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Prologue
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A cheerless drizzle blurred any view of the body on the beach.


Mist formed halos around the lampposts along the pier, but didn’t diffuse the glaring portable lights that had been put in place by first responders. In a grotesque parody of catching someone in the spotlight on center stage, they shone a harsh light on the covered form.


A police helicopter swept in low. Its searchlight was unforgivingly bright as it tracked the length of the pier. Its beam skittered over the marina where boats rocked in a lulling current that was out of keeping with the surrounding chaos.


Before shifting out onto the surf, the searchlight cut a swath across the corpse. The chopper’s downwash flipped back a corner of the garish yellow plastic sheet to expose a hand, inert and bone-white on the packed sand.


Since the discovery of the body, officers representing several law enforcement agencies had converged on the scene. The colored lights of a search-and-rescue helicopter blinked against the underbelly of low clouds hugging the harbor. Beyond Fort Sumter, a US Coast Guard cruiser plowed through the waters of the Atlantic, its searchlight sweeping across the swells.


TV satellite vans had arrived, disgorging eager reporters and camera crews.


On the pier, the inevitable onlookers had congregated. They vied for the best vantage points from which to gawk at the body, monitor the police and media activity, and take selfies with the draped corpse in the background. They swapped information and speculation.


It was said that the deceased had washed ashore with the evening tide and had been discovered by a man and his young son while they were exercising their chocolate Lab on this stretch of beach.


It was said that drowning was the obvious cause of death.


It was said that it was the result of a boating mishap.


None of these conjectures was correct.


The unleashed Labrador had run ahead of his owner, and it was the dog, splashing in the surf, that had made the gruesome discovery.


One of the spectators on the pier, overhearing the exchanges of facts, fictions, and laments, smiled in self-satisfied silence.



Chapter 1
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Three weeks earlier


The automatic doors whooshed open. In one surveying glance, Drex Easton took in the hotel lobby. It was empty except for the pretty young woman behind the reception desk. She had a porcelain-doll complexion, a glossy black ponytail, and an uncertain smile as she greeted him.


“Good morning, sir. Can I help you?”


Drex set his briefcase at his feet. “I don’t have a reservation, but I need a room.”


“Check-in isn’t until two o’clock.”


“Hmm.”


“Because … because for the convenience of our guests, checkout isn’t until noon.”


“Hmm.”


“Housekeeping needs time to—”


“I realize all that, Ms. Li.” He’d read the name badge pinned to her maroon blazer. He smiled. “I was hoping you could make an exception for me.”


He reached behind his back to remove a wallet from his pants pocket and, in doing so, spread open his suit jacket wide enough to reveal the shoulder holster beneath his left arm. Upon seeing it, the young woman blinked several times before rapidly shifting her gaze back up to his, which he held steady on her.


“No cause for alarm,” he said quietly. He flipped open the wallet that contained a badge and photo ID that classified him as a special agent of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.


He didn’t like to overplay this card, doing so only when he needed a shortcut through rules and red tape. It worked on Ms. Li, who was automatically willing to please.


“Let me see what I can do.”


“I would consider it a big favor.”


Graceful fingers pecked across her keyboard. “Single or double?”


“I’m not picky.”


Her eyes scanned the computer monitor. She scrolled down, then back up. “I can have housekeeping service a nice double room for you right away, but the turnaround could take up to half an hour. Or, there’s a less nice single available now.”


“I’ll take the less nice single available now.” He slid a credit card across the granite counter.


“How long will you be staying with us, Mr. Easton?”


She was no slouch. She’d noted his name. “I’m not sure. Two other … Two associates of mine will be arriving shortly. I won’t know how long I’ll be staying until after our meeting. I’ll have to let you know then.”


“No problem. You may keep the room until you notify me of your departure.”


“Great. Thanks.”


She ran his credit card and proceeded to check him in. She had him initial the room rate on the form and sign his name at the bottom; then she returned his credit card along with the room key card. “That key also unlocks the door to the fitness center on the second floor.”


“Thanks, but I won’t be using it.”


“The restaurant is just down the corridor behind you. Breakfast is served—”


“No breakfast, either.” He bent down and picked up his briefcase.


Taking the subtle hint, she pointed him toward the elevators. “As you step off onto your floor, your room will be to your left.”


“Thank you, Ms. Li. You’ve been a huge help.”


“When your associates arrive, am I at liberty to give them your room number?”


“No need, I’ll text it to them. They can come straight up.”


“I hope your meeting goes well.”


He gave her a wry grin. “So do I.” Then he leaned forward and said in an undertone, “Relax, Ms. Li. You’re doing a fine job.”


She looked chagrined. “This is only my second day. Were my nerves that obvious?”


“Probably not to anyone else, but sizing people up quickly is a large part of what I do. And if this is only your second day, I’m even more impressed with how you handled a troublesome guest.”


“Not that troublesome at all.”


He gave her a lazy smile. “You caught me on a good day.”
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The less nice single wasn’t a room the hotel chain would feature in an ad, but it would do. Drex opened his briefcase on the desk and booted up his laptop. He texted Mike the room number, then went over to the window. It afforded a fourth floor view of a freeway interchange and not much else.


He returned to the desk and checked his email in box. Nothing of importance. He went into the compact bathroom and used the toilet. As he came out, the hotel telephone was ringing. He picked up the extension on the desk. “Yes?”


“Mr. Easton?”


“Ms. Li.”


“Your associates are here.”


“Good.” Sooner than he’d expected.


“Would you like for me to send something from the kitchen up to your room? Perhaps a fruit platter? A selection of pastries?”


“Thank you, but no.”


“If you change your mind, don’t hesitate to call down.”


“I’ll do that, Ms. Li. Thanks again for accommodating me.”


“You’re welcome.”


Although the open drapes let in plenty of daylight, he switched on the desk lamp. He adjusted the thermostat down a few degrees. He glanced at his reflection in the mirror above the dresser and thought he looked presentable, but hardly spiffy. He’d showered and dressed in a rush.


At the soft knock, he went to the door and looked through the peephole before opening it. He stood aside and motioned the two men to come in.


As they filed past him, Gifford Lewis said, “The girl at the desk stopped us to ask if we were Mr. Easton’s associates. She’s moony for you.”


“Anything Mr. Easton wants,” Mike Mallory grumbled. “As long as she was offering, I could have done with the fruit platter and pastry selection. You could still call down.”


Out of habit, Drex checked the hallway—which was empty—then shut the door and flipped the bolt. “You wake me up at dawn, say, ‘Find a place where the walls don’t have ears.’ And don’t waste any time doing it, you said. I don’t waste any time, I find a place, and here we are. Never mind the fruit platter and pastries. What’s up?”


The other two looked at each other, but neither replied.


With impatience, Drex asked, “What’s so top secret we couldn’t communicate through ordinary channels?”


Gif stationed himself against the wall, a shoulder propping him there. Mike rolled the chair from beneath the desk and wedged his three hundred forty pounds between the protesting armrests.


Drex placed his hands on his hips, his expression demanding. “For crissake, will one of you speak?”


Mike glanced over at Gif, who made a gesture that yielded the floor to Mike. He looked up at Drex and said, “I’ve found him.”


Mike’s tone conveyed all the gaiety of a death knell. The him didn’t need specification.


For years Drex had been waiting to hear those words. He’d imagined this moment ten thousand times. He’d envisioned himself experiencing one or more physical reactions. His ears would ring, his mouth go dry, his knees buckle, his breath catch, his heart burst.


