be there!" in frantic letters.


  She was there, but feeling a little out of sorts. Didn't someone say you could never go home? South Bend was as close to home as she'd ever felt To realize that her four years here had been replaced by thousands of other footprints and term papers and first loves made her feel very insignificant. They walked higher and higher, where the foot traffic thinned and the fall leaves thickened.


  "Will your sorority be doing something special for Homecoming?" she asked Angora.


  She shrugged. "I suppose."


  "You don't keep up with your sisters?"


  Angora's face went odd, and she looked off in the distance. "I quit the DZs."


  "I didn't know that. Why?"


  She shrugged again. "Some of the girls started being mean to me, calling me 'Church' because I wouldn't sleep with their creepy brothers. Tammy Paulen—" She stopped walking.


  Roxann swung her head around. "What about Tammy Paulen?"


  Angora seemed dazed.


  "Angora, what about Tammy Paulen?"


  "She...was the worst."


  She wet her lips and spoke carefully. "I thought you said you didn't know Tammy very well."


  "I didn't. I don't even think she knew my name."


  "But she teased you?"


  Angora nodded. "Her brother heard I was a virgin, and she...wanted to give me to him for his birthday."


  Roxann's stomach convulsed. "That's sick."


  "Well, she got hers, didn't she?"


  A chill went through Roxann that had nothing to do with the breeze. "Angora—"


  "Hey, is that who I think it is?" Angora pointed like a bird dog across the street.


  Roxann followed her finger, and her heart vaulted. She hadn't realized it, but the path led them high above and opposite Carl's office building, leveling off in front of the humanities building for a splendid view through an opening in the trees the distance of a football field. Without knowing, Angora had led them to a perfect vantage point.


  It was Carl, all right. Sitting on the steps of the building, munching a sandwich and reading a book in the sunshine. Still broad-shouldered and lean, he was wearing a soccer coaching jacket over chinos, T-shirt, and V-neck sweater. The sunlight picked up the silver in his hair, and the glare from his small wire-framed glasses. Years fell away, and Roxann's tongue was glued to the roof of her mouth. No man had affected her the way Carl had, not before and not since.


  "I was thinking barbecue for lunch," Angora said, nodding to a concession stand below them on the street mere paces from where Carl sat.


  "Sounds good," she murmured.


  Concrete steps took them down to street level. Thank goodness there was a handrail for stability—the heeled boots were making her legs wobbly. Scenes about how she might approach him, and what he might say flashed through her mind, but suddenly they were on the sidewalk across the two-lane street and he looked at her. He stopped chewing and wiped his mouth, then squinted. She smiled, and when he set aside his book and lunch and stood, her heart lifted. She waved over passing cars. He removed his glasses, then jaywalked through slow-moving cars toward them.


  "Roxann?" he said, jogging up to her. "Roxann, is that you?"


  He was more handsome than ever, pale, pale blue eyes surrounded by black lashes. His eyebrows were jet black, thrown into relief against the silvery shock of hair that fell over his wide forehead. His chiseled nose and wide forehead were the same, along with his strong chin. And his smile—how could she have forgotten the gift of his incredible smile? It lit his entire face, and animated his body. That smile was the energy bank that he and people around him drew upon.


  The sights and sounds around them receded. "Yes, Carl, it's me."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  


  "I HOPE YOUR COUSIN doesn't mind that I stole you away," Carl said, holding open the door to his office.


  "She said there were a few places on campus she wanted to visit," Roxann said, passing under his arm. She was assailed by that big-person-in-a-small-person-place feeling again. As if all the things around her were props, and Carl was the leading man on stage. Very surreal.


  He stepped in, closed the door, and hung their coats on a hook on the back. When he turned, they simply stood and smiled at each other for a long moment, just as a script might call for. He was divine—longish silvery hair, flattering glasses, chiseled features, sparkling blue eyes, clean-shaven jaw. Action.


  "You haven't changed," he murmured. "Still so beautiful."


  She blushed. "I have changed, but thank you."


  "God, I've missed you." He clasped her shoulders. "Did you get my message about the award? Are you married? How long are you staying?"


  She laughed, and he looked sheepish.


  "Where are my manners? Please sit down. Would you like some coffee or tea?"


  "No, thank you." She sat in the cane-bottomed chair he proffered, comforted by the clichéd clutter of books and papers in the crowded office. How many times had they worked here, shoulder to shoulder, knee to knee? "Yes, I received your message about the award, and while I'm flattered, I'll pass. That's why I didn't call you back."


  "I understand."


  "And no, I'm not married."


  He smiled. "I never married, either."


  She was certain her pleasure showed all over her face. "And I'm not sure how long we'll be here. We're staying at Dr. Oney's."


  "Oh. I was hoping..." Then he shook his head. "Never mind. I guess that means you're still working with the women's advocacy program that Nell coordinated?"


  She nodded. "Full-time. More or less."


  He steepled his hands and struck a solemn pose. "I'm so proud of what you've done with your life—the youth of today just don't seem as interested in social responsibility."


  She hooked her hands around her knee, compelled to move past polite platitudes. "I wish I could say I entered the program with pure intentions, but looking back, I think I was only killing time until I heard from you."


  He did have the good grace to squirm before offering up a remorseful noise from his throat. "The board's inquiry came at an unfortunate time."


  She nodded slowly. "I wonder how they knew about us."


  He shrugged. "Someone must have told them, although it didn't seem important at the time to ask who—the damage was done. I assumed you had shared our relationship with another student."


  Roxann bristled. "I didn't."


  He didn't believe her, she could tell. "Well, it's neither here nor there."


  An awkward silence fell, which Roxann stubbornly refused to break. She waited, for what she wasn't sure—perhaps a bended-knee apology for not having defended their nonsexual relationship?


  "So...you're happy?" he inquired.


  She nodded. "I haven't regretted the path my life has taken."


  "I'm glad."


  Roxann surveyed the numerous awards on his wall, including a shelf of soccer trophies. It struck her as a bit juvenile for anyone other than a ten-year-old or a professional athlete to display his trophies, but she wondered how much of her resentment came from the glaring proof that his life had gone on, seemingly un-fazed, after she left. "I see you've been successful."


  He smiled. "Thank you."


  They spoke at the same time.


  "I saw—"


  "—your photo—"


  "—in the alumni—"


  "—newsletter."


  They both laughed.


  "You've been on my mind ever since," he said. "I kept wondering where you were, what you were doing, how your life had turned out. When your name came up for the award, it gave me a chance to look you up."


  "Who nominated me?"


  His grin was sheepish. "I did. And Nell agreed wholeheartedly."


  "So why didn't you look me up before?"


  He gestured vaguely, seeming flustered. "I didn't think you'd want to hear from me."


  "I didn't, for a while."


  "And now?"


  Good question. She was still drawn to him, no doubt, like a crippled moth to a flame. But could she ever forgive him for the furrow he'd plowed through her heart? "I'm not a naive coed anymore, Carl." Her voice sounded stronger than she felt—at least the coed part was true.


  He left his chair to stand in front of her. "I can see that." He reached for her hands and pulled her up against him. His body was lean and firm, proof that he still followed a strict vegetarian diet and exercise regime. She remembered his penchant for nice cologne as she inhaled a complex aroma. He held her loosely and lowered his mouth to hers for a gentle, exploratory kiss.


  Very...nice. Had his kisses always been so sweet? He really needed to change that flickering light bulb overhead. And when was the last time the crown moldings had been dusted?


  A rap on the door sent them flying apart—that part came back to her pretty easily. Along with the guilty flush.


  A beaming young redhead stood with her hand on the doorknob. "Dr. Seger—oh, I'm sorry." Her smile vanished, which did little to diminish her beauty. "I didn't realize you had a...visitor."


  "Kelly," he boomed with a little laugh. "Do you have those papers you need for me to sign?"


  "Yes," she said, staring at Roxann. "But I can bring them back later."


  "I think that would be best," he said. "I'll see you in class."


  "Okay. Bye."


  When the door closed, he turned an apologetic smile in her direction. "I should know better than to leave the door unlocked—students just barge in whenever they please."


  Roxann pressed her just-kissed lips together, thinking that any woman in Carl's life would have to learn to share him with the student body—professors were practically public domain. "Dr. Oney said you weren't teaching as many classes as you used to."


  "That's right—although I'm doing more counseling and advising."


  One-on-one with those lovely student bodies. Immediately she felt contrite—Carl couldn't help it if the female students were infatuated with him. And she certainly couldn't blame the girls—that would be the pot calling the kettle black. "Well, I'd better let you get back to work," she said, suddenly anxious to escape and do some heavy thinking.


  "When can I see you again?"


  She smiled as she slipped into her coat. "I hear you're on the auction block tonight."


  His face reddened. "I don't know how I got talked into that."


  "Maybe I'll come and drum up your bids."


  "That would make the evening tolerable."


  "Except I don't have much cash," she warned with a laugh.


  He pulled her into a loose hug. "You don't have to pay me to spend time with you. Let's have a romantic dinner tomorrow night at my place."


  She hesitated, but only for effect. "Do you still live at the same address?"


  He nodded. "Do you remember how to get there?"


  "I think so." Although she'd only been there a couple of times for student cookouts—never alone with Carl. Too tempting.


  "Meanwhile—" He kissed her lightly. "I'll see you tonight?"


  "Yes," she said, feeling better. When she left the building, her step was lighter. The whole heebie-jeebie thing was just because she was accustomed to her association with Carl being furtive, clandestine. Almost delicate. The fact that they didn't have carnal knowledge of each other had made their relationship seem like the stuff that classic novels were made of—a bond that transcended a physical union. This freedom would take some getting used to.


  "Roxann?"


  She turned in the direction of the shout and balked at the woman jogging across the lawn, dodging students. "Elise." Since Elise had been a track star, she quelled the urge to make a run for it.


  Her former roommate came to a bouncing stop in front of her, copper curls springing wildly about her elfin face. She wore spandex shorts and a sports bra with sweat stains. "I thought that was you. I didn't know you were coming up for Homecoming."


  "It...was a last-minute decision. I'm staying with Dr. Oney for a few days." The woman's eyes were glassy, and her mouth loose—she was on something, probably one of those "performance enhancers" she bought from a guy named Sid who buzzed the Biloxi Y in a Firebird. "Elise, you dropped off the face of the earth—Tom is going crazy wondering where you are."


  Elise started cracking her knuckles one at a time—a nervous habit that had always driven Roxann nuts. The woman's hands were enormous. "I just couldn't take it anymore, Roxann. Dealing with all those people, all those problems. I know I should call Tom. I will. I really will." Her gaze darted all around, and she was still cracking.


  "Where are you living?" Roxann asked.


  "In Biloxi, with a friend I met over the Internet."


  Surprise, surprise. "How long have you been here in South Bend?"


  "Since Saturday. I ran a marathon to raise money for the new counseling center." Now she was cracking her neck—repeatedly.


  "Elise, someone broke into the duplex Friday. Do you know anything about it?"


  "No. No, I don't." But without eye contact, she couldn't tell if the woman was being truthful. "Roxann, I'm sorry about the way I handled...things."


  "Neither one of us handled the situation well," Roxann said carefully.


  Elise shifted from foot to foot, bouncing on the toes of her running shoes. "I realized that the reason I've been so unhappy all these years is because of a relationship I had in college that I never quite got over."


  Get in line.


  "But I'm working through things," she said, nodding with shaky confidence. Suddenly she laughed, a wild, artificial noise. "Too bad that counseling center wasn't here ten years ago." She started to shiver, and rubbed her hands up and down her arms.


  Roxann slipped off her jacket and hung it over the woman's shoulders. "Elise, you don't look well—let's walk down to the clinic."


  "No!" She yanked off the coat. "I'm f-fine, I just need to finish my run." She jogged away a few paces, then turned around as if she suddenly remembered Roxann was still standing there. "I hope we can be friends someday," she shouted. Then she jogged away, and not in a straight line.


  She watched Elise until she was out of sight to make sure she didn't run out into the street, or collapse. Another lost soul, with an affinity for self-destruction. Or just plain destruction?


  Roxann went in search of a water fountain, and spotted Angora lounging on a bench, sharing her potato chips with the pigeons. She'd been crying. "How was it?" she mumbled.


  "How was what?"


  "Dr. Seger. Did you do it on his desk?"


  "Are you insane? Of course we didn't!"


  Angora tossed the foil bag into a nearby garbage can and licked her fingers. "The way you were fawning all over him, I wouldn't have been surprised."


  Roxann frowned. "That's not true, and that's not fair. What's wrong with you?"


  Angora leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, and stared at the ground. "What's wrong with me? I'm supposed to be on my honeymoon right now."


  Roxann's heart squeezed for her and she sat down. "You'll love Chicago. And a year from now you won't even remember Trenton's name."


  "I can't go to Chicago," Angora sobbed. "I'm not qualified to work for that art agency. I wouldn't last a week."


  "They wouldn't have offered you the job if you weren't qualified."


  "I only got the job because I graduated from Notre Dame."


  "I don't think you give yourself enough credit."


  She wiped her cheeks. "No. Mother is right—Trenton was my best chance for a good life, and I let him get away."


  "Well, I hate to tell you this, but I think he sort of cut bait all on his own."


  "I might as well join a convent."


  "They don't have laundry rooms in convents."


  Angora finally cracked a tiny smile. "I wish I were you."


  Roxann sighed. "I wish you were me, too. But we're sort of stuck with ourselves, aren't we?" Then she stood and jerked her thumb over her shoulder. "If you're ready to go, I need to rinse my tie-dyed shirt to wear to the auction tonight."


  Angora sprang up and began walking back the way they'd come. "You are not wearing that shirt tonight."


  Roxann smiled into her hand. "Wait up."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  


  ANGORA SWALLOWED a half-glass of wine in one drink. Intermission. Six bachelors down, and not one worthy of her virginity. Not one held a candle to Dr. Carl Seger. She cast a sideways glance at Roxann and tightened the grip on her glass—why did all things come so easily for her cousin? She had been the one who loved Dr. Carl from a distance for the better part of her time at the university. She had been the one who had memorized his features and mannerisms while watching him eat lunch every day. She had been the one to sit through his Intro to Theology class for four semesters, convinced he would one day notice her.


  And he had, at long last. Her final semester, April twenty-first. Third period. She'd "left" a notebook at her desk, then waited until the room emptied of students before going back inside. Dr. Carl had been erasing the chalkboard in long, powerful strokes and hadn't heard her at first. Until she "dropped" the notebook. Then he'd turned and smiled, offering a hello.


  "I forgot my notebook," she'd said, holding it up.


  "Are you in my class?" he'd asked.


  "Yes."


  "That's why you look so familiar."


  "Yes." She'd waited while he finished the board, then descended from the dais carrying his own books. He seemed surprised that she was still standing there, but now that she had his attention, she wasn't about to budge.


  "Four times."


  "Pardon me?"


  "I've taken this class four times."


  His eyebrows had gone up, then his gaze had traveled to her snug sweater. "You must like theology."


  "Not really." His gaze on her had made her feel bold, womanly. Just thinking about it now sent a heaviness to her midsection.


  He'd checked his watch. "What's your name?"


  "Angora Ryder."


  "Well, Angora Ryder, where is your next class?"


  "I don't have one."


  He had looked her up and down again, then pursed his mouth. "I was just going back to straighten up my office. I could use a hand."


  She had smiled and followed him to his office, where he'd locked the frosted-glass door.


  "Students are always popping in," he'd explained. "Which is why I can never get my files in order."


  "Where should I start?" she'd asked, fairly trembling at the sexual charge in the air.


  He'd sat down in his office chair and pulled her to his lap for a long, hard kiss that had steamed up his glasses. When he pulled back to take them off, he'd looked at her. "Is this what you wanted?"


  She had nodded, too far gone now.


  His eyes were hooded as he'd fumbled with her sweater, pulling it up along with her bra to free her breasts. He had been all lips and teeth, making little wanting noises, and she'd felt flush with power. Then he was pushing her head down, down to his fly, which had somehow come undone. She didn't have time to think about the techniques Roxann had taught her on the tube of toothpaste—it all happened too quickly. One minute she was on the verge of suffocating while he gasped and moved her head up and down on him, and the next minute she was gagging. He had gone so limp and so quiet, she was afraid he'd had a heart attack. But when she'd spit out the offending goo, and it landed on his expensive shoe, he had recovered rather quickly.


  "You'll get your passing grade," he'd said brusquely, then stood and helped her straighten her clothes.


  Shocked, she realized he thought she'd taken his class four times because she was too dumb to pass it, not because she wanted to be near him. She'd opened her mouth to explain, but he'd shushed her.


  "This must be our little secret, yours and mine, or you could get into a lot of trouble." Like a sheep, she'd nodded. Then he'd opened the office door, given her a little shove through it, and closed it behind her. That night in her bed she'd suddenly remembered one of the things he'd murmured during the deed.


  "Roxann."


  He'd noticed the resemblance, and although he had no idea they were related, he'd been thinking about Roxann the entire time. After that, Carl had ignored her completely. But the real slap in the face had been the C she'd received in the class.


  Angora blinked and drained the glass of sour chardonnay. She'd given the man a blowjob in his office, and he hadn't even recognized her today. He'd only had eyes for Roxann, and if her cousin was telling the truth, they'd never even fooled around. Once again, the spoils went to Roxann.


  She returned to the bar for another drink. While she stood in line, the audience suddenly burst into applause. She turned to see Dr. Carl Seger himself at the microphone, waving for quiet. The man was splendid.


  "There is a person in the room," he said, "whose name came up for the Distinguished Alumni award for dedicating her life to helping others. But her volunteer work is of such a confidential nature, the board decided to forgo the honor lest the nomination attract publicity that would be detrimental to the programs she serves."


  He sought Roxann in the audience, and Angora knew what was coming next.


  "But to our great delight, the nominee in question found her way back to South Bend this week. Without further ado, the board would like to recognize Roxann Beadleman for a decade of selfless work with abused women. Please come forward, Roxann, and accept this token of our admiration for your many good deeds. You truly embody the spirit of an Alumni Homecoming Queen."


  Angora couldn't believe her ears. She watched as Dr. Carl lifted a tiara from a wooden box—a large, magnificent crown with dangling crystals and a point in the front. It made the one she was wearing look like a toy. She drank deeply.


  She had to hand it to her cousin, though—she knew how to work the crowd. Roxann protested until the audience of a thousand or so were whipped into a frenzy. By the time she got on stage, they were riveted to every word. Worse, she looked great, passing over the short red dress that Angora had picked out for her in favor of a plain long black skirt, black tank, and a long lime-green scarf around her neck. A perfect foil for the crown, which Dr. Carl set on her head like an adoring king.


  "Thank you," Roxann said, holding the crown with one hand.


  It was probably heavy, Angora thought miserably. Crowns were supposed to be of a weight symbolic to the responsibility of the title. All of hers were about as heavy as a potato.


  "I'm stunned and honored," Roxann said. "And I don't deserve this recognition..."


  Angora smirked into her glass and watched her cousin wrap the entire room around her little finger. Good, sweet, honest Roxann who had dedicated her life to others—not because it made her feel good, but because it made her feel superior. Yep, that was why. Dee had been right about Roxann all along. Everyone had a price, and she'd found Roxann's when they were eighteen. Wonder what the audience would think if she jumped up on stage and made that little revelation? And while she was up there, she'd announce that Dr. Carl had a botched circumcision.


  But she couldn't very well do either without incriminating herself. And she needed that job in Chicago now more than ever. It was her ticket out of Deeville. Why the hell had she come back? Angora took another drink and tried to focus on Roxann's speech.


  "...and I'm humbled by your recognition."


  The audience burst into applause and, to add insult to Angora's injury, gave Roxann a standing ovation. She hadn't even gotten a standing ovation when she hit the high end note in "When Whoever's in New England's Through With You" at the Louisiana state fair karaoke competition. She watched as Roxann made her way back to her seat next to Dr. Oney. When Roxann scanned the room, probably looking for her, Angora stepped behind the bartender. She needed time to conjure up congratulations for her cousin, the fake.


  The lights dimmed, and the auction resumed. Another dud presented himself and strutted around the stage—where did they find these guys? Bad haircut, and too-short pants. She continued to drink, despite the fact that she could feel herself being pulled into a funk.


  Then Dr. Carl appeared on stage again, this time as the prize. She swished the wine in her mouth like Listerine, and swallowed noisily. Why not? For as long as she could remember, she'd wanted something of Roxann's—anything of Roxann's. Dr. Carl would do nicely. Besides...the man owed her big-time for that humiliating encounter in his office ten years ago. Even if the cad didn't remember it.


  "Do I hear one hundred?" the auctioneer asked. A hand went up near the stage.


  "One hundred from the lady in the yellow. Do I hear one fifty?"


  Roxann raised her hand tentatively.


  "One hundred fifty from the queen! Do I hear one seventy-five?"


  The lady in yellow raised her hand.


  "One seventy-five! Do I hear two hundred?"


  "Two thousand," Angora said loudly.


  A stunned silence ensued, then all eyes swung to her. The attorney had garnered the top bid of the night at eight hundred, from a bridge foursome who looked as if they needed to have their wills done, pronto.


  "Did you say two thousand?" the auctioneer asked, arcing his arm in her direction. Dr. Carl looked smug.


  "Yes," she said, stepping forward carefully because the carpet was moving. "Two thousand dollars." It was nearly all she had left from hocking the ring, but moments like these only came around once in a lifetime.


  "Two thousand from the lady in the back! Do I hear twenty-one hundred?"


  The crowd tittered.


  "Sold to the lady for two thousand dollars!"


  This time the applause was for her as she walked forward to claim her prize and say her name. She managed a little wave in Roxann's direction, who returned a watery smile, but Angora directed all her attention to Dr. Carl, who escorted her up the stairs and off the side of the stage.


  "Aren't you Roxann's cousin?" he asked.


  "Uh-huh."


  "I'm sorry, I don't remember your name."


  "Angora. Angora Ryder."


  "Right." He smiled, a glorious display that stole her breath. "Did you buy me as a date for Roxann?"


  She frowned. "No. I bought you as a date for myself."


  He looked her up and down, lingering on her breasts and legs, highlighted nicely in the blue Diane Von Furstenberg dress. "Did you go to school here?"


  "Yeth." Her tongue felt thick.


  "Did I ever have you?"


  "Once, but it wasn't very memorable."


  His eyebrows went up. "Have you been drinking?"


  "Absolutely."


  He laughed. "Well, a bite to eat will sober you up. I thought we'd have dinner, then go dancing."


  "Thounds nithe."


  "Should we say goodbye to Roxann?"


  "Nope."


  He looked disappointed, but shrugged. "Okay, then off we go. Two thousand dollars is a lot of money. I hope you don't regret this in the morning, um—"


  "Angora."


  "Right. Angora."


  She tucked her hand under his arm and melted into his shoulder. "I won't."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  


  ROXANN TRIED TO KEEP a smile on her face for the rest of the auction, and eagerly accepted Nell's invitation to dinner afterward, although she had to admit she was hoping she'd see Carl, if for only a few minutes. And Angora's behavior was puzzling, to say the least. If she didn't know better, she'd think her cousin was planning to follow through on her joking comment about losing her virginity to Carl.


  "My treat," Nell insisted as they were seated in a booth at a restaurant called Utopia a few blocks away. "For the Alumni Homecoming Queen."


  She blushed and smiled down at the box holding the crown they'd presented to her. "That was incredibly embarrassing, considering..."


  "Considering?"


  She pressed her lips together, then sighed. "Considering I've been thinking about giving my notice to the organization."


  Nell's smile faded. "I see."


  "Are you disappointed?"


  Nell shook her head. "This is your decision, Roxann. May I ask why?"


  She sipped from her water glass and shrugged slowly. "I'm tired of the schedule. Ready for a change."


  Her mentor arched an eyebrow. "Ready to settle down?"


  Another sip. "Maybe. Someday."


  "Ah, your biological clock is ticking."


  Items for her life list flashed before her eyes. Have a daughter. Be a good mother. "I still haven't decided about the mothering gig."


  "But you'd like to get married."


  "Maybe. Someday."


  She lifted her glass and smiled over the top. "Do you have someone in mind?"


  "No."


  "I wondered if you were still carrying a torch for Carl after all these years. You two parted on such a bittersweet note."


  "I'd be lying if I said I hadn't thought of him often over the years."


  "I could tell tonight that he was glad to see you."


  "He seemed surprised when I saw him today. You didn't tell him I was coming?" '


  She shook her head. "Carl's path and mine rarely cross these days. He's so involved with the administration and with the church, he does very little teaching."


  "That's what he said." Roxann toyed with her napkin. "He also said that he's never married all these years."


  "No." Nell laughed. "Why is it that men who don't marry are even more intriguing, while women who don't marry are simply old maids?"


  "I don't think of you as an old maid."


  The professor shrugged. "I don't mind, really. But it isn't nearly as fulfilling as the feminists made it sound thirty years ago."


  "You have your career."


  "Yes, I do. But my career can't keep me warm at night, can it?"


  Roxann blinked. She'd always thought of Nell as an asexual person, uninterested in base pastimes like romantic love.


  "Oh, yes, I'm a woman." Nell laughed, but her laugh turned into a cough, which grew in severity until people around them stared. "I'm sorry." She gasped into a handkerchief.


  "You're ill. We should go."


  She shook her head and drank from her glass. "I'm fine. Just a cold from the change of weather." But her hand trembled violently.


  The waiter arrived with flat bread and hummus. They ordered soup and salads. Nell still looked a tad blue, and Roxann wondered if one of the woman's imagined ailments had truly materialized. She was trying to think of a diplomatic way to inquire when Nell spoke.


  "Roxann, how well do you know Angora?"


  Roxann frowned. "She's my cousin."


  "Yes, but how well do you know her? Is she always so unpredictable?"


  She splayed her hands. "If you're talking about her behavior at the auction tonight, I think she was feeling a little upstaged by the award they gave me." She smiled. "If you hadn't noticed, she has a thing for tiaras. And throwing money around is her way of getting attention. Besides, she was drinking."


  "You're being generous, don't you think?"


  Roxann tamped down the spark of anger at Nell's uncharacteristic sarcasm. Besides, the woman had tapped into some of her own concerns. "Four days ago she was dumped at the altar."


  "Oh? Yes, that's tragic. Still, she seems...unstable."


  "If you knew her mother, you'd know why."


  "Does Angora have psychological problems?"


  Roxann frowned. "You're serious."


  Nell nodded.


  "Not that I know of. Why?"


  "I shouldn't say anything, it's been so long ago."


  "What?"


  Nell glanced around them, then leaned closer, her mouth pinched. "Did you know Angora was a suspect when that girl was killed on campus years ago in a hit-and-run?"


  The hummus turned to sawdust in Roxann's mouth, and she swallowed painfully. "Tammy Paulen?"


  "You remember her?"


  "Yes." She was still digesting Nell's words, and replaying snatches of troubling conversations with her cousin. "We were talking about her the other night when we found my annual. Angora was a suspect?"


  Nell nodded.


  Now was probably not a good time to mention that Tammy had taunted Angora, or Angora's comment that the girl had gotten what she deserved. "Did the police ever make an arrest in the case?"


  "No."


  "Well...there were probably lots of suspects, weren't there?"


  "Three. The two boys who called in the report, and Angora."


  She put her fingers on her temples. "Why didn't I know this?"


  "The investigation was kept under wraps because the president was afraid of a scandal. I was brought in to assist because I was Tammy's faculty advisor."


  "I can see why the police would suspect the guys who reported the incident, but why was Angora a suspect?"


  "I understand that her name kept coming up when Tammy's friends were questioned."


  "But all of Tammy's friends were her sorority sisters. Angora quit the sorority because they gave her such a hard time."


  "The sorority mother told me that Angora was forced out."


  Angora did have a habit of adjusting the truth until it reflected well on her. Still, Roxann's head was spinning. "But...but there must not have been enough evidence to warrant an arrest."


  "No. There were no witnesses. But I watched the videotape of the police interviewing Angora, and it was clear to me that she had issues with the Paulen girl."


  "I heard the Paulen girl wasn't the nicest person."


  "I heard the same thing," Nell conceded. "And Tammy's friends admitted that she treated Angora badly. They said she had something on your cousin, was holding it over her head."


  "What?"


  "No one knew, although one girl said she thought it had something to do with a blond wig."


  Roxann went completely still. "A blond wig?" She managed a little laugh. "That's...strange."


  "You don't know what they might have been referring to?"


  She tried to speak, but could only shake her head.


  Nell shrugged her thin shoulders. "You know how girls are—maybe she found out that Angora wasn't a natural blonde, or something superficial like that."


  "Right," Roxann said, recovering. "No connection to the accident. Besides, I just can't see Angora being involved."


  "Roxann—" The professor looked down, sighed, then looked up. "Do you think you're a good judge of character?"


  She pulled back. "I'd like to believe so."


  "That came out wrong—I meant where your cousin is concerned."


  Words of defense gathered in her throat, then Roxann swallowed them. Hadn't Angora always been able to evoke her sympathy? To convince her to do things against her better judgment? Was it possible that instead of being a poor little rich girl, her cousin was a grand manipulator? After all, she had a master tutor in Dee.


  "Angora and I will get a hotel room tonight."


  "Don't be silly, you're staying with me."


  "I don't want you to feel uncomfortable about Angora sleeping under your roof."


  "I don't, and I didn't mean to upset you. Please don't leave." The woman looked a little desperate—she was indeed lonely.


  Roxann touched Nell's hand. "Thank you for telling me the truth. I'll keep an eye on Angora. By the way, I ran into Elise James on campus today."


  "I know that name, but I can't place her."


  "She went to grad school here, and she joined the Rescue program about a year ago. I thought you might know her."


  Nell sighed. "Unfortunately, the memory is the first thing to go. Is she nice?"


  "Nice and troubled. We were paired up to live together in Biloxi, but I don't think Elise ever had her heart in the work. She suffered some personal problems and a few weeks ago she just took off." No need to go too much into detail, lest Nell start to think she was some kind of lesbian siren.


  "This kind of volunteer work isn't for everyone. And if a person already has problems, the stress can sometimes exacerbate those problems."


  Roxann nodded. "I think she was on something when I saw her today. She was rambling, incoherent."


  Nell broke off a small piece of the flat bread. "What was she rambling about?"


  "Something about a college relationship that had screwed her up."


  "Sounds like whatever she’s on has her screwed up."


  Their food arrived, but Roxann's appetite had vanished, and nature was calling. She excused herself and went to the ladies' room, grateful for the moment alone. She hadn't been alone, not really, since leaving Baton Rouge. And now she had a sick, heavy feeling that returning to South Bend would simply reopen old wounds. Carl had drawn her back, but why on earth would Angora want to come back to a place where she had so many bad memories?


  Roxann stared in a mirror over the sink and let the revelation sink in. Carl. Angora had been drawn back to Carl, too. She had made light of the fact that sleeping with him was on her life list, when she'd probably been in love with him just as much as Roxann. Why hadn't she seen it?


  And Angora had probably been devastated earlier today when he'd recognized Roxann and not her. Roxann winced. No wonder Angora had acted so strangely the rest of the afternoon, and had bid so outrageously for his attention. On the heels of being jilted, her cousin was starved for validation.


  She leaned into the cold porcelain sink and tried to remember the last day her life had had any semblance of normalcy. As is, a mushrooming cloud of doom was dogging her and the people she came into contact with—she didn't even want to think about what can of worms would spring open tomorrow. Plagued with warring thoughts and emotions, Roxann left the restroom before Nell began to think she'd been abandoned. But just outside the restroom was a pay phone, and she was struck with the longing to hear a comforting voice. Or at least a familiar one. Her cell phone was at Nell’s on a charger. Before she could change her mind, she dialed her father's number. He answered on the third ring.


  "Hello."


  His rough-hewn voice scraped over the line, rugged and reassuring. She smiled into the phone. "Dad, it's me."


  "Roxann, honey—are you okay?"


  "I'm fine, Dad. Has anyone else been around asking about me?"


  "No. Where are you?"


  "I'm in South Bend, with Angora, We came up for Homecoming, but we'll be back to Baton Rouge soon."


  He sighed. "Dee has been driving me nuts. Since that cop talked to her, she's sure Angora is in some kind of trouble."


  "Well, she isn't." She chewed on the inside of her cheek. Yet. "Listen, Dad, is there a history of psychological problems in your family?"


  "What kind of fool question is that?"


  "It's important, Dad."


  "Well...my mother's sister died in an asylum."


  Roxann inhaled sharply. "What was wrong with her?"


  "Schizophrenia. When she was twenty-five she pushed another woman out of a tenth-story window."


  Her eyes bugged. "Why haven't you ever told me?"


  "You never asked. Are you seeing that Detective Capistrano?"


  Her eyes bugged wider. "What?"


  "Are you seeing—"


  "No, I'm not seeing him! What makes you think I'm seeing him?"


  "He seemed to know an awful lot about you."


  "Dad, he's a detective."


  "He told me you were working together on a case."


  "Well, we're not."


  "He told me you could be in real trouble with the police."


  "Well, I'm not."


  "He told me about his partner. I think you should help him."


  She closed her eyes. "Dad, I have to go. Keep the doors and windows locked, and don’t talk to Detective Capistrano. I'll call you before I leave South Bend."


  Roxann returned the phone to its cradle, trying to assimilate the bits of the conversation—discounting the absurd line of questioning about the infuriating detective. Schizophrenia was hereditary—was it possible that...no, Angora was a little flighty, but she wasn't a murderer. Heck, on any given day she had reservations about her own sanity.


  Still, it might be a good idea to take Angora back to Baton Rouge as soon as possible, lest rumors about the Paulen girl resurface and disturb her further. They would leave first thing in the morning. As for Carl...


  She sighed. Maybe after she tied up loose ends in Biloxi, she'd return to South Bend for that romantic dinner and...see what developed.


  Remembering she hadn't yet checked her voice recorder at home, she quickly dialed the access number. Two messages.


  "Hello, Roxann, this is Mr. Nealy. Your old boyfriend was hanging around the back door today—Richard, I think you said his name was? Anyway, if he gives you any guff, you just let me know."


  So maybe it was Richard who'd broken in and left the message. Creep. She'd left town for nothing because she could have handled him with a kick to the groin.


  The second message was a hang-up, so she quickly rejoined Nell at the table. "Sorry it took so long—I decided to check in with my dad."


  "That's nice. How are you and your father?"


  "We're fine."


  Nell angled her head. "Something's wrong."


  Roxann was drawn into the warmth of Nell's eyes, compelled to unburden herself just a little. "You were right. There is a history of mental illness in our family. Angora's and my great-aunt was schizophrenic."


  Nell nodded sadly, then lapsed into another coughing seizure, this one more fierce than the last.


  "I think I'd better take you home," Roxann murmured, rising.


  "But you haven't eaten."


  "I'm not hungry, and you need to rest." Nell didn't protest as Roxann helped her to her feet "I don't suppose the chances of getting a cab are any better than they used to be."


