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Shock & Awesome

​ Lexi
Graves Mysteries, Book 4

 


Camilla
Chafer






When a
thief who preys on the super rich women of a high-end dating
website turns up in Montgomery, it’s up to Private Investigator,
Lexi Graves, to lure him out before he goes to ground. To make
matters worse, he's evaded capture numerous times, and this might
be the last chance to catch him before he retires altogether from
the high stakes game.

Newly
single and thoroughly confused, the last thing Lexi wants to do is
date a string of men whose photos are optimistic, to say the least.
But one on her short list is the thief and a rogue. Faux-dating a
string of Not The Ones could help her discover not only which one
he is, but also help her decide whom and what she wants in her
personal life. Will it be her sexy, mysterious, boss, Solomon? Or
handsome cop, Maddox?

Posing
as a wealthy, glamorous, eligible bachelorette, complete with
walk-in closet of designer clothes, sports car, and mansion, can be
fun and games, but Lexi may have met her match when she becomes the
next target in the thief’s sights. After all, he’ll stop at nothing
to get what he wants. Along with her cash and borrowed jewels, this
master thief might also want to steal her heart in the ultimate
sting.

But as
the case comes together, tragedy strikes, causing Lexi to question
what is more important to her: racing to the aid of her best
friend, or solving the case, no matter the cost.


Chapter One






The very
last person I expected to see walking out of my boss's boardroom
was my ex-boyfriend, Detective Adam Maddox. Okay, so he wasn't
exactly the “last person,” but he was definitely in the top ten.
After all, it wasn't like I could think of a single thing they had
in common, except me, and I was fairly sure neither was too happy
about that. Not that there was anything doing in “that department.”
Nothing at all. Which made their handshake as they paused just
outside of the doorway, as well as Maddox clapping Solomon on the
shoulder, all the more strange. Now that their romances with me
were over, had they moved onto — I swallowed hard — a
bromance?

"I'll
get the details to you this afternoon," Maddox said as they
released hands. Solomon's right hand immediately dived into the
pocket of his black chinos as he nodded in response. Okay, so maybe
not a bromance. Solomon didn't seem as happy as he first appeared,
not that he would ever make it obvious, of course, but after
several months working with him, I got to know his most subtle
moves. Solomon was up to something with my ex-boyfriend, but he
wasn't altogether thrilled about it. I wondered what got to him the
most: my ex or whatever they were collaborating on. Most of all, I
wondered when someone was going to tell me. If there was one thing
that made me more uncomfortable than having two former lovers in
the same room, it was being kept in the dark on work ops. Now, with
Solomon's expansion of the agency still a big secret under wraps, I
was doubly eager to uncover whatever this latest thing was. I swear
it had nothing to do with personal issues. With either of them. No,
not I. I was a professional, and a polished professional, albeit a
snoop, at that.

Turning
on his heel, Maddox barely blinked at the very moment he noticed me
at my desk, but our eyes met and his softened slightly before his
face hardened. Okay, someone was a cross bunny. With a curt incline
of his chin towards me, he marched out of the large room that
served as the private investigators' shared office, towards the
exit.

I didn't
realize I was watching him go until the door clicked shut behind
him and I turned back to my laptop, briefly glancing up to see
Solomon's eyes on me, his face blank. Without saying a word, he
turned away, returning to the sanctum of his office next to the
boardroom.

Well,
that was weird. Solomon and Maddox once worked together, and that
was how I met them, after pretty much tripping over a corpse and
landing in one humdinger of a financial crime. Neither were friends
at the time; indeed, Maddox seemed suspicious of Solomon, given his
history, which was one of shades, rather than a clear-cut resume
like Maddox. His rise through the ranks of Montgomery PD was as
obvious as every serving police officer in my family.

Since
that first case ended, Solomon decided to retire from whatever he
did in national law enforcement — no one was ever totally sure what
or who employed him — and stick around Montgomery to start up his
own detective agency. He offered me a job and Maddox presented me
with the top position of girlfriend. I was still a private
investigator, and though I had a lot left to learn, I was
definitely off the trainee rung, but the girlfriend spot was on
hiatus. Not least because I suspected Maddox of cheating with his
supremely pretty undercover partner, Detective Rebecca Blake, but
also because I subsequently did the horizontal horror with Solomon
in several moments of unconscionable madness.

Now I
was single, but gainfully employed, and my two exes were shaking
hands like they were simply agreeing to man the barbecue together
at Montgomery's next town fair. It was baffling. Even worse, I was
desperate to know what it was all about, and so would my best
friend, Lily Shuler, the moment I told her. If I didn't have the
answers, I would have to listen to a whole bunch of her theories.
But how was I to get the information out of a man so shrewd, he
would know what I was doing as soon as I eased out of my
chair?

Simple.
I would wait for him to tell me. He was probably dying to, I
reasoned. After all, everyone loves to share a secret.

For the
next hour, as I impatiently waited in desperation for Solomon to
share, while it ate me up inside, I filled the time with less
paperwork and more surreptitious texting of Lily. She was as
intrigued as I.

“He's dying to tell you,” she texted by return.