Instead, after his hands dropped from his hips, he went numb to a supernatural extent.


Gif and Mike must have expected an eruption of some sort, too, because they looked mystified over his sudden and absolute immobility and silence, which were downright eerie, even to himself.


A full minute later, when the paralyzing shock began to wear off, he walked over to the window again. Since last he’d looked out, nothing cataclysmic had occurred. Traffic hadn’t stilled on the crisscrossing freeways. No jagged cracks had opened up in the earth’s surface. The sky hadn’t fallen. The sun hadn’t burned out.


He pressed his forehead against the window and was surprised by how cold the glass felt. “You’re sure?”


“Sure? As in positive? No,” Mike replied. “But this guy looks real good on paper.”


“Age?”


“Sixty-two. So says his current driver’s license.”


Drex turned his head and raised his eyebrows in a silent question.


“South Carolina,” Mike said. “Mount Pleasant. Suburb of—”


“Charleston. I know. What name is he going by?”


“Un-huh.”


That brought Drex all the way around. “Excuse me? What does that mean?”


Gif said, “Means that you’re not getting a name until we know what you plan to do with the information.”


“What the hell do you think I plan to do with it? First thing is to haul ass to Charleston.”


Gif exchanged a look with Mike, then pushed himself away from the wall and squared off against Drex. He didn’t take a combative stance, which would have been laughable because Drex was physically imposing and Gif was nowhere near. But he set his feet apart and braced himself as though Drex’s self-restraint was iffy and reasonableness was way too much to hope for.


He said, “Hear me out, Drex. Mike and I talked about it on our way over here. We think you should consider … That is, it would be advisable to … The smart course of action would be to—”


“What?” 


“Notify Rudkowski.”


“Not a fucking chance in hell.”


“Drex—”


Louder and with more emphasis, Drex repeated his statement.


Mike shot Gif a droll glance. “Told ya.”


Drex’s ears had begun to clamor after all. Now that the reality was setting in, his blood pressure had spiked. The window glass had felt cold against his forehead because his face was feverish. The blood vessels in his temples were throbbing. His scalp was sweaty beneath his hair. His torso had gone clammy.


He pulled off his suit jacket and tossed it onto the bed, wrestled off the shoulder holster and dropped it on top of his jacket, loosened the knot of his necktie, and unbuttoned his collar, all as though he were preparing for a sparring match, which, if necessary, this argument might result in.


Willing himself to at least sound composed, he asked again, “What name is he using?”


“Assuming it’s him,” Mike said.


“You assume it’s him, or you wouldn’t have suggested this secret meeting. Tell me what you have on him, starting with his name.”


“No name.”


Mike Mallory was an all-star when it came to excavating information from a computer, but a people person he wasn’t. He harbored a general contempt for his fellow man, considering most to be complete morons, Drex and Gif being the only possible exceptions.


He was so good at what he did that Drex put up with his truculent attitude and lack of social graces, but right now he muttered an epithet that encompassed both Mike and Gif, who, on this point, had taken Mike’s side.


“Fine,” Mike said, “call us nasty names. We’re thinking in your best interest.”


“I’ll think for myself, thank you.”


“After you hear everything, you may decide against taking matters into your own hands.”


“I won’t.”


Mike shrugged. “Then it’ll be your funeral. But I’m not digging your grave, and I’m sure as hell not climbing in with you. Fair warning.”


“Fair enough. I’ll find out his frigging name myself. Just put me on the right track.”


Mike nodded. “That I’ll do. Because I don’t want him to get away, either. If it’s him.”


Drex backed down a bit and rolled his shoulders, forcing them to relax. “Does the mystery man hold a job?”


“Nothing I could find,” Mike said, “but he lives well.”


“I’ll bet,” Drex said under his breath. “How long has he been in Mount Pleasant?”


“I don’t have that yet. He’s lived at his current residence for ten months.”


“What kind of residence?”


“House.”


“Leased?”


“Purchased.”


“Mortgaged?”


“If so, I couldn’t find it.”


“Cash purchase, then.”


Mike raised his beefy shoulders in an unspoken I guess.


Gif speculated that maybe the property had been inherited, but none of them really thought that, so no one pursued it.


Drex asked, “What’s the place like?”


“Based on the real estate listing, it was pre-owned, not new,” Mike said. “But an established neighborhood. Upscale.”


“Price?”


“Million and a half and change. Looks spacious and well kept on Google Earth. It’s all on here.” Mike groped beneath his overlap for his pants pocket and produced a thumb drive.


Drex took it from him.


“Won’t do you any good without the password, and you’re not getting it till we’ve talked this out.”


Drex scoffed. “I can get the password cracked. When applied to you, the word geek sounds ludicrous, but you’re not the only computer geek around, you know.”


Mike raised his hands. “Be my guest. Get a geek to go digging. But if you’re found out, how are you going to explain your interest in this seemingly law-abiding citizen?”


“A bribed hacker won’t care what my interest is.”


“A bribed hacker won’t blink over taking your money, then—”


“Stabbing you in the back with it,” Gif chimed in.


“Your hacker would get the man in South Carolina on the phone and tell him there’s a guy in far-off Lexington, Kentucky, who’s spying on him.”


Gif picked up. “For more coin than you’re paying him, the hacker would sell you out.”


“Then it would be you, Special Agent Easton,” Mike continued, jabbing a stubby index finger at him, “who would be spied on, caught committing God knows how many violations and crimes, civil and criminal, and that would squash this and any future chance you might have to finally nail this son of a bitch, which has been your main mission in life.” He wheezed a deep breath. “Tell us we’re wrong.”


Drex sat down on the end of the bed, propped his forearms on his thighs, and dropped his head forward. After a moment, he looked up. “Okay. No hacker. I’ll moderate my approach. Satisfied?”


The other two exchanged a look. Gif said, “Exercise a little caution, some discretion.”


“Don’t go off half-cocked,” Mike said.


Gif added, “That’s all we’re saying.”


Drex placed his hand over his heart. “I’ll be cautious, discreet, and fully cocked. Okay?”


Neither approved of that last bit, and they didn’t look wholly convinced of his sincerity, but Mike said, “Okay. Next question?”


“Do you have a picture of him?”


“Only the one on his driver’s license.”


“And?”


“Looks nothing like he did the last time he surfaced.”


“Key West,” Gif reminded them, although they didn’t need reminding.


“You’d never know it’s the same man,” Mike said. “Which means I could be dead wrong about this fella.”


“If he is,” Gif said, “but you rush in hell-bent and create havoc in this guy’s life, you’ll land yourself in a world of hurt. Especially if Rudkowski were to get wind of it.”


“Rudkowski can go fuck himself.”


“Rumor is, he’s tried, but can’t quite figure out how to go about it.”


Gif’s quip got a rare snort of humor out of Mike and a reluctant grin from Drex. Gif was good at defusing a tense situation. Of average height and weight, with thinning brown hair, and not a single feature that was distinguishing, Gif’s averageness was his camouflage. He could observe others unnoticed and unremembered, which made him a valuable asset to the team. He was also a reliable predictor of human behavior, as he’d just demonstrated.


Drex’s impulse had been to rush in hell-bent and create havoc.


Needing a moment to collect his thoughts, he motioned toward the minibar. “Help yourselves.” He stood up and began pacing in the limited space between the bed and the window.


Mike and Gif made their selections and popped the tops off soda cans. Mike complained that he needed a crowbar to get the lid off the jar of mixed nuts. Gif offered to give it a try. Mike scoffed at that and called him a weakling.