  "Afraid not," Nell whispered with a smile. "But I'll be fine—my medication is wearing off, that's all."


  "Still, I wish I had driven so you wouldn't have to walk."


  "Can I offer you ladies a ride?"


  Roxann closed her eyes and thought a very bad word. When she opened them, Capistrano was standing before them, cleverly disguised as a Good Samaritan.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  


  "WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?" Roxann asked him through clenched teeth.


  "Having dinner—the scampi was great."


  Nell's hand tightened around Roxann's arm. "Is this the man you told me about?"


  She frowned. "No, this isn't Frank Cape. This is...an acquaintance of mine from Biloxi."


  "Oh." Nell looked back and forth between them.


  "Dr. Oney, meet Detective Capistrano."


  "Nice to meet you, ma'am."


  She nodded, then looked back to Roxann, as if waiting for a cue.


  Roxann surveyed his innocent expression, then sighed. "He's harmless. Where are you parked, Capistrano?"


  During the short drive to Nell's, Roxann sat in the middle of the front seat of his Dooley truck and exchanged glares with him in the rearview mirror. She was half furious at him for following her, half furious at herself for assuming he wouldn't.


  "Thank you," she said to him as he helped Nell down from the passenger side. He dwarfed the small woman, but seemed to handle her gently. At the porch, Roxann said, "I'll take it from here. Goodbye."


  "I need to talk to you." His head was so big, it obscured the moon behind him.


  "This isn't a good time."


  "It's important."


  She hesitated, then gave Nell an apologetic glance.


  "Take as long as you need," Nell said. "I'm going to bed. I'll see you girls at breakfast."


  When the door closed, Roxann turned, arms crossed.


  He gestured to her outfit. "You look plumb girly tonight."


  "Forgive me if I don't swoon."


  "I'm not crazy about black, though. You should wear white."


  "You are harassing me."


  "Funny, the last time I saw you, I saved your scrawny ass."


  "My ass isn't—" She scowled. "I thought you had to get back to Biloxi."


  He shrugged. "After you gave me the slip, I nearly said to hell with it and did."


  Her smug smile came easily.


  "But I had some time off coming to me and thought now was as good a time as any to take it." He leaned on the porch rail, as if he were planning to loiter.


  "How did you know where we were?"


  "Your cousin practically blurted it at the carnival, and when she said something about seeing a Dr. Carl, I figured it was either a medical doctor or a professor. I saw your diploma when I was at your dad's. Notre Dame is in South Bend. I just put two and two together. You'd make a terrible criminal."


  "When did you get here?"


  "I saw your crowning—very nice. Too bad your cousin outbid you for your old boyfriend."


  She gasped.


  "That's why you came back, isn't it? To see this Dr. Carl guy?"


  "You don't know what you're talking about."


  "Well, it doesn't take a detective to see the way you two were making eyes at each other. But he's a little ripe on the vine, don't you think?"


  She poked her tongue into her cheek. "What's the important thing that you wanted to talk about?"


  "Pistachio."


  "What?"


  "Pistachio ice cream. It's a weakness of mine, and I was hoping I could persuade you to join me." He splayed his hands. "Unlike Dr. Grandpa, I'm free of charge."


  "You're certifiable."


  "And you're hungry because you didn't get to eat dinner."


  "No I'm not." But her brain conjured up a picture of a big bowl of green ice cream and sent a prompt to her traitorous stomach, which howled into the silence.


  His laugh rode on the light breeze. "Liar. Come on, you don't have anything else to do tonight."


  She hesitated. "I'm not going to talk about Melissa Cape."


  He held up his hands in an off-limits gesture.


  She relented and stalked to the truck, but only because she couldn't bear the thought of spending an evening with Boots, Chester, Pumpkin, Buttermilk, and Pansy. She resisted his help climbing up, closed her own door, sat as far away from him as possible, and stared straight ahead.


  "Brrrr." He shook with an animated shiver. "There is a definite draft coming off you."


  "Go," she said. "Before I change my mind."


  He went, and soon they were seated at the crowded bar of an ice-cream parlor that brought memories flooding back.


  "This place used to be called Duck's," she said, mostly to herself.


  He handed her the chocolate malt she'd requested. He looked fair to middling in a black sport coat over dark jeans and a white dress shirt. "Used to come here a lot, did you?"


  "I worked here."


  He grinned. "No kidding."


  She surrendered a smile. "No kidding. Smock and apron and paper hat. The work was easy, and the tips were good."


  "Were you at Notre Dame on scholarship?"


  "No." She sipped her malt.


  "No offense, but how do you pay back school loans on the kind of money you make?"


  She glanced over. "That's absolutely none of your concern."


  "Hm. Well, is there anything we can talk about?"


  "Have you seen Frank Cape?"


  "No. I suspect he hightailed it back to Biloxi."


  The best news she'd heard all day. "I checked my voice messages. My neighbor said he'd seen a former boyfriend of mine lurking around—I suspect he's the one who broke in. If so, he's all bark."


  "You have a lot of former boyfriends."


  "Not so many."


  Capistrano pulled out a pad. "What's Romeo's name?"


  "Richard Funderburk."


  "Is he old, too?"


  She frowned. "Around thirty-five."


  He wrote it down. "Anything else I need to know?"


  She shook her head and sipped, noting the knuckles on his right hand still hadn't healed. "Who did you hit?"


  "Hm? Oh." He looked down at his hand and made a fist, then opened it again, stretching his fingers. "Some bum resisting arrest. I lose count." He made a rueful noise in his throat. "You and I, we've seen our share of bums, eh?"


  She nodded and sipped.


  He shifted on the tiny seat that had to be killing him. "Roxann, I don't agree with what you're doing, but I do admire your commitment to something you believe in."


  YOU FAKE. She couldn't look at him.


  "What I'm trying to say is that even if you haven't been honest with me about—"


  She shot him a warning look.


  "—about...you know, I still think you're an honorable person."


  She lifted her gaze and studied his brown eyes, made boyish by the spiky blond lashes, made wise by his line of work. Honorable? What would he think if she told him that she'd joined Rescue not out of any heartfelt commitment, but because a woman she respected asked her to? Because she needed a place to recuperate from Carl's rejection? And because after she'd recovered, it simply had been easier to stay and hide out? "Thank you, but like I said before, you don't know me."


  "I'm trying to."


  Roxann scoffed inwardly. He was trying all right—trying to work her. "You're wasting your time, Detective. You'll never find Melissa Cape through me."


  One dark eyebrow went up. "I thought that was off-limits conversation."


  "But it's why you brought me here, what you want to know."


  "No." His mouth tightened. "What I want to know is that you prefer chocolate malts over ice-cream cones—"


  "It was just a craving."


  "And that you have a great tattoo on your ankle—"


  "It's temporary."


  "And that you travel to so many exotic places that you need a special watch—"


  "It's for work." She gave him a wry smile. "See? You don't know me." She looked away and toyed with the straw, twirling it in the thick malt. Honorable? Yeah, right.


  He didn't intrude on her silence, but she could feel his gaze on her, leaving her itchy and raw. Goose bumps skittered over her shoulders and arms, and she suddenly remembered how cold they always kept the ice-cream parlor. A shiver took hold of her, and her teeth chattered. Her chest tightened and her throat ached. Either she was coming down with a case of the flu, or a case of the guilts.


  He shrugged out of his coat and settled it around her shoulders. She stiffened before conceding that the silky fabric felt good against her skin. When she was young and her parents happy, they would come in from parties, her mother wearing her father's sport coat over her pretty dress. It had seemed so intimate to her, and so grown-up.


  Roxann sunk her teeth into her bottom lip—Capistrano was certainly playing the knight-in-shining-armor bit to the hilt. Still, he'd chased away her chill.


  Conjuring up a smile, she turned toward him. "Thank you. I'm sorry. I was rude."


  He shrugged enormous shoulders. "You're entitled not to trust me."


  She signaled the waitress for a glass of water. "Don't take it personally—I don't trust anyone."


  He dipped back into his ice-cream bowl. "Your dad told me about your mother—I'm sorry."


  She bristled. "What did he tell you?"


  He studied her. "That she died in a car accident."


  "Oh." She looked down at the counter. "She did."


  "How old were you?"


  "Eleven."


  "That's tough. Are you an only child?"


  "Yes. You?"


  "Nope. Six besides me, three brothers, three sisters."


  Large families fascinated her. "Are you close?"


  He pursed his lips and nodded. "Yeah, even though we're spread all over. It's nice."


  "And rare."


  "Your job has made you cynical."


  "Yours hasn't?"


  "Maybe," he admitted, then turned his spoon over and licked it clean. "But I'm always on the lookout for a reason to be optimistic."


  "How's your partner?"


  His expression turned rueful. "Same. But thanks for asking."


  A family of six bustled in and ordered cones all around, the smallest ones barely able to see into the display case of forty-two flavors. A smile pulled at her mouth as she remembered the joy of handing a cone of blue or pink ice cream to a toddler. Ice cream could cajole anyone out of a bad mood—except her, it seemed.


  "So, Detective, what does your family think about your being on the road like this?"


  He scratched his head. "My parents haven't kept tabs on me for a while now." Then he smiled, which caught her off guard. "Oh, wait, you're asking if I'm married."


  "Just making conversation."


  "No, never been. You?"


  "No."


  "Not all men are as bad as the thugs you've dealt with in the Rescue program."


  She pursed her mouth.


  "That subject is off-limits, too, I suppose. Okay. So what do you plan to do once you get back to Biloxi? For a living, I mean."


  "Why do you want to know?"


  He spooned up a last hefty mound of pistachio ice cream. "I feel bad about getting you fired, thought I might help you find a job. Something in law enforcement, or maybe in the courthouse."


  Courthouse? "You've been talking to my father."


  "Did he want you to go to law school?"


  She nodded.


  "Why didn't you?"


  She shrugged. "It seemed like an indirect route to contributing to society."


  "You don't strike me as someone who would have chased ambulances." He cocked his head. "Maybe a...prosecuting attorney."


  She stopped mid-sip. One item on her life list that she'd written under the influence of cheap marijuana. She managed a laugh. "I don't think so. Thanks for the offer to help, Detective, but I'm not going back to Biloxi."


  "Oh." He mulled the news, then pushed the ice-cream bowl away. "Where are you moving?"


  She shrugged.


  "Here? With that Dr. Carl guy that you're so ga-ga over?"


  Roxann lifted an eyebrow. "Ga-ga. Now there's a word I would have bet wasn't in your vocabulary."


  Suddenly his face turned serious. "The guy's a player, Roxann."


  "What?"


  "Your professor—he's a dirty old man who likes to nail young women."


  Roxann went still. "That's a filthy thing to say. You don't even know him."


  "I don't have to—there's one in every college in this country, from the Ivy Leagues down to the rinky-dinks."


  "One what?"


  "One horndog professor who makes it with all the busty girls in his classes."


  Disgusted, Roxann shook her head. "You don't know what you're talking about."


  "Oh, no? I overheard two girls at the bachelor auction trading stories about the man, and they weren't G-rated."


  "You're making that up."


  "No, ma'am."


  She gestured helplessly in the air. "Then they were lying."


  "Did you think you were the only girl he was doing when you were here?"


  She lunged to her feet, and his jacket fell to the tiled floor. "Take me back."


  "Look, I shouldn't have said that—"


  "Now, Detective. Or I'll walk."


  He wiped his mouth with a napkin, then slowly pushed himself to his feet and retrieved his jacket. "Whatever you say."


  She walked out ahead of him, back straight. The ugly things he'd said kept going through her mind. Sure, Carl had lots of admirers, but he would never...he hadn't tried to take advantage of her, and heaven knows she was so crazy about him, she would have been easy pickings.


  No, it wasn't true. He was a deacon, and a decent man whose job and position meant everything to him. He was human, and she assumed he wasn't a monk, but if he wanted girlfriends, he wouldn't have to dip into the student population.


  Capistrano opened the door and offered her a hand up. She ignored him and struggled, finally falling into the seat. He closed the door, and walked around the front of the truck. Big, slow, confident. The man was too arrogant for words.


  He opened the door and swung up into his seat, then closed the door and sat in silence while the clock in the dashboard ticked off several loud seconds. "I'm sorry. Everyone has someone in their past they put on a pedestal. I didn't mean to insult you. I could be wrong."


  "You are."


  "I hope so," he said, then cranked the engine. They didn't speak on the way back. He found a country radio station and occasionally whistled under his breath. She couldn't wait to get away from him.


  When he pulled up to Nell's, he reached over to open the door for her, then hesitated. "I guess I've blown any chance I had with you."


  She stared, incredulous. "You never had a chance with me."


  He sighed. "It's the scampi, isn't it? I knew I should have stayed away from the garlic."


  She fumbled for the handle. "You're a raving lunatic, and if you ever come around me again, I'll file a complaint."


  "I'm leaving in the morning," he said. "But tonight I'm staying at the Holiday Inn if you need anything."


  She grimaced. "Why, you gutter-minded—"


  "I mean in the unlikely event that Cape shows up."


  "Oh."


  "And in the unlikely event you change your mind about...anything else, here's my number."


  I've got your number.


  The plain white card with simple black lettering glowed in the dim cab light. She snatched it, then opened the door and slid down, twisting her ankle. She cursed under her breath, then limped around the front of the truck to the sidewalk.


  The window zoomed down. "Oh, and one more thing, Roxann."


  She sighed and didn't bother turning around. "What?"


  "Good luck on number thirty-three."


  She whirled and gaped. He held up a sheet of paper between forefinger and thumb. Her life list. Mortification flooded her chest.


  "Give me that." She lunged for the window, but he snatched the list out of reach and had the nerve to grin.


  "Maybe I'll hang on to this little gem as collateral."


  She ground her teeth. "You can't possibly think I'd give you information in return for some stupid list I made in college."


  He pursed his mouth. "I don't know—it has some pretty juicy stuff on it."


  "You're despicable."


  "And you're very ambitious." He looked at the list. "At least you used to be."


  "Just immature musings," she said through clenched teeth. "Private immature musings."


  "If they were so private, you should've been more careful than to lose it outside the ladies' room at the carnival."


  She must have pulled it out of her purse when she removed her keys as they were making their escape. Anger and frustration clogged her throat when she pictured him reading her list, laughing at her. "You...you—"


  "Here." He held the handwritten list out the window. It whipped and curled in the breeze at the end of his long arm. "Take it. I don't know why I thought you'd have a sense of humor about this."


  Another slap in the face. She yanked the list from his fingers and wadded it into a ball.


  "Goodbye," he said, with one arm hooked around the steering wheel. "Maybe I'll see you around." When she didn't answer, he shrugged. "Or not."


  He pulled away from the curb, and she watched until his taillights disappeared. She set her jaw and growled in lieu of screeching at the top of her lungs. As her anger swelled, every muscle contracted, and she stiffened in juvenile frustration, gearing up for an all-out tantrum before she realized how ridiculous she must look. So she settled for banging her fists against her head until she saw stars. Finally, she marched to the house, already cursing Capistrano for the sleep she wouldn't get tonight. He had a lot of nerve saying those horrible things about Carl. And laughing at her dreams.


  The house was dark when she stepped inside except for a night-light Nell had graciously left on near the hallway. She stood in the shadows and listened for signs that Nell was still awake, but didn't hear anything. A touch on her leg sent terror bolting through her until she realized that it was just one of the cats copping a nib. Chester, the one that Nell doted on. Roxann indulged him for a few seconds, then tiptoed into the room she shared with Angora, not sure how she would handle the conversation about Carl. Now that she realized Angora had a crush on him, things could get awkward.


  But the awkward conversation would have to wait because Angora wasn't there. A quick glance at the clock revealed it was only midnight, and the clubs didn't close until one, so she wasn't concerned.


  And she wasn't about to let her imagination take hold of the dirty things Capistrano had said about Carl and run with them. Even if Angora was hell-bent on losing her virginity, Carl was much too noble to take advantage of her, especially considering the girls were related. Roxann lay down on top of the covers, replaying her conversations with Nell and Capistrano. Both of them had hinted that her character judgment was skewed. Was it possible that...no. Carl wasn't a philanderer any more than Angora was a murderer.


  The phone on the nightstand rang, startling her. She picked it up automatically, then remembered she was a guest in someone else's house. "Dr. Oney's residence."


  "Roxann? I...I need to see you."


  Her first thought was that it was Angora, but the voice was wrong, and the wording strange. "Who is this?"


  "Elise." She sighed, the dramatic sigh of someone under the influence trying to gather their thoughts. "I have to tell you...everything."


  "What, Elise?"


  "Not now, I'm not thinking very good. Well. I'm not thinking very well. Tomorrow...meet me at the chapel tomorrow at noon. And don't tell anyone."


  The woman had trouble hanging up, but finally the dial tone sounded. Roxann hung up slowly, wondering if her ex-roommate would even remember making the call. It was just like her, staging a theatrical apology. Elise lived for drama. Her stories about confronting married men who had dated and dumped her were hair-raising. Elise had issues.


  But then, didn't everyone?


  She must have dozed because she was awakened by a small rough tongue licking her chin—lapping up traces of the chocolate malt, no doubt. She shooed Chester and sat up, noting that Angora still hadn't returned. The clock radio read 2:15 a.m. Plenty of time to get home after the clubs closed. Frustration and anxiety plucked at her—she didn't want to think about what her cousin might be doing with Carl. What if Capistrano was right—what if Carl was a philanderer? She doubted if Angora was equipped to lose her virginity on a one-night stand.


  She rubbed her face and made a quick decision. Carl's house was only a twenty-minute walk—she could go there and put her mind to rest and be back before anyone noticed.


  She undressed in the dark and changed into the jeans she had on earlier, and tennis shoes. A black hooded sweatshirt would keep her from being too noticeable. At the last minute, she remembered her pepper spray and stuffed the can into the front pocket of her sweatshirt. Feeling like a criminal, she slipped out the back door and stole around the side of the house. The streets were busier than she'd expected—Homecoming had brought out the rowdy in everyone, it seemed. She decided to kill two birds with one stone and jog, which would also help explain why she was out at this time of night in case anyone saw her. She felt like an idiot. She was an idiot. They weren't at Carl's house, and Angora wasn't doing things to him that she'd marked with a highlighter pen in that making-love-to-a-man book.


  A half-mile later, she was cursing herself for forgetting a flashlight. The ground was uneven and muddy, the streets dark and sinister. Lord, if Frank Cape wanted her, he could have her now and no one would be the wiser. Thoroughly spooked, she kept looking over her shoulder, but no one emerged from the shadows to gobble her up. The road conditions forced her to slow her pace, but she reached the street Carl lived on in fifteen minutes. The trees were taller and the houses more crowded than she remembered, and the cars parked in the driveways were dated. She stopped at the end of the quiet street to catch her breath, then walked on the sidewalk until Carl's ranch-style home came into sight. His old boxy black Volvo was recognizable in the shadows, still in good shape.


  The lights were on in at least two rooms, meaning someone was home, unless Carl had left them on. She crept closer, keeping an eye on her surroundings, and feeling a little nauseous. But her need to prove Capistrano wrong kept her moving forward, coupled with her need to prove to herself that Carl was the man she thought he was.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  


  ANGORA CLAWED AT THE RASH on her neck and chest—at this rate she'd never get laid. After plying her with good food and working her up with close-body dancing, Carl Seger had brought her back to his home to show her every first edition of every boring book in his stupid library. She knew he found her attractive because he'd been touching her all night. At the moment, though, he was stroking the cover of a green leather-bound volume.


  "And this one I bought at a garage sale while I was vacationing in the Hamptons—"


  "Carl," she said with a seductive smile. "I've seen every room in your house except the bedroom."


  His eyebrows shot up. "Well, I...didn't think this was that kind of date. After all, the auction was for charity."


  She squinted, trying to figure out if she'd just been insulted. "I didn't pay two thousand dollars for a lecture on old books."


  He smiled. "You didn't?"


  "No. I paid two thousand dollars to lose my virginity."


  The book fell to the floor with a thud. "You're a virgin?"


  She nodded, glad to finally have his attention.


  He moved closer to her and gave her a deep, grinding kiss that allowed all the important parts to make contact. When he lifted his head, he was breathing hard and his glasses were steamed up. "Why me?"


  She could tell he was torn between behaving himself and ripping her clothes off. "Take me to your bedroom, and I'll tell you why."


  They kissed and rubbed their way to his bedroom, which was an unfortunate attempt at Japanese-style decorating—lots of black and red and gold. She carefully removed her crown and placed it on his dresser. Then they fell onto the bed, which undulated beneath them. Ugh—a waterbed. He tugged on her dress and bra until she was naked from the waist up.


  "So why me?" he whispered, kissing her breasts.


  At last it was starting to feel good. "Because we have history."


  His head came up. "Huh?"


  "I gave you a blowjob in your office when I was a student."


  "You did?"


  She frowned. "You don't remember?"


  "You'll have to be more specific."


  "I spit come on your Cole Haan loafers."


  "That was you?"


  "That was me."


  He pulled on his chin and smiled. "It must have been pretty good if you saved your cherry for me after all these years."


  "I figured you would know what you were doing." And the thrill of losing her cherry to the man Roxann wanted was absolutely delicious. She knew she was being evil, but she couldn't help it—she deserved something for all her bad luck lately, not to mention her two thousand dollars.


  Suddenly he sat up and ran his hand through his hair. "Wait a minute—how do I know this won't be on the front page of a tabloid tomorrow? And how do I know you won't tell Roxann?"


  She frowned. "Roxann?"


  He looked away. "She's special."


  Hurt expanded her lungs—she was special, too. Why couldn't anyone in the world see that she was special, too? She manufactured a coy smile and rubbed her bare breasts against his arm. "I won't tell anyone, Carl. I didn't tell anyone all those years ago."


  "Because you would have gotten in trouble," he said. "No, it's too risky." He started to rebutton her dress. "I'm taking you home."


  Angora sat up. "You can't, not yet."


  "I can, and I will. Get dressed."


  She swallowed, feeling desperate. "I know a secret."


  He shrugged, unimpressed. "What kind of secret?"


  She bit into her lip, wavering.


  "What kind of secret?"


  "It's about Tammy Paulen."


  He stopped. "What about her?"


  "I know...what you did."


  His Adam's apple bobbed. "What are you talking about?"


  Snuggling closer, she murmured, "I saw your car that night."


  He stiffened. "What?"


  "I saw your black Volvo that night speeding away." She kissed his neck. "But don't worry—I never told anyone. I know it was an accident. You wouldn't have hurt her on purpose."


  He seemed a little dazed. "No, I wouldn't have. But...you never told anyone?"


  "Not a soul. Because I loved you, Carl." She kissed him until he kissed her back, feeling closer to him. Only lovers shared intimate secrets. And sure enough, his enthusiasm seemed to explode. They tore at each other's clothes until they were naked. He hadn't bothered to have that circumcision redone.


  "Are you on the pill?" he gasped.


  "No, but I have...things." She retrieved her purse from the floor—Dee would have an aneurysm if she knew her precious birth-control first aid kit was being used to have hot sex with a former teacher.


  When she handed him a condom, he pursed his mouth. "Nice quality." He opened the package, then directed her to roll it on. Her hands shook, but he yelped only twice before she finished. At last he slid his body on top of hers and stared down.


  "God, you look so much like her." He kissed her breasts and moved to lie between her knees. He was panting, his eyes glazed over. "Angora, how adventurous are you?"


  She hadn't been the most flexible person in PE class, but she could probably accommodate a unique position or two. "What did you have in mind?"


  He rose over her and smiled wickedly—he'd taken off his glasses, and his silvery hair fell over his forehead. Angora arched her back in anticipation of their bodies joining. He slid both hands over her stomach, then up to pinch her breasts, then up to caress her neck. Embarrassment flooded her—he'd surely noticed her nerve rash.


  He thumbed the area under her chin slowly at first, then applied more pressure. But she was so distracted by his erection moving against her, she didn't realize how tight his grip was getting until she tried to swallow, and couldn't. She gulped air and gasped his name, but no sound came out. Wouldn't you know it—the one time she'd taken Roxann's place, and she was going to die for it.


  Everything faded to brown, then black.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  


  CAPISTRANO WAVED HER life list and laughed at her. "Your professor is a dirty old man...a dirty old man...a dirty old man."


  Roxann woke with a start and sat straight up in the dark. Her hairline was moist and clammy. The air in the small guest room was chilly because she'd closed the door, but she was sweating because she'd fallen asleep in the clothes she'd worn on her shameful errand. Thank goodness sanity had kicked in at the last moment—Angora and Carl were consenting adults, and if they wanted to engage in a physical relationship, she had no hold on either one of them.


  She glanced over at Angora's unslept-in bed. And it appeared they had done just that.


  The digital clock read five forty-five, and the house was quiet. Dragging her hand down her face, she swung her leg over the edge of the bed, and switched on the nightstand lamp. Mud spattered the legs of her jeans, and a few feet away sat her caked gym shoes. She winced, and stood, brushing bits of dried dirt from the aged comforter. Thank goodness Nell's floors were hardwood, but she wanted to get any tracks cleaned up before her host awakened. She picked up the mucky shoes and slipped out the door into the dim hallway. Dawn was breaking, sending fingers of light into the house. She moved silently toward the kitchen. Nell's bedroom door was closed, and Roxann suspected she was sleeping more these days, especially since she wasn't feeling well.


  To save Nell the trouble, Roxann started the coffeemaker. Chester startled her when he appeared from nowhere to do a quick figure eight around her ankles. She stood at the counter for a few seconds wondering what she would say to Angora when she returned from Carl's. Should she chastise her or congratulate her? She certainly couldn't blame her for being attracted to him. Funny, but this morning she didn't feel as betrayed as she might have expected. But she did feel foolish for thinking that she and Carl would simply pick up where they'd left off. How pathetically naive.


  She unrolled a wad of paper towels and stole out to the back porch to clean her shoes, holding the storm door until the latch caught so it wouldn't wake Nell. Chester joined her. It was a beautiful October morning, dewy and brisk. The smooth floorboards of the covered porch were cold beneath her bare feet, but she didn't mind. Nell had quite a little garden going in the back, and Roxann was reminded of the radio program on herb gardening—another hobby she had to look forward to in her spinsterhood. She sat down on the steps to clean her shoes, then froze when a groan sounded behind her.


  Roxann stood and whirled in one motion. A few feet away on the porch, Angora lay asleep on a chaise, curled up in a rug and covered with dew.


  Roxann rolled her eyes and walked over to shake her. "Angora. Angora, wake up."


  Angora's eyes flew open, and she cried out.


  "Shhh! Nell's still asleep. What are you doing out here?"


  Angora burst into tears.


  "What on earth is wrong with you?" Roxann peeled back the stiff rug and helped her to sit up. Her blond hair and red dress were disheveled, her stockings torn, and her shoes missing.


  "Oh, Roxann, it was awful," she sobbed.


  Dark bruises covered her pale skin from jawline to collarbone. Alarm rocketed through Roxann. "What happened to your neck?"


  Angora touched the discolored area. "He—" Her sobs escalated until Roxann shook her—hard.


  "Angora, calm down and tell me what happened."


  "C-Carl. He was ch-choking me."


  "What? Why was he choking you?"


  She shook her head. "I don't know—we were going to have sex, and—I'm sorry, Roxann, I shouldn't have done it." More tears and finally, hiccups.


  She inhaled deeply to calm her own thumping heart. "It's okay, Angora. Did he hurt you?"


  "I...think I passed out. I don't remember anything until I woke up alone in his bed." She swallowed hard and wiped her nose with her hand. "I just got out of there as fast as I could."


  Roxann put her hands to her temples in an effort to assimilate the bits of information. The thought of Carl hurting anyone or anything was incomprehensible, but Angora, flighty as she was, wasn't faking her terror, or those dreadful bruises. Had she somehow provoked him to attack her? It didn't matter—the authorities had to be notified.


  "Come inside," she said. "We're calling the police."


  "No," Angora pleaded, her hands fisted in Roxann's shirt. "If anyone finds out, I'll just die."


  How many times had she seen abused women retreat out of embarrassment? "Be sensible, Angora. If Carl hurt you, he has to answer for it." In fact, she might have to take a swing at him herself. Capistrano's warning rang in her ears.


  "But I said something to make him angry."


  "What?"


  "I can't tell you," she shrieked, thrashing her head back and forth.


  Roxann studied her cousin's tearful face, the wild-eyed borderline hysteria. Now wasn't the time to talk. "Come on, let's get you cleaned up."


  Angora relented tearfully, gathering her purse and leaning heavily on Roxann while they maneuvered through the back door. "I want to go home," she sobbed.


  "I'll take you home today," Roxann promised. "As soon as we get this mess straightened out. Let me get my phone so I can take pictures."


  "Pictures?"


  "For court, if it goes that far."


  Angora's eyes flew wide. "I can't have my picture taken looking like this."


  "Angora, this isn't a contest for Most Photogenic. This is serious. I know what I'm doing." For once.


  Suddenly she became aware of voices from the living room, male and female. Nell's? When a scream rang out, Roxann released Angora and ran to the living room. Two policemen stood in the doorway, and Nell sat on the couch in her robe, a stricken expression on her face.


  "Nell, what's wrong?"


  "Are you—" one of the policemen asked, then consulted a small notebook. "Roxann Beadleman and Angora Ryder?"


  "Yes," she said. Angora hung back, looking like a caged animal.


  "Then you'll both need to come with us down to the station."


  Roxann squinted. "If this is about what Carl did to Angora—"


  "Carl's dead," Nell cried.


  Horror oozed over Roxann. "What?" She shook her head at the policemen. "There must be some kind of mistake."


  "No mistake, miss. Dr. Seger was found dead in his home this morning by the paper boy."


  She reached for the back of the couch for support. "Was it some kind of accident? Heart attack?"


  "Murder," the cop said curtly.


  Her knees buckled, and behind her, Angora whimpered.


  "Which is why," the policeman said, unsmiling, "you ladies need to come down to the station."


  She closed her eyes at the obvious implication—everyone at the auction last night knew Angora had won the date with Carl. They wouldn't have had to make too many inquiries to track down her cousin. Snatches of recent troubling conversations with Angora raced through her head, along with her father's revelation that their great-aunt was schizophrenic. Angora had admitted that Carl had choked her—could she have killed him in self-defense? It was too much for Roxann's shell-shocked brain to process at the moment.


  "Don't say a word, Angora," she warned. "Not until you've spoken with a lawyer."


  One of the cops angled his head. "You might want to call one for yourself, Ms. Beadleman."


  She frowned. "Why?"


  "Because Dr. Seger was strangled with a lime-green scarf. Sound familiar?"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty


  


  


  "HELLO?"


  She'd obviously awakened Capistrano from a dead sleep. "Um, hi. This is Roxann. Beadleman."


  He grunted and sheets rustled in the background. "Did Cape show up?"


  "No. At least not that I know of."


  He sighed in relief. "Did you change your mind about something?"


  The drowsy amusement in his voice irritated her—the man thought she was calling to invite herself over for a little early-morning tryst? "No, Detective, I didn't change my mind about anything." She winced and forced the words from her throat. "I n-need your help."


  His rusty laugh rumbled over the line. "Oh, now you need my help. What is it—car trouble? Low on cash?"


  "Carl Seger was murdered last night. I'm at the police station."


  More sheet rustling. "What? Are you a suspect?"


  "He was strangled with my scarf. Will you come?" She counted to three, prepared for him to tell her he didn't want to get involved.


  "I'm already there."


  The resolute click was comforting—the man was an arrogant ass, but right now, with four police officers staring at her, she needed an arrogant ass who was on her side.


  "Was that your lawyer?" one of them asked. Detective Warner, she recalled. Good cop.


  "I don't need a lawyer," she told him. "Where's my cousin?"


  "In the next room," another officer said—Jaffey, bad cop. "Bawling her eyes out."


  "Can I go to her?"


  "Why, so you can synch up your stories?"


  She frowned. "No, because she's scared out of her wits."


  "She should be." He leaned forward, his eyes menacing. "Both of you should be."


  Roxann chewed on her lip, trying not to think about Carl lying dead with her scarf around his neck—it was simply too incredible. "I have nothing to hide, but I want to wait until my friend—er, acquaintance arrives. He's a police detective from Biloxi."


  "And can he give you an alibi?"


  "I was with him for some of the evening, yes."


  "Boyfriend?"


  "No." She and Jaffey held a staring contest, and he finally looked away. She prayed that Angora would keep her mouth shut until the lawyer Nell recommended arrived. Angora had forbidden her to call Dee, and she'd relented—for now. But she had a bad, bad feeling that Angora was going to need as much defense as Jackson and Dee Ryder could afford.


  "Cup of coffee?" Warner asked.


  "Yes, thank you." Actually, scotch sounded better, but she needed to keep her wits about her if she was going to figure out what had happened to her scarf. Her initial reaction that the scarf found at the scene couldn't be hers was quickly refuted by the fact that she couldn't find it, and that the "weapon" matched a confiscated receipt for the lime-green scarf she'd purchased when they stopped outside Baton Rouge. Not the kind of thing she normally bought, but the filmy piece of silk had caught her eye and Angora commented that it looked nice against her hair.


  One estrogenic impulse, and look where it had gotten her.


  Now she couldn't even remember if she'd been wearing it last night when she changed clothes. Nell seemed sure she was still wearing it at the restaurant, but maybe she'd lost it afterward, while fussing and feuding with Capistrano?


  She craned her neck to see if she could catch a glimpse of Angora, but the view from the interrogation room was limited—windows from the waist up on one wall only. The remaining walls were padded with the same low-nap gray carpet that was on the floor—either perps regularly flung themselves around the room, or the cops did it for them.


  The chair was as uncomfortable as possible, naturally. Molded plastic. The overhead lighting was intense and unflattering, the wooden table was bolted to the floor. A pad of paper and a pencil lay nearby, just in case she felt compelled to confess, she assumed. The bizarre urge to laugh seized her, but she covered her mouth with her hand and swallowed hard. The entire atmosphere had a strange, cartoonish quality. Quite remarkable, and quite terrifying.


  "Here." Warner handed her a paper cup of strong coffee that scalded her tongue, and, unfortunately, she still didn't wake up as she'd hoped, to find Angora asleep in the twin bed next to her in Nell's guest room. Carl was dead. No, worse—Carl was murdered.


  A rap on the window caught her attention, and when she saw Capistrano's mug peering in, her heart lifted crazily. She hated to admit it, but there was something reassuring about having the big lug around.


  "Is that your boyfriend?" Jaffey asked.


  "Acquaintance," she corrected.


  He gestured for Capistrano to come in and the men introduced themselves. Capistrano flashed his badge, for professional courtesy, she assumed. He was a good head taller than anyone in the room. And he looked remarkably put together to have rolled out of bed fifteen minutes ago. She didn't want to think about how she looked.


  "You look like hell," he said.


  "Nice to see you, too."


  "Has she been charged?" he asked the room in general.


  "Not yet," Jaffey said.


  Capistrano walked around to lean on the wall facing her. "What happened?" he asked Jaffey.