I looked
up, narrowing my eyes at the blind-covered interior windows of
Solomon's office. He gazed at his laptop screen, and only briefly
did I notice his left eyebrow flicker, as if he were suddenly aware
someone was watching him. I ducked my head, fully aware that he not
only knew it was I, but also that he wasn't even remotely dying to
tell me a thing.

How
annoying.

“Nope,” I typed, “his mouth is tighter than a clam.”

“Bastard,” pinged the reply.

Bit
harsh, perhaps, but not far off the mark in the general scheme of
my thoughts.

My phone
vibrated again and I peered at the screen. “Do you think they want
to share you?” asked Lily.

My eyes
widened and I reached for my glass of water to quench my suddenly
dry mouth. I doubted it, somehow. I wasn't even sure either of them
wanted me solo, given the way things abruptly ended between Maddox
and me, and then Solomon and me. Just my luck, really. Wait forever
for a decent guy to show up, sweating my buns off in Anton's
ass-kicker of a spin class, just to keep said butt looking peachy
in the interim, and just when one hot guy turns up, so does his
hotter pal. As for who was hot, and who was hotter, that was hard
to say. What I did know was one cheated and the other seemed to
have forgotten to call. Ever.

Having
said that, the thought of them going two at a time gave me a hot
flush before my brain became the consistency of the innards of a
Twinkie.

“I'm having a hot flush,” texted Lily.

“Get aircon,” I messaged. “How do I find out why Maddox was
here?”

“Ask. Or bug S's office.”

Well,
that was an idea, but somehow, I knew Solomon would find out, and
when he did, I could imagine him firing my ass. What would I do
then? The PI gig was my favorite job since I joined the world of
the gainfully employed. Would I want to return to temping? Working
the worst bits of a job to earn a measly paycheck along with the
general disdain of the other employees? No. I wanted to crack
cases, catch bad guys and make enough money to afford the butter
yellow bungalow on Bonneville Avenue, which I had my eye on. A few
months ago, it was for sale, but the sign disappeared within days.
I wished it was for sale again, especially now that Lily's parents
put our apartment building up for sale the moment the cast came off
my arm. Having it broken while chasing the bad guys was one of the
downsides of the job, but it managed to earn me several weeks of
paid recuperation time.

Since
getting my fill of the important goings-on in Hollywood via the E!
Network, I returned to my job early and got stuck with desk duty.
Now the cast was off, I was raring to go, but Solomon had yet to
assign me any cases. It wasn't just that I was itching to get out
there and do something productive, the bonus money was undeniably a
delightful extra. My salary paid my basics, but the case completion
bonus, paid by the clients, was an extra boost to my ebbing morale.
I was bored. I might complain about a numb ass when I was sitting
on it for hours during surveillance, in a cold car, watching an
assortment of criminals, idiots, and cheats, but anything had to
beat the humdrum of office work. After all, this was what I thought
I escaped from when I took the job.

But
aside from all that, asking was not an option. After all, I was
cool and aloof! I cared not for the activities of the two men not
all that in my life! If they wanted to be buddies, that was their
business. Oh, whom was I kidding? I seethed with nosy
desperation.

“Are you bugging S's office right now?” came Lily's next text,
a few minutes later.

“No,” I tapped into my cell phone's on-screen keypad. “I'm just
going to wait for him to tell me.”

“Ha-ha. Very funny. Seriously?”

I looked
from the phone screen to the kit assembled on my desk. Digital
camera, telescoping lens, listening bugs, miniature camera, my
wire, my laptop, an array of programs and databases contained
within, and I thought again. No, I decided, I had to be strong. I
could not bug my boss's office. Today.

"Lexi?"
I jumped at the sound of Solomon's voice and looked up guiltily, as
if he could tell I was seriously considering Lily's suggestion. He
couldn't see the screen from his doorway, but that didn't stop me
wrapping my palm over it anyway. "My office."

"Right away." I jumped to my feet, smashing my knee on the
underside of the table in my haste and limped after Solomon,
tucking my phone into the back pocket of my jeans. Today I was
channeling every single female on CSI
Miami by wearing white jeans, a chocolate
brown shirt, the sleeves neatly rolled to elbows, and the sweetest
pair of brown-and-cream pumps with the cutest leather bows. Smart,
feminine, ready for anything. Well, except blood, because, let's be
realistic, blood and white jeans? Just not okay.

Solomon
waved a hand at the chair closest to the door and perched on the
edge of the desk, my side, his long legs utterly distracting to
anyone but a consummate professional like me. Instead, I focused on
his chocolate brown eyes framed by skin the color of a licked
peanut butter cup.

"I have
a case for you," he told me without preamble.

"I'll do
it."

His
eyebrows edged together and the corners of his lips twitched
upwards. He licked his lips, and I got the impression that he
wanted to smile. Or laugh. "You don't know what it is yet," he
pointed out.

I
blinked. "Oh! it's optional?" Yeah, there might have been a touch
of sarcasm in that, but if I didn't ask, I'd never know. Much like
his meeting with Maddox. Argh! I really wanted to know!

"No.
You're definitely doing it."