Drex tuned out their bickering and focused his thoughts on his quarry, a man he first knew as Weston Graham, although that could be just another of his many aliases. Having eluded the authorities for decades, he could have turned up enjoying a Frosty at the Wendy’s across the freeway or burning incense in a monastery in the Himalayas, and neither would have surprised Drex.


He was a chameleon, exceptionally good at altering his appearance and adapting to his environment. Among the ones in which he’d lived comfortably and without arousing suspicion were a penthouse on Chicago’s Gold Coast, a horse ranch outside of Santa Barbara, and a yacht moored in Key West. Other locales that he had oozed his way through—those that Drex knew of—weren’t that ritzy. They hadn’t had to be. All had been extremely profitable for him.


When his cohorts had resettled, Drex asked, “What put you onto the guy in South Carolina?”


“I run my trot lines continually, but what finally tipped me?” Mike said around a burp. “An online dating service. Figuring he vets his victims somehow, I troll those services periodically just to see if something clicks. Day before yesterday, I came across a profile that did. The wording of it jostled my memory. Felt like I’d read it before.


“Took me a while to find it, but there it was. Except for the physical description of himself, it was word for word, comma for comma, identical to this most recent one. Likes, dislikes, five-year goals, philosophy of life and love. All that bullcrap. But the kicker? It was posted six months before Pixie went missing.”


Patricia Montgomery, known as Pixie to her friends, had vanished from her Tulsa mansion, never to be seen again.


“Coincidence, Mike,” Drex said. “Acquaintances of Pixie’s who were interviewed swore that she never would have used a dating service to meet men.”


“The acquaintances of all the missing ladies have sworn that. They’ve also sworn their friend was too savvy to be taken in by a con man. But Pixie disappeared within days of selling her stocks and emptying her bank accounts of her oil fortune.”


Gif said, “The only thing missing from her home was her PC. Her seducer left behind tens of thousands of dollars in jewelry and furs but took an outdated computer.”


“So there wouldn’t be evidence of an online flirtation,” Mike said. The leather seat beneath him groaned as he leaned forward to take the near-empty jar of nuts from Gif. “You’re frowning,” he said to Drex.


“I want to be excited, but this is awfully thin.”


“You’re right. Thin as onionskin. So I went back to his victim after Pixie. At least the one we suspect to have been his victim.”


“Marian Harris. Key West.”


“Eight months before her disappearance, the same damn profile was posted. Different dating service, but one that also caters to ‘mature’ clients with ‘discriminating tastes.’”


“Word for word?” Drex asked.


“Like a fingerprint.”


“Bad joke,” Gif said.


The man they sought had never left a fingerprint. Or if he had, no one had found it. Freakin’ Ted Bundy.


Mike shook the last of the nuts straight from the jar into his mouth. “Pittsburgh didn’t take him as long,” he said as he noshed. “He solicited ‘companionship’ with ‘a refined lady’ only three months before Loretta Doan’s disappearance, more than six years ago.”


“Are all the services you scanned nationwide?”


“Yes. Relocation isn’t a deterrent to him. I think the asshole likes the changes of scenery.”


“When was this most recent profile put out there?”


“Couple of months back.”


Drex grimaced. “He’s looking for his next lady.”


“That’s what I deduced. So I gave it a test run. I replied, using buzzwords I figured would make me sound like a prime target. I described myself as a childless, fifty-something widow who’s financially secure and independent. I enjoy fine cuisine, good wine, and foreign films. Most men find me attractive.”


“Not me,” Gif said.


“Me neither,” Drex said.


Mike gave them the finger. “He must not have, either. He hasn’t taken the bait.”


Gif thoughtfully scratched his forehead. “Maybe you oversold yourself. You sounded too self-assured, sophisticated, and smart. He looks for women with a dash of naïveté. Vulnerability. You scared him off.”


“Or,” Drex said, “he picked up on the buzzwords, smelled a rat, figured that this dream lady was actually a fed on a fishing expedition.”


“Maybe,” Mike said. “But another, more likely possibility—the one I fear—is that he jumped the gun. Solicited too soon. He hasn’t responded because he hasn’t ditched his current victim yet.”


It was a reasonable theory to which Drex gave credence because it caused his gut to clench. “Meaning that she’s in mortal danger as we speak.”


“Worse than that.”


“What’s worse than mortal danger?”


Mike hesitated.


“Give,” Drex said.


The heavy man sighed. “I repeat, Drex, I may be wrong.”


“But you don’t think so.”


He raised his catcher’s mitt–sized hands at his sides.


“Why do you think it’s him?” Drex asked.


“Just promise me—”


“No promises. What makes you think this guy is our guy? My guy?”


“Drex, you can’t go—”


Gif said, “Rudkowski will—”


“Tell me, goddamn it!” Drex said, shouting above their warnings.


After another pause, Mike mumbled, “He’s married.”


Drex hadn’t seen that coming. “Married?”


“Married. Do you take? With this ring. I now pronounce you.”


Gif confirmed it with a solemn nod.


Drex divided a perplexed look between them, then shook his head and huffed a laugh of bitter disappointment. “Well, that shoots everything to hell, and you’ve wasted my morning. If we hurry down, the restaurant will still be serving breakfast.” He pushed his fingers through his hair.


“Shit! Here I was getting all excited, when what it looks like is that our lonely heart has struck out again and is still seeking his soul mate. But he’s not our man. Because a wife doesn’t jibe.”


“It did once,” Gif reminded him.


“Once. Not since. Matrimony, do you take, with this ring, hasn’t fit his profile or MO in years. Not in any way, shape, or form.”


“Actually, Drex, it does,” Mike said solemnly.


“How so?”


Gif cleared his throat. “The wife is loaded.”


Drex looked at each of them independently. The two men couldn’t be more dissimilar, but they wore identical expressions of fear and dread.


He turned away from them, and where his gaze happened to land was on his reflection in the dresser mirror. Even he recognized that, since he’d last looked, his countenance had altered, hardened, become taut with resolve. There was a ferocity in his eyes that hadn’t been there only minutes ago, before he had learned that a woman’s life hung in the balance. Delicately. And dependent on him to save it.


He kept his voice soft but put steel behind it. “Tell me his name.”



Chapter 2
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Need help?”


Drex set the empty cardboard box on the curb, turned, and had his first face-to-face with his nemesis.


If this was indeed Weston Graham, he was around five feet eight inches tall and, for a man of sixty-two, extraordinarily fit. His golf shirt hugged firm biceps and a trim waistline. He had a receding hairline, but his graying hair was long enough in back to be pulled into a blunt ponytail. His smile was very white and straight, friendly, and wreathed by a salt-and-pepper door knocker.


Drex swiped his dripping forehead with the ripped sleeve of his baggy t-shirt. “Thanks, but that’s the last of them.”


“I was hoping you’d say that. I only offered to be nice.”


The two of them laughed.


“I’ll take one of those beers, though,” Drex said. “If you’re offering.”


His neighbor had crossed the connecting lawns with a cold bottle in each hand. He handed one to Drex. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”


“Thanks.”


They clinked bottles, and each took a drink. “Jasper Ford.” He stuck out his right hand and they shook.


“Jasper,” Drex said, as though hearing the name for the first time and committing it to memory, as though he hadn’t had to wring it out of Gif and Mike, as though he hadn’t spent the past week gleaning as much information on the man as he possibly could.