  But Warner took the lead. "Paper boy noticed Seger's door was open this morning around five o'clock, and went to investigate. Found him dead in the library, strangled by a scarf that belongs to your girlfriend here."


  Roxann pursed her mouth. "Except I don't know how it got there. Was I wearing it last night when we"—she frowned—"said goodbye?" The cops gave each other knowing looks that infuriated her.


  "I don't remember," Capistrano said. "I wasn't looking at the scarf."


  How did he do that? Make it seem as if there was something between them? In fact, why the devil had she even called him?


  He looked back to Warner. "The scarf is purely circumstantial evidence anyway. What else do you have?"


  "Mud on her jeans," he said, pointing. "And a pair of running shoes, caked with dried mud."


  Capistrano looked back to her with a raised eyebrow.


  "I...couldn't sleep last night, so I went jogging."


  "Where?" Jaffey asked.


  She closed her eyes. "To Dr. Seger's house and back."


  Capistrano averted his gaze.


  "That's all I need to hear," Jaffey said, reaching for his cuffs.


  "No, wait," she said, holding up her hand. "I jogged to his house because..."


  "Because?" one of the other cops prompted.


  She inhaled. "Because someone told me that Carl was a philanderer, and I was worried about my cousin being with him."


  "She outbid you for a date with the professor," Jaffey said.


  "It was for charity." A dumb argument, even to her own ears.


  "What time did you jog over to Seger's house?"


  "Around two-thirty a.m."


  "And what happened when you got there?"


  "Nothing. I realized how stupid it was of me to be concerned, so I simply turned around and ran back to the house where I was staying."


  "Right," Jaffey said, his sarcasm thick.


  She leaned forward. "I could have lied just now. Why would I tell you I jogged over there unless I was innocent?"


  "Did anyone see you?"


  She turned to Capistrano. "I don't guess you could have been following me then?"


  He shook his head. "I gave up." His gaze was pointed.


  She looked back to Jaffey. "I didn't see anyone else, although someone could have noticed me, maybe someone driving."


  The cop gestured to her black sweatshirt. "You weren't exactly dressed to be noticed, now were you?"


  She didn't answer—her humiliation was complete.


  "Do you have a history with Carl Seger?" Warner asked.


  She sat back. "He was my professor when I went to school here from ninety-two through ninety-six, and I had a work-study under Dr. Seger my senior year."


  "Let me rephrase. Do you have a personal history with Carl Seger?"


  Roxann inhaled and exhaled, wondering how much to tell. But really, how much was there to tell? "We were fond of each other, but we didn't have a sexual relationship." Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Capistrano straighten, edge closer.


  "Did you see him after you graduated?" Warner continued.


  "No. Just before I graduated, Carl was accused of having an improper relationship with a student. I left campus and...I didn't see him again until this week."


  "Did the two of you stay in touch?"


  "He called twice—once a few months after I left to say he was sorry how things had ended, and a few weeks ago he left a message on my phone in Biloxi asking if I would consider accepting a Distinguished Alumni award. But I didn't return his call."


  "Because you were still angry over how things had ended?"


  She frowned. "No. Because I wasn't interested in receiving the award."


  "So there was nothing personal in the message?"


  "He said that he missed me."


  "But you didn't call him back?"


  "I said that already."


  Warner sat down to her left. "Ms. Beadleman, were you the student that Dr. Seger was accused of having an improper relationship with?"


  She blinked. "Yes...I always assumed."


  "Did you ever hear of him being involved with other students?"


  She shook her head. "All the girls were crazy about him, but Carl was a gentleman around me."


  "Who told you he was a philanderer?"


  "I did," Capistrano said. When all eyes turned in his direction, he shrugged. "Just a hunch. Plus last night at the auction I overheard a couple of coeds talking about his technique outside the classroom."


  "You never said why you were in town, Detective," Jaffey said.


  "You never asked. I followed Ms. Beadleman here from Biloxi. She's involved in a case I'm working on, and a thug named Frank Cape was on her tail."


  "That's why I came to South Bend," she added. "To stay with Dr. Nell Oney for a few days until Cape lost interest."


  "When was the last time you saw this Cape fellow?"


  "Little Rock," she said, then looked to Capistrano, who nodded agreement.


  "Why is he following you?"


  She looked at Capistrano, then back to them and sighed. "Frank Cape is an abusive man. I work for a women's advocacy group, and I helped his ex-wife and daughter relocate. He thinks he can threaten me into telling him where they are."


  "He threatened you?"


  "And my family." Suddenly she stopped and looked at Capistrano. "In Little Rock he said if I didn't tell him where Melissa was, the people I cared about would start dropping like flies."


  "The guy's no honor student," Capistrano offered. "He put my partner in a coma."


  All the cops straightened and fingered their weapons involuntarily. Then Jaffey scoffed. "You're saying that this Cape fellow stole your scarf and used it to strangle Carl Seger so you would tell him where his wife and kid are?"


  "I didn't say that, but right now it makes as much sense as anything. Officer, don't you think if I were going to kill Carl, that I would have chosen something a little less obvious than the scarf that at least a thousand people saw me wearing last night?"


  He chewed on his tongue, then retrieved the pencil and pad of paper. "Ms. Beadleman, I think you'd better tell us exactly where you were last night, when, and who you were with."


  She recited her schedule and timetable as best as she could remember. Capistrano corroborated her story until the time he dropped her off. Then she was on her own.


  "Nell was asleep when I came home, so that's when I decided to go to Carl's. No wait—I lay down first, and received a phone call."


  "From?"


  "From an ex-roommate of mine in Biloxi, Elise James. She went to grad school here and came up for Homecoming."


  "What time was that?"


  "Around midnight."


  "What did she want?"


  "It was a strange conversation. She was stoned, I think. She said something about wanting to tell me everything and asked me to meet her at the chapel today at noon."


  "Do you know what she was referring to?"


  "We had a falling-out when she lived with me, after which she moved out. I assumed she wanted to apologize. Elise can be dramatic."


  "What did the two of you argue about?"


  "It's personal."


  "We can always ask her," Jaffey said.


  She sighed. "Elise got it into her head that she was...attracted to me."


  All the men smiled, even Capistrano, the lout.


  "She's a lesbian?" Jaffey again.


  You'll have to ask her."


  "Are you a lesbian?"


  "No."


  "Bisexual?"


  "No."


  "So this girl hit on you and you threw her out?"'


  "What does this have to do with Carl being murdered?"


  "Just amusing myself," Jaffey said with a nasty little smile.


  "Let's get back to the subject," Capistrano said.


  She smirked at him—he could pester her, but no one else could?


  "What happened after the phone call?"


  "I dozed off for a couple of hours, then I woke up and couldn't get back to sleep. I changed into these clothes and my tennis shoes, ran over to Dr. Seger's and back, then went to bed."


  "Dr. Oney said she didn't hear you leave or return."


  "I tried to be quiet. And the bedrooms are on opposite ends of the house."


  "What did you see when you got to Seger's house?"


  She shrugged. "Nothing. I saw his car sitting out front."


  "A black Volvo."


  "Right."


  "What else?"


  "Some lights were on, in maybe two or three rooms."


  "You didn't see anyone inside?"


  "No. I didn't get close enough."


  Jaffey sneered. "Are you sure you didn't see your old flame boinking your cousin?"


  She bit down on the inside of her cheek and maintained eye contact. "I'm positive."


  "So where does she come into all this?"


  "Angora?"


  "Yes."


  "We went to school here at the same time."


  "Did she know Dr. Seger?"


  "Everyone knew him."


  "Did she know him in the biblical sense?"


  "No."


  He looked at his notes. "She lives in Baton Rouge?"


  Roxann nodded.


  "Why did she come back to South Bend?"


  "I stopped in Baton Rouge for her wedding, then she decided to come with me. She didn't know about Cape following me."


  "What happened to her groom?"


  "He changed his mind at the altar."


  Jaffey made an amused sound. "A jilted bride might just be mad enough to nail the first guy she meets."


  "I wouldn't know." Although the same thought had crossed her mind last night.


  "When did your cousin return from her evening with Dr. Seger?" Warner asked.


  "I don't know. When I woke up this morning and went outside—"


  "To clean your incriminating shoes," Jaffey cut in. "We saw the roll of paper towels."


  "When I went out on the back porch to clean my running shoes," she continued, "Angora was asleep on the chaise."


  "Did you notice the bruises on her neck?"


  "Immediately."


  "How did she say they got there?"


  She took a drink of the coffee.


  "Ms. Beadleman?"


  "She said that Carl put them there."


  "How?"


  "She said they were getting ready to...have sex and he started choking her."


  "Did she say why?"


  "She said she'd told him something that made him angry, but she wouldn't tell me what."


  "Can you make a guess?"


  "No, I can't."


  "What else?"


  "Angora said she passed out, and when she came to, she was alone in his bed. Then she left."


  "Did she walk back to the house you're staying in?"


  "I assume so—her dress was a mess, and she was barefoot. I didn't see her shoes."


  "We found them on the porch. Muddy, same as yours. And we found a tiara on the dresser in his bedroom. Someone told us you got a crown last night for some kind of award?"


  "Yes, but the tiara is Angora's. Mine is—" She stopped. Where was that thing?


  "In my truck," Capistrano supplied.


  Good grief, she'd misplaced everything last night. Including her good sense. Why else would she have run over to Carl's like some lovestruck stalker? She froze. Years of working with obsessive people had rubbed off. Dear God.


  Jaffey toyed with the pencil. "Here's what I think—I think you jogged over there for a peek and found Dr. Seger choking your cousin for whatever reason. You pulled your scarf out of your pocket and killed him. Maybe you didn't mean to, but it happened."


  "That's absurd," she said, shaking her head. "I didn't kill Carl." She choked on the last word, then recovered. "I couldn't have."


  "Will you take a lie detector test?"


  "Absolutely."


  "So if we believe your story," Warner said, "you didn't kill him, but your cousin certainly could have."


  He had vocalized her own fears—especially considering what Nell had told her about the Tammy Paulen incident—but she tried to keep a poker face. "I have a difficult time believing that Angora could do something like that." But Capistrano was looking at her strangely.


  "Do you know anyone else who could have killed him?" Jaffey asked.


  "No, but I don't know much about Carl's life. Talk to Nell Oney and some of the other professors."


  "We did. By the way, she had access to your scarf, didn't she?"


  Roxann narrowed her eyes. "Since I don't know where I lost it, I couldn't say. But Nell Oney is one of the few truly good people I know. She and Carl were friends. She would never hurt anyone."


  "The woman is ill," Capistrano said. "Barely strong enough to turn a deadbolt, let alone bring down a man the size of Seger."


  "The same for Angora," she added.


  A knock on the door interrupted them, and a female officer stuck her head in. "The Ryder woman's lawyer is here."


  "I'll be right there," Jaffey said. When the door closed, he shook his finger at Roxann. "We'll need your clothes and your fingerprints. And don't leave town." He looked at Capistrano. "Can I trust you to keep an eye on her?"


  "Sure thing."


  The detective looked at her and she had the distinct feeling of a hen being handed over to a chicken hawk.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-one


  


  


  ANGORA LOOKED UP and dubiously shook hands with the man who introduced himself as her lawyer. Mike Brown was a short chunky man with curly brown hair and glasses that wouldn't stay up on his nose. He looked all of nineteen and was dressed like a farmer—smelled like one, too.


  "Please excuse my appearance," he said in a boyish voice as he sat down heavily. "I was working my compost pile when my phone rang."


  She had no idea what compost was, but the man must have some means if he had a pile of it. At the moment, however, she had more pressing matters on her mind. Carl was dead. Dead. Dead. The more the word revolved in her head, the less it even seemed like a word, much less one that was so...final. Dead, just like Tammy Paulen. And these visions of her strangling Carl—were they real? Or had hearing the graphic details of his death put them there? Her head was too full to think.


  Her lawyer pulled out a pad of paper and went through three pens from his briefcase before he found one with ink. "Here we go. Now Ms. Ryder, have you spoken with anyone about the murder?"


  She shook her head and massaged the pain just beneath her breastbone. A foul-tasting blend of indigestion and grief and guilt. She'd already been sick twice, once before they left Dr. Oney's and once on the ride over in the police car. Good God Almighty, when Dee found out what had happened, she'd have her birth certificate changed. And if everything unraveled, then she might as well go to prison for all the life she'd have.


  "Ms. Ryder?"


  "Yes?"


  "I asked if you'd like something—coffee, soda?"


  What she wanted was to sit on the floor and cry like a baby. "N-no, thank you."


  He cleared his throat. "Ms. Ryder, do you understand that you're a suspect in the murder of Carl Seger?"


  She squinted. "How old are you?"


  He blushed. "Thirty-five. I know I look young, and I did just pass the bar, but I got a late start."


  Boy, did she know all about that. "How do you know Dr. Oney?"


  "She's an old friend of the family, encouraged me to go to law school."


  "Mr. Brown, I don't have a lot of money." She doubted if she could get a refund on the money she'd bid for Carl, and she couldn't go to her parents.


  "That's okay," he said cheerfully. "I'm doing pro bono work on the side until I get my soybean crop harvested."


  Her attorney was a soybean farmer? What were soybeans, exactly? Her doubt must have been apparent because he smiled.


  "I'm not a trial lawyer, Ms. Ryder. I'll only advise you through the police interviews." Then he frowned. "How did you get those bruises on your neck?"


  "Carl Seger choked me."


  His face darkened. "Do you need medical attention?"


  She shook her head. "I just want to get this over with and go back to Baton Rouge."


  "Is that where you live?"


  "Yes."


  He wrote it down. "Are you married?"


  A lump formed in her throat, forcing her to swallow. "No."


  He took down a few more vitals, then withdrew a limp blue bandana and wiped his shiny forehead. "Ms. Ryder, I read the police report, and I have to tell you it doesn't look good."


  "But I didn't murder Carl."


  He nodded as if he didn't believe her. "It isn't murder if you killed him in self-defense."


  A rap on the door preceded the entry of two plainclothes cops. Mike told them his name, and they identified themselves as Detectives Jaffey and Warner.


  Jaffey looked at her as if she were a snack. "Are you ready to talk, Ms. Ryder?"


  She looked at Mike, who remained quiet, as if he wanted her to make the decision. Hm. She nodded.


  "No tape recorder," Mike said. "And I'll stop Ms. Ryder if I think the questioning is going against her best interests."


  The detectives shrugged. Jaffey leaned over and planted his hands on the table. "Ms. Ryder, did you kill Carl Seger?"


  "Stop," Mike said, placing his hand on her arm. His big fingers looked a bit grubby. "Let's start again, gentlemen."


  Jaffey sighed and pulled up a chair. "All right. Ms. Ryder, how do you know Carl Seger?"


  Mike removed his hand and nodded for her to answer.


  "He was a theology professor when I attended college at Notre Dame." Jaffey asked for the years and she told him.


  "Were you a student of his?"


  "Yes, for a few classes."


  "Were you ever involved with him sexually?"


  She shifted on the uncomfortable plastic seat. "Not involved, no."


  "Was there ever an encounter?"


  She glanced to Mike, but he only pushed his glasses higher. "Once," she murmured.


  "What happened?"


  "He invited me back to his office. I...gave him oral sex."


  "And that was it?"


  She nodded, hot from shame. "He barely acknowledged me after that."


  "Did that make you feel worthless? Angry?"


  Angora bit her tongue. "No one likes to be rejected, Officer."


  "Did Dr. Seger invite a lot of female students back to his office?"


  "I don't know."


  "Why didn't you report Dr. Seger to the school authorities?"


  She concentrated on the ugly fingerprint ink around her nails. "I don't know."


  "Is it because you were in love with Dr. Seger and were a willing participant?"


  Angora looked up. "I was young and stupid. Afterward I was so humiliated, I never told anyone what happened." She'd simply pretended it hadn't happened.


  "Were you in contact with Dr. Seger after you graduated?"


  "No."


  "But you never forgot him."


  "I sometimes read about him in the alumni newsletter."


  "Your cousin told us you were recently jilted at the altar."


  Tears stung her eyes. "So?"


  "So that would make a woman mighty angry. Angry enough to get even with the next man in her life that crossed her."


  Why had she told Roxann about her nasty urges? A feeling of betrayal flooded her chest, magnifying the odd pain radiating there. "Did Roxann tell you I said that?"


  "Did you say that?" Jaffey asked.


  "Don't answer," Mike warned her. "Next question."


  "When did you become reacquainted with Dr. Seger?"


  "When my cousin and I arrived in South Bend yesterday."


  "And you bid on a date with him at the bachelor auction last night?"


  "You know I did."


  Jaffey whistled. "Two thousand dollars is hefty sum for a little food and conversation. Did you have something else in mind?"


  "I don't know what you mean."


  "Maybe a little revenge for the way he treated you all those years ago."


  "Is that a question?" Mike asked.


  Jaffey frowned. "What happened after you and Dr. Seger left the auction?"


  "We went to Utopia for dinner, then dancing at a place called DeSoto's."


  Warner held up his hand and checked written notes he'd brought in. "Utopia? That's where your cousin and Dr. Oney had dinner last night."


  "I didn't see them there. We were in a private dining room."


  "Ms. Beadleman says she lost her scarf sometime during the evening. You didn't by chance find it at the restaurant, and decide to return it to her later?"


  "No. And it was a cheap scarf."


  Jaffey's eyebrow went up. "Cheap scarf—I'll make a note of that. What time did you leave the restaurant?"


  "Eleven o'clock, maybe? I'm not sure."


  "What about the dance place—DeSoto's?"


  "Closing time—maybe one in the morning?"


  "Then what happened?"


  "We went back to his place."


  "To have sex?"


  She squirmed. "That was the idea, I suppose."


  "And did you?"


  "No."


  "Why not?"


  "We...were going to, but then Carl started choking me." Her voice broke and she touched the tender skin on her neck. "I thought he was trying to kill me."


  "So you killed him?"


  "Don't answer that," Mike warned.


  She ignored him. "I passed out. When I woke up, I was alone. I left the house and ran all the way back to Dr. Oney's."


  Warner made a noise in his throat. "Ms. Ryder, why do you think Dr. Seger was choking you?"


  "I...said something that made him angry."


  "What was that?"


  She glanced at Mike, who nodded. "When I was going to school here, there was a girl named Tammy Paulen who was killed on campus in a hit-and-run."


  Neither man seemed surprised. "Go on," Warner urged.


  "I was driving back to my dorm room that night, and I had my window down. I heard a scream, and when I turned the corner, she was lying in the road and a black Volvo was speeding away."


  "Dr. Seger's car?"


  "Yes."


  "What did you do?"


  "I didn't know what to do—I was in shock. I kept driving, then pulled over and parked my car. When I walked back, a car had stopped and two guys were bending over her. I knew they would help her, so I went back to my room." She swallowed. "I didn't know she was dead."


  "Why didn't you tell the police what you saw?"


  "Because...I didn't see it happen. I only heard her scream and saw the car. And the more I thought about it, the more I thought I might be mistaken."


  "You couldn't put two and two together?"


  They thought she was dumb. "Even if Dr. Seger had hit her, it was an accident. Tammy was...dead, and I couldn't see how destroying Dr. Seger's career would help anything."


  The men exchanged doubtful glances, then Jaffey gave her a tight smile. "Ms. Ryder, we know that you were questioned in the hit-and-run of Tammy Paulen. Nell Oney was the girl's academic advisor and filled us in on the details. She said that Tammy Paulen knew something that she was holding over your head."


  Her heart fell to her stomach—she thought her secret had died with that horrible girl, but could Tammy have told Nell?


  "What does this have to do with Carl Seger's murder?" Mike asked.


  Jaffey gave her the evil eye. "I think it's mighty convenient for Ms. Ryder to suddenly say that she saw Dr. Seger's car leaving the scene of a hit-and-run when he's not alive to defend himself." He pointed his finger at her. "Maybe you ran Tammy Paulen down in the street and now see your chance to pawn it off on Dr. Seger and claim self-defense for murdering him."


  She shook her head. "No, you're wrong. Besides, my car was examined."


  "But not until three days after the accident. It had been washed."


  She didn't respond.


  Jaffey slammed his hand on the table. "Did Tammy Paulen know you got on your knees for Dr. Seger? Was she threatening to tell?"


  "N-no. Tammy died when I was a freshman, and the thing with Dr. Seger didn't happen until I was a senior."


  "So you say. Then what was the big secret Tammy was holding over your head?"


  "You don't have to answer," Mike said. "She's already told you what happened with Dr. Seger. You can see by her bruises that the man nearly killed her."


  Jaffey shrugged. "Maybe she’s into erotic asphyxiation."


  Angora's eyes bugged. She'd read about that kind of thing—is that what Carl had been trying to do?


  "Ms. Ryder, did you know your cousin went to Dr. Seger's house last night?"


  She frowned. "What?"


  "She jogged over there to see what was going on." He angled his head. "What do you suppose she saw when she looked in the window?"


  Angora's stomach twisted. Roxann had spied on them? Had she seen Carl fondling her? Choking her?


  Roxann had seemed so concerned this morning on the back porch, but was she covering up her own sins? If jealousy had propelled her to follow them, maybe she had seen them together and snapped. Maybe Roxann had killed Carl with her scarf while she lay passed out on his bed. And now she was letting Angora take the rap.


  A sudden sharp pain in her chest took her breath away. She clutched the top of her dress, and fell forward in her chair.


  "Ms. Ryder," Mike said, his voice elevated. "Ms. Ryder, are you okay?"


  She was having a heart attack. She was going to die and everyone would say she was a murderer and Dee would have her cremated so she wouldn't have to bother with tending a grave.


  The pain grew so intense her stomach heaved. Bright lights exploded behind her eyes. Someone grabbed her, but it was Carl, and he had his hands around her neck, squeezing the life out of her. She gasped for breath and clawed the air. God, what a waste her entire life had been. No one would even miss her.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-two


  


  


  "SHE’LL BE FINE," Capistrano said for the tenth time.


  Roxann threw back the last mouthful of her hospital-vending-machine coffee. The emergency waiting room was packed with old people and mothers bouncing crying babies, which was why Jaffey and Warner had vamoosed two hours ago after giving orders for Angora to come back as soon as she was physically able. Meanwhile, she and Capistrano were holed up on a thinly padded bench in a corner. "I hope so."


  "Is there a history of heart disease in your family?"


  "No." She tossed the cup into an overflowing trash can sitting at her knee. "Just schizophrenia."


  He smiled, but when she didn't smile back, he sobered. "Seriously?"


  She nodded. "My dad told me the other day that our great-aunt was committed to an asylum after she pushed someone out of a window."


  "Did the person die?"


  "Yes."


  He leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. "So what triggered that revelation?"


  "I asked him."


  "Why?"


  "Because Nell told me that Angora was a suspect in a hit-and-run that occurred when we were students here."


  "Who was the victim?"


  "A girl named Tammy Paulen. She was a sorority sister of Angora's."


  "Why was she considered a suspect?"


  "Because she and the girl didn't get along. Apparently Tammy was holding something over Angora's head."


  "Do you know what it was?"


  She didn't look at him. "Yes. But I can't say."


  "Was it enough for her to want to kill the girl over?"


  "Of course not."


  "But you think she might have?"


  Roxann leaned back against the wall. "I don't know. It's hard to explain—Angora has always lived in a bit of a fantasy world. She would make up stories to convince people—and maybe herself—that her life was exciting."


  "What kinds of stories?"


  "Oh, the places she'd been and the people she'd met. It was funny because Angora would lie about little things that didn't matter."


  "I guess they mattered to her."


  She nodded. "Angora was a small-town beauty queen and carried herself as if she were better than everyone else. If truth be told, though, she was one of the most insecure people I ever met."


  "But capable of running down a girl who was tormenting her?"


  She sighed. "Maybe. Angora has a way of blocking out things—I guess that's her coping mechanism. You talked to her mother, I'm sure you can imagine what her childhood was like."


  He nodded.


  "Anyway, I remember the night we went to Tammy's memorial service. Everyone was upset, but Angora was inconsolable. We were living together in a dorm at the time, and I was worried about her state of mind."


  "Did she ever talk about the accident?"


  "Not then. I didn't know the Paulen girl was hassling her. But the night we spent at my father's she made some curious comments about the incident, and the other day she told me that Tammy knew she was a virgin and wanted to give Angora to her brother as a birthday gift."


  He grimaced.


  "Sick, huh? Anyway, then Angora said something about Tammy 'getting hers,' and she had this strange, faraway expression. She just zones out sometimes."


  "So that was what you were holding back at the station?"


  "You could tell?"


  "I knew something was bothering you. What was your cousin's relationship with Seger?"


  She closed her eyes briefly—was, as in past tense. "She was infatuated with him, like everyone else, although I didn't realize it. After being jilted at the altar, she was hell-bent on losing her virginity. I guess she picked Carl."


  He lifted his eyebrow. "She's a virgin?"


  A tiny sliver of jealousy cut through her at the tone of his voice. She remembered the way he'd looked at Angora. "Yes."


  He pursed his mouth. "Does that particular characteristic run in the family, too?"


  "You are so out of line."


  One side of his mouth climbed. "Oh, so Miss Principled and Uptight is human, after all."


  Roxann spoke through clenched teeth. "Just when I think you might be tolerable, you blow it by opening your mouth."


  "I have to grow on a person."


  "Like fungus?" She stood and stalked over to the receptionist's desk. "Can you give me an update on Angora Ryder, please?"


  The moon-faced woman looked at her suspiciously. "Is she the lady the police brought in?"


  "Yes, but she's not under arrest."


  "Just a moment." The woman picked up the phone and lazily punched in a number, punctuating every movement with a sigh. Roxann wanted to strangle her, then quickly amended her thought in light of the circumstances. Poor Carl. God, what a mess they'd stepped into—maybe even created, although she couldn't quite get her mind around the idea of Angora murdering Carl. Still, his handprints were on her neck, so even if he hadn't planned to hurt her, he might have triggered a violent response in her.


  She'd give anything to have stayed in Biloxi after the break-in, maybe hid out in a hotel. Instead, she'd allowed that message on her computer to unleash old worries that had hovered just under the surface for years. What was the saying about liars—their punishment was not that they couldn't be believed, but that they couldn't believe anyone else. The deception that she and Angora had created years ago had affected them both more than they could ever have imagined, shaping relationships with people they should have been close to, but couldn't be.


  Roxann turned her head and looked at Capistrano, jammed into a space half his size. A little girl with sagging pigtails walked over and handed him a doll. He smiled and pretended to have a conversation with the doll before handing it back to her. The child gave him a shy grin and galloped off.


  His smile lingered even after he made eye contact with Roxann across the room. She expected him to be embarrassed that she'd caught him in such an unguarded moment, but he didn't look away. In fact, his gaze traveled down her body in a leisurely fashion, combing over the clothes he'd loaned her to replace the ones the police sealed in a plastic bag. Beneath the huge white dress shirt and cavernous sweatpants, her skin tingled, as if she had donned his clothes the morning after a night of scrupulous lovemaking.


  It was the stress, the proximity, and the deprivation. Why else would she be experiencing a sudden physical attraction to a hulking detective who was only hanging around because he expected her to eventually betray the whereabouts of his witness? He completed his inspection of her assets and met her gaze again in spite of bodies moving between them.


  He was rather good-looking in a rugged sort of way. Who had Helen compared him to—Steve McQueen? Quite a change from the slender soft-handed men she had dated in the past. He stared and shifted his big body forward on the bench, an unmistakable gesture of invitation. She wet her lips involuntarily.


  "Ma'am?"


  She turned back to the receptionist. "Yes?"


  "Ms. Ryder is in X-ray, but the technician says it's backed up. It'll be at least an hour if you'd like to get something to eat."


  "Can I see her?"


  The woman frowned, but relented and pointed the way.


  Roxann followed a winding path through hallways and curtained areas. Angora lay in a corner bed with her eyes closed, pale, with golden hair fanned against the pillow. The bruises on her neck had turned pale purple. To Roxann's surprise, Angora's lawyer sat next to her bed.


  "I didn't realize you were still here, Mr. um—"


  "Brown," he whispered, standing. "I'm not supposed to be, but I didn't want the cops bothering Ms. Ryder."


  The man was short and well-fed, with honest light brown eyes behind thick spectacles. He smelled faintly of manure. "How is she?" she asked.


  "They think it might be her gallbladder. Something to do with a crash diet, followed by a binge?"


  Not good, but at least not a heart attack. "Will she have to have surgery?"


  "They won't know until they do more tests."


  "As if you care," Angora said.


  Roxann turned to see Angora had awakened. She was surprised at the venom in her cousin’s voice. "How are you feeling?"


  "Lousy. And I don't want you here."


  She pulled back. "Why?"


  "I'll step out into the hall," Mr. Brown offered, then skedaddled.


  Angora's mouth tightened. "Are you happy now that I'm on my deathbed and accused of murder?"


  "You're not on your deathbed, and how can you think that I'd be happy about any of this?"


  "You told the police things I said." Angora sat up, her red eyes welling. "Things I told you in confidence. They think I murdered Carl because of you and your jealousy."


  She frowned. "Jealousy?"


  Angora leaned forward, her eyes wide and glazed. "You couldn't stand the thought of Carl and me together, so you sneaked over to spy on us."


  "You're wrong." Roxann crossed her arms. "I had heard some bad things about Carl, and I was worried about you. But when I got there, I realized it was wrong and that you're old enough to take care of yourself."


  "That's right," Angora flung back. "Haven't you interfered enough in my life?"


  Roxann gaped. "Interfered? If you recall, I've gotten you out of more than one jam."


  Angora narrowed her eyes. "And if I recall, you were rewarded nicely."


  Her stomach leaped. "Angora, don't do this. You're upset."


  She flailed against the sheets, eyes wild. "And why shouldn't I be? My cousin is framing me for murder. I knew everyone else was out to get me, but I thought I could trust you."


  Roxann eased down to sit on the end of the bed, maintaining level eye contact. It was the best way to calm an unstable person. "Angora," she said softly. "No one is out to get you—we all want to help. If you killed Carl in self-defense, you'll be acquitted."


  But Angora became even more agitated. "I told you, and I told the police—I passed out!"


  "And I believe you," Roxann assured her. At least she believed that Angora believed she'd passed out.


  "No you don't," Angora said, pulling up her legs and hunkering against her pillow. "I think you did it, and you're setting me up. You've made my life miserable since we were kids—you had everything. You were prettier and smarter." Her face contorted and she assumed a "Dee" pose. "Angora, why can't you be more like Roxann?"


  Roxann swallowed hard. "You're not being fair."


  "Fair? Don't talk to me about fair." She laughed, a high-pitched screech. "My mother wanted you instead of me. She wanted you more than your own mother wanted you."


  "That's not true."


  "Oh, yes it is." Angora stabbed the air with an ink-stained finger. "The reason your father got custody of you after the divorce wasn't because he was trying to keep you from your mother—your mother didn't want you."


  Her lungs shrank. "That's an ugly thing to say."


  But Angora was triumphant. "It's true. Your mother didn't want you. And everyone in the family knew except you."


  Roxann stood and stumbled back, shaking her head, replaying snatches of long-forgotten memories in her head—the custody hearing that had seemed so lopsided, plans to see her mother that always seemed to dissolve at the last minute. She thought her father had thwarted the visits, but had he been covering up for her mother all these years? Her heart thumped wildly in her chest, a mild reaction considering the fact that the foundation of her childhood beliefs had just been rocked. She whirled and ran smack into Capistrano, who, by the look on his face, had heard at least the end of their conversation. Face flaming, she charged around him. "I'm leaving."


  But he captured her with one arm. "Dr. Oney just called. Frank Cape came to see her."


  Alarm zigzagged through her limbs. "Is she okay?"


  He nodded. "Just shaken up. She'd like to see you."


  She puffed out her cheeks in an exhausted sigh. "Will you take me?"


  "Of course." He waved a uniformed security officer forward. "I notified the police to be on the lookout for Cape, and I thought I'd have someone posted near your cousin in case he made an appearance here."


  He'd thought of everything, and God, it was nice to be looked after, instead of doing the looking aftering. "Thank you."


  He nodded, taking it all in stride, this being-in-charge thing. "Let's get out of here," he said, his eyes sympathetic.


  "Roxann," Angora said behind them, her voice contrite. "Roxann, don't leave me here alone with a madman on the loose. I'm sorry for what I said. Roxann?"


  But she was over Angora's tantrums, and tired of making excuses for her. At the doorway she turned back. "I never thought I'd say this, Angora, but you're your mother's daughter."


  From the blanched look on Angora's face, the comment had hit its mark.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-three


  


  


  ROXANN SLUMPED IN THE SEAT of Capistrano's truck and wondered what all the sane people in the world were doing. And to think a week ago she'd believed her life was complicated. Ha.


  She glanced at her watch—six o'clock in the evening, and the longest day of her life seemed far from over. If she were in England, she'd be getting ready for bed about now. A memory stirred and she cursed.


  "Was that meant for me?"


  She sighed. "No. With all the commotion, I completely forgot about meeting Elise at the chapel."


  "So call her. The police might want to question her anyway."


  "I don't know where she's staying, but I guess I could check the local motels." In her mind she replayed the scene when she had spoken to Elise. "She said something interesting yesterday when I ran into her."


  He grinned. "That you have a good bod?"


  "You are so unfunny. She said she realized that all of her troubles stemmed from a relationship she had in college."


  "Are you thinking she had a relationship with Dr. Seger?"


  "That's making a pretty big leap."


  "But since the man is dead, it's worth mentioning to the police." Then he grinned. "But it's still not as interesting as it would've been if she'd said you have a good bod."


  "Shut. Up." She sighed. "When did Cape show up at Nell's?"


  "Around four-thirty, but it took a while for Dr. Oney to track us down at the hospital."


  "Poor Nell," she murmured. "First Carl's death, and now this."


  "Maybe it isn't a coincidence. Maybe Frank Cape was making good on his threat to hurt people you were close to."


  "But how did he know I was in South Bend?"


  "Have you been using credit cards?"


  "I don't have any."


  "Your cell phone?"


  "No, only pay phones. Besides, why would Cape think that I was close to Carl Seger? I hadn't seen Carl in years."


  His shrug was a little too casual. "But you were in love with him?"


  Love—another word she would have bet wasn't in the man's vocabulary. "Carl was the first man who listened to me, the first man who made me feel important."


  "And the first man to break your heart?"


  Roxann gave a self-deprecating laugh. "I was devastated when he didn't come for me after the scandal, but I thought it was out of some lofty sense of nobility." She waved her hand dramatically. "It somehow seemed even more poignant."


  "And you've been pining for him ever since?"


  "No, not pining. Wondering, maybe. It was pretty strong stuff for a young heart."


  "Sounds like it," he said in a dubious tone.


  "You've never been in love, Detective?"


  He shifted in his seat, then fiddled with the radio knob. "Can't get a station worth a damn up here."


  "I thought not." She smirked, then laid her head back. But she acknowledged a bit of a tingle at managing to put him on the spot.