I wasn't
going to let something like a cast-iron demand dampen my
enthusiasm. "Great! I'll take it!"

"There
isn't much by way of a bonus," he continued.

On
second thought... not much of a bonus? I would soon be homeless. I
needed money for a roof, along with walls and windows; and
practically speaking, I needed a new purse too. "I'm sure it'll
ease me back into work," I countered, wrinkling my nose a
little.

"But it
won't be too taxing, especially with your arm."

"My arm
feels great. Never better!" I nearly added “Tax me!” but I wasn't
that stupid. If it were an easy job with a little bit of a bonus,
maybe Solomon would assign me a better case next time. I just had
to show him that I was still made of awesome, even though my arm
did still ache a little from the break.

"Okay,
then." Solomon shrugged. "The agency has been asked to consult on a
case for the MPD."

"Oh?" I
kept my face still, impassive. In my eagerness for something to do,
I forgot to connect the dots between work and Maddox's visit. Of
course. MPD knew Maddox and Solomon were acquainted. It would make
sense to send him to check the lay of the land. I bet they didn't
give two hoots that I worked for Solomon either, though everyone in
MPD knew I did. That was mostly because my family passed the
information around faster than an unlabeled gift at
Christmas.

"You may
have noticed Maddox here earlier."

I
shrugged, hoping it came off as “Nah, maybe, whatever,” enough that
Solomon didn't think it bothered me. "I saw him leave your office,"
I admitted, because we both knew I did. I didn't, however, know
Maddox was here when I returned from my lunch break. although the
partition blinds were shut, so seeing him was a surprise. That is,
not exactly an "ooh, fifty percent off shoe sale!" surprise, but
more the cotton-mouthed, dry palmed, heart skipping a beat
surprise. Thing was, until then, I hadn't seen Maddox in a little
over a month, not that my brothers — his fellow MPD officers —
didn't keep me filled in on his movements. But it wasn’t like I
exactly asked them to. They just took it upon themselves to not
shut up about it, though they did stop pranking him (to my relief),
but I was sure they were still giving him a hard time. A part of me
wanted to ignore it, but the hurt ran deep and I was glad my
brothers cared more about me.

"Maddox
will be our liaison with the department," Solomon explained as he
ignored my inner crisis, which I disguised by inspecting my pearl
pink manicure. "Will that be a problem?" he asked
abruptly.

"Uh, no.
No problem," I wheezed, looking up; it was only half a lie. Truth
was, I had no idea if it would be a problem until we started the
case; and once started, there would be no option, but to see it
through. That's what professionals did. There would be no walking
off this job and asking my temp manager for a new assignment. No,
if Solomon wanted it done, I'd do it. If seeing Maddox every day
was painful, or happy, or anything in between, I simply wouldn't
know until it happened; but, I reasoned, Solomon wouldn't have
taken the case if he didn't think it would be okay. He may not have
called me on a personal level since the conclusion of our case at
Fort Charles, but he wasn't an unkind man. I truly believed he
would never cause me pain.

"The
agency needs to develop its relationship with local law
enforcement," Solomon added, effectively popping my optimistic
bubble that this one case would be it. "This could be a good move
for us."

"Right.
And Maddox just happens to be point man." I tried to say it evenly,
but honestly, there was a tinge of a whine in there.

"We've
worked together before. It made sense for him to read me
in."

I
nodded. Yeah, but... hold on! That's what I initially thought, but
something clicked inside me. Wasn't I related to a chunk of MPD?
Any one of them could have pointed out their connection to me and
taken point. Solomon must have thought of that too. The only
logical explanation left was it must have something to do with
Maddox's department and Maddox came because he wanted to. He worked
both homicide and financial crimes; and as far as I knew, stuck
with the latter. Although a smaller department, it was one that
carried less risk of smelling like corpse and dumpster, but often
was just as dangerous. The last job he worked undercover was the
one that split us up. Since getting over the initial hurt, I still
wasn't sure how I felt about it all. "Cross" probably covered it
pretty well. Also, it was smart not to send Blake, in case I
accidentally shot her.

"So,
what's the case?" I asked, my voice sounding like a sigh. After
all, murder was on my mind and I hadn't even read the brief
yet.


"Theft."

I
frowned. "What does that have to do with the financial crimes
unit?"

"Fraud
squad. Anyway, the case, at its most basic description, involves
stealing. The thief, however, is creative and targeting
Montgomery's super wealthy. Not only does he steal cash, but art
and jewels too. He's also smart enough to make off with passwords
that enable him to hack the bank accounts of his victims. Over the
past few months, he's apparently made a fortune across the country.
That's just for the cases we think we can join together. It's
likely there are more, but I don't know how far back they go. Maybe
ten years. This fraudster could have made off with
millions."

I
frowned as I connected the dots. "So, MPD know the target victim
group and I'm guessing what's already been stolen but... they can't
catch this guy?"

"That
sums it up, Lexi. They just can't get close. He's too
good."

I
ignored that. There was no one too good, except, maybe Solomon. It
was a good thing he was on the good side; I couldn't imagine how
successful he would be as a criminal. "And they think we can?" I
finished. "How?"