“I’m Drex Easton.” He watched the man’s eyes for a reaction to his name, but detected none.


Jasper indicated the pile of empty boxes Drex had stacked at the curb. “You’ve been hard at it for two days.”


“It’s been a chore to lug everything up those stairs. They’re killers.”


He chinned toward a steep exterior staircase that led up to an apartment above a garage that was large enough to house an eighteen-foot inboard. The structure was a good thirty yards behind the main house. Drex figured it had been positioned there to take advantage of the concealment provided by a massive live oak tree.


He squinted up through the branches and pretended to assess the apartment from a fresh perspective. “Moving in was worth the backache, though. It’s like living in a tree house.”


“I’ve never seen inside,” Jasper said. “Nice?”


“Nice enough.”


“How many rooms?”


“Only three, but all I need.”


“You’re by yourself, then?”


“Not even a goldfish.” He grinned. “But, despite the ban on pets, I may get a cat. I spotted some mouse droppings in the kitchen area.”


“I can see how a mouse could sneak in. The owners are snowbirds, down here only during the winter months.”


“So Mr. Arnott told me. They come down the day after Thanksgiving, stay until the first of June.”


“Frankly, when I learned the apartment had been rented out, I was concerned.”


“How’d you hear about it?”


“I didn’t. You showed up and started carting boxes upstairs.”


Drex laughed. “And going through your mind was ‘WTF?’”


By way of admission, the man smiled and gave a small shrug. “I have Arnott’s number in case of an emergency, so I called him.”


“I was an emergency?” Drex glanced down at his ragged shirt, dirty cargo shorts, and well-worn sneakers. “I can see where you might think so. You got one look at me and thought ‘there goes the neighborhood.’” He flashed a grin. “I clean up okay, I promise.”


Jasper Ford laughed with good nature. “Can’t be too careful.”


“That’s my motto.”


“Good fences make for good neighbors.”


“Except that there’s no fence.” Drex looked across the uninterrupted expanse of grass between the two properties. Coming back to Jasper Ford’s dark gaze, he said, “I’ll confine my rude behavior to this side of the property line. You’ll never know I’m here.”


Jasper smiled, but before he could comment, his cell phone signaled a text. “Excuse me.” He took the phone from his shirt pocket.


While he was reading the text, Drex arched his back in an overextended stretch that caused him to wince, and took another swallow of beer.


“My wife,” Jasper said as he thumbed off his phone. “Her flight has been weather delayed. She’s stuck at O’Hare.”


“That’s too bad.”


“Happens a lot,” he said somewhat absently as he glanced over his shoulder toward his house, then came back around to Drex. “How about some surf and turf?”


“Pardon?”


“I’ve got crab cakes ready for the pan. Steaks marinating. No sense in half of it going to waste.”


“I couldn’t impose.”


“If it was going to be an imposition, I wouldn’t have invited you.”


“Well …” Scratching his unshaven cheek, Drex pretended to ponder it. “I haven’t stocked the pantry or fridge yet. I’ve been subsisting on fast food.”


Jasper chuckled. “I can do better than that. See you at sunset. We’ll have drinks on the porch.” He reached out and took Drex’s beer bottle. “I’ll toss this for you.”
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Drex stepped out of the shower and reached for his ringing cell phone, which he’d balanced on the rim of the sink. He looked to see who was calling, then clicked on. “Hey.”


“How are you faring?” Mike asked.


“Right now, good. I’m standing naked and wet under a ceiling fan.”


“Spare me.”


“The fan squeaks, but this is the coolest I’ve been since I got here. Why didn’t you tell me this apartment wasn’t air-conditioned?”


“You didn’t ask.”


Once it had been decided among the three of them that Jasper Ford warranted further investigation, Drex flew to Charleston. He wasted no time in driving to Mount Pleasant and locating the Fords’ home.


Google Earth hadn’t done it justice. The two-story house was built of brick, painted white. Classically southern in design, a deep front porch ran the width of the faade, twin columns framing a glossy black front door with a brass knocker in the shape of a pineapple. The house was surrounded by a sprawling lawn and shaded by decades-old trees.


The residence looked lived in. Blooming flowers in all the beds. Thriving ferns on the porches. An American flag hanging from the eaves. Newspaper and mail delivery.


By contrast, the house next door looked less tended, and for the three nights Drex surveilled it, lights came on at the same time, went off at the same time. Timed to do so. No flowers, ferns, or mail.


He returned to Lexington, briefed Mike and Gif, and instructed Mike to find out who owned the property neighboring the Fords’, which appeared to be a second home or otherwise infrequently occupied.


Mike did his due diligence, got a name and contact info off tax records.


Then Drex did his thing. He made a cold call to Mr. Arnott, who, with his wife, resided most of the year in Pennsylvania, but, upon retirement, had purchased the place in South Carolina to escape the cold and snow.


Drex, laying it on thick, told him of his situation, which was a complete fabrication. Then he got down to the heart of the matter. He was seeking temporary lodging in or near Charleston. During a scouting expedition to see what might be available, he’d crossed the Cooper River into Mount Pleasant, and as he was driving around getting the lay of the land, so to speak, he’d spotted the garage apartment. It was ideal: Secluded. Quiet. A “cabin in the woods,” within the confines of a scenic and safe neighborhood.


The apartment would provide all the space he required. He would live there alone, no pets. He was a nonsmoker. And, in the bargain, he would keep an eye on the main house.


“Honestly, Mr. Arnott, if I’d been a burglar, I’d have chosen your house to break into. It’s obvious that you’re an absentee owner.”


When Arnott hedged, Drex was tempted to play his FBI card. He didn’t, fearing it would be tipped to Jasper Ford that he had a fed moving in next door to him. Instead he provided Arnott several fictitious references, all written by Gif, whom Arnott actually called to confirm his high recommendation. Mike also got a call to verify the reference letter signed by him. Between them, they convinced Mr. Arnott that Drex Easton was a man of sound mind, good character, and everything he claimed to be.


Arnott agreed to lease him the apartment for the requested three months, although Drex would be there for only two weeks—his allotted vacation time. Only Mike and Gif would know how his time away was being utilized. Until he had a major breakthrough, he was keeping everyone else in the dark.


Besides, asking Arnott for a three-month lease lent credibility to his story and made him seem like a stabler, more responsible tenant. He paid the full amount of rent up front.


“Besides no AC, how is it?” Mike asked now. “Are you moved in?”


From the open bathroom door, Drex could see practically the entire apartment, and virtually every square inch of it was empty, as had been most of the boxes he’d carted up the stairs for the benefit of his audience next door. The apartment had come furnished, though sparsely. He’d brought only the essentials needed to keep himself clothed and groomed. He’d brought a coffeemaker, but he hadn’t lied about a steady diet of fast food.


“All settled in,” he told Mike. “My laptop is on the kitchen table. My pistol is between the mattress and box spring.”


“In other words, it’s the same as your place here,” Mike said. “And you’ve lived here for how long?”


“Is there a reason for this call? If so, get to it. Because I don’t want to be late for my date.”


“In two days’ time you’ve already lined up a girl?” Mike said. “When you said ‘fully cocked,’ you really meant it? I’ll have to check my charts, but I think this might be a record.”


“There’s no girl, and cut the bullshit. Is Gif with you? Put me on speaker.” When Drex could tell that Mike had switched over, he said, “Jasper Ford invited me over for dinner tonight.”


After a second or two of stunned silence, Mike and Gif exclaimed their surprise.