  Capistrano cleared his throat. "Listen, I couldn't help but overhear what your cousin said back there. It was probably the medication talking."


  "No it wasn't." She pushed herself up and stared out the window at clumps of Homecoming visitors, most of them probably oblivious to last night's murder, or immune because they hadn't known Carl personally. "A couple of years before my mother was killed in a car accident, she left me and my father for another man. Deep down, I've always known, but I've never admitted it to anyone. He drove a blue car."


  He looked at her, his gaze straight and void of pity. It gave her the courage to forge ahead.


  "And on some level, I guess I sensed my mother didn't want me after the divorce, but it was easier to believe that Dad was keeping me away from her."


  "He never told you?"


  "No."


  "To protect you."


  She nodded slowly. "Yes." For years her father had silently borne the brunt of her resentment, all the while knowing that her mother hadn't cared enough to stay. Or visit. Or even call. She wiped a tear from the corner of her eye and sniffed mightily. How she'd underestimated her father. And how she'd overestimated Carl. Who else? She glanced sideways at Capistrano. He hadn't mentioned Melissa Cape recently...was it possible that he was sticking around out of the goodness of his heart?


  Nah. He'd said so himself—no one had ever accused him of being a nice guy.


  He slowed to pull into Nell's narrow driveway. "Where's your van?"


  "Around back."


  "Well, I guess we know why Cape thought you were here."


  She frowned. "Why didn't you put him out of everyone's misery back in Little Rock?"


  "Nothing I would've liked better, except he wasn't doing anything."


  "He was harassing me."


  He brought the truck to a stop. "You said I was harassing you."


  She unhooked her seat belt. "Well, next time, shoot him in the foot or something."


  "I wouldn't waste a bullet there," he said, then turned off the ignition.


  A locksmith was installing a new dead bolt on the door. Nell didn't answer their call right away, but when she did, her red eyes belied her welcoming smile.


  "I'm so sorry," Roxann said, squeezing Nell's hands. "It's my fault that Frank Cape was here—did he hurt you?"


  "No," she said, then motioned for them to sit in the living room. "Forgive me, it's just...everything. Carl's d-death, you girls being questioned, then that awful man showing up."


  "How did he get in?" Capistrano asked.


  "I don't know," she said. "The doors were locked. I was in the kitchen and he was suddenly standing there."


  "What did he say?"


  Nell's tongue darted in and out, and she scooped Chester from the floor to hold in her lap. She stroked his coat in a manner that was, hopefully, as soothing to her as to the purring animal. "He said he was looking for Roxann, said she could lead him to his wife and daughter. Said that no cop was going to scare him off."


  Capistrano shifted in his chair. "Did he say anything that might make you think he was involved in Dr. Seger's murder?"


  Her eyes widened. "Do you think he could have killed Carl? I thought Angora—"


  "The police aren't sure," he cut in. "Cape did make threats on people who were close to Roxann. Please try to remember."


  Her brow furrowed. "He just said to tell Roxann that he'd show up when she least expected it. Then he took a knife out of my butcher block and plunged it into a cutting board." She shivered. "Roxann, I know it goes against Rescue program policy, but maybe you could contact his wife and see if a reconciliation is possible. Or see if she would at least talk to the man."


  Roxann gaped. "Nell, it required every ounce of strength that poor woman had to take her daughter away and start a new life. I can't just call her up now and encourage her to contact him." She looked at Capistrano. "You did not hear that."


  He averted his eyes.


  But her mentor was undaunted. "It was never the intent of the program to put the lives of the facilitators at risk. Frank Cape is a dangerous man, and there's been enough bloodshed around here. Perhaps I can intervene and get you out of the middle?"


  "Maybe that's not a bad idea," Capistrano said.


  Roxann glared at him. "It's a terrible idea."


  "Dr. Oney," he said, "were you aware that if Cape's ex-wife comes forward to testify in a crime that Frank committed, we could put him away and she wouldn't have to worry?"


  Nell glanced at Roxann. "Is this true?"


  Roxann stuck her tongue in her cheek, still glaring at Capistrano. "Everything except the 'she wouldn't have to worry' part. You know how often these thugs get off on a technicality or are granted early release from prison."


  Nell looked at Capistrano. "Can the police protect her?"


  "Yes."


  "Where is she?" Nell asked Roxann.


  Roxann sprang up. "That's privileged information, Nell."


  "And as a founder of this program, I'm making an executive decision to override policy for the good of everyone concerned." She set Chester down and he scampered away. "Roxann," Nell said, her voice breaking, "I don't want to see you get hurt."


  "I'll...think about it."


  Nell nodded, satisfied.


  "Did Cape leave on his own?" the detective asked.


  "After he made the threat, I was afraid he might hurt me, but there was a knock on the front door, and he went out the back." She turned a sad smile toward Roxann. "It was the university chancellor. He asked if I would help arrange a memorial service for Carl."


  Just like Tammy Paulen. "Does he have family nearby?" If he had ever spoken of his family when they were together, she couldn't recall.


  Nell shook her head. "Carl didn't have any family living. I heard him say several times that he wanted to be cremated and his ashes spread over the campus. I suggested to the chancellor that it would be best to wait until next week, after Homecoming. Maybe by then the police will have made an arrest." She looked at Roxann. "I know she's your cousin, Roxann, but I don't want to see Angora get away with murder again."


  This morning Roxann had been willing to defend Angora, but now she was beginning to wonder if her cousin teetered on the edge of stability, and if returning to campus on the heels of her jilting simply had been too much for her. She said nothing.


  Capistrano stood. "Dr. Oney, do you have somewhere safe to stay for a few days?"


  She nodded slowly. "My sister lives in Indy. I can take the bus."


  "Pack a bag and we'll take you to the station," he said. "Stay there until I can track down Frank Cape."


  Nell didn't argue—she seemed relieved to be escaping the melee. "What about Roxann?"


  "She'll stay with me."


  Roxann blinked. She would? "I will?"


  "Relax," he said. "My room has two double beds. But at least I can keep an eye on you."


  Relax, he said.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-four


  


  


  ROXANN RETURNED THE PHONE to its cradle. "Angora is having surgery in the morning." They were sequestered in his hotel room on separate "islands," she on one bed with the phone, Capistrano on the other mulling over a manila file of papers. He'd already blown the fully clothed rule she'd laid down by shucking his shirt, while she, on the other hand, still wore her jacket over the shirt he'd loaned her. Zipped.


  And as far as shirtless went, he didn't look half bad. She'd never been attracted to a man with a hairy chest—not that she was attracted to this one. But it was…curious, all that dark hair lying close to his skin. And the muscles...


  "Roxann?"


  She jerked her head up. "Yes?"


  "I asked how long she'll be in the hospital?"


  Her cheeks warmed. "At least overnight, but I encouraged her attorney to consider a psych consult while she's there."


  "The guy seemed like a greenhorn to me."


  She bit her bottom lip. "I thought so, too, but he's nice. And he's staying with her at the hospital."


  "Racking up those hourly charges."


  "No, he took the case for practically nothing. For the experience, I suppose."


  "Cape hasn't shown up?"


  "No. What are you working on?"


  He scratched his head and leaned back against the headboard. His jean-clad legs extended almost the length of the bed. "Just trying to piece together elements of the murder. Sometimes if I keep going over the details, something new will spring out at me."


  She swung her legs over the side of her bed to face him. "You know, you never once asked if I did it."


  He looked up. "If you did what?"


  "Killed Carl. I admitted that I went to his house that night, and he was found with my scarf around his neck, but you never asked."


  Capistrano shrugged his massive shoulders. "Didn't have to. You're not wired to be dishonest. If you'd done it, you would've confessed, especially since your cousin is being accused." He turned back to his folder.


  It piqued her, his pat psychoanalysis of her, even if it were true. The dishonest pact that she'd made with Angora years ago had eaten at her and she hadn't realized it, not even after her insides were gone. She'd avoided relationships of any kind, pawning it off on her schedule, her obligations, her commitments, when in reality, the Rescue program had been a handy emotional hideout. The sad part was that she still couldn't bring herself to come clean—everyone would be so disappointed in her. Nell. Her father. Capistrano. And wouldn't she then have to face the lie herself?


  "Maybe you're biased," she offered.


  He looked up again. "Because I'm attracted to you?"


  She squirmed and zipped her jacket higher on her neck. He laughed, a big booming noise that made her frown. "How can you even think of sex when my life is such a nightmare?"


  He shrugged. "You look sexy in my clothes. Besides, it might take your mind off things."


  She sputtered. "Someone who once played an important role in my life was just murdered. I am a suspect, and my cousin, who is also a suspect, is in the hospital. Then there's that little matter of being dogged by a maniac."


  "So you're saying you're not in the mood?"


  She gave him the finger.


  "Okay, okay," he said, seemingly unfazed, then looked back to his notes. "We'll have the medical examiner's report tomorrow. And they're checking for Cape's fingerprints at the scene of the crime."


  Roxann marveled at the man's ability to move from subject to subject seamlessly—as if neither one mattered more than the other. She inhaled deeply to calm her frustration. He'd love knowing he irritated her. "Can I have a restraining order issued on Cape?"


  "Sure. We'll do it first thing in the morning. Then at least we'll be able to hold him for something if he comes near you again. And maybe by then we'll be able to tie him to the murder."


  As much as she hoped that Frank Cape was guilty, the thought of him killing Carl to get back at her was nauseating. If the man was that crazy, then she was seriously glad she'd helped Melissa and her daughter get away from him. And even more disturbed that Nell would suggest that she appease the bully.


  In an attempt to look somewhere other than Capistrano's bare chest, she glanced at the sound-muted television, surprised when a picture of Carl appeared over the shoulder of the newscaster. She dove for the remote next to Capistrano's leg and turned up the volume.


  "—Seger was a theology professor at the University of Notre Dame, and a coach on the varsity soccer team. Fifty-two-year-old Seger was found dead in his home early this morning in a South Bend neighborhood, a few miles from campus. Police are releasing few details, but a source tells us that Seger, a bachelor and a deacon of the university church, was strangled by a woman's scarf. The mystery comes in the middle of the university's Homecoming activities, when the city's population increases by half. The police have questioned suspects, including some of Dr. Seger's former students, but an arrest has not yet been made. School officials will hold a memorial service for Dr. Seger next week."


  She lowered the volume. "It still doesn't seem real."


  "Much of life is like that," he said, then stretched tall in a yawn. "Do you want to hit the shower first, or should I?"


  "Um, go ahead. I need to make a few phone calls."


  He stood and gestured to his gun lying in a holster on the TV cabinet. "Do you know how to use old Pete here?"


  She nodded. "I've been to the firing range a few times."


  "The safety is on. Don't answer the door."


  "Duh."


  He moved his body like an animal, slow and measured, and sure of himself. Comfortable. Sexy. Male. The smooth skin of his wide back was broken by a four-inch-long scar, fully healed, but red and perhaps less than a year old. She was torn between asking its origin and not wanting him to know she noticed.


  "Steak knife," he said, standing with his back to her.


  "What?"


  He turned. "The scar. I was stabbed with a steak knife by a woman trying to keep me from arresting her boyfriend who had just broken her jaw." His smile was wry. "My partner told me that's what I got for turning my back on a woman."


  "Looks like it was a serious wound."


  "Serious enough. Made me start appreciating the things that are important."


  "Like?"


  "Like family and friends and pistachio ice cream."


  She relinquished a small smile. "You're lucky. Most people spend their entire lives trying to figure out what makes them happy." The voice of experience.


  "I'm no expert," he said, folding thick arms over his chest, "but it seems to me that people complicate their lives either by trying to be something they're not, or by trying to fix things they can't."


  I'VE GOT YOUR NUMBER, YOU FAKE.


  Some things just can't be fixed, Roxann, no matter how much glue you put on 'em.


  She swallowed and gestured to the phone. "I really should make those calls."


  He leaned over to pull off his boots and tall thick socks. She watched beneath her lashes, mesmerized. Bare feet were not typically the sexiest part of the body, but just the fact that she was seeing them reminded her of the intimacy of their sleeping arrangement. He rifled through a drawer and removed pale blue boxers, navy pajama pants, and a white T-shirt. He walked toward the bathroom, then stopped short of the door and grinned. "If you happen to change your mind—"


  "I won't, Detective."


  He sighed and disappeared behind the closed door. The water came on, then the shower, and she tried to think about something else. Oh, yes—the phone calls.


  Not a pleasant task. First to her father, who would've probably heard about the murder by now. He had, and he was worried.


  "Yes, Dad, Angora and I both know—knew—Dr. Seger. And we were both questioned because we saw him last night at a campus event." True enough. "The police haven't made any arrests yet."


  "When are you coming back?" he asked, suddenly sounding old.


  "Soon," she promised. "Angora had a gallbladder attack this morning and is in the hospital. She's having surgery tomorrow and we'll stay until she's able to travel, probably a few more days."


  "Does Dixie know?"


  "I thought I'd leave it up to Angora whether she wanted to contact her mother."


  "I don't like the idea of you being there alone with a murderer on the loose."


  "I'm not alone." She hesitated. "Officer Capistrano is...around."


  "Oh. Well, I guess that makes me feel a little better."


  The bathroom door opened and Capistrano yelled, "Roxann, can you hand me a bar of soap?" Then the door closed again.


  She covered the mouth of the phone, sending curses through the wall.


  "So you are seeing him?" her dad asked.


  "No, I'm not seeing him. He just happens to be—never mind. One thing before I go, Dad." She took a deep breath. "Angora told me about Mother...that she didn't want custody of me when you divorced."


  After a few seconds of silence, he said, "Dixie has a big mouth."


  "Why didn't you tell me?"


  He sighed. "Your heart was already broken like that sad little teacup you carried around. I couldn't bear for you to know that your mother was so wrapped up in her new boyfriend that she didn't have time for you. After she died, well...what was the point?"


  She blinked back tears and smiled into the phone, "Dad, when I get back, can we talk?"


  "Sure. For as long as you want."


  "Roxann?" bellowed Capistrano.


  "I'll call you soon," she promised, then hung up and stalked to the closed door. "How dare you yell for me when I was on the phone! That was my father."


  "Your father liked me." His voice was muffled, but amused.


  "That was before he knew you were taking a shower within earshot of the phone I'm using."


  The doorknob moved and she whirled, turning her back just as the door opened. Steam rolled out around her, but she stared stubbornly at the opposite wall.


  "Soap?" he asked. "It's in my toiletry bag. You can get it, or I can."


  "I'll get it," she snapped, then stalked over to his bag.


  "Side pocket, green bar."


  "I see it." A big block that smelled like pine needles. She backed up to the door, holding the soap behind her. "Here."


  "Thanks," he said, then took the soap and closed the door.


  She sighed and wiped her wet hand on her—no, his—sweatpants, feeling like an idiot. She had no business being attracted to Capistrano, not when so many other things demanded her concentration.


  She called Nell's sister next, just to make sure she'd arrived safely. Nell was resting, her sister assured her. As was Chester, the one cat that Nell insisted on taking with her. At least she was safe, and there was one less person to worry about.


  Roxann spotted Capistrano's file and shot a glance toward the bathroom. His electric razor was buzzing, so she had time for a peek. His handwriting was large, but neat—not surprising. Behind the first page was the police report of Carl's murder. Abbreviated and barely readable. Oct 18, 5:05 a.m. Wht Male found on floor of home libr, apparnt vic of strnglat. Wearing shrt, pants, one shoe. Grn woman's scrf arnd neck. Signs of rigor.


  She swallowed hard and thumbed through the file, coming across a manila envelope marked "crime scene photos." Her heart raced, but she felt compelled to slide her finger under the flap. At least a dozen black-and-white photos slipped out into her hand. The first was a wide-angle shot of the library and Carl's body lying on the floor near an ottoman, his limbs sprawled, his head at an odd angle, looking away from the camera. She inhaled sharply and covered her mouth. He looked like a mannequin, a prop in a weekend murder-mystery game.


  Another photo was taken standing over his body, this one clearly showing the scarf wrapped around his neck. Her scarf. Roxann gulped air.


  Close-ups of different parts of his body and clothing—his hands, his feet, his shirt, his house shoes—one on, one off.


  And then his face. Unrecognizable as the handsome, confident man she had known. He was cartoonish and swollen, his cheeks and forehead puffy. His head was turned to the left, his eyes slightly open. Just enough that if she looked hard enough, she could imagine their bright blue color. The photos slid from her fingers and bounced on the carpet. She choked on a sob.


  "Hey, hey," Capistrano chided, his arms going around her from behind. "You shouldn't be looking at those."


  She turned into his chest and nodded, inhaling a clean, evergreen scent. His skin was damp, and he wore only the pajama pants. She felt petite against his frame and safe in his arms. God, was it good to feel safe. Everything female in her reared its head, and her arms went around his neck. His kiss took ownership of her fear and anxiety, offering comfort and refuge in return. When she moaned into his mouth, he pulled her up and against him, deepening the kiss. But he let her take the lead, let her decide when and if the kiss would go from comforting to carnal. A few skipped heartbeats later, she lifted her leg and hooked it around the back of his knee—an unmistakable signal, she figured.


  His hands moved down over her back and inside the baggy sweatpants to mold her into him. When he encountered the thong underwear, a groan of pure male appreciation moved through his body, and she laughed. He grinned and lifted her off the floor to set her on the edge of the bed. The outline of his arousal against the thin fabric of his pajamas sent moisture to her thighs.


  He knelt before her, cupped her face in his hands and kissed her again, with more intensity and a probing tongue that hinted of other intimacies. Her neck loosened and her bones turned elastic. She kneaded the skin on his shoulders and back, reveling in the solid maleness, the stability of his body.


  "Let me see you," he murmured, his hands already undoing the ridiculous jacket she wore. She allowed her silence to be her acquiescence. The slide of the zipper sent chills over her shoulders. It would be good for them to get each other out of their systems, she decided. Good to get it over with so they could go their separate ways when this mess ended.


  Her jacket fell to the floor, then the shirt of his she wore. He never took his eyes from her, drinking her in and smiling with pleasure. He kissed her neck and collarbone before wrapping his arms around her waist, nudging down the straps of the filmy white bra and kissing her breasts. His lovemaking had an edge, a restrained power that seemed instinctual to him. Even the guttural whispers and moans he breathed over her skin were animalistic. She had always presumed that big, macho men used their strength to threaten and intimidate—she'd certainly been exposed to enough of them through the Rescue program—but the detective's determined mouth pushed her closer to the edge than she'd imagined was possible while still wearing panties.


  He certainly knew what he was doing, she noted as she gasped for air. But did she? He was so different from any man she'd been intimate with, she felt almost virginal. Maybe she should have given that making-love-to-a-man book a refresher read.


  But once the underwear came off, it was amazing how quickly everything came back to her. In fact, things were going quite well until a knock sounded at the door.


  Capistrano stopped what he was doing—much to her chagrin—and walked to the door, grabbing his gun on the way. There was something so...arresting about a naked man wielding a gun. She scrambled for something to cover up.


  "Who's there?" Capistrano asked, pointing his weapon in the air.


  "Officers Jaffey and Warner, Detective. Open up."


  Capistrano mouthed a curse, lowered the gun, and retrieved his pajama bottoms from the floor. He waited until she was haphazardly clothed before he unlocked the door.


  They charged past Capistrano into the room. "Roxann Beadleman, you're under arrest for the murder of Carl Seger."


  Okay, so arresting had been an unfortunate word choice.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-five


  


  


  IT HURT TO BREATHE. Angora pushed the nurses' call button several times in succession, but she knew they wouldn't come. They hated her. "Nurse!" she yelled, although it came out a hoarse whisper. "Nurse!"


  The door to her private room opened, and Mike Brown peeked around the corner. She rolled her eyes—the man was undoubtedly the most annoying little boy she'd ever met. And although she was grateful for his legal advice, the hayseed act was wearing a bit thin. She'd heard more about running a "soybean-slash-corn" farm than she ever wanted to know. Tractors. Tillers. Pickers. Plows. Ugh.


  "I brought you magazines," he said, holding up a bulging plastic bag.


  She gave him a begrudged smile—she had requested magazines, after all. "Thanks."


  He walked in, wearing overalls of all things. And not Tommy Hilfiger. "Progressive Farmer," he said, plopping the bag down on the bed next to her. "I had a year's worth saved up."


  "Er, thanks."


  "Is there anything else I can get for you? I have to go home for the evening milking, so I can't stay long." His baby fat made him look young and shiny. "But I'll be back tomorrow."


  She batted her lashes. "Can you find a nurse to add painkiller to my IV so I can get some sleep tonight?"


  He dimpled. "I'll see what I can do." He left the room, landing heavily on his workbooted feet.


  Laying her head back, she stared at the ceiling tiles and wondered what Trenton was doing and if he'd heard of her major illness. If she'd known how much attention a hospital stay would get her, she would've landed this gig sooner. A gallbladder was a small price to pay to have rattled even Dee, who had sounded almost motherly on the phone when she'd called to break the grim news about the operation she needed. And the secondary infection she'd contracted was a bonus. "Complications," her chart read. It had at least kept the police at bay, and the get-well bouquets coming—from her parents, her former boss at the art museum, Mike Brown, and Roxann.


  Roxann. She sighed, This entire situation surrounding Carl's death was a big fat mess. At least the bruises were fading. She wanted to act as if it hadn't even happened, and Mike was eager to go along. He'd had her tested by a sandal-wearing talk-doctor from the university and seemed satisfied with whatever the woman had told him. She, on the other hand, found it hard to put faith in a woman who didn't shave her legs.


  But back to Carl—the perv deserved it, she'd decided. Maybe a few female students would be spared her humiliation and heartache. The universe was in balance, as far as she was concerned.


  She heard footsteps, which gave her just enough time to fan her hair out on the pillow. But it was only Mike, smiling and mopping at his forehead, which was perpetually moist. "You're not due another painkiller for two hours, Angora."


  "That's unacceptable," she croaked, clutching at her midsection. He disappeared again, then returned in a few minutes. "One hour. I made the nurse promise she'd give you another in one hour."


  She smiled prettily. "Thank you."


  His eyes shone. "You're welcome."


  "Is the guard still at my door?"


  "Yes, but he said he hadn't seen anyone who matched the description of the Cape fellow that your cousin is so worried about."


  A commotion sounded in the hall, and they exchanged wide-eyed glances. Angora hunkered against her pillow and Mike armed himself at the door with a vase of roses.


  "No, get the one with the carnations in it," she hissed.


  He switched the vases, then stood poised in the doorway to wallop the bad guy. The handle turned and he pulled back, coming close to whopping Dee in the mouth.


  "Mother!" she whispered, truly surprised. She held out her arms weakly, but didn't lift her head because it was more pitiful, and she didn't want to mess up her hair.


  Dee glared at Mike and his weapon, then swept into the room. "Darling, your father and I came as soon as our tennis tournament ended."


  Angora conjured up a weak smile. "You shouldn't have come all this way just to see me."


  "And why not?" her father boomed, then shot a pointed glance toward Dee. "We should have been here sooner."


  "Why is there a guard outside your door?" Dee asked.


  "Um, it's a long story."


  Her mother pursed her heavily coated mouth. "Make it short."


  Angora's mind raced furiously. "Well...there is a murderer on the loose."


  "Of that professor you told me about on the phone."


  "Right. I, um, bid for a date with him at a charity b-bachelor auction."


  Disapproval darkened Dee's eyes.


  "So I was...the last person to see him alive—other than the person who killed him, of course." There.


  Her mother's eyes flew wide. "You're in danger?"


  She sighed dramatically. "The police seem to think so."


  "Honey," her father said, leaning into her. "We had no idea."


  "I didn't want to alarm you."


  Dee's eyes narrowed. "Your cousin has something to do with this, doesn't she?"


  She lifted her chin. "The world doesn't revolve around Roxann, Mother. And I'm feeling fine, thanks for asking." She manufactured a little cough, which really did hurt, and lolled her head to the side. "I'm having complications, you know."


  "When can we take you home?" her father asked.


  "The doctors haven't told me when they're planning to release me—those complications are really complicating matters."


  "Will you have an ugly scar?" Dee asked.


  Of course that would be high on her mother's list. "I don't know."


  Dee sighed. "Well, with those hips, you're past wearing a bikini anyway." Her mother hefted her Donna Karan purse onto the bed, sending a tremor throughout the mattress.


  Her father said he needed to repark the rental car—Dee had made him pull into a handicapped spot so she wouldn't have to walk. When he left, Angora realized that when the going got tough, her father did something automotive. She braced herself for whatever bomb Dee was going to drop.


  "Surprise—I brought your wedding pictures with me!"


  She squinted. "Mom, I didn't get married, remember?"


  "Well, almost, dear. I told the photographer to develop the pictures he took before the ceremony. Here are the proofs of the ones with your eyes open." She handed them over. "You have a peculiar look on your face in most of them, but your bridesmaids look splendid."


  Her mother was right—she did, and they did. Instead of glowing with nuptial bliss, she had a pinched look about her face, as if something sharp were in her shoe. But the bridesmaids wore their best fake I'm-so-happy-for-her smiles. In the photos of herself alone, she seemed almost incidental to the shot. A great picture of the fountain with a bride in the foreground. A great picture of the church with a bride entering right.


  "Here's the one of you and me," Dee said, then wiped at an imaginary tear. "I look so sad."


  In the photo, Dee looked the same as always. Sad, happy, surprised—who knew? She'd had the plastic surgeon sever most of the muscles that affected expression, although the "angry" muscles had somehow managed to regenerate.


  "And this one of me and your father is grand. I already ordered a sixteen-by-twenty."


  It was a good photo—her mother looked slim and pleased at the prospect of being rid of her.


  "I ordered you a photo album—one of every shot," Dee said.


  "But I don't want a photo album," she whispered.


  "And good news—almost everyone I contacted said you should keep their gift, that you deserved it."


  "Mother, did you hear me?"


  "Except for Lilly Barkin, but she only sent a Pyrex dish, for heaven's sake. As if you could cook anyway."


  "Mother, I don't want any photos, and I don't want any gifts." Well, maybe the silver tea service, but the rest of it was going back.


  "Don't be difficult, Angora."


  "I just want to pretend as if that day never happened."


  "Well, it did happen, young lady, and I had to do all the explaining." Dee fanned herself. "Have some sympathy for me—after all, I was humiliated in front of my entire social circle."


  "You were humiliated?"


  "That's right. That church wasn't packed to see Angora Ryder be married, missy—it was packed to see Dee Ryder's daughter be married." Her mouth flattened. "And you couldn't even do that right. God, Angora, you are a colossal screw-up."


  "I think you'd better leave."


  Angora and her mother both looked up. She had forgotten that Mike Brown was still in the room. He sort of blended in with the drab walls.


  Dee lifted one eyebrow. "Excuse me?"


  "You're upsetting her. I think it's time for you to leave."


  Angora blinked—no one ordered her mother around.


  "Who are you?" Dee asked in the voice she saved for the gardener.


  "Ms. Ryder's attorney."


  Dee scoffed. "And why would my daughter need an attorney?"


  "I told you," Angora broke in hurriedly. "I was the last person to see Dr. Seger alive." She sent Mike a warning glance—if her parents thought she was a suspect in a murder case, they'd stroke out. "Mr. Brown is handling the police for me."


  Dee looked him up and down. "Looks to me as if he's handling the livestock." She shook her head. "No, this person will never do. I'll call Bennett and he'll fly up to take care of everything. You may go," she said to him, punctuated with a shooing motion.


  "Mrs. Ryder, this is your daughter's decision." He hooked his thumbs in his suspenders and boldly stared at Dee.


  Dee stared back for a few seconds, then faltered. "Angora?" she chirped.


  Angora gawked. Any man who could face down her mother was someone she needed on her side. "I choose Mr. Brown," she murmured in renewed appreciation.


  "And you should be going, Mrs. Ryder," he said. "Angora needs her rest. She's had complications, you know."


  Angora coughed to bolster his argument. And in truth, she was growing tired.


  Then the door burst open and those two plainclothes police officers strode in. The hateful one, Jaffey, leveled his gaze on her. "Angora Ryder, you're under arrest for the murders of Tammy Paulen and Dr. Carl Seger. You have the right to remain silent—"


  Her mother swayed, then hit the floor face first. The cop didn't miss a beat, shouting her rights while the three men wrestled Dee into a chair. She roused and began to screech hysterically, something about the Junior League and being blackballed.


  "Do you understand your rights?" Jaffey yelled over the fracas.


  Angora nodded, then sighed. Only Dee could turn the spotlight on herself while her daughter was being handcuffed to a hospital bed.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-six


  


  


  AFTER A NIGHT IN THE COUNTY JAIL, the next-to-last thing Roxann needed was a gauntlet of reporters in the hall of the district attorney's office. But the very last thing she needed was a confrontation with her Aunt Dee in front of said reporters. Her aunt was coming out of the restroom, and when she saw Roxann, her face screwed up.


  "This is all your fault!" Jackson held his wife back by the shoulders as security guards circled. "If you hadn't interfered, Angora wouldn't be in this mess."


  Roxann bit her tongue to keep from pointing out that she was in the same mess, and her daughter wasn't exactly blameless.


  "You talked her into it, I know! Angora is a good girl—she would never do anything to disgrace me and her father on her own."


  Roxann stopped. Cameras flashed. "Angora was arrested for murder, and you're worried about the family name? God, you're such a bitch." They'd probably bleep that part out on the local news.


  Dee's face went scarlet. "Peasant. Just like your father."


  "I take that as a compliment." She stepped up her pace and caught up with her white-faced attorney. Phyllis Troy had the most impressive ad in the Yellow Pages but was more nervous than Roxann at the prospect of a conference with the DA. Not a good sign.


  The meeting-room door stood open. Roxann held back until her aunt and uncle passed through, then closed the door behind Phyllis, who was now visibly shaking.


  "Come on in and have a seat." District Attorney Robert Mason waved them in. He was a big blond-haired man in his fifties who had the voice and demeanor of a Baptist preacher. He lorded over a dark wood conference table surrounded by padded chairs. One of the chairs was occupied by a young woman whom he introduced as an assistant DA. Angora's attorney, the round-faced Mr. Brown, occupied another. He had dressed up, sporting a new denim shirt, and his curly hair was slicked back with something shiny. Angora herself looked frail and victimized sitting in a wheelchair and wearing a paper gown. A blanket covered her legs. She refused to make eye contact, which suited Roxann just fine. Dee and Jackson moved their chairs to sit on either side of Angora and hold her hands. Sadly, it was probably the most of their undivided attention she'd ever received.


  "How was jail?" Mason asked Roxann without preliminary.


  "Unpleasant," she answered. In a single night the institutional funk of the place had permeated her skin, hair, and clothing. Thanks to a doctor's note, Angora had been spared the same treatment and confined to a guarded hospital room until her arraignment, which had taken place this morning moments before Roxann's. They both had pleaded "not guilty." Roxann tried not to let the fact that Capistrano hadn't shown up in court, or since, bother her. The episode in the hotel room was a manifestation of mixed emotions, none of them grounded. She had thought of a way to get rid of him, but first things first.


  Mason opened a file on top of the stack in front of him. "This wasn't your first time in our jail."


  "No. I was arrested twice during protest rallies when I attended the university."


  Dee made an indignant noise in her throat. "I'm not a bit surprised."


  Mason swung his gaze in her direction. "They were peaceful protests."


  "Roxann has always been a troublemaker," Dee said, her head bobbing. "She's a bad influence on Angora." From the tone of her voice one might have thought Angora to be a six-year-old.


  The DA cleared his throat loudly, indicating he wanted silence, but Dee was never good at taking a hint.


  "My daughter would do something illegal or immoral only if Roxann talked her into it."


  Angora's attorney turned his slick head. "Mrs. Ryder, would you kindly shut your pie hole?"


  Roxann blinked, and her estimation of the greenhorn rose a couple of notches. Not only was he astute enough to realize that Dee wasn't doing Angora any favors, but he didn't mind telling her. Wow.


  Her own attorney, meanwhile, leaned over and puked something brown on the beige carpet. She was hustled to the ladies' room and the goop temporarily covered with an upended trash can. When Phyllis returned, apologetic and pastel, everyone reconvened at the opposite end of the table. Roxann was getting sick to her stomach, not because of the throw-up, but because this Troy woman was probably making ten times her salary.


  "Let's get right to it," the DA said. "Ms. Beadleman, Ms. Ryder, as you can imagine, this is a high-profile case with all the trappings of a scandal, which the university could do without. So we'd like to take care of this matter as expeditiously as possible." He paused and looked back and forth between them for effect. "Basically, we think you're both involved in the murder of Dr. Seger." He let the words sink in. "But whichever one of you talks first gets to walk."


  Roxann chanced a glance at Angora, who was chewing on her lower lip. Dee was massaging her hand and whispering low, with a pleading look on her face. Panic blipped through her—Angora wouldn't lie to save her own skin, would she? Her heart thudded. Of course she would.


  Since her own attorney was useless, Roxann leaned forward and clasped her hands on the table. "Face it, Mr. Mason. You have nothing but circumstantial evidence, or you wouldn't have arrested both of us. You need an eyewitness, which you don't have. But you and I know that if you put us both on trial, it'll be easy to generate doubt among the jurors. If that's not enough, we'll throw in the fact that I'm being stalked by a man who threatened to hurt people around me, and who, by the way, is still unaccounted for. If you think we're lying, then give us a lie detector test, but don't try to bribe us into making up something to incriminate the other just so you can dangle someone in front of the press and the public."


  He lifted an eyebrow. "Maybe you should have been a lawyer, Ms. Beadleman." Then his smile vanished. "But the way we see it, you two could have been in cahoots to get rid of the man. We found these lists that the two of you made where Dr. Seger seems to be the target of some kind of sexual fantasy."


  She set her jaw. "Those were harmless ramblings of youth."


  "We were smoking dope," Angora offered.


  Roxann closed her eyes, and Dee said, "See, see, I told you—Roxann is a bad influence."


  "Maybe," Mason said, "the two of you went over to his house for a threesome, and things got out of hand. The medical examiner's report said that the alcohol level in Dr. Seger's blood was near the legal limit. And he was already unconscious when he was strangled."


  "He had passed out?"


  "No—hit from behind with a blunt object on the base of the skull."


  Roxann digested this new bit of information. "But if we had hit him, then strangled him, why would we incriminate ourselves by leaving behind a very identifiable scarf?"


  Mason shrugged. "Some killers get a kick out of leaving a souvenir. It's not my job to look into your psyche, Ms. Beadleman. It's my job to prove that you have motive, means, and opportunity." He looked back and forth between them. "The offer is on the table for two more minutes, then you both can take your chances."


  "What about the other murder charge?" Mr. Brown asked and looked at his notes. "A student named Tammy Paulen?"


  Mason looked at his assistant, who offered Brown a flat smile. "We're willing to drop those charges if your client cooperates."


  Roxann's eyes bugged. If she cooperates? They might as well have said if she hands them Roxann’s head on a platter. "Why?" she pressed. "Why would you drop the charges if you have evidence of a crime?"