"For
one, we aren't as bound by the book as they are. Two, we have
resources at our disposal that they don't have, and a network that
we can use to our advantage who might not be so keen to work with
uniforms. Three, they have jurisdictional problems, as the crimes
here have been linked to those in eight other states. The
cross-jurisdiction taskforce they put together is co-operating so
far, but it's only a matter of time. Plus, they just don't have the
resources to devote to a ghost. If he turns to murder, that's
another story, but so far, no one's gotten hurt. And four..."
Solomon trailed off and smiled.

"What's
four?"


Solomon's smile widened. "They don't know who the hell the
guy is."

That
didn't sound positive to me. That sounded like a problem. Way to go
MPD dumping it on us. "Great. So we waltz in, solve it, and MPD is
super happy?" I asked, sarcasm tainting my voice.

"That's
the idea."

Numbers
jumbled in my head beside flashing dollar signs. This sounded like
a big, complicated case. "Can they afford us?"

"Not on
this scale. I've agreed to a fixed fee; plus, if we do well on this
case, they put out feelers to their partners, and we get more
business." Solomon shrugged like it was no big deal, but it was.
This wasn't the first time he hinted at expansion plans. The sudden
clatter of hammering that started up directly above our heads was
only another reminder that it had already begun. Solomon had big
plans for his agency and I wasn't privy to them. Yet. I could still
bug his office.

"I want
you to co-lead on the case," Solomon continued after a minute, when
the noise stopped. "I'll be working closely with you. All the guys
will pull their weight on this one with surveillance. MPD will
continue to work the case their end and we'll compare notes to
close in."

"Okay, I
get that. Hey, you keep saying this is a guy. How do they know that
if they don't know who ‘he’ is?" I asked, adding bunny ears in the
air with my fingers.

"The
profile gives the highest probability towards the perpetrator being
a white male between the ages of thirty and forty. He's smart,
charming, gives the impression of being successful, and women like
him. This is based on all of his reported targets being women.
Aside from all of these women being rich, there's only one other
common denominator, which I'll get to in a minute."

I
relaxed into my chair. Okay, I knew what the case was, and it
intrigued me. "Why do I think asking them for a description of the
man is a stupid idea?"

"It
isn't; and several states have tried. However, every case we think
is linked describes a different man. All we know is, according to
the victims, he's white and aged somewhere between twenty-five and
fifty-five. An FBI profiler friend of mine took a look and narrowed
it down to give us a better lead."

I gave
him skeptically raised eyebrows. "That narrows it down to, oh, only
a matter of thousands in Montgomery."

"It's
not much, I agree, but it's a start. Now, while each case describes
a very different person, it's the crimes that indicate it's the
same man. Evidence suggests he doesn't stay in town long, targets a
few women, makes his move and disappears. MPD are scared that if
they don't catch him within the next couple weeks, he'll go
underground, move on, and the case will go cold. Once he moves
across state lines, there's little we can do, but wait for another
jurisdiction to get suspicious and raise concerns. Compounding
that, there are bigger gaps between each time he appears, not to
mention the women are often too embarrassed to come forward. They
were duped and robbed. They might not get another opportunity to
catch him. MPD are desperate."

"Why
does he only target women?" I wanted to know.

"We
don't know for certain that he doesn't target men, too. At least,
none have come forward, but they could be embarrassed. Each case
interview with a victim describes the perp as charming and dashing.
He knows the psychology of women, how to get under their skin, and
steal what he wants: their money. He knows how to disappear, and
has an exit route planned from the moment he hits town. My profiler
guy has yet to work up a full profile, but he's sure he's
attractive, and can pass for different ages. He's also smart,
knowledgeable of both people and technology, very comfortable in
his own skin, and a terrific actor. He has no problem committing
crimes. He's never hurt anyone that we know of, so we don't think
he's violent, but then, he's never been cornered. We need to stay
on alert."

"I don't
suppose anyone thought to take a photo?"

"Not a
single photo has come to light that is usable. We have a couple of
the back of his head, but he's been blonde, brown-haired, and gray.
Eyes described as brown, blue and green. Strong chin, weak chin,
slim nose, fat nose... no description is identical. Digital photos
disappear. He could be anyone."

"So how
are we supposed to find this chameleon?"

"You're
going to date him."

"Excuse
me?" I gasped. Did I hear that right? Also, what?

"Here's
the other common denominator. He meets his victims through high-end
establishments. Previously, he posed as a realtor for exclusive
properties, a hotel magnate, a playboy, and a Hollywood producer.
In this case, we think he's operating via a dating website
exclusively for matching millionaires. The website is co-operating
fully. Actually, it was they who brought the case to MPD after two
complaints were made, and MPD made the connection. It was a lucky
break; and so far, he doesn't know that we know he's in
town."

"So, he
doesn't know we're onto him?" I surmised.

Solomon
nodded. "That's what we think. Investigations have been highly
covert so far, but that's not to say he doesn't smell a rat. The
moment he does, he's gone, and the case collapses. Again. The
dating agency wants to keep this as quiet as possible, or risk
losing their clients, so they'll co-operate any way they
can."