“Here I have my high-powered binocs focused, all set up to spy on him, and he comes over today with a cold beer and a handshake, welcoming me to the neighborhood. I’m glad he made the first move. That saved me from having to devise a way to put me in his path and make his acquaintance.”


He gave them a run-down of their conversation. “It was casual, friendly, but definitely an appraisal. When he saw me moving in, he called Arnott to check me out.”


“Paranoid, you think?” Gif asked.


“Or just a watchful property owner, cautious of strangers,” Mike said. “Anybody in that kind of neighborhood would be.”


“It could be either,” Drex said. “I should have a better feel for him after our dinner.”


“What about the missus?” Mike asked.


It had been a worry to them that, although Drex had spotted Jasper coming and going over the past two days, he hadn’t seen any sign of his wife. “He told me that she’s been out of town, which I hope is the truth and that she’s still alive. While we were talking, he did receive a text ostensibly from her.” He told them about the delayed flight.


“Why Chicago?” Gif asked.


“He didn’t say. But he did say that her being delayed happens a lot, indicating that she flies often.”


“Makes sense,” Mike said. “She was in the travel business.”


“Yes, was,” Drex said. Mike had discovered that the sale of Shafer Travel, Inc., had been the source of Mrs. Ford’s mega bucks. “Question is, why is she still frequently on the go?”


When no answer was forthcoming, Drex said, “I’ll feel better when I can confirm she’s still with us. Maybe I’ll get a lot of questions answered tonight. Speaking of …” He glanced out the window. The sun was sinking. “I’ve got to go now, get dressed, make a run to the liquor store.”


“What for?”


“It wouldn’t be neighborly to show up for dinner empty-handed.”


As he signed off, he was thinking how neighborly it had been of Jasper to bring him a beer and then offer to toss the bottle for him.


However, wouldn’t it have been more neighborly to let Drex finish drinking the beer? But no, Jasper Ford had wanted that bottle back.
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“White for the crab cakes. Red for the steaks.” Drex held up the bottles of wine in turn as he approached the screened porch where Jasper was sitting in a rocking chair beneath a twirling ceiling fan.


He got up and held open the screen door. “You didn’t have to do that, but thank you.” He took the bottles from Drex. “How about a drink first?”


“What are you having?” Drex motioned toward the highball glass on the wicker table next to the rocking chair.


“Bourbon on the rocks.”


“Water?”


“No.”


Drex grinned. “Perfect.”


“Have a seat.” Jasper put the white wine in the mini fridge beneath the built-in bar and poured Drex’s drink. As he handed it to him, he said, “You do clean up okay.”


Drex raised his glass in a quasi toast. “I try.” He’d shaved, but had left a scruff. He’d worn casual slacks and a button-up shirt, the shirttail out. Docksiders, no socks.


Jasper resumed his seat in the rocker and sipped from his drink. “So, you’re a writer.”


Drex pretended to strangle on his sip of whiskey and looked at his host with surprise.


“Your literary agent was one of the references you gave Arnott.”


“Oh! For a second there, I thought you were a mind-reader.” Looking abashed, he said, “I’m trying to be a writer. Can’t claim the title yet. I haven’t published.”


“Your agent told Arnott that you have real potential.”


He waved that off. “All agents say that about their clients.”


“She must believe it or she wouldn’t be representing you.”


“He.”


“Sorry?”


“My agent is a he.”


“Oh. My mistake.”


My ass, Drex thought. That had been a test.


“Are you writing full-time?”


“Lately I have been.”


“How do you support yourself?”


“Frugally.” Jasper gave the expected laugh. Drex said, “My dad died a couple of years ago and left me a small inheritance. Nothing to boast about, but it’s keeping a roof over my head while I work on the book.”


“Fiction or non?”


“Fiction. Civil War novel.”


Jasper raised his eyebrows, encouraging him to continue.


“I don’t want to bore you,” Drex said.


“I’m not bored.”


“Well,” Drex said, taking a deep breath, “the protagonist takes a sort of Forrest Gump journey through the conflict, from Bull Run to Appomattox. He grapples with divided loyalties, his moral compass, mortal fear during battle. That kind of thing.”


“Sounds interesting.”


Drex smiled as though he realized that was a platitude, but appreciated it all the same. “My agent likes the story, and said my research was factually sound. But he felt the narrative lacked color. It needed more heart, he said. Soul.”


“So you came down here to get color, heart, and soul.”


“I hope to soak up some while working on the second draft. And,” he said, stretching out both his legs and the word, “I needed to get away from the distractions of the everyday grind.”


“Like a wife?”


“Not anymore.”


“Divorced?”


“Thank God.”


“You sound bitter. What happened?”


“She accused me of cheating.”


“Did you?”


Drex looked at him and cocked an eyebrow, but didn’t answer. Instead he sipped his bourbon. It was a smooth, expensive one. “The divorce cost me dear and taught me a hard lesson.”


“You’ll never cheat again.”


“I’ll never marry again.”


“Ah, never say never,” Jasper said, shaking his index finger at him. “After the loss of my first wife, I grieved for her and stayed single for a long time. Thirty years, in fact.”


“Man, that’s loyalty. How’d she die?”


Looking Drex straight in the eye, he said, “In pain.” He held the stare for a beat, then finished his bourbon in one shot, stood, and headed for the kitchen. “How do you like your steak?”
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The medium rare rib eye had been seasoned and grilled to perfection. Jasper apologized for serving the meal in the casual dining room, rather than the more formal one, but the table was set a lot fancier than Drex was used to, and he confessed as much.


While they ate, Drex probed his host for more personal information, but in a manner he hoped would seem natural. “This house is really something.”


“Thank you.”


“You hire a professional decorator?”


“Only to consult. Talia knew what she wanted.”


“Talia? That’s your wife’s name? Pretty.” He glanced around. “She has good taste.”


“She has great taste.”


“Expensive taste?”


Jasper only smiled at that, but didn’t respond.


Drex took a sip of the Cabernet he’d brought, blotted his mouth, and then picked up his utensils and cut into his steak again. “You seem to do all right,” he said, applying his knife to the meat. “What’s your line of work?”


“I work at enjoying the fruits of my labors.”


Drex stopped chewing and looked across at Jasper to gauge whether or not he was joking. Jasper’s expression didn’t change. He didn’t even blink. Drex swallowed and laughed out loud. “Lucky you. You retired early?”


“Several years ago.”


“From what? Must’ve been a healthy business.”


“I created some software that proved to be lucrative.”


Or did you accumulate a fortune by rooking women out of theirs? 


That’s what Drex was thinking when Jasper smiled at him congenially and said, “I have lemon sorbet for dessert.”


Drex declined the sorbet. And since it was obvious that Jasper didn’t want to elaborate on his former field of endeavor, Drex let the subject drop. He also declined to have coffee, not wanting to outstay his welcome.


Although he offered to help with the cleanup, Jasper refused.


As Drex was about to leave, he mentioned that the apartment didn’t have air-conditioning. Jasper insisted on lending him a box fan. He fetched it from his garage and told Drex to keep it for as long as he needed it.


“Thanks. Thanks for everything.” Drex extended his hand.


As they shook, Jasper said, “Talia texted that she should be home by midnight. We’re taking a boat out tomorrow afternoon. Not too far offshore. Just puttering around. Why don’t you join us?”


Drex was anxious to meet his wife, gauge her, but didn’t want to appear too eager. “Nice of you to offer, but it’s been days since I looked at my manuscript. The move-in and all. I really should work tomorrow.”