  The lady DA fidgeted, then said, "Some of the files from the Paulen case seem to be missing. So...we'll be dropping those charges, regardless."


  Mason tapped his watch. "One minute, ladies."


  Angora looked at her from across the room, and Roxann saw thirty years of hurt, jealousy, and disappointment in her eyes. Angora's lips parted and she started to say something, then stopped. She shifted in her wheelchair, and tears glistened in her eyes. Dee was pumping her hand.


  Angora could do it all in one fell swoop, Roxann realized—pin the blame on the cousin she saw as competition, and exonerate herself in the eyes of the parents she so wanted to please. Roxann swallowed. And if Angora was guilty, then she had even more incentive to fabricate a story. And when it suited her, Angora could lie like a Persian rug.


  She maintained eye contact as the seconds ticked away and the tension mounted. The faint odor of the throw-up had found its way out from under the trash can. A fly buzzed lazily on the light fixture above the table. The assistant DA clicked the end of her pen in slow, steady succession.


  Dee whispered furiously in Angora's ear. When her cousin looked away, Roxann began to nurse a bad, bad feeling. Angora suddenly shoved at her mother and cleared her throat.


  "Mr. Mason...if you had an eyewitness to the crime, what would the charge be?"


  Oh, God.


  Mason bounced the tips of his fingers together. "Since Dr. Seger was already unconscious when he was strangled, it clearly was not accidental, nor a crime of passion, nor of self-defense. We'd be charging first-degree murder."


  "And the sentence?" Angora asked.


  "Life in prison."


  Roxann knew Angora well enough to know when she was terrified—the question was, was she terrified that Roxann had seen something through the window? If so, was she contemplating turning on Roxann first?


  "Angora—" she began, but Mason stopped her.


  "No conferring, Ms. Beadleman, unless it's with your attorney. My watch says fifteen seconds."


  She wet her lips and willed Angora to look at her, but she wouldn't. Don't do it, she pleaded silently.


  "I—" Angora said, and all eyes went to her.


  "Yes?" Mason prompted.


  She looked at Roxann, desperation on her face. "I...don't have anything to add to my story."


  Roxann exhaled slowly.


  Mason's mouth went flat and he closed the folder, smacking it back on top of the pile. "All right, then, we're finished here. By the way, we're going to try you ladies at the same time." He stood and gathered his things, then strode from the room with his assistant on his heels.


  Roxann's attorney had fallen asleep during the commotion. The woman obviously shut down in the face of stress. Roxann scribbled "You're fired" on a sheet of paper, stuck it on Troy's briefcase, then wheeled her out in the hall in the rolling chair.


  When she came back in the room, she looked at Angora. "Can I talk to you—alone?"


  "Stay away from her," Dee said to Roxann. "Angora should have turned you in when she had the chance."


  But Roxann was still looking at Angora, who nodded. "Wait for me in the hall," she said to her parents, and to her attorney. When the door closed, Roxann eased into a chair in front of her cousin. "How are you feeling?"


  "Not great," she said. "I feel like I've been turned inside out, and those crabby nurses aren't giving me as many painkillers as before."


  Roxann smiled. "They must not realize they have a celebrity on their hands—Miss Northwestern Baton Rouge."


  Angora smiled back, then her eyes filled with tears. "The police won't give me back my crown."


  "Isn't that a coincidence—you lost a crown and I have a spare one lying around somewhere."


  She lit up. "You mean it?"


  Roxann sighed. "Angora, you know better than anyone that I didn't deserve that Distinguished Alumni award. So cheer me up a little by taking that thing off my hands."


  She looked back, bit into her lip, and smiled. "Okay." Then she teared up again. "Roxann, I'm sorry I said those terrible things about your mother."


  She squeezed Angora's hand. "It's okay. I'm grateful to you for telling me—now I realize what my dad was going through." She smiled. "And now I understand why you were so lenient on him."


  Angora nodded. "Your dad's great."


  "Yeah. It was nice of your parents to come up."


  "I suppose. Is your dad coming?"


  "No, I asked him not to. I hope I convinced him that this is one big misunderstanding that will unravel in a few days."


  "Is it?" Angora asked. "Is it one big misunderstanding?"


  Roxann inhaled and looked into Angora's eyes. "Angora, I'm going to ask you a question, and you have to be honest with me. I swear, whatever the answer is, I'll help you get through it, okay?"


  Angora nodded.


  "Did you do any of those things to Carl that the DA said happened—did you hit him, or strangle him with my scarf?"


  Her lower lip began to tremble. "I didn't hit him, but..."


  Roxann's stomach pitched. "But?"


  "But I keep having these terrible visions of him lying on the floor with that green scarf around his neck. And I don't know if they're real, or if it's something that's gotten in my head. I do that sometimes—think about something so hard that I can't remember if I made it up, or if it really happened."


  "Did you find my scarf somewhere?"


  "No. I'm sure about that part."


  Roxann smiled. "Well, then, don't you see? If you didn't find my scarf, then you couldn't have done it."


  Angora hiccupped. "Unless Carl found your scarf. We were at the same restaurant that night."


  Roxann stared. "Utopia?"


  "Yes. I didn't see you, but the police told me you and Nell were there."


  "We were."


  "Is that where you lost your scarf?"


  "It's possible," she murmured, trying to think back. "I remember going to the ladies' room, and...and I made some calls at the pay phone."


  Angora's eyes widened. "Carl made a call, too."


  Roxann grinned. "Angora, you're a genius."


  "I am?"


  "Yes—I'll bet that's what happened. I assumed that the killer found my scarf and used it, but maybe Carl found it and was keeping it to give back to me later. Maybe it was just there, and the killer used it."


  "Wow, I am a genius."


  She laughed. "And now that one mystery is solved, we can start looking for other clues."


  "But what about my...visions?"


  Roxann angled her head. "Angora, in these visions, what does Carl look like?"


  "He's lying on the floor, looking straight up at me, with his eyes wide open, staring through his glasses."


  "That's definitely not how Carl looked in the crime-scene photos—and he wasn't even wearing his glasses."


  Angora exhaled in relief. "Then I didn't do it."


  Roxann smiled. "I'd say that's a safe assumption."


  "Well, if you didn't do it, and I didn't do it, then who did?"


  "I don't know, but I intend to find out. But Angora, you have to tell me everything, and I mean everything you know that might be relevant."


  "Everything?"


  "Everything."


  Angora sighed. "Okay. Do you remember when you taught me how to give a blowjob on a tube of Crest?"


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-seven


  


  "HELLO, MELISSA?"


  "Yes," the woman answered, her voice laced with suspicion. "This is Melissa Morgan."


  Her new last name—of course. "Melissa, this is Roxann from the Rescue program."


  "Roxann? I didn't think I'd ever hear from you again."


  "How are you and Renita getting along?"


  "Wonderfully. She loves Kansas City, and her new school. She's like a different child, so happy."


  "I'm so glad for you."


  "Is something wrong, Roxann?"


  "Actually, Melissa, I'm in a bit of a bind, and I was hoping you could help me out."


  "I will if I can."


  She took a deep breath and made her request, explaining the ramifications if Melissa did or didn't decide to help. Twenty minutes later, she had her yes. She thanked Melissa, then hung up and dialed Nell's sister on the pay phone. The sister had obviously heard news of the arrest, because when Roxann identified herself, she was hesitant to let her speak to Nell. But when Nell heard, she took the call right away.


  "Roxann, dear, are you all right?"


  She spent the next few minutes assuring her mentor that everything was fine, despite the news sound bites and grim newspaper reports. "I think the DA was pressured into making an arrest."


  "Do you still think that Frank Cape might have had something to do with the murder?"


  "It's possible. Or..."


  "Or what, dear?"


  "Dr. Oney, when Carl was being investigated by the regents for having an improper relationship with a student, was I that student?"


  "Yes, what did you think?"


  "Well, I've been hearing some pretty unflattering things about Carl—that he traded sexual favors for grades, things like that."


  Dr. Oney gasped. "Carl would never do that. Never."


  She smiled into the phone. "I knew you'd say that."


  "When do you think I can come back to South Bend?"


  "Not yet, not until Cape is tracked down."


  "But in time for the memorial service next week?"


  "I hope so. I'm going over to your house to pick up my van—can I check on anything for you? Feed the cats? Water the flower garden maybe?"


  "I left food and water for the cats, but bless you, yes, my rosemary will need a drink."


  "Will do."


  "Roxann, I've been giving more thought to that Frank Cape predicament, and I think you should let me contact the ex-wife and offer counsel. I just can't bear it if you're hurt."


  "It's already taken care of. I talked to his ex-wife a few minutes ago, and she agreed to help."


  "That's wonderful. Maybe it will help flush out Cape—and if he's the one who killed Carl, I want to see him punished."


  "So do I."


  "Is Melissa happy in her new location?"


  "Yes."


  "And Renita?"


  "Oh, yes. Very."


  Nell sighed in satisfaction. "It's good to know the program is working the way it's supposed to."


  "You have a lot to be proud of." A checkered car caught her eye. "There's a taxi, so I have to run. I'll call you soon."


  "Bye, dear."


  If Roxann had any doubts that her picture had been plastered all over the news, all she needed was the wide-eyed stare in the rearview mirror from the taxi driver to clear things up. The guy was so spooked, he drove off before she could pay him. But considering how low she was running on cash, she didn't mind. She didn't even want to think about the hole the ten-thousand-dollar bail bond had left in her IRA.


  Nell's place seemed melancholy, and she noticed for the first time how run-down the outside had become. Peeling paint, overgrown shrubs, and rocks missing from the stone steps. She might have blamed it on not having a man around the house, but her father's house looked the same. It said something about the feeling of home, she supposed, and that having people around made a house worth maintaining.


  She found the outside hose and watered the flower beds and herbs, hoping she wasn't somehow killing them in the process. Afterward she sat on the cool stone steps to return her supervisor's frantic phone message. Apparently, he'd heard.


  "Jesus, Joseph, and Mary, what's going on in South Bend?"


  "A man I knew was murdered, and I've been arrested."


  "You sound pretty calm for someone charged with murder."


  "Funny how a person adapts," she said wryly. "Don't worry about me. I figure as long as the real killer thinks the heat is off, he might make a mistake."


  "He?"


  "It could be Frank Cape, although I can't be sure. He followed me to South Bend."


  "Oh, my God. So that's why Nell left a message asking questions about the Cape case. She's afraid for you."


  She smiled. "Yes, but I just spoke with her, so don't worry about calling her back. Besides, the murder could also be a random crime, or any number of things. Obviously, I'm going to need a few days off." Then she puffed out her cheeks in an exhale. "Actually, Tom, I'm giving my notice."


  "What? Why?"


  "Well, it might be tricky trying to facilitate from the state pen."


  "Don't even joke about that."


  "Seriously, Tom, I've run my course. This thing with Cape makes me see that."


  "All right, you know this is a freewill organization, both the people we help, and the ones doing the helping. But if you ever want to come back, just call."


  "I will. Thanks, Tom. Listen, I ran into Elise James on campus—have you heard from her?"


  "No, and I've left several messages on her cell phone. I have a check for her for a couple of hundred dollars, and I don't know where to send it."


  "She said she was going to call you, but to be honest, she was pretty messed up."


  "Understood. Thanks for letting me know."


  She pushed down the antenna and returned the phone to her purse, suddenly remembering a curious detail about Elise—the woman had such large hands. Large and strong enough for strangling? She pursed her mouth, wondering if Capistrano had given the woman's name to his counterparts in town as he'd promised. Of course, since he was diddling one of their prime suspects, they might find his leads questionable at best. Every time she thought about her stupid, stupid lapse in judgment, she wanted to swallow something jagged.


  Oh, well, enough about her sorry sex life—she needed to get to the hotel and retrieve her clothes. She'd book a room under another name, then maybe throw on a wig and start doing some poking around on her own.


  She rounded the corner of the house to retrieve Goldie, then stopped. The van's tires had been slashed. Not just by some prankster kid looking for a place to stick his new Case pocketknife—the rubber had literally been shredded by a sharp instrument, and by someone with considerable strength. Or anger. The violated feeling that coursed through her reminded her of when her apartment had been rifled.


  I'VE GOT YOUR NUMBER, YOU FAKE.


  Frank Cape? She reached into her purse and put her finger on the trigger of her pepper-spray can, for comfort rather than purpose. Judging from the lack of footprints in the grass, he was probably long gone. Then she froze as heavy footsteps sounded behind her.


  "There you are."


  She wheeled and aimed the spray at Frank Cape's face, and instead hit Joe Capistrano square in the chest. The effects were instantaneous—he yowled and spun like a helicopter crashing. Roxann dropped the can and ran for the water hose, which she turned on him full force. He tore off the long-sleeved T-shirt and stood in the water stream, running his hands over the red areas of his torso again and again. All of that hair was good for something after all. Otherwise, he'd be nursing third-degree burns.


  He didn't talk, and since she wasn't exactly looking forward to the conversation, she concentrated on the task at hand, which was holding the hose and trying not to laugh.


  After a fifteen-minute shower, he yanked the hose away from her. "That's enough," he barked, then turned off the spigot and wound up the hose, muttering under his breath. His jeans were soaked and plastered to his legs—they had to weigh a ton.


  Roxann pressed her finger to her mouth. "I'm sorry."


  "Dammit, you should be. I feel like I've been barbecued."


  "I thought you were Cape."


  "Didn't anyone tell you to make damn sure where you're aiming that stuff before you hit the trigger?"


  "Didn't anyone tell you not to sneak up on people?"


  "I wasn't sneaking."


  "You were sneaking."


  "I wasn't sneaking."


  "Oh, yes, you were sneaking."


  He lifted both hands and slung off the water. "Forget it." Then he saw the van tires. "Cape?"


  "I assume so."


  He walked over and examined a slashed tire. "The poor thing might have committed suicide."


  "Funny. How did you know I was here?"


  "I called and you'd already left the courthouse, so I took a chance." He quirked an eyebrow. "You weren't fixin' to leave town, were you?"


  "No. Just wanted to get my things from the hotel and book a room."


  "You have a room."


  "And book a private room."


  "Look, about what happened between us, I'm sorry—"


  "I'm sorry, too," she cut in with a glib smile. "And we need never to talk about it again."


  He frowned. "I was going to say I'm sorry we were interrupted."


  Oh. "Well, considering I was taken from the hotel in handcuffs, so am I."


  He sighed and ran his hands through his auburn hair, displacing more water. "Do you think I could dry off before we continue our one long argument?"


  She dug her keys out of her purse. "I might have a towel in the van. I want to take a look inside anyway."


  Big mistake.


  The seats had been slashed, including the bench behind the driver's seat. The items from her box of mementos were strewn. She found the crushed box and slowly started putting things in as she found them—a keychain, a charm bracelet, the Magic 8 Ball. All of the personal items she kept stashed in the back had been ransacked and scattered—blankets to cover cold, fleeing bodies, nonperishable snacks to feed hungry little bellies, and her relic of a suitcase filled with disguise clothing. This was most apparent in the form of a blond wig that had been singled out and attached to the dashboard with a wicked-looking buck knife.


  A blond wig.


  They said Tammy had something on your cousin, was holding it over her head...something to do with a blond wig.


  Her lungs squeezed, and she gulped for air. It was all connected somehow, her past and her present.


  "What is it?" Capistrano demanded. "Roxann, what's wrong?"


  YOU FAKE. I'VE GOT YOUR NUMBER, YOU FAKE.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-eight


  


  


  IT WAS A PITIFUL collection of memories, Roxann decided, looking over the contents of the battered box jostling on her lap. She picked up the Magic 8 Ball and silently posed the question "Is my life a national disaster?" She turned over the toy.


  Yes, definitely.


  Capistrano thumped his hand on the steering wheel of the Dooley. "Dammit, Roxann, if you don't tell me what's wrong, I can't help you."


  "What's wrong? What isn't wrong?"


  "Something spooked you back there."


  "Isn't it enough to find Goldie destroyed?"


  "You named your van?"


  "You named your gun."


  He frowned. "All those clothes and wigs—do you use them when you move women from place to place?"


  "Sometimes."


  "Is there some significance to that blond wig?"


  She swallowed. "It had a knife through it."


  "I mean the wig itself—or the color. Is Melissa Cape blond?"


  "Brunette."


  "Do you think it was a threat against Angora?"


  "Maybe."


  "You know something you're not telling me."


  "Give it a rest, Detective. I've had a bad day."


  He sighed and shifted on the towel he'd spread over the seat of his truck. Another towel was draped over his bare shoulders. "How did it go today at the courthouse?"


  "Fine and dandy."


  "I'm serious."


  She fingered her green and white Notre Dame tassel, with the little '96 gold-tone charm attached. "After the arraignment, the DA offered me and Angora a deal if we'd serve up the other one."


  "And your cousin didn't jump on it?"


  "No." She frowned. "I thought you liked Angora."


  "Like?"


  "Well, the way you look at her—" She stopped before he got the impression that she was jealous or something stupid like that.


  He grinned. "You're jealous."


  "You're delusional. And I thought we were talking about the meeting."


  "Did you tell the DA about Angora—the possible mental problems, the comments she made?"


  "No. She underwent a psych consult at the hospital."


  "And?"


  "And, according to her attorney, she's a pathological liar and fantastically spoiled, but she wouldn't harm anyone. I had a private heart-to-heart with her—she didn't do it."


  "I hope you're right." He checked the rearview mirror, ever alert.


  "But she did tell me a couple of things that could be important."


  "Like?"


  She dropped the tassel back into the box. "Like she went down on Dr. Seger in his office once when she was a student."


  He emitted a low whistle. "I thought you said she was a virgin."


  "Do I have to give you a definition of 'virgin'?"


  "No, but that's not exactly virginal behavior."


  Roxann shrugged. "She must've been crazy about him is all I can say."


  "So chances are, Dr. Seger was participating in extracurricular activities with his students?"


  She squirmed. "Chances are."


  "But he never hit on you?"


  "No."


  "He must've liked you."


  She cut her gaze to him. "Are you saying that guys don't make passes at women they like?"


  "No. I mean that a guy like Seger who was exploiting young girls probably had a line in his head separating the girls he respected."


  She simply stared.


  "I'm shutting up."


  "Thank you."


  He kept his word for about thirty seconds. "Did she tell you anything else you didn't know?"


  She nodded. "The night Tammy Paulen was run down, she was driving nearby. She heard a scream, then saw a black Volvo driving away."


  "Seger?"


  She looked out the window. "He has—had—a black Volvo." Her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat of the sudden emotion that welled. Okay, maybe she could believe that Carl engaged in dalliances with his pretty students, but the thought that he would actually leave the scene of a crime was incomprehensible. He taught ethics, for heaven's sake.


  He made a rueful noise in his throat. "It's not your fault that Seger wasn't the man you thought he was."


  "It makes me feel foolish that I could be so blind, though."


  "Maybe the way he acted around you was the way he wanted to be."


  "You're being generous all of a sudden."


  He shrugged. "Nobody is all good or all bad. Even some of the worst criminals love their mother, or tell bedtime stories to their kids, or buy cream for their cats."


  Okay, he'd managed to surprise her—and make her feel a tad better.


  "So we know he wasn't a saint. And that it's entirely possible one of his students could've dropped by and done him in."


  She told him their theory on how the scarf had made its way to the crime scene.


  "Not bad," he said. "Maybe we can find someone at the restaurant who saw him pick it up. One thing is sure—if the DA is relying on one of you to turn on the other, he doesn't have enough evidence to convict."


  "That's what I told him."


  "You or your lawyer?"


  "My lawyer is a narcoleptic idiot with a good ad agency. I handled everything."


  He pursed his mouth. "You know an awful lot about the law for someone determined not to have anything to do with it."


  She smirked.


  "Listen, I'm sorry I wasn't at the arraignment, but I thought my time would be better spent looking for Cape."


  "I guess you didn't find him?"


  His mouth twisted. "No. He probably changed vehicles, maybe his appearance." He looked over. "No offense, but you should've stayed in jail. You'd be safer."


  "I filed a restraining order on Cape this morning, since I was already at the courthouse," she said wryly. "And I have my pepper spray."


  "Don't remind me."


  "Is it possible Cape could've wrecked my van when he threatened Nell? I didn't check it."


  He shook his head. "Surely Nell would have noticed, or the police when they came to make the report."


  Her laugh was dry. "I'm not overly impressed with the South Bend detectives, although Warner seems okay. But I don't think they're going to go out of their way to find another suspect. Did you tell them about Elise?"


  He nodded. "Last night when they were, um, taking you in. But you're right—they didn't seem very excited about the prospect of a new lead."


  "Yet the more I think about it, the more I think she might be involved somehow."


  "Why?"


  She wet her lips.


  "Dammit, Roxann, tell me."


  She sighed—she did need a sounding board, and Capistrano was the most solid surface around. "Remember that Nell told me Tammy Paulen was holding something over Angora's head? Well, it has something to do with a blond wig."


  "What is it?"


  She waved her hand. "That's not important, but whoever trashed the van knew about it, and knew that I knew about it. And it makes me think that Frank Cape isn't in this alone."


  "So you know what this girl had on your cousin?"


  She looked away. Too painful to think about—she never allowed the memories to fully materialize. Angora probably felt the same, which explained why they always skated around the topic.


  "You were involved in it, too, weren't you?"


  She kept looking away.


  He dragged his hand over his face. "Okay, whatever it is—would Elise know?"


  "Possibly. If Tammy told her."


  "They were friends?"


  "I don't know, but she was going to school here when Tammy died."


  "But how could Elise get hooked up with Frank Cape?"


  "I have no idea."


  "Okay, then we need to find Elise."


  "That's what I was planning to do today."


  He pulled into the hotel lot and parked. "Oh, you're working alone now?"


  She nodded and handed him a slip of paper.


  "What's this?"


  "An e-mail address where you can reach Melissa Cape. She's willing to go to a local courthouse, be sworn in, and answer questions over a videocam about what she knows regarding the robbery. In return, though, she wants her ex-husband's custody and visitation rights rescinded."


  He looked up, his mouth parted. She'd succeeded in surprising him.


  "She's expecting to hear from you," she said.


  "This is breaking some kind of rule, isn't it?"


  "Only all of them."


  He folded the piece of paper in his hand. "Thank you, Roxann. Thank you for Officer Lafferty and his family. We'll get Cape one way or another." Then he angled his head and leaned closer. "But if I didn't know better, I'd think you were trying to get rid of me."


  She met his gaze squarely. "You got what you wanted, now you're off the hook."


  He sat back and a little laugh escaped him. "You don't think very highly of yourself, do you?"


  "What's that supposed to mean?"


  "It means that in the beginning, yeah, I wanted information on Melissa Cape, but now...hell, I'm interested."


  "In the case?"


  "In you, since I have to spell it out."


  She chewed on her tongue and studied his eyes, the set of his jaw. He was sincere...at the moment. And God, it was tempting to fall for him. But men like Detective Joe Capistrano needed a damsel in distress to whisk off the railroad tracks as the train was barreling down. And when she was out of harm's way, he'd move on to another case, another damsel. Besides, even if this nightmare ended right now, she had too many issues to work out to be tying herself to a person or a place. Or a...situation.


  "I'm flattered," she said. "But I don't think so."


  One dark eyebrow went up. "You don't think so? That's your answer?"


  "Yep," she said, then lifted the door handle, climbed down, and slammed the door.


  His door slammed and he was right behind her. "Hey." Then he caught her arm and stopped her. "Hey, I'm sorry. I have lousy timing."


  "That, too," she agreed.


  He took the box of junk from her. "But like it or not, I'm not leaving while Cape is still on the loose."


  She turned and walked toward the hotel. "Suit yourself. As long as you know where I stand. Right now, I want to get a room and take the world's longest shower."


  "You're not going to be able to find a room," he said. "Not with so many people in town. I had to pull out my badge to get mine."


  "Will you pull out your badge to get me one?"


  He sighed. "So I can camp outside your door in case our man shows? Look, your clothes are already in my room, and I can keep an eye on you there."


  She stared.


  "And I won't...anything."


  She worked her mouth back and forth. "On one condition."


  "What?"


  "Help me break into Carl's house."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Twenty-nine


  


  


  "I CAN’T BELIEVE I'm doing this," he muttered, pulling next to the curb a few yards away from Dr. Seger's house. The weather had taken a nasty turn—cold and a steady drizzle of freezing rain. The truck's antenna was coated with ice, as were the parked cars.


  Roxann pulled on knit gloves and tugged a wool hat down over her ears. "We couldn't find Elise, so she's probably long gone. The only way we'll be able to connect her to Dr. Seger is if we find something in his files—a letter, a picture...something."


  "I could lose my badge over this."


  "Stop exaggerating and look small." She opened the door quietly and slipped out into the frigid darkness. She heard a click, then Capistrano was next to her. The murder had obviously frightened the neighbors because outside security lights blazed, which didn't help their cause. They moved carefully to the cover of the shadows cast by the trees between the sidewalk and the leaf-covered lawns, then walked in the ice-encrusted grass rather than taking a chance on the slick sidewalk. They passed a bundled woman walking a dog, but avoided eye contact.


  "Which door?" she asked as they neared the house, which stood out because it was the only residence in total darkness.


  "Front door," he murmured. "The trick to breaking and entering is to act as if you're supposed to be there." Then he frowned. "Scratch that—I forget who I'm talking to."


  When they approached the steps, a motion-activated light came on and she practically wet herself.


  "Relax," he whispered.


  Her heart beat double-time and an uncontrollable shiver traveled through her body. The front door was plastered with yellow "crime scene" stickers. Capistrano was through the ornamental brass lock in less than thirty seconds, then pushed open the door.


  "What if there's a security alarm?" she whispered.


  "The police wouldn't bother setting it." Then he frowned. "Scratch that, too. And stop asking questions."


  After he closed the door, they stood in the darkness until their vision adjusted, then slipped off their shoes. The air in the house was deadly quiet and cold, with a chemical tang, probably left by forensics. Creepy stuff.


  "His office used to be in the library," she whispered. "If I remember correctly, it's ahead and to the left."


  They found the room, and Capistrano gently removed the police tape across the door. Then he walked the perimeter with a penlight, closing doors and shutters before turning on a desk lamp. She scanned the room, skimming over the carpet where white tape crudely outlined the shape of Carl's body where it had fallen next to the ottoman. The disturbing crime scene photos flashed ill her mind, but she inhaled and chased them away.


  The room was lined with bookshelves, and studded with nice furniture—a mohair couch, a leather club chair, a massive cherrywood desk. She thought she detected the faintest scent of Carl's cologne, but she might have imagined it. To think that only two days ago he was alive.


  "You take the desk drawers," Capistrano said, "and I'll start on the bookshelves. Leave your gloves on."


  She nodded, removed her hat, and set to work before she could think about the ethics of rooting through the personal papers of an ethics professor. The bottom drawer was filled with CDs and headphones, so she moved to the next drawer. Receipts and check registers, a calculator, and files for bills—nothing special, unless you counted the sizable charges on his phone bill to 900 numbers. The thought of Carl dialing for sex on top of exploiting female students put a rock in her stomach.


  The other drawers revealed nothing of import—files of class grades and minutes of faculty meetings. She closed the last drawer with a sigh. "Nothing here."


  "Nothing here yet, either," he said from the bookshelf. "Why don't you start on the other end?"


  She did, experiencing a pang of sadness that Carl's carefully collected volumes would have to be moved to a new home—probably the university library.


  "He had some nice editions," Capistrano murmured.


  Roxann lifted an eyebrow at his broad back. So his reading repertoire extended beyond commercial thrillers. The man had layers.


  Systematically, she removed each book and flipped through pages to see if Carl had hidden anything inside. For thirty minutes they flipped and shook and reshelved. Then she reached a collection of Shakespeare with spectacular navy spines. She pulled out the first volume and stopped. "Detective. I think I've found something."


  He joined her. "False books?"


  She held the book-inside-the-book she'd removed up to the light. "It's a journal—1980 to 1985."


  "More than one," he said, removing another falsie. "Nineteen eighty-six to 1990."


  She thumbed through the pages, scanning entries, and realized quickly that some of Carl's literary efforts were bent toward erotica. She skipped the body-part words to look for names—would he be so bold? Apparently so.


  Janeese L...Carlo B...Marie A.


  "Are there any for 1992 and up?"


  He pulled out the last two volumes. "Yeah. Let's take these with us."


  "Isn't that stealing?"


  "Technically, it's called burglary. Let's go."


  They returned the false books, extinguished the lamp, then opened the shutters and doors. Replacing tape where necessary, they retraced their steps to the front door. He locked the door from the inside, then pulled it shut with a click.


  "Wait," she said, wincing. "I left my hat."


  To his credit, Capistrano only sighed. "Stay here, I'll get it." He handed her the journals, then broke in for the second time and disappeared inside.


  The bitter cold reminded her why she lived in the south. She shivered and moved from foot to foot to keep the blood flowing.


  She smelled him before she saw him. Then the motion-detector light came on, revealing Frank Cape, his menacing face framed by a black knit cap. Her pepper spray, she realized miserably, was safely tucked in her purse inside the Dooley.


  "Capis—"


  Cape clapped his hand over her mouth, then stuffed a cloth in her mouth. "This is good," he said, jerking her forward and down the steps. "Thought I was going to have to shoot that guard of yours and leave another body here for the police to find."


  Her eyes flew wide.


  "Oh, yeah, I killed the teacher man—lot of good it did me. Nobody keeps their word these days."


  She grunted and fought to release one hand, kicking at his knees with as much leverage as she could gain on the icy ground. "Be still," he hissed, then slapped her hard. "We're going to see my wife."


  Stars burst in her head, and tears streamed down her cheek from repeatedly gagging on the foul-tasting cloth. Her next strategy was to go totally limp, which wasn't exactly brilliant because then she was easier to drag. She lost a shoe and was fairly certain her shoulder had been dislocated. Though disoriented, she grasped that they were approaching a car with its engine running. He yanked her upright and released one arm long enough for her to pull out the gag and scream, although it came out a weak gurgle. She elbowed him in the nose, and he emitted a gratifying grunt. But then he cursed and pulled out an automatic handgun. "You just don't learn, do you?"


  For one terrifying second, she thought he was going to shoot her, but he raised it over her head for a knockout blow.


  Then Cape flew sideways, as if he'd been hit by a locomotive. Capistrano landed on top of him, and Roxann figured that would pretty much kill anyone. But Cape lived and had even managed to hold on to his gun. Capistrano grabbed the man's wrist and aimed the gun in the air. Cape fired twice.


  "Roxann, get in the car!" Capistrano bellowed.


  Never one to follow orders, she looked for anything she might use as a weapon. Behind Cape's car seat she found a tire tool. Another shot rang out and she flinched when it ricocheted off the open car door. Okay, she was scared to freaking death, but if she allowed Capistrano to be injured defending her, she'd feel obligated to...take him home or something. So she crept closer and waited for an opportunity to lend a hand.


  The men were pounding away at each other, rolling in the rain. She hacked at Cape's legs with the tire iron, but it was so hard to see, she might have hit the detective a few times in the process. The next thing she knew, Cape was on top with his gun pressed against the detective's head. Roxann lifted the tire tool and swung, delivering a striking blow to Cape's back. He roared in pain, and the detective pushed him off. Frank rolled, but still had the wherewithal to raise his gun. Her heart vaulted to her throat. A shot rang out. She screamed and covered her face with her hands.


  When she spread her fingers for a peek, Capistrano was kneeling over Cape, feeling for a pulse.


  "Is he...?"


  "Yeah, he's dead." He pushed himself to his feet, then limped over to her and yanked the tire tool away. "I thought I told you to get in the car."


  "I was trying to help."


  He tossed her weapon to the ground. "Well, you damn near crippled me, and you could have gotten us both killed."


  To her complete mortification, her eyes filled with tears. She blinked furiously. Her face was so cold, her cheeks ached.


  He cupped her face in his hands and sighed. Water dripped off his nose and chin. "Are you okay?"


  She sniffed. "I guess so. Nothing broken."


  He stroked her cheek with his thumb. "He hit you?"


  She nodded.


  "I should shoot him again."


  "He told me he killed Dr. Seger."


  He puffed out his cheeks and exhaled. "Well, let's hope he left some physical evidence at the crime scene, because I doubt if the police will take our word."


  In the distance, a siren wailed. Capistrano lifted his head. "Speaking of which. Want to bet we're the most popular 911 call tonight?" He looked back to her. "You let me do all the talking when they get here. Pretend you lost your voice."


  She frowned.


  "I mean it, Roxann. Don't say a word." Two police cars came screeching into the neighborhood. "Hold up your hands and don't move."


  Roxann raised her arms and stood shivering, wondering if things had just gotten better...or worse.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirty


  


  


  "I COULD HAVE YOUR BADGE for this," Jaffey said to Capistrano. "Breaking and entering. Compromising a crime scene." He gestured to the journals, swollen, the ink runny and illegible. "Tampering with evidence."


  "It was my idea," she started, then pressed her lips together.


  Jaffey looked at her. "Well, Ms. Beadleman, I'm glad to see your voice has returned." Then he looked back to Capistrano. "And on top of everything else, a dead man—another dead man. Do you know what this kind of thing does for tourism? For the university's image?"


  Capistrano drummed his fingers on the table. "Look, tell the press that the man who killed Dr. Seger was killed by a cop. Little kids can play outside again, the police are heroes, everybody's happy."


  Robert Mason, looking none too pleased to have been dragged down to the police station late at night, scoffed. "Oh, yeah, especially Ms. Beadleman and Ms. Ryder—they get to pin Dr. Seger's murder on a dead man."


  "Did you find Cape's prints on the scene?" Capistrano demanded.


  Jaffey pulled on his chin, then looked to Mason and back. "Yeah," he finally admitted. "We matched three partial prints lifted from the library to Cape. But that doesn't mean he killed Seger. In fact, Officer, I think it's pretty coincidental that you happened to kill the man who's accused of shooting your partner."


  "I wanted Cape punished," Capistrano said flatly, "not dead. If you check the butt of Cape's gun to the wound on the back of Seger's head, I think you'll get a match."


  Jaffey's expression told him they'd already done just that—and it had matched. "Why wouldn't he just shoot Seger?" he asked, playing devil's advocate.


  Capistrano shrugged. "Maybe he didn't want to alert the neighbors, maybe that cheap gun jammed on him—we'll never know."


  "Because you shot him," Jaffey said.


  "In self-defense. He admitted to Roxann that he killed Seger."


  Jaffey turned to her. "He killed Seger to scare you into revealing the whereabouts of his wife and daughter?"


  "That's my understanding."


  "Will you take a polygraph test?"


  "Yes. I offered to take one before. Detective Jaffey, if you don't believe us and you don't think that Cape did it, fine." She pointed to the ruined books. "The journals prove that my cousin was telling the truth about what Dr. Seger was doing to and with his students."


  "Thanks to you and Detective Capistrano," Jaffey said, "these journals will tell us very little."