"And you
want me to be the honeytrap?" I blew out the lungful of air I was
holding in. "I hate to point out the obvious, but I'm not exactly a
millionaire, and even if I were, who's to say he'd go after me?" He
totally would though. Both Solomon and Maddox knew that. I was way
more appealing than they to the kind of guy who could extract
jewels from a rich woman by sleight of hand.

Solomon
smiled, and really, that should have been enough to worry me.
"You're going to be Montgomery's newest, most eligible, most loaded
bachelorette, looking for love. We'll write your bio based on
everything the profile suggests might appeal to him
and..."

"Just
wait for him to contact me," I finished, sucking the air right back
in and puffing out my cheeks. Realizing I probably looked like
Humpty Dumpty, I blew the air out again and pursed my lips.
Seriously? Me, posing as a millionairess? Dating handsome, rich,
eligible men in the hopes that one of them would turn out to be a
master criminal? It didn't sound arduous; it sounded kind of
fun.

It
certainly beat working the dating websites, looking for The One
amidst a punchbowl of nuts. All I had to do was find the most
rotten one and have fun doing it.

No
problem.


Chapter Two






"It
sounds like a dream come true!" squealed Lily after I finished
telling her about Solomon's crazy idea to use me as bait. Rich
bait, but bait all the same. I had the uncomfortable mental image
of me as a worm, wriggling on a hook, waiting for a big,
sharp-toothed fish to swallow me whole while simultaneously robbing
me. It wasn't the nicest daydream I ever had. It certainly didn't
beat the filthy one I accidentally had earlier while looking at
Solomon's rear when he exited the office after our
meeting.

"You
think?" I asked, arching an eyebrow at Lily's delight.


"Yup."

I
frowned, wondering if Lily fully grasped the concept of putting me
in harm's way, or if she was just delighted at the idea of me
working with two of Montgomery's hottest men, in my humble opinion
anyway. "Which bit?"

"The
being a fancy millionaire and going on dates with rich men
bit."

"Ahh. I
wasn't sure if you meant the working with both Solomon and Maddox
bit."

Lily
pulled a face and promptly shook her head before turning away to
lift the tea kettle from the stove. "Oh, no. No, no, no. That bit
sounds like a nightmare." She poured boiling water into a pair of
matching mugs, and appeared to merely waft the teabags through the
water before extracting them and depositing them in the trash. She
handed me a cup and I followed her to the living room. Visiting
Lily was great, for three important reasons. One: she lived right
downstairs from me in the three-family building her parents owned.
Two: she was my best friend. And three: since she hooked up with my
brother, Jord, she was the embodiment of happiness, not to mention
pregnant with my niece or nephew. She wasn’t showing yet, not that
the lack of a tummy stopped the constant stray hands of my extended
family from attempting a fondle. I was pretty certain Lily would
take out a restraining order against us soon.

"I know,
right? I thought I'd have a heart attack when I saw them in the
office together." I flopped onto the sofa and cradled the hot cup,
raising it to my lips and trying not to shudder as I caught a
whiff. It smelled, in a word, revolting. Lily's pregnancy triggered
a health kick that was having serious repercussions on me. Gone was
the wine, ice cream and, well, all the damn good stuff. Instead,
she stocked the kitchen with teabags that smelled like dumpsters,
cardboard crackers, and more fruit and vegetables than two people
and a regular visitor could consume. I couldn't wait until she
fully embraced the term "eating for two" and returned to
normal.

"You
don't like your tea?" Lily asked, taking a sip while
beaming.


"Delicious," I replied, my inner voice adding, "if I didn't
have taste buds."

"There's
a new health food store near Monty's," Lily informed me,
namedropping our favorite pizza place and giving my stomach reason
to grumble. A pizza with all the toppings would easily take away
the foul stench of Lily's "health" tea. I resolved to order one the
moment I escaped. If I had to spend the next couple weeks eating
with fancy forks and knives, I planned on making the most of eating
finger foods while I could. "I got you some organic bran. It keeps
you regular."

"That's
so thoughtful." I grimaced, wondering what else on earth was not
going through Lily's head that made her worry about keeping me
regular.

"That's
what BFFs are for." She leaned in, fist-bumped me and then
reclined, placing her feet on the coffee table. As I looked around,
I saw evidence of my brother everywhere. He definitely planted his
feet firmly under the table, and as far as I was concerned, it was
about time too. He could do no better than Lily, who
not-so-secretly crushed on him for years until one day, bam! They
were in a relationship, expecting a baby and planning a wedding. I
had to hand it to them: they really got on with things once their
minds were made up. "Hey, listen, I'm dying to know more about this
crazy scheme you kids are cooking up," she said, sounding
suspiciously like a character from Scooby Doo, "but I have some
news that I don't know how you're going to take."

"Twins?"
I gasped.

Lily
frowned. "No. Nothing baby-oriented. It's about the building." She
waved her free hand in a large circle in the air, clearly
indicating our home. "My parents accepted an offer on it last
night."

"That's
great, isn't it?" I asked, taking in Lily's reticence.