“You can’t take off a Sunday? I’m sure the Lord would understand.”


Drex pretended to have been persuaded. Jasper gave him the name of the marina and the number of the slip. “Meet us there around noon. We’ll go ahead and get things ready. Come hungry. We’ll have a picnic lunch on board.”


“Sounds great.” Drex thanked him again for the evening and carried the box fan across the lawn and up the stairs.


He began undressing by reaching under his loose shirttail and removing the holster from his waistband at the small of his back. Call him a cynic, but surf and turf had seemed a little over the top for a first visit even if the meal hadn’t originally been prepared with him in mind.


Fifteen minutes later, he was stripped down to his underwear, the fan was on high, all the lights were off, and he was at the window watching through binoculars as Jasper went about cleaning up. When he was done, he locked the doors and turned out the lights. A few moments later an upstairs light came on. Minutes after, that light was also extinguished.


He hadn’t waited up for his wife. Talia.


Drex repositioned the fan so it would be blowing across the bed. He lay down on his back and stacked his hands on his chest. But, tired as he was, he was still awake when he heard a car. He returned to the window that offered the most advantageous view of the Fords’ house.


Turning into the driveway was a late-model BMW sedan. Drex checked his wristwatch. Mrs. Ford had overshot her ETA by twenty-seven minutes. She must have opened the garage door with a remote. She drove in, and the door went down.


Drex never distinguished more of her than a shadowy form, but by the lights being turned on, then off, he tracked her progress through the house. The last light to go out was behind a shade in a small upstairs window. He presumed it was a bathroom. Drex stayed at the window for several minutes more, but the house remained dark.


He returned to bed but lay awake, his mind troubled with thoughts of Talia Ford, lying beside her husband. When she got into bed with him, had she whispered good night, kissed his cheek, snuggled against him, reached for him, and initiated lovemaking? The thought of it made Drex ill.


At least she was alive. But for how long? Because if Jasper was the man Drex suspected him of being, his wife’s days were numbered. If Jasper Ford was the man Drex had first come to know by the name of Weston Graham, then this woman would be the next of many whom Jasper had befriended, wooed, and robbed of millions before they disappeared without a trace. Drex was convinced that he had disposed of those women.


How’d she die? 


In pain. 


The words, Jasper’s implacable doll-like stare when he spoke them, had made the hair on the back of Drex’s neck stand on end. In that moment, it had felt as though Jasper was baiting him.


Drex hadn’t taken the bait, but he’d wanted to.


He had wanted to lunge across the short distance separating them, grab the man—the good cook, the perfect host, the friendly neighbor—by the throat, and demand to know if he was the psychopathic cocksucker who had killed his mother.



Chapter 3
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The vessel moored in the designated slip wasn’t just a boat, but a yacht. It wasn’t the largest in the marina, but it held its own among them, being impressively sleek and shiny. Drex felt like he should be wearing white pants and a blue blazer, maybe with a jaunty pocket handkerchief, and have a hat with gold braid and a shiny black brim.


Instead, he was in khaki shorts, a chambray shirt, and baseball cap.


Jasper waved to him from the aft deck. The woman beside him called down, “Ahoy, Drex. You’re just in time for Champagne.” She hefted a magnum by the neck.


He gave her his best smile and started up the ramp. “I’d settle for a beer.”


“We have that, too.”


A decade younger than her husband, she was very pretty in the soft and—what was the word Gif had used? Naïve? She had that dash of girlish naïveté that a con man would target. Her hair was blond, short, and artfully tousled. She was dressed in white capri pants and a bright pink sleeveless top with a scooped neckline that showed off a deep cleavage. The best that money could buy, Drex guessed.


As he joined them on deck, he and Jasper shook hands. “Have trouble finding us?”


“None at all.” He took in the yacht, then divided a look between Jasper and his wife, landing on Jasper. “You’re a lucky bastard. This is some beauty you have here.” Then he leaned in, adding, “The boat’s not bad looking, either.”


All three of them laughed. Mrs. Ford flattened a hand against the swell of her breasts, the diamonds on her fingers flashing rainbows in the sunlight. “Why, thank you. Jasper warned me that you were a charmer. I’m so glad you joined us today, even though I understand we’re dragging you away from your work.”


“Thank you for the invitation, and it didn’t take much arm-twisting to get me here. A writer looks for any excuse not to write.”


“I would be completely daunted by the prospect of writing a book,” she said.


“I’m completely daunted by it, too, Talia. I’m sorry, is it okay if I call you Talia?”


She and Jasper looked surprised, then both began laughing. She said, “You could call me Talia if that was my name. I’m Elaine. Elaine Conner.”


Taken aback, Drex was about to stammer an apology when Jasper looked beyond him and smiled. “Here’s Talia.”


Drex did an about-face.


A woman dressed all in white was coming up the steps that led from the galley, a tray of canapés balanced on her right palm. Hearing her name, she tilted her head back and looked up through the hatch, straight at Drex.


His stomach dropped like an anchor, because, in that instant, he knew: I’m so fucked.
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As Talia cleared the doorway onto the deck, the tall stranger stepped forward. “You could use a hand.” He relieved her of the tray.


“Thank you.” The sun was behind him. She shielded her eyes against the glare to better see him. The bill of his cap cast his eyes in shadow, but his bristly jaw and smile were visible. He didn’t appear to be quite as “rough around the edges” as Jasper had described. “You must be our new neighbor.”


“Guilty.”


Jasper placed an arm across her shoulders. “Talia, this is Drex Easton. Drex, my wife.”


“Pleased to meet you, Drex.” She proffered her hand. He was holding the tray in his left, so his right hand was free to shake hers. It was a firm handshake, but not a bone-cruncher.


“Pleased to meet you, too, Talia.”


“Jasper told me about the pleasant dinner you had together.”


“It’s a shame you missed it. Your husband is an outstanding cook.”


“Which works out well, because I’m dreadful.”


“This doesn’t look dreadful.” He nodded down at the array of hors d’oeuvres on the tray.


“The deli,” she whispered.


“But the rémoulade for the shrimp salad is homemade,” Jasper said. “I whipped it up this morning.”


“And I recommend it highly,” she said.


Elaine got their attention by clapping her hands. “Gather ’round. I insist on everyone having at least one glass of Champagne.” She had filled four flutes and placed them on a cocktail table. “This is an occasion. We’ve made a new friend. Welcome, Drex.”


“Thank you. I’m glad to be here.”


Although he was the outsider, he looked at ease as he carried the tray to the table and set it in the center, then held out a chair for Elaine before seating himself.


“You forgot your hat, Talia.” Jasper came up behind her and placed her wide-brimmed straw hat on her head.


“Thank you. It wouldn’t have taken long for me to miss it.”


“Wise girl,” Elaine said to Drex. “She avoids sun exposure. Too late for me.”


“You acquire a gorgeous tan. I freckle,” Talia said.


“She’s practically a vampire,” Jasper said.


Affronted and embarrassed by his insensitive remark, she looked at the newcomer of the group, who was sitting directly across the table from her. He had slid on a pair of sunglasses, but she could tell that he was looking into her face, as though seeking the referred-to freckles.


What could have become an awkward moment was saved by Elaine, who prompted them to raise their glasses. She made a toast to everyone’s good health then turned her attention to Drex and began plying him with questions.


Jasper spoke quietly to her. “I believe I embarrassed you with the vampire comment. I’m sorry.”


“No harm done.”