  "But there are others," Roxann said, then looked at Mason. "And I read enough of those pages to know that you suddenly have dozens, maybe hundreds of suspects, old students and new, any of whom might have been in town for Homecoming. So, I can understand why you'd suddenly have doubts that Frank Cape committed the murder—there are so many other possibilities."


  Mason rubbed his eyes as if when he opened them, they might all be gone. Then he blinked bleary eyes and nodded to Jaffey. "Can we have a word outside?"


  The men left, and Roxann pulled the blanket she'd been given tighter around her shoulders. She didn't think she'd ever be warm again. "What do you think?"


  Capistrano sighed. "I think they don't want to believe us, but they don't have a choice. The DA and Jaffey's boss just want this mess to go away."


  She gave him a rueful smile. "That makes all of us." She sipped the coffee sitting in front of her. "Detective, I'm sorry."


  He seemed surprised. "For?"


  "For dragging you into this tonight. I got this crazy idea in my head and went off half-cocked."


  "But you were right."


  "And you had to kill a man because of me."


  He leaned forward. "I had to kill a man because of the man. Which never feels good, but at least I know Cape was guilty of some pretty crummy things. End of story."


  Roxann glanced to the window—both men had their backs turned, their heads close in discussion. She reached for the journal that covered 1996 and flipped through the distorted pages.


  "What are you doing?"


  "Just let me know when they're coming back."


  Depending on what kind of pen he'd used, the words were sometimes blurred, sometimes merged, sometimes gone. She recalled that, unfortunately, Carl had preferred to use a fountain pen, which ran easily. The entry on the date Angora had given her—April 21, 1996—was blurred, but she was able to make out the shadows of some pertinent words: blonde...theology class...office...fellatio...shoes. Bile backed up in her mouth—he hadn't even mentioned Angora's name. He probably hadn't even known her name, or hadn't bothered to remember it.


  "Bastard," she muttered.


  "Was that meant for me?" he asked wryly.


  "No, keep watching."


  Another volume covered 1992. Thanks to the date on their life lists, she knew the date of Tammy Paulen's memorial service. The girl had died two days prior, so Roxann quickly found the relevant pages, but they were a soggy mess. She thought she made out the capital letter T on a couple of pages, but she couldn't be sure.


  "Better wrap it up," Capistrano said. "I think they're finished."


  A few seconds later, Mason and Jaffey returned, neither one of them looking fulfilled.


  "I'll drop the charges pending against you and your cousin," Mason said, "but only if you two pass polygraphs, and I mean with flying colors."


  The best news she'd heard in what seemed like years. She swallowed and nodded gratefully.


  "You and Ms. Ryder be in my office Monday afternoon, prepared to tell the truth."


  She nodded again.


  "As for you," Detective Jaffey said to Capistrano. "Since you were in South Bend on police business, we're going to pretend that you were actually invited to help us on this case while you were here. As far as the public is concerned, you were acting on behalf of our police department when you shot Cape. When you return to Biloxi, you'll be placed on desk duty for the minimum time required by our department after a shooting, which is forty-five days."


  Capistrano nodded and rose to shake Jaffey's hand. "Sounds fair."


  "It's a goddamn gift," the man said, returning a brief shake. "I also want you to get the hell out of my town first thing in the morning."


  "Agreed."


  "All right, both of you, get out of here before we change our minds."


  Roxann bolted to her feet and headed for the door. Capistrano thanked the men again and led the way out of the station. They didn't speak until they were in the Dooley, shivering and waiting for the engine to warm up and the windshield to de-ice. "That was close," he said.


  The understatement of the century, she thought, utterly weak with relief that Carl's murderer had been caught and Melissa Cape had been let off the hook—the woman would probably be relieved when she discovered her ex-husband was dead.


  But deep down, Roxann harbored a selfish little flame—the secret she and Angora had maintained for years hadn't come to light after all. It had been a fluke that Cape had chosen a blond wig to attach to the dashboard of her van. She had simply overreacted, reading more into the deed than was warranted. She was safe from everything but herself.


  "About the hotel room," Capistrano said, putting the truck into gear.


  "Don't worry—I'm too tired and too cold to argue."


  He didn't argue with her not arguing, but the drive to the hotel took a long time since he had to watch for icy spots. "What was it like going to school here?" he asked.


  "It was heaven," she said. "I loved every minute of it. The campus is so beautiful, and the atmosphere...I can't explain it—everyone was so hungry to learn and experience things. I'd never known intellectual freedom like that before. I know it's a huge campus, but it seemed intimate when I was here. Like we were in a little world of our own. I didn't want to leave." She smiled. "I know that sounds silly. Did you go to college?"


  He nodded. "Criminology, Mississippi State. But I couldn't wait to get out and go to the police academy."


  "Do you like what you do?"


  "Most days I love what I do. And even on off days, I can't imagine anything I'd like better."


  "That must be nice, to have found your calling."


  "Haven't you found yours?"


  She shook her head. "I resigned from the Rescue program."


  "Why?"


  "Because I'm not convinced that my contribution is making a difference. I sort of feel like a stick in a bucket of water—if you took it out, no one would know it had ever been there."


  "Ah, but you're concentrating on how the water was affected, and not the stick."


  She digested his response, wondering how much psychology a person had to study to earn a criminology degree.


  "So you're free to live anywhere?" he asked, wisely changing the subject.


  "I suppose."


  She waited for his comment, but he offered none, which was even more vexing. They traveled in silence the rest of the way. Her limbs sang with fatigue, and her jaw throbbed where Cape had hit her. Beneath the blanket, her clothes and shoes were still wet. A permanent chill had invaded her skin. She needed to call Angora, but she decided to wait until morning and perhaps deliver the good news in person. For now, she just wanted to be horizontal for several hours.


  She started peeling off wet clothes before he even unlocked the hotel room door. He'd already seen everything she had at close range, so modesty seemed pointless. He went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. She sat down on the bed to remove her socks, then unhooked her bra.


  He came back out and jerked his thumb toward the open door. "You go first." But his gaze moved over her unabashedly.


  Roxann stood and walked to the bathroom door, then turned. "We could share."


  He started walking, removing his clothing along the way. She slipped into the shower first, wincing against the stinging needles of the hot water against her cold skin. She washed her hair, dragging her nails over her scalp again and again. She'd rather gotten used to the extensions and was considering letting her hair grow. Angora would be pleased to know she had managed to erode Roxann's aversion to all things inherently feminine.


  The door to the glass enclosure opened and he stepped in behind her. With a thick white washcloth, he rubbed her arms, back, and stomach, massaging in the soothing lather of the evergreen soap. Slowly, slowly, she warmed beneath the pressure of his hands. Then she returned the favor, enjoying the way her touch affected him. When her fingers played over the scar on his lower shoulder, and the bruises on his legs, she was reminded of how close he'd come to dying tonight at the hands of Cape. And if he hadn't risked his life, who knew what Cape might have done to her to persuade her to talk?


  When Capistrano kissed her breasts, she didn't stop him. When his ministrations intensified, she didn't stop him. And when he lifted her against the tile wall to join their bodies, she opened her knees to receive him. He rocked his hips into hers, taking her breath away. They found their rhythm to the song of mingled moans and mutual words of encouragement. The exquisite synchronization of their stroke obliterated the anger and fear and frustration of the past several days. She came explosively, a full-body contraction that depleted him seconds later. They recovered slowly, then cut off the water, wrapped themselves in towels, and fell into bed.


  "That didn't mean anything," she murmured against his arm.


  "I know," he whispered back.


  Her dreams were profound and troubling, disjointed and colorful. Carl, Elise, Richard, Dee, Cape. Everyone wanted a piece of her. Worse—they'd found out her secret and were holding it over her head.


  Roxann started awake. The room was dark, but slivers of daylight shone between the drawn curtains. She turned her head to look at the clock—ten-thirty on Sunday morning. She would try to make it to evening mass at the university cathedral. She had plenty to be grateful for today.


  But meanwhile, she was wrapped around Capistrano like a beer huggy. Their towels had become tangled with the bedcovers, and she couldn't tell whose legs were whose. He sighed heavily, as if resetting his breathing tempo. Lifting her head, she took advantage of the opportunity to study him.


  His profile remained rigid, even in repose. But his brow was more relaxed and his jaw unclenched, shaving years from his face. His beard, darker than his auburn hair, hovered just below the surface of his skin. His tousled hair gave him a boyish appearance, and she could easily imagine him at twenty-five, eighteen, twelve, six years old.


  Capistrano stirred and his arm tightened around her involuntarily. Not an unpleasant feeling. His head was propped up on two pillows, and the sheet rode down to his waist. Massive shoulders and arms, impressive pecs, and a narrow waist. She decided she liked the hairy chest after all—it was...insulating. His morning call tented the sheet and sent a twinge to her thighs.


  This was the kind of man, she realized, that incited career women to trade in their navy pumps for a breast pump—being around a man so male couldn't help but make you feel vigorously female. Her ovaries were probably straining against her birth control at this very moment.


  Across the room, a phone pealed—his cell phone. Since he was immediately awake and across the room in three strides, she imagined he'd been awakened similarly many times before.


  "Yeah?" he said, rubbing his eyes with thumb and forefinger. His hair stuck out at odd angles. Seconds later, he smiled—whoever was on the other end was someone he was glad to hear from. "Oh, hi, Betty...no, it's fine. Just a late night is all."


  She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed and covered herself with a towel. Her limbs ached.


  "Really? That's great. I'm headed home today, so I'll stop by tomorrow...sure thing, see you then." He disconnected the call, his sleepy face wreathed in smiles. "That was my partner's wife—Lafferty came out of the coma this morning. The doctors say he has a good chance of a full recovery."


  Roxann's smile mirrored his. "That is good news." And a fitting close to their time together. From the rueful look on his face, she knew he was thinking the same thing.


  "I thought I'd go to the hospital early this morning to see Angora," she said with forced animation. "And I need to call Melissa, and Nell, and Dad and...Triple-A."


  He nodded. "I guess I need to get on the road myself."


  She hadn't had a one-night stand in so long, she'd forgotten how awkward the morning after could be. After a strained silence, he turned and disappeared into the bathroom—a strategy she'd used herself a few times. Taking her cue, she dressed hurriedly and tamed her hair, then straightened the covers—an unmade bed seemed so...reproachful. Then she called her road-service club and arranged to have Goldie towed to a nearby tire place.


  The call to Melissa was difficult, but since she'd witnessed Frank's death, she felt obligated to tell her. Melissa cried, but Roxann wondered how much of the emotion was relief that she was finally rid of the man.


  And she was talking to her father when Capistrano emerged, shaved and combed. There was something very disconcerting about talking to your father on the phone when there was a naked man in the room.


  She averted her eyes. "So I should be in Baton Rouge by Wednesday."


  "Are you bringing Angora home?"


  "I suspect she'll go home with her parents once we get things wrapped up."


  "Will you be able to stay here for a while?"


  "If you...don't mind."


  "That would be nice," he said. "Now that the case is solved, will you still be seeing that Capistrano fellow?"


  She looked at Capistrano, who had donned jeans and was pulling a T-shirt over his head. She cupped her hand over the mouthpiece. "Dad, I was never seeing him."


  "Tell him I said thank you for keeping an eye on my best girl."


  She blinked. "O...kay." Her father had never called her his best anything. "I'll be there in a couple of days, all right?" She hung up the phone, marveling.


  "I'm sure your father's relieved," Capistrano offered, then pulled on a dark green sweatshirt over the T-shirt.


  "He said to give you his thanks for...taking care of me."


  He pursed his mouth and sat down on the opposite bed to pull on socks and athletic shoes. "It was my pleasure," he said without looking up. He finished tying, then stood. "Did you call someone about your van?"


  She bristled at his insinuation that she needed to be reminded. "Contrary to popular belief, Detective, I've been taking care of myself for a long time. And outside of maniacal stalkers, I think I've done pretty well."


  His eyebrows rose. "I'm getting the hint that you don't want anyone to care about you."


  "That's not true."


  "Okay, then you don't want me to care about you."


  She crossed her arms and shook her head. "Don't do this, Detective. Last night was...what it was—two people who needed each other. For last night."


  "Whatever you say." He stuffed clothes into a duffel bag, then zipped it. "Do you need a ride to the hospital?"


  She shook her head. "Thanks, but I have more calls to make."


  "The room is paid for until the end of the week."


  "That's not necessary," she protested.


  "It's already done," he said, exasperated. "Christ, Roxann, why won't you let anyone help you? Are you afraid you might have to get close to someone?"


  She set her jaw. "Don't talk to me like that—you don't know me."


  He slung the duffel to his shoulder and gathered the stack of files. "As you've informed me several times." A small laugh escaped him. "I hope you get past whatever is keeping you from living." He walked to the door and yanked it open. "If you do...you've got my number."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirty-one


  


  


  THE CLICK OF THE DOOR closing might as well have been a slam. Roxann sat rigid on the bed, fighting ridiculous tears. She was not about to be goaded into a relationship with no foundation other than sex, because she suspected she could get used to his company. And right now she needed to concentrate on getting her life back together—finding a new job and place to live, reconciling with her father. It was just like a man to expect a woman to make room for him in her life just because he was—how did he put it—interested? What a crock.


  She sniffed mightily and leaned over to pull the broken Magic 8 Ball out of the junk box on the floor. She smirked, conceding that she was chasing a thrill by asking, "Is Detective Joe Capistrano madly in love with me?" She turned over the toy.


  Don't count on it.


  And there she had it—her love life in a nutshell. She had run out of Yes, definitelys.


  She called the hospital and asked for Angora's room, thinking she'd give her the basics of Mason's deal until she could get there and explain everything fully.


  "Hello?" Angora asked.


  "Hi, it's Roxann."


  "There you are—no one knew how to get in touch with you. Have you heard the good news? We're not murderers."


  Roxann laughed. "That's a relief. So you heard about Cape?"


  "The police held a press conference a couple of hours ago. We've been celebrating with red Jell-O."


  "We?"


  "Mother and Dad and Mike and me. Oh, and Nell is coming by."


  Roxann frowned. "Nell?"


  "She's looking for you, and I told her to come on over because I was sure you'd call or drop by."


  "When did she get back in town?"


  "Overnight bus. She said the chancellor of the university called her at two o'clock this morning to give her the good news about Cape. Are you coming?"


  "Yes. Mason still wants us to take a polygraph—tomorrow afternoon."


  "Then can we go home?"


  "As soon as you're up to it."


  "I'm still plenty sore, but I'm ready to get out of here."


  "Me, too. I'll see you in a few minutes. Oh...is Dee there?"


  "Nope. She and Father went out for brunch. They promised to sneak me in a mimosa."


  "Do you need anything else?"


  "A box of Ho Hos would be nice."


  She grinned. "I'll see what I can do." She gave Angora the number at the hotel and her room number, then hung up, feeling better than in weeks, maybe months. It was scary to think how close they'd come to being tried for a crime they didn't commit. She picked up the Magic 8 Ball and turned it over several times.


  Yes, definitely.


  Yes, definitely.


  Yes, definitely.


  "Oh, now you say yes," she muttered.


  The phone rang, startling her so badly she dropped the ball and watched it roll under the credenza as she picked up the receiver. It was probably Angora getting in her order for a supersized bag of Cheetos. "Hello?"


  "Is this Roxann Beadleman?" a woman asked.


  "Yes. Who's this?"


  "My name is Tanya Chasen—you called the alumni office yesterday asking for help locating Elise James."


  "Yes, I know she participated in a couple of fund-raising events—I thought the office might have a record of where she's staying while she's in town."


  "Are you a friend of Elise's?"


  "Yes. We were roommates until about two months ago."


  "Oh. Well, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but Elise is...dead."


  Her throat closed. "Wh-what happened?"


  "Drug overdose. Her body was found in the bathroom of a local club a couple of nights ago, with no ID. The morgue was holding her as a Jane Doe until someone thought to bring her picture to our office. We identified her from a photo taken during a marathon last weekend." The woman's voice broke. "She came in second place."


  Overdose. Roxann was shocked, but not surprised—Elise seemed determined to play Russian roulette with every known vice, yet push herself to the limit as an athlete. She thanked the woman and hung up slowly. Carl, dead. Elise, dead. It was almost too much to absorb. She allowed the news to sink in, then sent a prayer to the ceiling for Elise, remorseful that she had suspected the woman of ransacking her apartment, and far worse—of killing Carl. Poor Elise was a mixed-up soul, searching for an excuse and a panacea, and she'd found neither in her short life.


  She sighed, then chased down the Magic 8 Ball, deciding she'd feel much better once she saw Angora and Nell. She lay on her stomach, and reached under the credenza, feeling for the toy, trying not to think about what else might be under there.


  Her hand met paper, and she pulled out a copy of the first page of the medical examiner's report on Carl's death. It must have fallen out of Capistrano's file. She scanned the sheet, reminded once again that Carl had died so needlessly. If she had only listened to Capistrano and set up the video meeting with Melissa earlier, this entire tragedy could have been avoided. Frank Cape needed never to have set foot in South Bend. She pressed her lips together, feeling a good cry coming on, then stopped at the sight of Carl's full name. She remembered seeing his middle initial stenciled on the glass door of his office, but she'd never asked him what it stood for.


  As Roxann stared at the name, a hot flush climbed her face. At first the implication seemed too outrageous, but as her mind sifted clues and conversations and observations, her hazy theory began to take on a shape, and a face. Her insides heaved, and sweat broke out on her temples.


  Angora.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirty-two


  


  


  HER INCISIONS WERE ITCHING AGAIN. Angora wiggled in the hospital bed and tried to think the twinges away, then went back to reading the Slim Down Now! magazine her mother had forced upon her.


  "If you eat a frozen mashed banana instead of a cup of ice cream, you would save two hundred twenty calories. If you normally indulge in ice cream once a week, you would lose a whopping four pounds a year."


  Four lousy pounds? In an entire year? Who did these people think they were kidding—a frozen banana wasn't ice cream, it was a freaking frozen banana. She took a bite out of a chocolate Moon Pie, then slapped the magazine shut and rooted around for something more interesting. It was all pretty much the same crap, though—eat less, exercise more, blah, blah, blah.


  Mike Brown's stack of Progressive Farmer lay untouched. Out of sheer boredom, she opened the cover and wrinkled her nose: "To Fertilize or Not to Fertilize," "Pasture Rotation," "Liquid Swine Waste." But one item in the table of contents caught her eye: "Marvelous Meat Loaf."


  When she was around six years old, her mother had hired a little old woman named Liza who made the most incredible meat loaf and mashed potatoes with gravy. But even at six her cheeks were a bit on the chubby side, so her mother restricted her portions to mere spoonfuls no matter how much she pleaded for more. Dear Liza would sneak a plateful to her room after dinner. But when Dee caught Angora under the covers sopping gravy with a piece of white bread, she'd fired Liza on the spot and hired a bony woman who considered spinach a staple. Ugh.


  With mouth watering, she turned to the recipe. Knowing how to make meat loaf seemed like a good basic skill to have. Oooh, there was a picture—a nice juicy hunk of meat with a drizzle of red sauce baked on top, served up with creamy mashed potatoes swimming in brown gravy. Heaven. On. Earth.


  A knock on the door sent her scrambling—her parents were back. "Come in," she sang, shoving the Moon Pie and the magazine under her pillow. She wiped her mouth with the sleeve of her gown and pasted on a sublime smile.


  But the last person in the world she expected to walk in was Trenton, impeccably dressed in tan slacks and a mint-green cashmere sweater she had bought him for his birthday.


  "Hello, Angora."


  Her jaw dropped and her mind raced, searching for all those vile things she'd imagined saying to him if and when she ever saw him. "Uh, hi."


  "Guess you're surprised to see me."


  She nodded, speechless.


  He walked to the end of her bed. "I heard about all your trouble and wanted to come and see for myself that you were okay."


  So he did care. "Wh-when did you get here?"


  "I flew in about an hour ago."


  "Where's Darma?"


  "We're not together anymore."


  Her heart surged. "Why not?" Because he'd come to his senses and realized that Angora was the love of his life.


  "She wanted me to sign a prenup, and that was that." He gestured to her stomach. "How are you feeling?"


  "Better. I had my gallbladder removed, and a cup of gallstones."


  "Your mother and I warned you about eating like a garbage pail."


  If she hadn't gone on that diet before the wedding, she would've been fine. "Then I developed complications. An infection—doctor said he'd never seen one so bad."


  "Yeah, that can be serious. Did they have you on an IV?"


  "Until yesterday."


  "That explains why you're so bloated."


  She frowned. "Did you hear I was arrested for murder?"


  "Your mother said the charges were being dropped."


  "They are, but for a while, I was a primary suspect."


  He laughed. "Yeah, the police up here must be a bunch of clowns if they thought you were capable of murder. Everybody at the club had a big hoot over that one." He laughed again, dabbing at his eyes. What might have been a compliment was canceled out by his sarcasm—as if she weren't smart enough to pull off a murder.


  "I was the last person who saw the professor alive. We were on a date."


  He put his hands in his pockets. "Did the two of you, um...you know?"


  "Have sex? That's none of your business."


  Trenton cleared his throat. "The papers said you bought him at a bachelor auction or something."


  She finally smiled. "I hocked my engagement ring, so I had a little extra cash lying around."


  He pulled on his collar. "Okay, I deserve that. But I'll get you a bigger ring."


  "Huh?"


  "I made a big mistake, Angora, and I wouldn't blame you if you don't forgive me, but I want us to get back together."


  Mixed emotions filled her chest—hadn't she fantasized that he'd come crawling back to her?


  "We're perfect for each other, Angora. You know me, you know what I'm thinking."


  "I didn't know what you were thinking last Saturday."


  "After all these years of waiting, you didn't sleep with that man, did you?"


  She shook her head.


  He exhaled in relief. "See? Deep down you couldn't. You knew you were meant for me. We could have a small ceremony, then go on to Hawaii for say, ten days, and have a huge reception when we get back."


  "But I don't have a dress—"


  "I'll buy you a Versace."


  "And the church—"


  "Your mom said we could have the ceremony at your house."


  "You talked to my parents before you talked to me?"


  He sighed. "I knew I had to repair my relationship with the entire family. Your parents were very understanding. What do you say, Angora? We can move to Chicago and start new careers together. You'll love the shopping there."


  She lifted her chin. "I could move to Chicago all by myself."


  "But you'd have to rely on your allowance to get by."


  He was right, darn it. The job at the art agency was mostly commission, and it would take her a while to build a client list.


  "Marry me, Angora, and you'll live like a queen."


  "But Trenton...do you love me?"


  He scoffed. "Of course I love you. We're so much alike, not loving you would be like not loving myself."


  She bit into her lip and studied his face—he was so handsome, so smart, so well connected. And he had such good taste. She might look the rest of her life and not find anyone as wonderful as Trenton. And so what if he'd humiliated her—wouldn't she have the last laugh once they were married? She won him back, they would say at the club.


  Another knock sounded, and her parents appeared. Dee wore a hopeful expression. "Aren't you glad to see Trenton, darling?"


  She conjured up a smile.


  "And isn't it wonderful that the two of you will be able to work things out after all?"


  Marrying Trenton would make her mother so happy—it would certainly make up for all the trouble she'd caused them lately. That whole arrest scene had hit her father hard—he was looking old these days.


  And wasn't Chicago the chance to do something with her life? Okay, so the art world wasn't as glamorous as she'd imagined—most of the artists finger-painted to support their body-piercing addictions—but the Chicago job was a great opportunity and what else was she halfway qualified to do?


  "Yes," she said to her mother. "It's wonderful."


  Trenton's shoulders fell in relief and his smile did lift her spirits. "You won't regret this, Angora."


  Her mother beamed. "Trenton is going to stay until tomorrow evening and we'll all fly home together."


  But Angora shook her head. "I'm going to ride back with Roxann."


  Dee scowled. "You can't be serious. That tramp is the one who got you into this mess."


  "I've made up my mind, Mother. Once I move to Chicago, I might never see Roxann again. I don't expect you to understand, but I want to do this."


  "I don't know—"


  "Dixie," her father said. "You heard your daughter."


  Angora jumped on the momentum. "You all should head back now so Daddy can go into the office tomorrow and so you can start getting things ready for the ceremony. Pick out the dress, the flowers, whatever you want is fine."


  Her mother seemed surprised. Granted, they'd argued for hours over the details the first time around. "Well...all right, dear."


  "Are you sure the drive won't be too uncomfortable?" her father asked, dear man.


  "Roxann will take care of me."


  "But I just got here," Trenton said.


  She smiled. "And we have the rest of our lives together. Roxann and my attorney will be here soon, and I'd like to rest." Besides, she knew her mother didn't want an encounter with either one of her impending visitors.


  The three of them looked at each other, perplexed, but they relented and said goodbye. Her father hugged her carefully. Her mother kissed the air next to her cheek. And Trenton kissed her on the forehead. "I'll see you later this week."


  She nodded and held her breath until the door closed. She was so used to being ignored, all the attention was downright suffocating. After rescuing the Moon Pie and the magazine from behind her pillow, she snuggled down in the covers and munched slowly.


  So, she was going to marry a doctor after all. Everything would be just the way she'd planned, and she'd live happily ever after with Trenton. They would be fine—she'd forgive him for being infatuated with Darma. After all, she'd been infatuated with Carl.


  Things would be...fine.


  She scoured the meat loaf recipe and decided it was something she could try on her own, then she checked other issues of the magazine and found a mother lode of wonderful comfort-food recipes—homemade macaroni and cheese, buttermilk biscuits, hot brown, sweet potato pie. When she had her own kitchen, she could make whatever she wanted to eat. And if Trenton didn't like it, she'd simply sneak and eat it alone.


  Her phone rang, and Mike Brown was on the other end with the time and place of the polygraph the following day. "I'll drive you," he offered. "I have to dress a couple of hams, but I should be through in plenty of time."


  She had the feeling that dressing the hams didn't involve matching shoes and handbags. "Mike, I want to thank you for all your help, and I'd like to pay you for your trouble."


  "Ah, forget about it," he said. "Just getting to know you has been a pleasure."


  She imagined him pushing up his glasses. "I think you're nice, too," she said.


  "See you tomorrow," he said cheerfully. "Call me if you need anything."


  Angora hung up the phone thinking that Mike Brown was the kind of man who probably put away a lot of meat loaf and gravy. Heck, he probably grew his own meat loaf.


  She reached for the remote and turned on the TV. Carl's murder and the death of Frank Cape were all the rage on the local news. She shivered at her brush with danger. Her guardian angel must have senior status to have gotten her through this mess.


  A honking noise blared into her room, startling her. The source of the intermittent sound wasn't readily apparent, but she deduced it was some kind of alarm. She sat up, holding one hand against her bandages. The intercom beeped.


  "The fire alarm has been sounded. If you’re able, please vacate your room and proceed to the nearest exit. Emergency personnel will be around to make sure each room has been evacuated. The fire alarm has been sounded..."


  Her heart beat faster as she swung her feet over the edge of the bed. The movement pulled at her incisions, sending burning pain through her abdomen. She inhaled sharply. Her room was on the eighth floor—how would she ever make it down the stairs?


  The door to her room swung open and she sighed in relief at the sight of Nell Oney. "Dr. Oney, thank goodness you're here. Can you help me? Over there are my house shoes, and my coat is in that closet."


  But instead, the woman locked the door and walked toward her, smiling. "There is no fire."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirty-three


  


  


  ROXANN SLAMMED DOWN the phone—Angora's line was still busy. Nearing panic, she tore downstairs and outside into the parking lot, praying that Capistrano had been delayed. It would take her forever to flag a taxi. She spotted the Dooley pulling away from her and her immense relief fueled a burst of adrenaline. She ran as fast as her legs would carry her, waving and screaming at the top of her lungs. "Wait! Capistrano, wait!" Just when her fear peaked, the brake lights came on. She stumbled, recovered, and flung herself toward the truck.


  He opened the door. "What's wrong?"


  She was too winded to talk. "To the hospital...fast." She yanked open the passenger side door and vaulted inside.


  Capistrano pulled out, following her hand directions. "Did something happen to Angora?"


  "I can't...be sure...but I think...she's in danger."


  "From whom?"


  "Nell."


  "What?"


  She took a deep breath and exhaled. "I found a page from the ME report that fell under the credenza in the hotel room. Carl's middle name is Chester."


  He frowned. "I don't get it."


  "Nell's favorite cat, the one she dotes on, is named Chester."


  He scratched his temple. "Okay."


  "I think she's been in love with him all these years. I think she put Frank Cape up to killing Carl."


  "That's a pretty big leap, Roxann."


  "No. I remembered something that Cape said when he told me he killed Carl. He said a lot of good it did him, and that nobody keeps their word. I think Nell struck a bargain with him—kill Carl, and she'd find out where Melissa was living."


  "Did she find out?"


  "No, but not for lack of trying. She asked me several times, and my supervisor said she'd even been in touch with him about the case. And I distinctly remember a conversation where she asked about Melissa and Renita." She shook her head. "I never mentioned their names."


  "But how would she have gotten in touch with Cape?"


  "I'm guessing through Elise James—she ran with a pretty bad element." She wet her lips. "Elise is dead, by the way. Overdose on prescription drugs that were laced with something. But I'm starting to wonder..."


  "Go on."


  "I wonder if Nell was the one who gave her the drugs. She's been ill, and I stumbled across enough prescription painkillers in her cabinet to take out a herd of elephants."


  He quirked an eyebrow. "What else do you have?"


  "She tried to divert suspicion in the Tammy Paulen case to Angora, tried to convince me that Angora was guilty and unstable. I'll bet she told others the same thing."


  "To protect Seger."


  "Probably."


  He pointed to the file between them. "Do you remember the date the Paulen girl was killed?"


  "Yeah, it was December second, 1992."


  "Look in that folder for a copy of Dr. Seger's bio. It's four or five pages stapled together."


  "Why? What am I looking for?"


  "Just a hunch, but check the dates on his list of speaking engagements."


  She found the paper, which listed Dr. Seger's accomplishments. A resume of sorts, including an exhaustive list of seminars he'd given. Roxann scanned the dates, then stopped. "November twenty-ninth through December third, Carl was giving a seminar in Philadelphia."


  Capistrano whistled low. "Think he loaned his car to anyone to use while he was gone?"


  "Someone who doesn't have a car." She closed her eyes. "I can't believe it. Angora said that she told Carl she'd seen his car leaving the scene."


  "So he knew that Dr. Oney had done it."


  "Right. Maybe he called Nell, threatened to blackmail her. Maybe that's when she contacted Cape and made the deal or sped up the deal they'd already made."


  Capistrano's mouth tightened. "If we realized that Seger wasn't around when the Paulen girl was killed, someone else will eventually notice, too. And without Angora around to testify..."


  She nodded, reeling. Nell...lonely Nell. Had she stayed holed up in her little house quietly going mad?


  He picked up the phone. "What's the name of the hospital?"


  "Holy Cross."


  He punched in a number and asked directory assistance for a direct connection. "Security please," he said. "This is urgent." Then he frowned. "What?...When?...Thank you."


  He disconnected the call. "The hospital has been evacuated for a possible fire. The fire department is on its way."


  "Think it's a coincidence?" she asked.


  He pulled a blue siren from beneath his seat, rolled down the window, and stuck it to the top of the cab. "Darlin', there are very few coincidences in this world."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirty-four


  


  


  ANGORA ALLOWED NELL to plump her pillow and brush off the crumbs. "Thank you."


  "I brought you something," Nell said, holding up a white bag. "Jelly doughnuts and milk."


  Angora smiled—maybe she'd misjudged Dr. Oney. She'd thought for some reason that the woman didn't like her. "Thank you. The food here is terrible."


  Nell handed her a doughnut and opened a pint carton of milk. "Go ahead and eat. I had one already."


  She frowned at the message still playing over the intercom. "If there's no fire, why don't they turn off the alarm?"


  "They probably have to wait for the fire department to reset it."


  Angora bit into the doughnut—the food of all foods, in her opinion. Dee wouldn't even allow them in the house. Ooh, and whole milk. Wow. She took a big drink, then winced. "This milk tastes funny."


  "It's fresh," Nell assured her. "I just bought it in the cafeteria."


  "Oh. I'm used to drinking skim."


  "That must be it," Nell agreed.


  She took another large bite and swallow of milk, "Roxann said she was coming over."


  "I'm sorry I'll miss her. I can't stay very long."


  "Roxann really thinks the world of you, you know."


  Nell looked sad. "I think the world of her, too." She stood and walked around the room with her hands clasped behind her, as if she were in the classroom giving a lecture. "I hear that you've been spreading lies about Dr. Seger."


  She stopped mid-chew and talked through a mouthful of jelly. "Huh?"


  "Mike Brown said you told the police that you had a sexual encounter with Carl in his office."


  She swallowed and tried to speak, but her throat was dry and tingly. She downed another drink of milk, then laid her head back. "I wasn't lying. It...happened."


  "You lying little glutton of a bitch," Nell said in a calm voice.


  But Angora wasn't sure she heard her correctly, because something was wrong. Her head felt funny, and her stomach burned—inside and out.


  "He also said that you saw Carl driving away from the scene the night that Tammy Paulen was killed."


  "I...did." She moaned and clutched her stomach.


  "That makes two lies, Angora. I was driving Carl's car. I saw that little slut in the road and I ran over her." She laughed. "Not only did I not slow down—I actually sped up. She was pregnant, you know. She told me it was Carl's baby, but she was a liar, too."


  Nell walked over and lifted Angora's hand, then dropped several capsule halves from her own gloved hand and closed Angora's fingers over the bits of plastic.


  Angora couldn't resist her—she had no control over her limbs. She watched as Nell guided her hand over the tray table and allowed the empty capsules that now had her fingerprints on them to fall out and roll next to the carton of milk.


  "But those are our little secrets, Angora. You can take them to your grave. Which should be very shortly considering the amount of painkiller I put in that milk."


  Angora's tongue seemed to overflow her mouth. She couldn't talk, but she could hear every word the sick woman was saying.


  "I thought they'd lock you up for sure. I set you up with a dim farmer who thinks he's F. Lee Bailey. He told me things because he thought I was trying to help you." She laughed. "I think the poor clod is in love with you."


  "Help...me," Angora whispered.


  "Oh, but I am. You see, you have the reputation of being unstable. Did you know there's schizophrenia in your family? It's hereditary. I know because my mother was schizophrenic." She laughed. "But I digress. You were depressed, Angora. You were just jilted at the altar, then all this business with Carl, then your surgery. You were so overcome with grief that you took your own life with pills you stole from my kitchen cabinet. I made a point of telling my sister when I went to Indy that someone had been pilfering my medicine." She sighed. "So you see, everyone will believe you simply gave up."


  Angora fought the urge to give in to sleep. This was the third time in as many days that she'd thought she was dying, and Dee always said that the third time was the charm. Where was that senior guardian angel? Oh, boy, she was a goner this time, taken down by jelly doughnuts.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirty-five


  


  


  ROXANN RAN DOWN the hall, looking for Angora's room number. The acrid smell of smoke was even stronger on this floor, although she didn't see smoke. Capistrano was behind her, followed by two security guards. She was short of breath from running the eight flights of stairs.