"Well,
yeah. It's a cash offer, which is great in this market, and my
parents got what they wanted, so Jord and I can go house hunting,
which is really great." I sensed a “but” coming, so I waited for
Lily to stop fidgeting. "So, um, we have to move in four
weeks."

"Four
weeks!"

"It's a
condition of the sale."

"Can you
even close an escrow in four weeks?"

"I have
no idea. My parents are handling it all. They said Jord and I can
stay at their house until we find a place, as they aren't using it.
I'm sure you can come too. There's plenty of space."

It was a
nice offer, but somehow the thought of sharing with Lily and Jord
didn't thrill me. It's all very well having roomies, but I grew out
of that a long time ago. I liked my own front door and knowing that
no one but me judged the microwave food in my refrigerator. Plus,
three weeks ago, I'm fairly certain I heard them having sex, and it
wasn't an episode I looked forward to repeating. On the other hand,
I could probably stay with my parents, although my parents would,
no doubt, pester me some more about my unconventional job; and my
mother would definitely try to sign me up in one of her night
classes.

"Think
about it, okay? I know it's all really sudden, but I wanted to make
sure you had plenty of time to start looking for a
place."

"No,
it's fine," I assured her, remembering how excited she was just
last week as we browsed properties on the Internet. Lily babbled on
about square footage and whether to paint the nursery in neutrals,
or wait until the baby was born. This was not my moment to be
selfish. I swallowed, plastered a bright, reassuring smile on my
lips, and dared a confident voice. "I'll be fine. Don't worry about
me. I'll start looking for a place right away. No problem at all.
Piece of cake."


~

Finding a place to live was so
not a piece of cake. Not even a crumb. Not even a
sniff of a crumb. It was appalling. There wasn't a single decent
sounding place in the whole of Montgomery’s rentals pages of the
local newspaper. There were plenty in Frederickstown with good
square footage, but the addresses didn't fill me with hope. Once
upon a time, Frederickstown was built as a commuter suburb, but no
one really thought about transport links, so the area went to seed.
Amongst the poor, but nice folks who resided there, were definitely
some undesirables. Out of the four apartments that looked the most
promising, three were located in the don't-walk-at-night part of
town, and the other was at the center of a recent gang
shooting.

"What is
the world coming to?" I asked myself, sounding eerily like my
mother. I ran my finger down the rest of the column, over the
second, and onto the third, moving away from apartments, to studios
and finally, to room rentals. No thanks. I categorically didn't
want to live with anybody, unless he was really hot and knew how to
clean and had a lot of really hot friends, none of whom were in law
enforcement. I'd so gone off the uniformed type. For
now.

Reaching
for the phone, I called one of the few women better informed than a
longstanding police officer with a network of informants. "Mom, do
you know any apartments for rent?"

"Let me
think about it," said my mother. Cooking sounds clanged through the
line and my nostrils flared as I imagined the aroma of whatever she
had bubbling in the background. "Mrs. McIntyre went into a home. I
heard her son was thinking about renting it."

"Is it
in the same condition as when she lived there?" I asked, recalling
the floral drapes and overstuffed chairs, not to mention the
amazing collection of china birds and plates. It was a lot better
than recalling the things Mrs. McIntyre was getting up to in the
nursing home she recently moved into.

"Oh,
yes."

"I'll
pass."

"Why?
It's so close. Your father and I could come to your house for
dinner."


"Compelling as your argument is, I think I need something
closer to, uh, work."

My
mother bashed something in the background, and I jumped before she
came back on the line. "Of course you do, honey. How's the
investigating going? Is there any career progression? Did you know
your sister started her own business? We're so proud."

"It's
going okay, I just got a new case." I paused, my forehead wrinkling
as I thought about career progression. I really didn't think there
was any. Solomon was the boss. The rest of us were merely minions.
Right now, I was the lowest of the minions. Maybe one day, I would
be top minion. Only if Delgado, Fletcher, Flaherty, and Lucas offed
the job first, and the only way I saw any of them going was if they
got an amazing offer elsewhere, retired, or were killed. Cheerful
thoughts. "Maybe promotion one day," I told my mother.

"Oh,
thank the Lord," sighed Mom, "I was getting worried. Your sister
has her own business. Did I mention that? She's the
boss."

"Yes,
I..." I started before she cut me off.

"Maybe
you'll start your own detective agency. Your father would probably
want to join you. I wonder who would be boss? Maybe you could call
yourselves Graves and Graves. Or Graves and Daughter."

No, thanks. "Solomon won't let me go. He really needs me," I
told her, even though it was a semi lie. He needed me as much as a
hippo needed a tutu; but I was good at the job, and he did need a
woman on the team to get to the places the guys couldn't go... like
the ladies’ bathroom. That didn't necessarily mean he needed
this woman, but I won’t
go into that.

"I'm
glad it's going so well for you, honey. Have you asked for a raise
yet?"

"I only
just returned to work."

"Because
you were hurt in the line of duty!"

"I still
received my salary while my arm got better, and he paid my hospital
bill, too."

"As he
should. After he put you in danger."