He patted her hand, then turned toward the other two and joined their conversation. Talia was content to let it flow around her without being required to either lead it or participate to any great extent. The tedious hours she’d spent in O’Hare, the bumpy flight to Charleston, then the drive home from the airport had left her exhausted. Jasper didn’t wake up when she got into bed, for which she’d been relieved. It was his wont to ask for detailed accounts of her trips.


Over breakfast, she had suggested that she sit out today’s excursion. “You and Elaine go without me. Enjoy yourselves. I’ll be perfectly happy to stay behind and lounge all day.”


“We’ve had this planned for days. Elaine will be disappointed if you don’t come. Besides, I’ve invited a fourth.”


That’s when he’d told her about the man who’d moved into the garage apartment.


“Is it even livable?” she’d asked.


“He seems to think so. But I doubt his standards are very high.”


“Why do you say that?”


“I’ll let you form your own opinion. He’s rough around the edges, but I will credit him with knowing which fork to use for each course, and the two bottles of wine he brought were passable.”


“If you weren’t that taken with him, why did you invite him to come along today?”


“Curiosity.”


Drex Easton was more refined than Jasper had led her to believe, but then Jasper did have very high standards. Gauging by Elaine’s body language, which had her leaning toward the writer across the armrest of her chair, she found him magnetic.


He seemed unfazed by her avid interest, answering her barrage of questions with humor but, Talia noticed, little elaboration. He was self-deprecating and unaffected.


But when he glanced across the table and shot her a smile, Talia wondered if perhaps he was exercising reverse psychology. Maybe his seeming disinterest in making a good first impression was a calculated attempt to make one.


Not so long ago, she would have accepted his open and friendly nature for what it was, rather than to look for duplicity. Jasper was more disinclined to take people at face value. She supposed that tendency of his was wearing off on her.


They finished the remainder of the Champagne, then Jasper pushed back his chair and stood. “Shall we get underway? Or would you rather serve lunch first, Elaine?”


“Let’s go out a way and anchor for lunch.”


Jasper saluted her. “After you, captain.” He bent down and peeped beneath the brim of Talia’s hat. “You don’t mind if I play first mate, do you?”


“I know you can’t wait to get your hands on the wheel. Go.”


He pecked her cheek with his lips. To Drex he said, “Beer and soft drinks are in the fridge in the galley. Help yourself.”


“Thanks. I’m good for now.”


Jasper followed Elaine into the wheelhouse and closed the door behind them. The absence of Elaine’s chatter was immediately noticeable. Drex was the first to remark on it. “Has Elaine ever met a stranger?”


Talia laughed. “Not since I’ve known her.”


“Which is for how long?”


“A few years.”


“How’d you come to meet?”


“She and her husband frequently cruised down here from Delaware. After he died, she decided to move here. She and I met when she joined the country club.”


He gave a look around. “I assumed the yacht belonged to you and Jasper.”


“No, it’s Elaine’s.”


“Does she pilot it herself?”


“Usually only out of the marina.”


“That takes some maneuvering skills.”


“According to her, the late Mr. Conner was an avid boatman. He taught her how to pilot in case there was ever an emergency and she had to take over for him. She’s coaching Jasper. Once we clear the buoys, she lets him have the wheel.”


“He seemed eager to be at the helm.”


“He loves boats and all things aquatic.”


“What about you?”


“I enjoy our outings, but I don’t have a passion for the water.”


“No? What turns you on?”


Possibly she was reading innuendo into the question when none was intended. Otherwise it bordered on being inappropriate. Since they were going to be trapped on a boat together for hours, she chose to make a joke of it rather than an issue.


“Nutella,” she said. “I eat it with a spoon straight from the jar.”


He laughed.


The lighthearted mood had been reestablished. Feeling more comfortable, she settled in her chair, tucking her right foot beneath her hips. She motioned toward his cap. “Did you go to Tennessee?”


“No. A buddy of mine is an alum and gung-ho fan. We went camping last summer, and I came home with his cap mixed up in my stuff. I never gave it back.” He grinned. “It’s ragged. I doubt he’s missed it.”


She smiled, then looked away, distracted by another boat passing them as it entered the marina. She waved to those onboard, and they waved back. But once the boat was past them, she again got the feeling that Drex Easton was studying her, and when she turned back to him, she caught him at it. “What?”


He pointed toward her empty glass. “You passed on a refill of Champagne. Can I go below and get you something else?”


“You shouldn’t be waiting on me. You’re the guest.”


“But you didn’t invite me. Jasper did. You probably would have preferred not having to entertain today. You got in late last night.”


She tilted her head inquisitively.


“I heard your car when you pulled into the driveway.”


“I’m sorry I disturbed you.”


“You didn’t. I wasn’t asleep. I haven’t slept through the night since I moved in.”


“A new place takes some getting used to. Give it a few more nights.”


“I don’t think a few more nights are going to improve the lumpy mattress. The fan Jasper loaned me helped with the heat.”


“He lent you a fan?”


“His generosity knows no bounds.”


She smiled. Then, to her chagrin, she yawned. “Forgive me. The truth is, I didn’t get a full night’s sleep, either, and the Champagne has made me drowsy.”


“Then I’ll shut up and let you doze. Or would you rather I leave you in peace and … relocate?”


When he smiled in a certain way, an attractive dimple appeared in his right cheek behind the piratical scruff. She figured he knew that dimple was attractive and doubted he would relocate if she took him up on his offer.


“You may stay,” she said.


“Ah, good. I’m drowsy, too. And after two days of moving in, it feels good to sit and do nothing.” He slouched deeper into his chair, pulled the brim of his cap down to the top of his sunglasses, and linked his fingers over his lap. No rings. A sizeable but unadorned wristwatch with a black leather band.


His hands were large and long-fingered, with plump veins crisscrossing the backs of them. His sleeves were rolled up to midway between wrist bone and elbow. Even though he appeared relaxed, she sensed tensile strength in his limbs.


She looked away and followed a solitary cloud drifting between them and the horizon. A minute passed. He didn’t move. The silence between them began to feel ponderous. She searched for something to say. “Drex is an unusual name.”


He flinched and sat up straighter. “Sorry? I was about to nod off.”


“No you weren’t.”


The moment the words were out, she wished she could call them back. Too late now, however. Above his sunglasses, one of his eyebrows arched to form a question mark.


With a trace of challenge in her tone, she said, “You were staring at me. I could see your eyes through your sunglasses.”


He thumped the arm of his chair with his fist. “Damn! Busted.” He shot her that smile again. “I was staring at you.”


“Why?”


“Welllll, if I told the absolute, swear-on-the-Bible truth, Jasper would probably sew me up in a tow sack and pitch me overboard.”


Talia couldn’t help it. She laughed. He was a shameless flirt, and, since he made no secret of it, it was harmless. “Like the Count of Monte Cristo.”


“My favorite book,” he said.


“Oh? Why?”


He thought about it for a moment. “He was committed.”


“To getting revenge.”


He bobbed his chin. “He let nothing stop him, not even imprisonment. He was patient. He did his homework. He pulled off the best undercover guise ever. Got his man.” He paused and then grinned wickedly. “And woman.”


“His enemy’s wife.”


He sat up straight and leaned forward with his forearms crossed on the tabletop. “I called Jasper a lucky bastard when I mistook Elaine for his wife.”


“You no longer think he’s lucky?”


He didn’t answer immediately. Then, “I think he won the Powerball. Twice. At least.”