  "Here!" she shouted, moving the "room evacuated" door tag to try the handle. "It's locked." She peered through the narrow frosted window, but she couldn't make out anything.


  Capistrano threw his weight against the door, but it wouldn't budge. He pulled down the sleeve of his sweatshirt to cover his fist, then rammed it through the glass and looked in. "Angora's in there. Alone." He reached through the window and down to unlock the door from the inside.


  Roxann rushed into the room. Angora was deathly pale. Next to her sat an open bag of doughnuts and a small carton of milk, surrounded by a mound of broken capsules. "Call a doctor," she yelled to the guards. "Tell them she's been drugged, maybe poisoned."


  "Stay here," Capistrano said to Roxann. "I'm going to look for Oney."


  But Roxann was right behind him. He borrowed a two-way radio from one of the guards and stuffed it in his coat pocket. Then he fished a card out of his wallet and punched in a number on his cell phone while he moved down the hall, peering into adjacent rooms.


  "This is Detective Capistrano of the Biloxi PD. I have an emergency at Holy Cross Hospital. Possible murder attempt. The suspect is Dr. Nell Oney, Caucasian female, approximately fifty years of age, five feet five, one hundred ten pounds. Suspect may have left the building traveling on foot. Requesting periphery surveillance. Also, inform Detectives Warner and Jaffey."


  They found one of the sources of the smoke—a smoldering bin of used linens in a supply closet. The detective used the radio to alert the security guards and closed the door. There were probably similar fires throughout the building. They systematically checked rooms, then moved down one floor, but Roxann was afraid that Nell was long gone. On the seventh floor, however, a gravelly sound reached her ears—coughing. Apparently the smoke from the fires Nell had set was too much for her. Roxann nudged Capistrano and pointed to a women's lounge. He radioed the security guards and told them to notify the police. Then he drew his weapon, which brought tears to her eyes. He gestured for her to stay put, then crept to the door.


  "Dr. Oney," he called. "It's Detective Capistrano and Roxann. We know you're in there, and we know what happened. Come out and we'll work through this together." He backed away from the door.


  A few seconds later, Nell emerged, her pallor gray, and her eyes red-rimmed. She had her hand to her mouth, coughing so violently, her entire body shook.


  She gasped for air, and pointed a bony finger at Roxann. "I tried to protect you," she said. "I loved Carl, too, but I was protecting you when I sent you away."


  Roxann swallowed, unable to reconcile the wild-eyed woman before her with the nurturing mentor Nell had once been. "All those years ago...you made up the story about Carl being investigated because you knew I'd leave."


  "Yes. He was crazy about you, but I knew he'd never change. The man unzipped his fly for any pretty girl who walked by."


  She looked to Capistrano who gestured that she keep Nell talking. "You were sure he wouldn't come after me once I left South Bend?"


  "No, I wasn't sure. But I told Carl if he didn't stay away from you, I'd reveal that Tammy Paulen was pregnant with his baby when she died."


  Roxann blinked as another piece of the puzzle fell into place. "You killed Tammy, didn't you?" she asked softly.


  She smiled. "You're smarter than Carl."


  "He didn't know until Angora told him."


  Nell lapsed into another coughing fit and sagged against the door. Roxann started to go to her, but Capistrano held out his arm. "Do you need to sit down, ma'am?"


  Her next inhale expanded her frail chest. She shook her head. "No, I want to have my say before they take me away." She swallowed, then wiped her mouth with her hand. "Carl called me the night that Angora was at his house. Said if I even thought about revealing the Paulen girl's pregnancy, he could prove that I'd killed her. He said he was still in love with you, Roxann, and that now I couldn't stop him from pursuing a relationship with you."


  A bittersweet revelation. "So you sent over Frank Cape, with the scarf you took from my room?"


  Nell made a regretful sound. "That's where things went bad. I told Frank that if he did me a favor, I could find out where Melissa was hiding."


  Bile backed up in Roxann's mouth that Nell was willing to betray a woman who took refuge in the program she had created.


  "The idiot was supposed to make it look as if Angora killed Carl. Later he told me the scarf was already in the library, and he thought it was hers. I could have killed Frank myself for incriminating you."


  "Carl was at the restaurant where you and I dined," Roxann murmured. "I must have lost my scarf and he must have found it."


  Nell's smile was rueful. "An unforeseeable mix-up."


  "How did you meet up with Cape?" Capistrano asked.


  "Elise was screwing him in Biloxi."


  Roxann wet her lips. "Elise is dead, you know."


  Nell's laugh was punctuated with a hacking cough. "Oh, yes, I know. Elise and I were close when she went to school here. Carl nearly destroyed her, too, so I took her under my wing. She was strung too tightly to cope with any disappointment. Over the years she called me when she was in the midst of one crisis or another. I tried to help her when I could, find jobs for her."


  "You sent her to Biloxi," Roxann said in sudden comprehension.


  Nell nodded. "When your picture ran in the alumni newsletter, I could tell Carl was getting restless. He asked me to let him off the hook—he wanted to see you again." She smiled sadly. "I told him no, that you were still off-limits. He'd poisoned enough women with his wickedness, me included."


  Roxann couldn't believe what she was hearing. "So you sent Elise to spy on me?"


  "I was trying to protect you, don't you see?" Nell's bottom lip quivered. "I never had a child, Roxann. You're like a daughter to me."


  She set her jaw to hold back her emotion. Nell's love was so twisted, it was inconceivable. "B-but why did you kill Elise?"


  "I didn't plan to, but I listened in on her call to you at my house. I went to see her, to stop her from telling you everything. She wanted pills in return for her silence. Those pills wouldn't have hurt her if she hadn't taken more than one."


  But anyone who knew Elise knew that one of anything was never enough. Anger stirred in Roxann's stomach. "Angora had better live," she whispered. "She's innocent in all of this."


  Nell's ghostly face suddenly turned malicious. "Because of her, I had to have Carl killed." Then she narrowed her eyes. "And I finally figured out your little secret. How can you say that Angora is innocent?"


  Roxann's heart pumped harder.


  "It took me a while," Nell admitted. "But I started thinking about what Tammy had told me—that it had something to do with a blond wig. It suddenly dawned on me while I was at my sister's house. I checked, and it all fit."


  The exit door swung open and Detective Jaffey appeared with two uniformed officers, weapons drawn.


  "It's okay," Capistrano called. "Dr. Oney isn't going to cause any more trouble." Then he looked back to her. "Are you?"


  She shook her head and succumbed to another coughing spasm until blood appeared in her mouth. "I'm dying," she said to Roxann, with tears in her eyes.


  "What?"


  "Lung cancer. Doctors say I have about three months left to live."


  Roxann broke away from Capistrano's restraining arm and went to her. They hugged for several long minutes, and Roxann pretended Nell was the woman they both wanted her to be. Jaffey walked up. "We'll take it from here."


  She watched them lead Nell away, the woman's walk little more than a shuffle. Roxann slid down the wall and sat on the floor, weak and spent after the day's revelations. Capistrano was talking to Jaffey, filling him in on the high points of Nell's confession. Then he spoke to someone over the two-way radio, and walked over to sit down by her.


  "Your cousin is going to make it."


  She closed her eyes and breathed a prayer of thanks. "Is this nightmare finally over?"


  He pursed his mouth and nodded. "Unless you have a confession to make?"


  He was referring to the secret Nell hinted at. "Nope. I'm done for the day." She pushed herself up and he followed. "I don't know how to thank you," she murmured.


  "Yes, you do," he said, his brown eyes serious.


  But her head was too full to deal with yet another demand. "Sorry, Detective. That's not on the table." Then she walked toward the exit sign.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirty-six


  


  


  "WE COULD POSTPONE the trip back for another day if you don't feel up to it," Roxann said, pushing the wheelchair down the hall.


  Angora craned her head around. "I'm feeling fine. I just want to get out of here and on the road." She wore the crown Roxann had given her, and a blue pashmina shawl around her shoulders. She looked like a celebrity leaving the hospital, and indeed, she had become somewhat of a town icon since news of Dr. Oney's treachery had broken.


  Everyone at the nurses' station waved. "Goodbye, Angora."


  "Goodbye," she sang, waving at her adoring audience. "Thank you, everyone. Thank you."


  Roxann wheeled her to the side entrance where a refurbished Goldie awaited them. And Mike Brown. He was dressed in work clothes, including a John Deere ball cap, but he looked fresh-scrubbed. He smiled at Angora and juggled the items he was holding to take off his hat when they came closer. Without preamble, he thrust a wildflower bouquet into her hands.


  "Picked them myself this morning," he said, fiddling with his hat and the large brown paper bundle he held. "When I came back from milking."


  "Milking what?" Angora asked, then buried her nose in the flowers.


  "Cows," he said, pushing up his glasses. "And a couple of goats."


  "I didn't know you could milk goats."


  "Oh, sure," he said solemnly. Then he thumped the bundle he held—it sounded solid. "And I brought you a ham."


  Angora's eyes bulged. "A ham?"


  Roxann was pretty impressed herself. The man was scoring big with pork.


  "I'll put it in the van for you," he offered.


  Roxann slid back the van door and he deposited the ham on the floorboard behind the bench seat where she'd made a bed for Angora. New seat covers hid the damage of Frank Cape's knife—or Nell's. She wasn't sure who had done what anymore. Had Elise broken in to the duplex and left the message on the computer at Nell's instruction? But Nell hadn't known about the secret at the time, so was the word fake an accidental word choice that just happened to push Roxann's buttons? Was her guilt that deep?


  So it seemed.


  Mike helped Angora out of the wheelchair and practically lifted her into the van, then settled her onto the seat and tucked in covers all around. "You look like a queen," he said a little breathlessly, and Roxann realized that the man had a huge crush on her cousin.


  Angora beamed. "Thank you, Mike."


  "I'm sorry that Dr. Oney used me to get to you."


  He spoke so quickly that it must have been weighing on his mind for some time.


  "You couldn't have known," Angora said, touching his arm. "It's not your fault."


  "Still, I'm going to stick to farming from now on."


  "I think you're a wonderful lawyer," she said, and Roxann was glad to hear the sincerity in her voice. "I appreciate the way you stood up for me." She pulled him forward and gave him a kiss on the cheek.


  He blushed furiously and turned his hat inside out. Then he withdrew his wallet and extracted a business card. "You probably never want to see this place again, but if you're ever up this way, I'd be proud to show you my farm."


  She took the card and nodded. "I'd be proud to see it."


  "Goodbye, ma'am." Then he shoved his hat on his head and strode off, climbing into a white Suburban parked nearby.


  Roxann smiled. "Ready?"


  Angora looked up. "Yeah, I'm ready. Let's go home."


  She shoved the door closed, then climbed into the driver's seat and adjusted the rearview mirror so they could see each other. "What a trip this has been."


  "I'll say. Honestly, Roxann, I had no idea this much sorrow and...evil existed in the world. Or maybe I knew, but I didn't think it could get to me. I've led such a charmed life."


  "Are you sorry you came?"


  Angora thought for a moment, then shook her head. "I don't know how to explain it, but it's as if the last couple of weeks had to happen, as if I've been holding my breath all my life waiting for it to unfold." She frowned. "Of course, I had no idea it would be so tragic." Her eyes were pinched, sorrowful. "Roxann, not a day goes by that I don't feel terrible about the deal we made."


  She leaned on the steering wheel, her pulse elevated. "Same here."


  "Do you think it had anything to do with what we just went through?"


  "You mean some kind of penance? I don't think all those people died just to jump-start our conscience, but maybe something good can come out of all of this."


  Angora bit into her bottom lip. "Is there anything we can do about it now?"


  Roxann turned around in her seat so they could speak face-to-face. "We could always come clean." How many times had she almost picked up a pay phone to make an anonymous tip on herself, just to get everything out in the open? But they'd promised each other sacred silence and she'd kept her end of the bargain.


  "What would happen to us?"


  "That's hard to say. Worst-case scenario, we could be brought up on criminal charges."


  "Not again."


  "But that's not likely, especially in light of the publicity the university has just suffered." She sighed. "And there would be personal consequences."


  "Mother would never forgive me. Trenton would be scandalized. The job in Chicago would be out." Then she gave a little laugh. "But I'm not so sure all of that would be a bad thing."


  "You don't want to go to Chicago?"


  "I don't want to marry Trenton."


  Roxann agreed with her wholeheartedly, but had kept her opinion in check.


  "I'm tired of doing and being what everyone expects of me. Sometimes I wish Mother had left my face the way it was so I could just...be. Be plain, be fat, be happy. You know—a simple life with a good man and a few kids." She burst into tears. "I think I'm in love with M-Mike B-Brown."


  Roxann's eyebrows skyrocketed. "What?"


  "He's so good to me—I've never had a man take his hat off for me, bring me flowers, a ham." She sniffled. "Mike makes me laugh, and he makes me feel good about myself."


  At first the idea of Angora the debutante being the wife of a plump Midwestern farmer was comical, but after Roxann tried it on for size, the image seemed to...no, actually it still seemed far-fetched.


  "Angora, you have to do whatever will make you happy. But I'd hate to see you run from Trenton and your parents just so you won't have to face them."


  "Oh, no, I'm going to face them. I'm going to tell them the truth, then break it off with Trenton."


  "We could take care of this while we're here, but we both have to agree."


  "I...think we should," Angora said. "Don't you?"


  Roxann nodded. "Yes, I do." Even though she could imagine the disappointment on her father's face, she could also imagine the relief of a clear conscience. "Are you sure you're up for this?"


  "No, but I'll live. Do you think that Mike will still be interested in me after he finds out?"


  "I suspect so." She smiled and started the engine, then turned in the direction of campus. Her stomach pitched and her neck muscles tightened. "This is going to change everything, you know."


  "I know."


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter Thirty-seven


  


  


  ROXANN CLUNG TO THE BACK of an aged wing chair in her father's living room. Her knees were practically knocking and her mouth couldn't seem to produce enough moisture to say what she had to say.


  "Go on," her father urged from his La-Z-Boy, unreclined for the serious discussion they'd been having. "It can't be that bad, Roxann."


  She inhaled deeply. "Dad, when Angora and I were eighteen, we made a deal. I took the ACT test, and the Notre Dame entrance exam for her." She swallowed hard. "And while we were there, I took tests for her whenever she was afraid she wouldn't pass."


  He closed his eyes briefly, and his grizzled mouth pulled down. "In return for what?"


  "She paid me enough to cover most of my tuition."


  "You didn't get a scholarship?"


  "No, my grades in high school weren't good enough."


  He shook his head, his eyes wide and disbelieving.


  "But you made straight As in college—you were a valedictorian."


  She walked around and sat down in the chair. "I studied hard because I was trying to prove something to myself, maybe trying to punish myself for what I was doing."


  Her father's hand shook while her heart broke. "How did you do it? Don't the instructors even know who's in their class?"


  So far, the conversation was meeting her worst expectations. Roxann sighed. "Everyone was always telling me and Angora how much we looked alike. I...wore a blond wig on the days I took her exams." She leaned forward. "Dad, I felt awful the entire time I was doing it, and ever since. I wanted to go to law school when I graduated, but I felt too guilty—like the degree I'd earned was the fruit of a poisonous tree."


  "Well, it was." He got up and walked over to stand in front of the old cabinet-model TV, looking out into the yard that, she suspected, he'd tidied for her homecoming. The sun highlighted his sparse hair and the stoop of his shoulders. Then, to her dismay, she realized his shoulders were shaking. Her father hadn't cried at her mother's funeral, but she'd managed to make him cry on a sunny Wednesday in late October.


  Swallowing her emotion she went to stand behind him and touched his shoulders. "Dad, I did a dishonest, horrible thing, and I'm so, so sorry that I let you down."


  "No," he said, his voice breaking. "I'm the one who let you down, Roxann. I was a hateful, distant father who saw the woman I loved and lost every time I looked at you. I expected you to live your life the way I had it planned, and when you didn't, I thought it was out of spite."


  She turned him around and looked into the face of remorse and regret. "Dad, it wasn't out of spite. It was out of shame. I couldn't face you, I couldn't face the world after I graduated. I hated myself for what I'd done."


  His chin wobbled. "I should've been there for you."


  She hugged him close. "We're here for each other now."


  He pulled back, his face creased with worry. "Roxann, I have to ask—does the cheating have anything to do with all those murders?"


  "No." Then she managed a rueful smile. "Except for the fact that I mistook a message that someone left on my computer as a threat, that they somehow knew what I'd done. My guilt surfaced and I panicked. That's why I was on the run, even before I knew Frank Cape was after me."


  "You mean this Cape fellow didn't leave the message?"


  "He said he didn't, although lying would have been one of his better character traits. Or it's possible that my ex-roommate left it."


  "The girl who died?"


  "Right. Maybe she thought it was amusing, I don't know."


  "What did the message say?"


  "It said, 'I've got your number, you fake.' "


  He scratched his temple and scoffed. "I think that's a line from a book."


  "Really?"


  He walked around the room, poking into different piles of books. "Where did I read that line? Somewhere...oh, this is the book." He held up a hardcover with a torn jacket. Mac Tomlin, Gumshoe. He flipped through the pages, scanning for several seconds. "Here's the scene, page one twenty-four. The suspect tells Tomlin that he'll never prove that he killed his wife. Tomlin says, 'I've got your number, you fake.' "


  She was inclined to pass it off as a coincidence, but what had Capistrano said—there are very few coincidences in this world? Darlin'. Once she got past the irritation of remembering something he'd said, she thought that quoting a line from a book was just the sort of thing that Richard Funderburk might have done, to be clever. And Cape was a PI—maybe Mac Tomlin was an idol of his. Assuming the man could read.


  "I'll probably never know who left that message," she said.


  Her father returned the book to a shelf, then sat down in his recliner. "I'm glad you told me about the deception, Roxann, but it has to be put right."


  She nodded. "Angora and I talked to the dean of admissions and several regents before we left South Bend about our punishment. Since she didn't meet the entrance qualifications, Angora's diploma was rescinded. I was stripped of honors."


  "But they're not pressing charges of fraud?"


  "No. They said we'd been through enough at the hands of university personnel. I think they were relieved we weren't going to sue them."


  "So you get to keep your degree?"


  "Yes."


  He exhaled. "Was Angora devastated? Poor girl, shackled with that piranha of a mother. Never had a chance."


  "Actually, I think she was relieved. Angora has her faults, but deep down she's an honest person."


  "Except Dixie will throw this up to her for the rest of her life."


  Roxann smiled. "I have a feeling Angora is going back to South Bend to live, and that her visits to and from her mother will be few and far between."


  "Oh?"


  "She met a guy—her attorney. A soybean farmer. He told Dixie to shut her pie hole."


  Her father grinned. "I like the sound of that boy." He pressed his thin lips together, his eyes still troubled. "What are you going to do now, sweetheart?"


  She sat back in her chair and looked around the room. "I was hoping you'd let me camp out here for a while. I could cook and clean in return for my room and board. And I might need your help studying."


  "Studying?"


  "For the LSAT."


  His eyes sparkled. "You're going to law school?"


  "If I can pass the entrance exam."


  He waved his hand. "Just a formality." He stood up, his body animated. "How about some coffee? No—sit still, I'll make it."


  Roxann sat back and, for the first time in years, truly relaxed. She closed her eyes and, starting with the top of her head, allowed every muscle in her body to loosen and expand. The last time she'd felt so light and carefree was the morning of the day she walked home and her mother wasn't waiting for her on the porch. It was the last day, she realized, that she'd felt safe and loved. But it wasn't too late to make amends with her father, and she did have people in the world who cared about her—Helen at the diner, Mr. Nealy next door, Angora, and lots of folks in the Rescue program, even if they didn't remember her name, or hadn't known it to begin with.


  "What happened to that Capistrano fellow?" her dad called from the kitchen.


  At the sound of the man's name, her entire body contracted involuntarily. "He went back to Biloxi."


  "Are you still seeing him?"


  She sighed. "Dad, I was never seeing him."


  "Are you going to be seeing him?"


  She opened her mouth to say no, then stopped. Why was it so hard to admit that she'd fallen for Joe Capistrano? Because of the way he made her question her life choices, and her motives? Carl Seger had spouted platitudes about social consciousness while exploiting hordes of female students. But Capistrano was out on the streets every day catching bad guys so that people could sleep a little easier at night. He had made her see that she wanted to help improve domestic and custodial laws instead of evade them.


  So maybe he wasn't offering her forever. Maybe they could have now, and just...be.


  I hope you get past whatever is keeping you from living...if you do, you've got my number.


  "Roxann?" her father said from the doorway. "I asked if you're going to be seeing the young man?"


  She sat up and reached for her purse. "Dad...do you mind if I make a long-distance call?"


  "Be my guest."


  The card Capistrano had given her was a little worse for time spent in the bottom of her purse, but the number for his cell phone was readable. She dialed the number, heart pounding. When it rang once, she hung up. After a quick pep talk, she dialed again. It rang, and she hung up again. Cursing her cowardice, she dialed the number again. It rang once, twice, three times before he picked up.


  "I thought I'd wait to see if you were going to hang up again," he said, sounding amused.


  She frowned—a pox on caller ID. "It could have been my father calling. Besides, I might just hang up now."


  "Oh, don't do that. I've missed you."


  She swallowed. "I've missed you, too."


  "See, that didn't hurt, did it?"


  "I'm coming to see you."


  "If you weren't, I was coming to get you."


  "Is this going to work, Capistrano?"


  "I didn't get scalded, pepper-sprayed, and tire-ironed for it not to."


  She smiled into the phone and relaxed.


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Epilogue


  


  


  ROXANN CLIMBED into the passenger seat of the Dooley with an armful of mail.


  "Popular lady," Capistrano said.


  "I haven't picked up my mail in ages."


  "Does this mean I have to let you go outside every weekend you visit?"


  She shook her head at his foolishness, then flipped through the pile, discarding junk mail and sorting bills. A letter from Richard with a Birmingham postmark evoked a rueful noise from her throat.


  "What's that?"


  "A letter from an old boyfriend."


  He made a hurt face. "What if he wants you back?"


  "I'm not available," she sang, then opened the letter. A fifty-dollar bill floated out.


  


  Dear Roxann,


  I hope this note finds you well. I thought you'd like to know that I'm in AA and have been sober for almost five months. One of the steps to recovery requires us to seek forgiveness from people we've wronged and try to repair the damage we've done. I probably owe you my life for orchestrating that intervention, so thank you from the bottom of my heart. And I remembered that I owe you fifty bucks.


  Fondly,


  Richard


  


  "Is your old flame buying us dinner?" he asked.


  "Nope. You're buying dinner, he's buying a study guide that I need."


  She pulled out another envelope, this one forwarded to her through the Rescue program. "Another boyfriend?"


  "No, but your petty jealousy is turning me on." The letter was from Melissa Cape Morgan.


  


  Dear Roxann,


  Funny that I don't even know your last name, yet I owe you so much. Renita and I have never been happier—you are in our prayers every night. Enclosed is a picture that Renita drew for her "lady hero." Thank you.


  xoxoxoxo


  Melissa and Renita


  


  Renita had drawn a crayon version of their "rescue" to the airport. She'd portrayed Roxann wearing a long red cape and tall red boots. Roxann smiled, and her heart expanded. Maybe she had done some good all these years. She would call Tom Atlas tomorrow to see what she could do for the Rescue program on a part-time basis.


  The next card was a heartfelt message from Nell Oney's sister, thanking Roxann for attending the memorial service. So sad—Nell had suffered tremendously in the end. Roxann swallowed the lump in her throat and hoped Nell was in a better place.


  Finally she pulled out a thick, square envelope and grinned. "It's from Angora." She ripped it open and pictures fell into her lap.


  


  Dear Roxann,



  Thought I'd let you see what life on the farm is like. I really love it here, especially the animals. And of course, Mike is wonderful. We were married last Wednesday night at the justice of the peace. I was thinking about you during the ceremony. Mike and I are expecting a baby in the summer—we're both thrilled. Mother is less thrilled, but resigned.


  Much love, Angora


  


  P.S. Mike also runs a crop-dusting business on the side, so he's teaching me to fly a plane.


  


  The pictures showed a round-cheeked Angora, nearly unrecognizable because her hair was now a light brown—her natural color? She wore sensible clothes and shoes, and she was holding a baby goat. Another picture was of her in the kitchen, elbow-deep in flour and smiling into the camera. The third picture was a snapshot of her and Mike at the justice of the peace. Angora wore a knee-length white dress and a white hat, and held a bouquet of dried wildflowers, beaming. Mike wore a suit and bow tie, and looked as if he'd just won the lottery. The last photo showed Angora sitting in the cockpit of a crop-dusting plane, waving.


  "What's so funny?" Capistrano asked.


  "Angora is amazing. Who would have dreamed that she'd enjoy living on a farm?"


  He laughed. "I'll bet it has more to do with the farmer than the farm."


  "They're expecting a baby."


  "Wow, that didn't take long."


  "Angora wanted to have kids right away. She said our eggs are getting old."


  He pursed his mouth. "Hm. Might have to do something about that 'being a mother and having a daughter' thing on that list you made."


  "If that's a proposal," she said dryly, "think of a better delivery."


  He pulled in front of the duplex and parked at the curb. "You know I love you," he said. "I'm helping you move, for Christ's sake."


  She jumped down from the truck. "Nope, you'll have to do better than that."


  He caught up with her and grabbed her around the waist. He kissed her thoroughly, then lifted his head. "Okay, how about, 'Let's get married and have a bunch of kids'?"


  She grinned. "Is that a hypothetical question?"


  He scratched his head as if he just realized what he'd done. "Er, no. No it is not."


  She shrugged. "Okay." Then she turned and walked toward the back entrance.


  "Okay?" he asked, on her heels. "That's all you have to say?"


  "Okay, Detective."


  "That's better," he said, lowering another kiss on her mouth. At the sound of a throat being cleared, they pulled apart.


  Mr. Nealy stood on his front porch, broom at the ready. "Nice day," he said, but his mouth was pulled down in a disapproving frown.


  "Hi, Mr. Nealy—you remember Joe Capistrano?"


  "Yes," he chirped. "Hello, young man."


  "Hello, sir." He leaned close to her ear. "He hates me."


  "Shut up," she whispered. "Mr. Nealy, I have a table that I'd like to give to you—can I bring it over?"


  "Sure," he said, a bit more cheerfully.


  Inside her kitchen, boxes were stacked on the floor, packed with the few clothes, dishes, and other belongings she owned. She walked over to a wooden telephone stand with claw-and-ball feet. "I found it in an antique shop," she said. "I think Mr. Nealy will like it."


  "Want me to carry it over?"


  "No, I got it."


  Her neighbor was holding open the back door of his duplex when she went out. She held up the table. "What do you think?"


  He finally smiled. "I'm sure I can find some use for it in here. Thank you, Roxann."


  She stepped inside, immediately assailed with the smell of cedar and mothballs and loneliness. His belongings were meager, but neat.


  "Just set it down over there by the bookcase."


  She did and complimented his book collection. "My dad is a bit of a collector, too," she said, then stopped when a familiar spine caught her eye.


  Anger sparked in her stomach. She slid out a copy of Mac Tomlin, Gumshoe and gave Mr. Nealy a pointed look. She turned to page 124 and read, " 'I've got your number, you fake.' " Then she closed the book with a thud and looked up. "Sound familiar, Mr. Nealy?"


  "N-no," he stammered, red-faced.


  She planted her hands on her hips. "You broke into my place and left that message?"


  He held up his hands. "I didn't break in—I used the key you gave me for emergencies. I did not break in."


  "You ransacked my stuff!"


  "I only moved things around a little, and I was careful not to break anything."


  "I was frightened to death!"


  He looked long-faced and apologetic. "I just wanted to scare you a teensy bit, just so you might come over and..."


  "Ask you for help?"


  "Well, yes."


  She shook her head. "I don't believe this."


  "Please don't tell the police," he begged. "I was just so lonely, Roxann."


  "And you're going to stay lonely if you don't stop manipulating people—what you did was a terrible thing." She stuck out her hand. "Give me back my key."


  He removed it from his front shirt pocket and placed it in her palm. She poked her tongue into her cheek, not even wanting to think about how often he'd been over there when she wasn't.


  "I'm sorry," he said. "I just wanted a friend."


  She sighed. "Mr. Nealy, you need a friend who's a little closer to your age."


  "I don't know anyone."


  She drew mightily on her patience. "Go down to Rigby's Diner and ask to sit in Helen's section. And be nice. If you're lucky, she might go out with you." She shook her finger. "But don't you ever do anything like this again."


  "I won't," he said.


  She slowly walked back to her duplex, marveling that the antics of one old man could have unleashed such pandemonium in her life. Proof, she realized, of the power her deep-seated guilt had had over her life.


  Capistrano was leaning over the counter when she walked in. "You're not going to believe—" She stopped when she saw he was marking through something on a piece of yellow legal paper. "What are you doing?"


  He grinned and held up the life list she'd once crumpled. It had been ironed flat. "I found this in the items the police returned and thought you should keep it."


  He had discreetly crossed through number thirty-three with a black marker. She smiled. "Thank you." Then she stopped. "Hey, wait, someone crossed off number one—backpack across Europe."


  "Sounds like a great honeymoon to me."


  She vaulted into his arms and checked her watch. "Right now, it's seven p.m. in London."


  "Wait a minute," he said with a frown. "You did agree to marry me, didn't you?"


  She pulled away and rummaged in one of the boxes until she came up with her Magic 8 Ball. She closed her eyes and held the toy reverently. "Should I marry the great Detective Joe Capistrano and live as his sex slave for the next forty—"


  "Fifty."


  "—fifty years?" She opened her eyes and turned over the toy.


  Yes, definitely.


  


  The End


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Book 4: Bump in the Night


  


  a short mystery


  by


  Stephanie Bond


  


  Nothing good happens after midnight...


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Bump in the Night


  


  


  


  DON’T ASK ME WHY I let my ex-boyfriend in at 2:00 a.m. I knew better. But he woke me from a dead sleep pounding on my apartment door, yelling like Marlon Brando. With a groan I realized he’d used my code to get into the building. I guess I should’ve been glad he hadn’t used the key I’d given him a long time ago and simply walked in.


  Two of my neighbors—Mr. McFelty and Mrs. Bingham—had stuck their heads out in the hall bellowing for him to shut the bleep up. He had returned with a bleepity-bleep of his own. When the obscenities escalated to the point of insulting ancestry, I peeled my eye from the peephole that rendered Daniel Hale’s face bulbous (but still handsome, godbleepit) and unlocked the deadbolt.


  “Daniel, it’s late and I have to be at the office early,” I said through a crack. “What are you doing here?”


  My neighbors shouted parting expletives and slammed their doors.


  Daniel, looking lethal in a rumpled tuxedo, gave me one of those heart-bending smiles that used to make my underwear fly off. “I was missing you, Renni.”


  That’s me, Renni Greenfield, dressed in pajamas with penguins on them, my sexuality having been shelved for months. “Daniel, you need to go home.”


  “I’m drunk,” he slurred. “You don’t want me to kill myself or someone else driving home, do you?”


  “No.”


  “Then let me spend the night. I’ll crash on the couch and be gone before you wake up. Please?”


  I sighed, my resolve crumbling like the wall of a gingerbread house. I hated Daniel for cheating on me with Leora the legs-for-days paralegal in our office, but I truly didn’t want to see his Jag accordianed into a Peachtree Street telephone pole on the morning news while Atlanta commuters honked at the delay of extracting his body. And even though I wouldn’t have minded inheriting one or two of his big-money clients, I knew I couldn’t handle the extra workload I’d get if something happened to the cad.


  So…I let him in and diverted him from my bedroom, reminding him of the way to the couch. He pouted, but staggered toward my tiny living room, shedding clothes along the way. By the time I fetched linens from the bathroom, he was naked and sprawled on my sofa. Then he curled his hand around my wrist and before I knew it, I was naked, too.


  I reasoned he owed me an orgasm or three.


  Unlike most men, Daniel’s performance seemed to improve under the influence of alcohol, but afterward he was asleep instantly. It made for an awkward dismount, but I managed. He was too far gone to move, and curling up next to him in the five inches left on the couch was unappealing, so I simply went back to my bed and fell into an exhausted sleep, postponing regret until morning.


  When my alarm went off at 6:30 a.m., I hit the snooze button twice. I hadn’t heard Daniel leave, but then I was a notoriously sound sleeper. I dragged myself out of bed and headed toward the kitchen in pursuit of coffee. When I rounded the corner and saw Daniel’s arm hanging over the edge of the couch, I frowned—so much for his being gone by the time I woke up.


  Then I saw the bloody knife sticking out of his bare chest.


  It wasn’t the kind of “gone” I’d expected.


  


  ***


  


  FORGET LAW SCHOOL. I’d learned from TV trials that guilt or innocence was usually decided by the jury on the basis of the 911 call, which, of course, would be taped. So when I called, I spared no emotion—not a stretch because I was only a couple of short breaths away from full-blown hysteria. When the operator asked if the stabbed man on my couch was dead, I assured her he was. When she asked if I knew who’d stabbed him, I said no. When she asked whose residence it was, I said mine. When she asked if an intruder could still be there, I panicked.


  Why hadn’t I thought of that?


  “I don’t know. I didn’t look.” And at the moment I was riveted to my penguin P.J.’s lying in the floor next to the couch, spattered with Daniel’s blood in an arterial pattern. I glanced toward the front door, which was closed, the deadbolt locked. While my mind raced for an explanation, my gaze bounced around the apartment to places where a murderer might be hiding. Under the desk, in the pantry, in the shower.


  “I don’t see anyone,” I said into the phone.


  “Is there somewhere safe you can go until the police arrive? Maybe to a neighbor’s?”


  “I have to get dressed,” I murmured, then flinched when I realized I was saying every wrong thing.


  The operator agreed I should get dressed, but warned me not to touch anything else and to stay on the line until the police arrived. I pulled on sweats with the cordless phone crooked between ear and shoulder, breathing like a sprinter. My normally well-ordered mind was operating like a Roomba vacuum cleaner, pinging off every barrier and heading in another direction.


  The operator continued to ask questions—How did I know the deceased? What was his full name? Where was I when the stabbing occurred?—but I didn’t answer. I was already thinking like a criminal, reviewing my alibi (sleeping), and brainstorming how I could shore it up before the uniforms arrived. I unlocked the deadbolt and cracked open the window in my bedroom even though it was on the second floor and the only way anyone could have reached it was with a ladder. Ditto for the window in the living room.


  “Ma’am, don’t touch anything,” the operator repeated, and I realized the sounds of all my movements had been caught on tape. I could picture a prosecutor recreating the noises for a jury. Here she’s unlocking the door, here she’s opening a window. I heard sirens, so I disconnected the call before I incriminated myself further.


  The next two hours brought a flurry of bodies through the door—police, EMT’s, a medical examiner. A slender black female detective sat with me in the bathroom—me on the lid of the commode and her on a chair draped with the white shirt I’d worn to work yesterday. Her name was Detective Salyers.