"I think
that was mostly my fault," I protested, since it was. I chose to go
to a lonely warehouse on the outskirts of town, unarmed, and it
ended badly. I was lucky to be rescued in time, although I did
crack the case, helping to bring down a gang of drug smugglers.
"So, about any rentals…"

"If I
hear of any, I'll let you know. Janice Markowitz might be getting
married to her young man. She has that nice condo two blocks over
from you."

I didn't
know Janice, as she was a few years older than I, and though she
went to my school, we never socialized. I did see her kissing my
brother, Daniel, once, when they were both seniors, and I pretended
to puke, so I figured she didn't like me much. Her condo was pretty
nice, I recalled. I wondered if she held a grudge.

"Let me
know?" I asked. "Lily's parents sold the building and I need a new
apartment in four weeks."

"No
problem. I'll tell her mother you're going to be homeless soon and
you're desperate. Perhaps she'll take pity on you."

I
groaned. Janice would love that. She'd tell her friends and
everyone would know I was the only Graves that couldn't find a
home. "Please don't!"


"But..."


"Moooooom!" I whined. "She's mean and she'll make fun of
me."


"Alexandra, how old are you?"

I
garbled my age, covering it with a cough, which was pointless
because I was pretty certain my mother was there on the day of my
birth.

"That's
right. Thirty in one month! No whining. Do you see your sister
whine?"

"Not
lately." Although she was a whiner, ever since she began humping
Antonio Delgado, she cheered up considerably. That was an image I
really didn't want in my head.


"Exactly. She had a baby, went through a divorce, and what
happens? She pulled herself together, started a new business, and
met that lovely Antonio. And she doesn't give a shit what Janice
Markowitz thinks."

"Mom!
You swore!"


"Everyone does these days. You should hear the swearing on
the CD I bought your father for Christmas. These rappers are all at
it."

I didn't
know which was more shocking: that my mother swore for what I
absolutely believed was the first time ever, or that she bought
explicit-lyric rap CDs for my father, or that anyone still had
CDs.

"You
should try it, Lexi, it's liberating. Go on, say ‘shit.’" My mother
paused. After a moment, she hissed, "Say it."

"Shit,"
I said quietly, putting the phone down.

I called
Lily next, even though she was only downstairs. The shock forced me
into the kitchen and I was running my hands along the shelves in
search of secret stashes of emergency chocolate. "My mother's gone
mad," I yelled at my cell phone on the counter.

"What's
new?" came Lily's voice via speakerphone.

"She
swore."

"Get the
fuck out!"

"Don't
you start."

"I
thought you were going to say she'd taken up some really crazy new
hobby."

"Like
belly dancing and Krav Maga aren't crazy enough?"

"When
done together," mused Lily. "I'd like to see that."

"Call my
mother. She loves you. Don't tell her about the bar
though."

"Why
not?"

"She'll
really get on my case about running my own business."

"Tell
her it isn't the right economy."

"I told
her Solomon needed me."

"Did you
tell her you played the naked bump and grind with
Solomon?"

I
blushed, a rare reaction for me. Hot, followed by cold, raced
through my body. Of course, that could have been because of my hand
fastening on a bar of cooking chocolate. Good enough. I tore the
wrapper open and jammed a square into my mouth. "No," I squeaked.
"I have to go. I have to... do anything but think about this!
Thanks for helping!"

"You're
so not welcome," said Lily. "What are you eating?"


"Nothing. Chocolate. Cooking chocolate. Oh crap, I think I
accidentally ate half of it already."

"That's
okay. You're a PI. You're allowed to eat crap."

"What a
cliché. I'd rather have a salad but I'm all out."

"Do you
want to get a takeout cheeseburger? I think the baby wants
one."

"Sure,
why not? I'm hungry and I don't have anything in the fridge
anyway."

"Plus,
it'll stop you eating all that chocolate."

"Too
late. Anyway, like a cheeseburger is better?"

"It has
cheese," said Lily, but I wasn't sure if that was her argument. She
sounded a little confused too. "And we can eat it at my
bar."

"Is
there alcohol?"

"No.
Plus, I'm not drinking and out of solidarity with me, neither
should you. Jord isn't drinking either."

"I'm
pretty sure I saw him in O'Grady's three days ago having a beer
with Garrett."

"That
bastard! He put the baby in me so I can't drink. He has no right to
enjoy himself!"

"Maybe
it was a soda," I backtracked, wondering if I should point out that
wasn't why Jord put a baby in her. I was pretty sure he didn't
intend to leave a lifetime souvenir so early in their relationship
at all; but I didn't think that would go over well.

"In
O'Grady's? Hey, maybe we should go there instead and get their
cheeseburger with a stack of fries and onion rings."

My mouth
watered as I looked at the empty chocolate wrapper. Dessert
first... how novel! "Okay," I agreed. "But only because I want to
prove that I'm not a cliché."

"By
eating a cheeseburger?"

"By not
refusing it because I care about my weight, ergo, I am a normal
woman, and um, because I do eat a lot of salad and maybe it's a
healthy cheeseburger from cows that ate grass and, uh, nice
things."