The dimple had disappeared, and so had the mischievous smile. Of a sudden, the flirting didn’t seem quite so harmless.



Chapter 4
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Elaine chose that moment to open the wheelhouse door and poke her head out. “Hold onto your hats and watch to see that those flutes don’t slide off the table. We’ve cleared the marina, and Jasper’s about to give it the throttle.” She ducked back inside. The yacht gathered speed and moved out into open water.


Elaine had interrupted an uncomfortable moment. But Talia thought perhaps she had imagined the intensity in Drex’s tone, because now his teasing grin was back.


“Why was I staring at you? I was contemplating. Here I am a wordsmith, but I’ll be damned if I can think of an adjective that accurately captures the color of your hair. When I saw you coming up the stairs, I thought ‘russet.’”


“Adequate.”


“Adequate but lacking nuance.”


“You need nuance?”


“Yes. Because when you got in the sunlight, I saw that your hair is shot through with strands of gold and copper. So what word would I use to describe it?”


“Why would you need a word? Why would you be describing me? Unless you’re planning to use me as a character in your book.”


“Oh, God no! I think far too highly of you to do that.”


Her laughter was followed by a comfortable silence as they stared out across the chop. He resumed the conversation by asking what had taken her to Chicago.


“I went to assess a hotel.” Reading his puzzled expression, she smiled. “It’s a prototype. New concept. Very minimalist. I tried it on for size.”


“What for?”


“It’s a long story.”


He spread his arms. “I’ve got nowhere to go.”


“Okay, but remember you asked.”


“Fire at will.”


“I was trying out the hotel for my clientele.”


“Clientele?”


“My parents had a travel agency. I started working in the office when I was in high school. When I graduated college, I was made manager, and they semi-retired. Then Dad died, followed by my mother a year and a half later. I was their only child and heir. Shafer Travel, Inc., became mine.”


“That sounded like the expurgated version. Go on.”


“Well, I expanded the business, first by opening an office in Savannah, and then another in Birmingham. Those did well. I paid off the business loan that got those up and running, then took out another loan to open two more offices, one in Dallas, the other in Charlotte.”


“Wow,” he said. “This at a time when most people started booking everything travel-related online.”


“Most people, yes. But when even the best travel agencies began cutting back on personnel and services offered, a market was created for white glove service. My agencies responded, and began catering to clients who didn’t need to, or wish to, shop online for the cheapest airfare or haggle over a room rate.”


“You stopped booking bus tours to see fall foliage?”


“And started booking private jets to see the seven wonders of the world. Word spread about our specialized service.”


“Millionaires talk.”


She smiled. “Before too long, Shafer Travel got the attention of a company that has dozens of agencies nationwide. It didn’t look kindly on the competition mine were giving them.” She raised her shoulders. “They made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.”


“You sold out.”


“Lock, stock, and barrel.”


“Congratulations.”


“Thank you.”


“So if you no longer have the business, why were you trying out the hotel in Chicago?”


“Are you sure you want to hear all this?”


“I don’t know. How much more inept and underachieving am I going to feel when you’re finished?” The dimple reappeared.


She tented her fingers and tapped them against her lips as she regarded him thoughtfully. “I don’t quite trust you.”


“I’m sorry?”


“Your self-denigration. I think you use it to disarm people so they’ll form a lower opinion of you than they should.”


He placed his hand over his heart. “What a relief. Here I thought my inadequacies were real. I’m glad to learn they’re faked.”


She didn’t laugh as he obviously expected her to. Rather, she continued to wonder why he downplayed the shrewdness she detected in the eyes behind the dark lenses. Not that his psychology was of any consequence to her, she reminded herself. She went on with her story, but only because he motioned for her to do so.


“I discovered I wasn’t cut out to retire at the age of thirty-two,” she said. “Inside of a month, I was bored. So when I began getting calls from former clients, complaining about the lack of attention and personal service they were receiving, I agreed to handle their travel arrangements, everything from the time they left their front door until they returned. Down to the most minute detail.”


“You do this for fun? Goodwill?”


“No, for a percentage of how much they spend on the trip.”


“Ah!” He grinned. “I doubt I could afford you.”


“Few can,” she admitted. “That limits the number of clients I cater to. I get to keep my toe in, but only to the extent I want.”


“Still giving the big boys competition?”


“I’m an … irritant. Especially to the company that bought me out.”


He barked a laugh. “I’ll bet. You’re keeping the big spenders under your wing.” He flopped back against the chair cushion. “For ingenuity alone, I’d give you a five-star rating.”


His flattery made her feel good in a way it probably shouldn’t. She experienced a warmth she wanted to bask in.


“How did you like the minimalist prototype?” he asked.


Glad to be pulled back on track, she said, “There were an overabundance of outlets in which to plug in devices.”


“But?”


“The room was sterile. No personality or character. No—”


“Ambiance?”


“Good word.”


“Whew! Maybe I have promise as a writer after all.”


She gave him an arch look before continuing. “Everything was so high tech, it took me fifteen minutes to figure out how to turn on the lights and keep them on. I’m not particularly fond of baroque or chintz, but I do like a chair that conforms to the human body, one that I can actually sit in.”


“You won’t be recommending the place.”


“No. My clients appreciate having their travel streamlined, and having plenty of electrical outlets for their gadgets, but they also insist on creature comforts.”


“I’m a creature who likes his comforts.”


“Then why did you move into that tiny space with no air-conditioning and a lumpy mattress?”


“I hadn’t suffered enough yet. To be a good writer, one must suffer.”


“Self-flagellation?”


“I haven’t tried it yet, but I’m almost to that point.”


They shared a smile, then he asked, “When you go on these research trips, does Jasper ever go along?”


“Not that often. Only if I’m looking at something a bit more exotic than a hotel for the business traveler.”


“Do you ever go overseas?”


“I go two or three times a year. Jasper, never.”


“Why not? I’d think those would be the trips he’d want to take.”


“He doesn’t like the long flights.”


“I see.”


She sensed there was more to his dismissive comment than the mere two words. “What?”


“Nothing.”


“What?” 


“Well, I think Jasper must be the most secure man I’ve ever met to let you go traveling the world on your own and be okay with it.”


“I didn’t ask his permission, so it’s not as though he lets me,” she said coolly. “And I didn’t say he was okay with it.”


“Then he’s not?”


“He is, but he keeps track of my itinerary.”


“So he knows where you are at any given time.”


“Yes.” Minutes earlier, she’d been thinking how glad she was to have avoided one of Jasper’s debriefings late last night. Now, she was defending his husbandly concern. “It only makes sense. It’s a safety precaution.”


“Me? I’d want to put a chip in your ear.”


Again Drex’s grin lightened the tenor of the conversation and relieved the tension inside her chest that had begun to collect. She had disliked having to justify Jasper’s vigilance over her schedule.


Drex looked toward the wheelhouse. “How long have you two been together?”


“Together, a year and a half. Married, eleven months.”


“That was a short courtship.”


“Relatively.”


“He must have swept you off your feet as soon as you met. How did you?”


“You wouldn’t believe it.”


He came back around to her. “Oh, no. Don’t tell me you found each other online.”


“Well, in a sense, but not on a match-up service. We corresponded by email for several weeks before we met in person.”


His eyebrows bobbed above his sunglasses. “Do tell.”


She laughed. “It’s not at all salacious. He’d booked a trip—domestic—through our office in Savannah. When he returned, he had a complaint about one of the hotels we’d booked him into, and wanted to take up the issue with the top dog.”


“That would be you.”
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