  “Miss Greenfield, you had sex with the victim?”


  “I told you, yes.” I was growing irritated with the repetitive questioning, primarily because I was paranoid of saying something wrong. The reason I’d opted for real estate law versus criminal law was my lousy public speaking skills. “Like I said, Daniel knocked on my door around two in the morning. He was drunk and asked if he could crash on the couch. He was disturbing my neighbors, so I decided it was easier to let him in than to try to get him to leave.”


  “Had this happened before?”


  I nodded. Daniel had been fond of late-night episodes where he’d banged on the door in prelude to banging me. “But not for months.” Not since he’d dumped me.


  “So you let him in, and then you had sex?”


  “Yes. Then he passed out and I went back to bed. When my alarm went off, I got up and found him, dead.”


  “You didn’t hear anything after you went to bed?”


  “No.”


  “And nothing is missing.”


  “That I know of. Of course, Daniel could’ve had something valuable on him.”


  “His wallet, cash, and gold watch are intact.”


  Damn—so much for robbery.


  “So after you went to bed, someone entered your apartment and stabbed Mr. Hale to death for no apparent reason?”


  “It appears so.”


  “How did they get in?”


  “Like I said, I left the door unlocked.” The lie was getting easier, sounding more plausible.


  “Someone intent on doing harm entered your apartment through a door you happened to leave unlocked, walked right past you sleeping in your bedroom, killed Mr. Hale on the living room couch, and left?”


  “They could’ve gotten in through a window,” I offered.


  “Both windows raise only a few inches, for safety. An adult couldn’t have squeezed through.”


  “Oh. Right.”


  The detective blinked slowly. “Miss Greenfield, the knife in his chest matches the other knives in your kitchen.”


  “So the murderer used one of my knives.”


  “Are we going to find your fingerprints on the knife?”


  “Possibly, if it came from my kitchen.” I pushed to my feet. “I’d really like to take a shower.”


  Detective Salyers stood, too. “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that. You’re going to have to come to the station with me, Miss Greenfield.”


  I closed my eyes and sighed. “I need to make a call first.”


  She extended her cell phone. “Use mine.”


  


  ***


  


  “I CAME AS SOON as I could.”


  I lifted my head from a sticky wood table scarred with key-carved initials to see Grant Bellamy standing in the doorway. I had maintained my composure to this point, but when I saw Grant was wearing the navy blue crested blazer I had bought him for one of our two wedding anniversaries, I melted into a big gobbet of goo. Gentle brown eyes, severely clipped hair, and triple-pleated chinos I had once found so wearisome suddenly embodied strength and security.


  “There, there,” he said, rubbing my back as I clung to him. “We’ll get this all straightened out.”


  And even though I’d heard—and seen—him say the same thing to serial killers he’d defended, I believed him.


  “Let’s sit,” Grant said, guiding me back to the chair.


  I was overcome with humiliation that the first time I’d talked to Grant in the three years since we’d divorced was to ask for his help to ward off an imminent charge for murdering my ex-lover. I felt compelled to make some kind of small talk.


  “Thanks for coming,” I said. “How have you been?”


  He smiled. “The same—fine.”


  That was Grant, a constant term in the nonlinear equation of life. “And your folks?” His father had had a cancer scare when Grant and I had been married. I felt petty for not having stayed in touch.


  “They’re fine. Now, tell me what happened, Renni.”


  With excruciating unease, I relayed the sordid details of Daniel’s arrival, our coupling, and his murder just as I’d recited them to the detective (including the lie about the unlocked door). But if I thought my post-divorce coital activities would upset Grant, I was wrong. His expression remained concerned, but untouched, as if I’d called to ask for his help with a flat tire. With jarring clarity I realized my law school sweetheart, the man who’d loved me more than I’d deserved, was over me. It was salt on my selfish open wound.


  “What’s going to happen to me?” I murmured, clasping his hand. I knew, but I wanted to hear his comforting spin.


  “You’ll probably be questioned again, then released. You don’t have a record, and you’re an officer of the court. No charges will be filed until the forensics are processed, which will take a day or two.”


  Until the forensics are processed. Then it hit me—Grant actually thought I’d killed Daniel.


  “That will give us time to get our ducks in a row,” he said, patting my hand, the one that had once worn his wedding ring. I was still too stunned to speak. If Grant thought I was capable of murder, I didn’t stand a chance convincing anyone else I was innocent.


  “I’d recommend you go back to work tomorrow,” he continued. “It’s important you maintain some kind of routine.”


  A knock on the door sounded. The detective was back, with two bottles of water, which she offered to me and to Grant. We both declined. My head was spinning.


  “When can my…client go home?” Grant asked, and I had the strangest feeling he’d had to stop himself from saying “wife.”


  “Soon,” Detective Salyers said. “Miss Greenfield’s apartment has been processed, but I’d like to ask her a few more questions.”


  “Go ahead,” Grant said. “Renni has nothing to hide.”


  Salyers looked doubtful, then turned to me. “Mr. Hale was wearing a tux when he arrived at your place. Did he say where he’d been?”


  “He didn’t say, but there was a charity dinner at the Ritz last night the partners of the firm attended.”


  Salyers looked puzzled. “You weren’t invited?”


  “I’m not a partner.”


  “I meant as a date. I assume guests were allowed.”


  “No, I wasn’t invited.”


  “Who did Mr. Hale take as his date?”


  I shrugged. “You’ll have to ask someone who attended the event.”


  “We did. Mr. Hale took a paralegal in your office.” The detective looked at her notes. “Leora Painter. The same woman he began dating when the two of you broke up, I’m told.”


  So they’d already interviewed her coworkers. “Actually, Daniel was dating Leora before he and I broke up,” I supplied.


  “Your cheating ex-boyfriend shows up on your doorstep fresh from a date with the woman he cheated on you with, wanting to spend the night with you. Must’ve stung.”


  I wasn’t sure what would make me look worse—saying I’d been angry over the late night booty call or saying I’d been pleased Daniel had chosen to spend the night with me versus Leora. I said nothing.


  “Your theory cuts both ways,” Grant pointed out. To me he sounded amiable, as if he were offering Salyers a piece of apple pie. “Maybe the Painter woman followed Hale to Renni’s and stabbed him out of jealousy.”


  I perked up.


  Salyers acknowledged his remark with a nod. “We’ve already questioned Miss Painter, but we didn’t see a reason to hold her.”


  I deflated.


  “Miss Greenfield, can you think of anyone who’d want to hurt Mr. Hale?”


  “No. But Daniel and I haven’t been seeing each other for a while, so I wouldn’t know everything going on in his life.”


  “To your knowledge, was he involved in anything illegal—drugs or gambling?”


  I wracked my brain for a bone to toss her way, but as far as I knew, Daniel’s only vice was blondes. And redheads. And brunettes. “No.”


  Salyers studied me for a long time, then pushed away from the table. “We’re done here, but don’t leave town. How can I reach you?”


  Grant extended a card to the detective. “She’ll be staying with me.”


  


  ***


  


  EVEN THOUGH IT WAS out of character for Grant to speak for me, I didn’t argue with him because I’d been at the police station all afternoon and still hadn’t had a shower. I could smell Daniel’s cologne on my skin and the cloying stench of it had driven me to gnawing my nails down to the quick, a habit I’d kicked in grade school. I was grateful—giddy, even—for Grant’s offer of hospitality. I couldn’t bear the thought of staying in my apartment tonight, and a hotel seemed too sterile.


  Grant took me back to my place to pack a bag and grab my briefcase. Someone had turned off the air conditioner, leaving it stifling and pungent with odors of garbage that needed to be emptied and other, more foreign smells. While I gathered my things, Grant studied the crime scene. I couldn’t bring myself to walk into the living room—the bloodstains alone were burned into my brain. I wondered if I’d be able to live here again…assuming I didn’t get sent to prison.


  One of my fears was allayed rather quickly—I met both Mrs. Bingham and Mr. McFelty, the neighbors who’d exchanged expletives with Daniel, as we were leaving. Mr. McFelty looked bleary-eyed, but kindly asked how I was handling things. I felt a pang of regret because the man worked three jobs and last night wasn’t the first time Daniel had awakened my neighbors. On top of everything else, I felt as if I’d unwittingly exposed them to a criminal element. Mrs. Bingham, the resident cook, patted my arm with an oven-mitted hand and managed to pass the card of her cousin in Marietta who specialized in crime scene cleanup.


  “Vivian did a terrific job when Roy in the apartment upstairs shot himself last year. The new renter says she can’t even tell where the drywall was repaired and painted.”


  I winced. Roy had been a troubled young man who’d blasted heavy metal music and apparently had taken the violent lyrics to heart. It was the music, looping over and over, that had led the superintendent to his grisly discovery. If Vivian had extricated brain matter from the ceiling, a little blood on the upholstery and carpet would be a cinch.


  “Free air freshener,” Mrs. Bingham added cheerfully.


  “Er, thanks. I’ll call.”


  Grant walked up and saw the business card in my hand. “That can wait. I need to get our own forensics person in here.”


  That made sense, of course. I marveled over how all of my training and know-how seemed to have moved to the recesses of my mind in the wake of needing legal advice rather than doling it out. I informed Mrs. Bingham where I was staying and told her she could have my daily Atlanta Journal-Constitution for the time being.


  “If that friend of yours stops by,” Mrs. Bingham said, “I’ll let her know you’re going to be gone for a while.”


  “Friend?”


  “The pretty blonde,” the older woman offered. “She was here yesterday asking which apartment was yours. She didn’t give her name, but she said she was supposed to meet you for lunch and had gotten delayed in traffic. Said she wanted to slide a message under your door.”


  I froze. There was no blonde friend, no lunch, no message. But I had an inkling of who it could have been. “Was the woman tall?” As in long, lethal legs.


  “Why yes, she was quite tall. And slender, like a model.”


  Leora Painter. “What time was that, Mrs. Bingham?”


  “Around noon. I remember because I was coming back from checking the mail.”


  I said goodbye, then rushed to fill Grant in on the presumed identity of the woman. “It must have happened like you said—she followed Daniel here after the charity dinner and killed him! And framed me!”


  Unfortunately, Grant didn’t share my excitement. “But the detective said the Painter woman didn’t raise their suspicion.”


  “So she’s a good actress. It’s too much of a coincidence that Leora is at my apartment the same day Daniel is murdered in my apartment.”


  He lifted his hand and rubbed my jaw line with his thumb in a comforting gesture I realized I’d missed since our split. “Let’s let the police handle it, okay, Renni?”


  “You’ll tell the detective to look into it?”


  “You know I will.”


  I climbed into my car and followed Grant to the small house in Virginia-Highlands we’d once shared. As I parked in the driveway behind him, a wave of nostalgia swept over me. The daylilies I’d planted around the mailbox had multiplied and were well-maintained. The tarnished birdbath Grant hated from the day I’d dragged it home from an antiques market was filled with seed on one side, fresh water on the other. He’d even painted the shutters the bright yellow I’d always wanted.


  I was suddenly nervous standing behind him as he unlocked the front door. I felt small and selfish, my heart burning over the way I’d abruptly ended our marriage mid-sentence and for no tangible reason, leaving him open-mouthed and broken. It wasn’t him, I’d said, it was me. I couldn’t admit that I’d found his fastidiousness suffocating, his organization unnerving. I’d known those things about him when we’d dated, but after the wedding, his compulsive behavior seemed to intensify. I found myself watching him and watching myself…and found him watching me as well, silently disapproving every time I opened a box of crackers on the wrong end or snorted when I laughed. The affection I’d once felt for him had withered under the tension. I had begun to understand how husbands and wives could snap and murder the other person in his or her sleep. I’d had to get out of there.


  “Welcome back,” Grant said, swinging open the door.


  I stepped inside to see the same leather furniture situated the same way, the same silk floral arrangements on the same end tables, the same botanical prints hanging on the same walls. I half-expected to see a pair of my sandals tucked under the chair where I used to sit watching Grant watch me.


  “I love what you’ve done with the place,” I joked, and he laughed, an unbridled noise that surprised me.


  “I’ll sleep in the guest room,” I said, then added, “if it’s still a guest room.”


  “Everything is pretty much the same as when you were here before,” he said, as if I’d been a visitor then, too.


  “Do you mind if I take a shower?”


  “Go ahead. The soap you like is in the vanity.”


  I didn’t ask why that was—it seemed perfectly natural that Grant would anticipate my needs. Besides, I was single-mindedly focused on getting to the shower. Once there, frothy with ginger-orange soap, I lost it and cried like a little girl. For whatever reason—sex, companionship, or sheer laziness—Daniel Hale had been compelled to visit me last night…and was dead because of it.


  


  ***


  


  “BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU say at work today,” Grant told me over morning oatmeal. I wondered if his cholesterol was still high, his arteries clogged with the stress of a disorderly world.


  I set down my spoon. “Grant, I didn’t kill Daniel.”


  “Of course you didn’t,” he replied easily, then took a drink from his coffee cup. “But until you’re cleared, anything you say can be misconstrued. The important thing is that people see you getting back to normal.”


  I squinted at him. “I can’t simply behave as if nothing has happened. A coworker and a man I used to date was murdered in my apartment. Don’t you think everyone would expect me to be traumatized?”


  “I didn’t realize you got that attached to people,” Grant murmured.


  A direct hit. It felt good, actually. I’d often regretted not giving Grant the chance to tell me what he thought of me for walking out—it would have hurt less than living with the fact that I’d robbed him of even that satisfaction.


  “I wasn’t in love with Daniel,” I said evenly, “but it’s not every day someone gets murdered on my couch.”


  “I saw you and him together once.”


  I blinked. “When?”


  “A few months ago, in a restaurant. You looked happy.”


  I wiped my mouth with one of the cloth napkins Grant preferred—I was more of a paper towel girl myself. “Grant…I’m sorry.”


  “For what?”


  “For leaving you with no explanation. You deserved better.”


  He shrugged. “Water under the bridge. Right now let’s concentrate on getting through this mess.”


  That you created.


  His unspoken words hung in the air next to the light fixture with the little shades that had tiny uniform ducks circling the edge. It was true. If I hadn’t been so susceptible to Daniel’s charms even after he’d cheated on me, I wouldn’t be sitting here eating steel-cut oats with my former husband in my former breakfast nook. The surprising thing was…it wasn’t so bad. Well, except for Daniel being dead. But the knowledge that Grant could forgive me to the point of defending me made me feel humble and philosophical, and gave me the strength to face my boss and my coworkers.


  Unfortunately, Leora Painter was the first coworker I saw walking in from the parking garage. The woman did a double-take before falling into stride slightly in front of me.


  “I’m surprised to see you here,” she said, then stabbed the button for the elevator.


  “Maybe we can have that missed lunch,” I suggested sweetly. “My neighbor said you stopped by my apartment the day before yesterday. Funny, but I don’t remember us making plans.”


  She turned narrowed eyes on me. “Nice try. But I gave the police the text message I got from you to meet you there because you wanted to tell me something about Daniel. Little did I know it was a ploy to get me out of the way so you two could have a quickie rendezvous.”


  I gaped at her as the elevator doors opened. “I didn’t send you a text message. There was no rendezvous.”


  “Whatever.” She stepped onto the elevator, then held up her arm to prevent my entry. “I think you’d better wait for the next one.”


  I did, if only to digest the information that I had allegedly sent Leora a text message to meet me. I pulled out my phone and, to my horror, found the message in my “sent” folder amidst other business and personal messages. In a panic, I deleted the message while my mind churned for an explanation. My cell phone typically sat on my desk in my doorless office, accessible to anyone who happened by. And hadn’t I read somewhere that anyone with a gadget from the cable company could hack into someone’s phone within a half-mile radius?


  I was sweating copiously as I made my way to my tiny office. I tried to meet everyone’s cagey eye contact with a mournful—and innocent—smile while scrutinizing the foot traffic patterns in the vicinity. Out of about fifty employees, I deduced half of them could have been in or around my office without raising suspicion: everyone from Daniel’s two partners in the firm to the roving coed intern whose eyes were red-rimmed. Julie had been crushing on Daniel, I recalled, and made a mental note to tell Detective Salyers when I next spoke to her.


  The mood was solemn but busy as everyone tried to recover from the office being closed most of the day before upon hearing the news of Daniel’s demise. I tensed when I saw Sarah Finn, Daniel’s secretary, heading my way. She was an unmarried scrupulous woman approaching fifty, and the only fool she suffered was Daniel. I exhaled when she handed me one of two cups of hot green tea she carried.


  “I thought you could use this,” she soothed. “How are you holding up?”


  I sipped. “Still trying to absorb everything. I didn’t know what kind of reception to expect here.”


  “Mr. Wallace called us together yesterday morning before he closed the office and reminded everyone you were presumed innocent until proven otherwise.”


  Nice of him, I conceded. “Sarah, did Daniel have any enemies?”


  She dunked her tea bag up and down. “Like I told the police, from knowing Daniel, I’d say his murder was motivated by lust. It’s no secret he was a whoremonger.”


  The tea scalded my tongue. I waited for the prim woman to burst into flames for using such raw language.


  She gave me a contrite little smile. “No offense.”


  “None thaken,” I murmured thickly.


  Rick Wallace, one of the remaining two partners, rapped on the glass wall of my office and stuck his graying head inside. “Good morning, Renni.”


  “There’ve been better,” I returned.


  He inclined his head, but it was clear he didn’t want to engage in small talk or assurances. “We’re having a memorial service for Daniel tomorrow morning in the chapel at the church across the street. Sarah, I need to talk to you as soon as possible about reassigning Daniel’s cases to Eric.”


  “I’d be happy to help pick up the slack,” I offered.


  “We’ll see,” he said without looking at me. Sarah followed him out.


  I tried to pretend it was any other workday, but it was impossible not to think about Daniel at every turn. In my desk drawers were matchbooks from restaurants we’d gone to. In the break room by the coffee machine sat his Vanderbilt University mug. I walked by his office once. Eric North, the attorney who presumably had inherited Daniel’s cases, was inside with Leora Painter, their heads and hips close. But when they looked up, Leora pinned me with a glare.


  When I got back to my office, my phone was ringing. I sank into my chair and picked up the receiver, hoping to be immersed in a hairy real estate legal issue, something that would bend my mind away from the murder matter. But it was Grant.


  “How’s it going?” he asked.


  “It’s awkward, but I’m hanging in.” Then I remembered the damning text message I’d stupidly deleted. “I have some information…and a confession to make.”


  A shadow fell across my desk. I looked up to see Detective Salyers standing there holding a document I recognized as a search warrant. And from the pointed look she gave me, I knew she’d overheard my last comment.


  


  ***


  


  “STANDARD PROCEDURE,” Grant assured me over a dinner of grilled fish and mixed vegetables. Grant could stoke a mean grill and had done all the cooking when we were married. “I would expect the police to search your office and Hale’s, too.”


  “They took my cell phone. I shouldn’t have erased that text message.”


  “Probably not,” he agreed. “But don’t worry.”


  Nice try. I lay awake that night in the guest bedroom reliving all the mistakes I’d made in my life, including abandoning my marriage. I hadn’t been wholly happy here with Grant, but I’d wanted to be. He had loved me, and wasn’t that worth something? Maybe a counselor could have helped us…or maybe if I’d been honest with Grant about how claustrophobic I’d felt….


  I wiped my eyes. I realized now the sense of freedom I’d felt after the divorce, like a balloon being cut from a child’s too-tight grasp, was actually the sensation of being afloat and bumping along the horizon, lost.


  I heard a noise at the door and when the knob turned, my heart catapulted to my throat. Grant stuck his head inside, his glasses askew and his hair ruffled.


  “Is something wrong?” I asked, sitting up.


  “Just checking on you,” he said softly. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


  “You didn’t. I can’t sleep.”


  “Try to rest, you need your strength.” He started to retreat.


  “Grant? Stay with me?”


  He walked over to the bed and sat down, stretched his legs out on the mattress next to me and leaned against the headboard. He sandwiched my hand between his. “I’ll stay until you fall asleep.”


  I’d been a fool to run from this man’s love, and I was ashamed it had taken something so sordid to bring me to my senses. I deserved to be tossed in the clink for stupidity alone. I exhaled against the sleeve of Grant’s starched pajamas, repentant.


  When I woke the next morning, I felt more rested than I had in months. The spot next to me was cool, but I heard Grant in the kitchen.


  When I shuffled in, he was whistling under his breath.


  “You’re in a good mood,” I ventured behind him.


  He turned and smiled. “It’s nice to have you here.” Then he sobered. “Even under these circumstances. Do you want me to go to the memorial service with you?”


  I shook my head. After last night’s revelation, I was feeling too vulnerable to ask anything more of Grant.


  “The police will be there,” he warned.


  “Surely they won’t arrest me at a funeral,” I said with a little laugh.


  “Probably not,” he agreed, although by the tone of his voice I could tell he was more worried than he’d previously revealed.


  “Did your forensics people go through my apartment?”


  “Yes. Other than one unidentified fingerprint, it’s all you, Renni.”


  


  ***


  


  AT THE CHURCH, the laser stares of my coworkers penetrated my skin as the minister talked about justice in the afterlife even as justice on earth seemed elusive. Guilt oozed out of my pores. Instead of reflecting on Daniel’s life and his good deeds that were ticked off as if St. Peter himself were taking notes, all I could think of was how Daniel had manipulated so many people, and the law, for his own selfish ends. How he had plowed through hearts and beds with no regard for the outcome.


  And what kind of person did it make me that I’d gone back for seconds?


  I started to cry, great guffawing sobs for the random senselessness of his death and of my life. Faces turned to stare. Only Sarah Finn, Daniel’s assistant, was kind, taking my arm and leading me out of the church into the parking lot where she lent me a tissue purse-pak.


  “Nice performance,” a voice behind us said.


  I turned to see Detective Salyers standing there.


  “Will you excuse us?” she asked Sarah. After Sarah was out of earshot, I steeled myself for the handcuffs. Instead Salyers removed her sunglasses. “Feeling guilty, Miss Greenfield?”


  “Feeling sad.”


  “Sad enough to make a confession?”


  “No. Have you questioned everyone in the office?”


  “Finishing up today.”


  “You might want to ask Leora Painter about the message she told my neighbor she was going to slip under my door as a ruse to find out which apartment was mine.”


  “I will.” Then she angled her head. “The intern at the office, Julie Sun, told me that you and Miss Painter used to be friends.”


  “I thought so. I was wrong.”


  “Has Miss Painter ever been inside your apartment?”


  “No.”


  “So you can’t explain why her fingerprint would be on a bookend in your living room?”


  I felt my mouth open, then close. “She was there. She killed him.”


  “Maybe. Or maybe you brought home something from the office that she touched and planted it. Or maybe you and Miss Painter are still friends, thinking if you point the finger at each other, you’ll both get away with murder.”


  I heard my inner lawyer’s voice whisper to stop talking now.


  “Miss Greenfield, are you still staying with your ex-husband?”


  “I was thinking I might go back to my apartment tonight.”


  “Just so I know where to find you.” Salyers walked away.


  The others were emerging from the church, heads down and hands in pockets as they headed for their vehicles. Julie the red-eyed intern watched me nervously. The partners kept their gazes averted, but their body language told me I should be looking for another job. Leora Painter and Eric North hadn’t sat together during the service but now their bodies converged. I stood there until they passed me. Haughtiness twisted Leora’s face: She was glad Daniel was dead. I wanted to tackle her and press my thumbs against her eyeballs until she confessed. Or had Eric killed Daniel so he could have Daniel’s clients and Leora?


  Crazily, I felt a pang of jealously. What would it feel like to have someone so madly in love with you that they would commit murder? The idea pinged a chord in my subconscious…as if I’d once humored that very thought, the thought of killing someone for love—for lust—but had buried it in a grave of unwanted memories.


  A sudden headache bloomed…foggy sensations of a violent scene unfolding…a dream? A remembered scene from a disturbing movie? Had I heard Daniel being killed?


  Or had I done it?


  I walked to my car on elastic legs and drove to the office, trying on the idea of murdering Daniel like I would a hat, moving it from side to side, and ultimately deciding it was all wrong.


  Still, the possibility rendered me numb. I kept picturing Daniel lying on my couch, blood everywhere, but it was like sorting through childhood memories. Did I remember it because I’d been there when it happened, or did I think I remembered it because I’d seen a picture after the fact?


  Breathless, I called Mrs. Bingham’s cousin. (The Crime Scene Clean Queen, Refer us and Get Some Green!) Cousin Vivian was the chatty sort, with a vivacious voice that had me imagining a woman in white capri pants and a tiara removing blood from my upholstery while she yakked with her kids on her cell phone. She’d been expecting me to call, she said, and went over the options. She could visit the “site” and give me an estimate, or if it was just a matter of blood, she could go ahead and clean it on the spot. My dwellers insurance would pay for it. She would get the key from the superintendent and be finished before I got home. The only question was what kind of free air freshener I wanted.


  I opted for “ocean breeze,” in honor of all the times Daniel had promised to take me somewhere exotic. (Strangely, she didn’t offer “parfum de takeout and sleepover.”)


  I spent the rest of the day walking into corners of furniture and moving papers around on my desk. Detective Salyers moved in and out of my line of vision, talking to everyone who sat in the vicinity of my office, while scrupulously avoiding me. She spent an inordinate amount of time with Julie the intern, the woman who had inferred that Leora and I were friends. Grant called me twice. I didn’t answer because I was afraid I might confess, and he didn’t leave a message. I was still sifting through the images in my head, hoping to explain them away. I wanted to wait until I saw my apartment before deciding whether or not to go back to Grant’s. Maybe returning to the scene of the crime would help to reconcile some of these jagged feelings.


  Then I frowned…Didn’t psychopaths feel compelled to return to the scene of the crime?


  


  ***


  


  IF NOT FOR THE ocean breeze air freshener, one wouldn’t have known anything gruesome had taken place in my living room. I stood looking down at the striped sofa and patterned area rug, trying to find shadows of Daniel’s blood, like a gruesome game. All traces of him had been removed. I wondered vaguely as I stared at Vivian’s business card on my kitchen counter if she could somehow remove the ugly images from my head. I sprawled on my bed and closed my eyes, trying to remember someone sneaking past my bedroom. Leora? Eric?


  Or was I repressing memories of doing something so horrible I couldn’t bring myself to remember it? I had the capacity to hurt people—take Grant, for instance.


  My doorbell rang, and when I looked through the peephole, I had a sense of déjà vu. The last time I’d looked through the peephole, Daniel had been standing on the other side.


  This time it was Grant.


  Had I conjured him up simply by thinking about him?


  I swung open the door and knew instantly something was wrong. His pallor was gray, his mouth pinched.


  “Grant? How did you know I was here?”


  “I took a chance and saw your car in the parking lot.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Leora Painter has been arrested and charged with Hale’s murder.”


  I went limp and leaned into him. “But that’s great news.”


  “Not really. She admits she was in your apartment the night before last, but insists Daniel was dead when she got here. She passed a polygraph, and…”


  “And?”


  “And the police are on their way. They’re going to arrest you, too, Renni.”


  I leaned harder. “No.”


  “I’m here for you,” he murmured into my hair. I could feel his hands shaking on my shoulders. “I didn’t mean for this to happen.”


  I froze. Something in the tone of his voice, in his body language, set off sirens in my head. Disparate events converged: the fact that Grant had seen me with Daniel…had been so quick to come to my defense…that the house had been eerily ready for my return…that I’d been shown the error of leaving him.


  I pulled back, alarmed that he’d somehow maneuvered his way inside the doorway. “How did you get into the building just now?”


  “I followed one of your neighbors inside.”


  Had he been following me? Watching me? “How did you know the man you saw me with at the restaurant was Daniel, was the same man who was killed?”


  “I just assumed it was the same man.”


  The knives…one of the few household things I’d taken with me when I’d left Grant. Had he found it especially ironic to use one of them to kill Daniel? I’d wondered what it would feel like to have someone commit murder for me, and the prospect stalled my vital signs.


  “Renni, are you okay?”


  “Get away from me!” I stumbled backward into the hallway, panic choking me.


  


  


  ***


  


  MRS. BINGHAM was emerging from her apartment, holding a steaming covered casserole dish and heading for Mr. McFelty’s door. I flung myself in her direction. When she saw me, she lit up like a marquee.


  “How are you, dear? Vivian said your place cleaned up beautifully.”


  “Mrs. Bingham, I know who killed Daniel. The police are on their way.”


  She patted me with her free hand. “Don’t worry, dear. The man deserved to die.”


  Grant rushed up behind me and I positioned myself between them, equally confused and repelled. “What?”


  “A jury will never convict me,” Mrs. Bingham said matter-of-factly. “The man was a nuisance, just like the fellow who lived upstairs, blasting his music at all hours. Poor Mr. McFelty works three jobs and he needs his sleep. I thought you got rid of him, but then he showed up again, shouting like a maniac. Young people have no respect, but a jury will understand.”


  “How…how did you get inside my apartment?” I asked.


  “I lifted a master key from the super once when I delivered a green bean casserole.”


  While I processed her inexplicable confession, Grant stepped in front of me and eyed Mrs. Bingham’s casserole as if it contained a grenade. “You killed Daniel Hale because he made too much noise?”


  “And the man who lived upstairs,” I added, horrified. “She shot him.”


  Mrs. Bingham made a face. “That was ugly, though. I used a knife this time. Less mess.”


  “For the cleaning service,” I murmured.


  She smiled. “Vivian gives me a two hundred dollar referral fee. That’s a lot of money for someone on a fixed income.”


  


  ***


  


  AFTER THE POLICE led Mrs. Bingham away, Detective Salyers filled in the holes. The intern Julie had confessed to using my PDA to send Leora the message to keep both of us busy while she and Daniel went to a hotel for “lunch.” Leora suspected he was cheating on her, and followed him when he dropped her off after the charity dinner. Poised for a confrontation, she’d used Daniel’s key to enter my apartment, found him on the couch, and picked up the bookend to kill him. When she realized he was already dead, she left in a panic, knowing she couldn’t report it without incriminating herself.


  It seemed Daniel had been doomed to die that night.


  After Salyers left, I sat in the hallway cradling Mrs. Bingham’s casserole in the woman’s perennial oven mitts—the reason she hadn’t left fingerprints in my apartment. Grant sat down next to me, and I burst into tears.


  “It’s okay now,” he soothed, putting his arm around my shoulders.


  “I’m sorry I even thought you could commit murder, Grant.”


  “I’m sorry I thought the same about you. Besides, you were right to be suspicious. I was acting…strange.” He made a rueful noise in his throat. “I’m going to sell the house. That’s why I finally did all the things to it you’d always wanted me to do.”


  “You’re moving?”


  “Moving, and moving on. I gave my notice at the firm.”


  I was suddenly concerned. “Are you dying?”


  He laughed. “No. I owe you an apology, Renni. I let you shoulder the blame for ending our marriage, when I was the one who didn’t have the guts to tell you how trapped I felt.”


  “You, too?”


  Grant nodded. “I loved you. I still do. But the pressure of being a husband, it changed me. Suffocated me.”


  It was my turn to laugh. “Me, too.”


  He smiled and shook his head. “What a pair we are.”


  “What did you mean by moving on?”


  “I bought a sailboat. She’s sea-worthy. I was thinking of taking a few months to explore the east coast.”


  I looked up at him with new eyes. “Did I ever tell you I used to sail with my dad?”


  “No,” he said, picking up a lock of my hair. “One of many conversations we should’ve had.”


  And would.


  


  The End


  A note from the author


  


  Thank you so very much for taking the time to read the books in my boxed set of humorous romantic mysteries! I hope you enjoyed them.


  If you liked the stories in LOVE CAN BE MURDER and feel inclined to leave an Amazon review, I would appreciate it very much.


  And are you signed up to receive notices of my future book releases? If not, please click here to enter your email address. I promise not to flood you with emails and I will never share or sell your address. And you can unsubscribe at any time.


  Also, although I can’t count the times this book has been edited and proofed (this one especially, which is so long!), I and my helpers are human, so if you do spot a typo, please email me at stephanie@stephaniebond.com to let me know. Thanks again for your time and interest, and for telling your friends about my books. If you’d like to know more about some of my other books connected to the books in this collection, please scroll ahead to the next section.


  


  Happy reading!

  Stephanie Bond


  Other works by Stephanie Bond


  


  If you enjoyed PARTY CRASHERS, you might enjoy the books in the BODY MOVERS series, which feature Carlotta Wren and her brother Wesley as they take on an interesting second job! The first six books in the BODY MOVERS series are published by Mira books and are available at all online book retailers. I also released a sequel novella titled 6 ½ BODY PARTS:


  


  "This series was recommended to me by someone in one of my yahoo groups. I bought them for my Kindle, but due to the huge to be read pile, it was a while before I read them. And when I started, I was hooked. Stephanie Bond is an amazing writer. The Plum series books read like outlines, but the Body Movers series has the full meat and potatoes." —Kindle reader S. Dunham
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  Click here to download a sample or to order 6 ½ BODY PARTS from Amazon!


  


  


  


  If you enjoyed reading IN DEEP VOODOO, you might like the sequel, VOODOO OR DIE, where the appearance of another voodoo doll in the small town of Mojo, Louisiana results in another untimely demise!


  


  "An entertaining tale with twists and turns that will keep readers guessing until the very end."

  —Romance Reviews Today

  

  "Ms. Bond's characters come to life in this tense, funny, and passionate story. Reading her books always makes you smile, and this is no exception." —Huntress Reviews
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  Click here to download a sample or to order VOODOO OR DIE from Amazon!


  


  


  


  


  If you enjoyed GOT YOUR NUMBER, you might be interested in the nonfiction short companion piece GET A LIFE! 8 STEPS TO CREATE YOUR OWN LIFE LIST. This brief how-to will show you how to create a customized life list on your own, or with family and friends!
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"I just read this book while fixing supper and, as a result, made a rudimentary life list. Even better? Already started checking off some things that had been nagging at me for a while. Bond's enthusiasm simply bubbles up through the book. I plan on going through the steps with my husband, too, and I love the suggestion of sharing Life Lists at New Year's and making those lists with friends since friends can often sometimes see things about us that we ourselves can't see." –Kindle reader, S. Kilpatrick

  
 Click here to download a sample or to order GET A LIFE! 8 STEPS TO CREATE YOUR OWN LIFE LIST from Amazon!
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  Stephanie Bond was five years deep into a corporate career in computer programming and pursuing an MBA at night when an instructor remarked she had a flair for writing and suggested she submit material to academic journals. But Stephanie was more interested in writing fiction—more specifically, romance and mystery novels. After writing in her spare time for two years, she sold her first manuscript, a romantic comedy, to Harlequin Books. After selling ten additional projects to two publishers, she left her corporate job to write fiction full-time. To-date, Stephanie has more than sixty published novels to her name, including the popular BODY MOVERS humorous mystery series. Look for the TWO GUYS DETECTIVE AGENCY series beginning in 2013. For more information on all of her books, visit www.stephaniebond.com .
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