"And
because you're totally hungry?"

That
too. "I'll be at your door in five."


"Minutes?"


"Seconds."

I
insisted on driving, partly because I was being nice, and partly
because it meant Lily couldn't complain when I insisted on cruising
past my favorite residence in Montgomery: the pretty, yellow
bungalow with a neat yard. It was picture-perfect cute and today,
as for many years, I was dying to look inside. I should have taken
the opportunity while it was for sale months back.

"I'll
always love this house," I told Lily. We were parked a little way
down the road, and Lily filed her nails while I gazed lovingly at
the bungalow.

"You're
going to cheat on it with an ugly place, aren't you?"

I gave
Lily a sharp look and sniffed. "Maybe," I said, "This place has
never been sold and there's not another one like it in town. I
know. I've been looking."

"Maybe
you could get another bungalow and just paint it yellow. Paint on,
paint off, or whatever Mr. Miyagi said," she added, flapping her
right hand up and down with the nail file like a
paintbrush.

"It
won't be the same."

"You
have to stop stalking this house."

"What's
it gonna do? Call the police?"

An
unearthly scream pierced the quiet air, long and haunting. All of a
sudden it stopped. Lily and I looked at each other. A dog howled
and Lily shivered.

"Please
tell me we didn't just hear someone getting murdered."

"Nope,
totally didn't."

"Oh,
thank God. I really don't want to see any corpses. It would ruin my
O'Grady’s special and I'm really hungry. You think we should wait
and see what happens?" Lily asked.

"Maybe."
We waited. Lily finished filing her nails. I counted all the panes
on the bungalow's windows, then took some photos with my cell phone
camera. Lily tapped her feet; I tapped my fingers on the steering
wheel. "I don't hear anything else," I said, at last. "It was
probably nothing."

"Great!
Can we go eat now?"

"Yeah.
Thanks for coming with me."

"It was
my idea to go out for dinner!"

"No, I
meant to see the bungalow. It's my happy place."

"Not like I had any choice." Lily stroked her slightly
protruding belly. It rumbled and we both looked at it. "Can you
drive us to my happy place now? Please?"

Gunning
the engine, we got there in record time. Not that it mattered. Lily
called ahead and placed our orders, ensuring the food was on the
table the moment we sat down since I didn't want to eat at her bar
as the tables weren't in situ yet. I don't know if the pregnancy
was making her extra hungry, or she was just generally hungry, but
she ate faster than a woman on a diet, locked in a cake factory
without security cameras. Setting her fork down, she wiped her
hands on the paper napkin and scowled.

"What
did I do?" I asked, glancing at my onion rings next to my
half-eaten burger. I could give them to Lily. I didn't want to, but
I could. She was my best friend and incubating my niece or
nephew.


"Nothing. It's your brother."

"What
did he do? Which one?" I had three brothers. It was hard to work
out which one she was mad at, though I could take a guess as I
stabbed an onion ring with my fork.

Lily
didn't say anything. Instead, she whipped out her cell phone and
hit the button, pressing it to her ear. "Are you drinking?" she
said. "Hah! Liar. I can see you, you know. Turn around,
buster."

I turned
around, locking eyes with Jord, who was standing at the bar with
our other brothers. Jord held a beer and looked sheepish. My
brothers raised their glasses to us, and turned away, giggling into
their beer mugs.

"You
know, it's not so bad just having a beer," I told Lily. "Don't get
irrational."

If steam
could have come from Lily's ears and nose, it would have. Her eyes
widened, and the vein at her left temple pulsed. Then, she slumped
into the booth and stuck her bottom lip out. "I am, aren't I?" She
dialed again. I glanced over my shoulder, and saw Jord contemplate
not answering, before thinking better of it.

"Enjoy
your drink, honey. I'm sorry. I love you," said Lily. "No, I love
you more. No, I do love you more. I love you so..."

I
grabbed the phone. "Can you order me a melon mojito and bring it
over? Lily will take hers virgin. You suck. No, you suck more." I
hung up and Lily giggled.

"I wish
I had brothers and sisters."


"Sometimes, I wish I were an only child."

"It gets
lonely," Lily told me, not for the first time. Ever since we met at
school, she pretty much became an honorary Graves, hanging out at
our houseful of people day and night, loud people; and going home
to a quiet house with uptight parents who didn't have a lot of time
for her. Sometimes, I enjoyed the peace and solitude of her home
life, but I wouldn't have swapped my upbringing for the world. It
was the same kind of life their child would have, exactly the one
Lily wanted for him or her.

My
brothers ended up sharing our booth before Lily and Jord headed
home, probably to do something really gross. So hurrah for staying
at the bar, only that meant Daniel had to drive my car home and
help me upstairs, and, well, yeah, he made sure I got into bed too,
before dropping my car keys on the nightstand. The last I heard was
the apartment door clicking shut, and a minute or two later, the
sound of Garrett's car leaving. Then I was off to Sleepyland in my
best kitten pajamas, sleeping a dreamless sleep for the first time
in a very long while.


Chapter Three






"You
ready for this?" Solomon gave me an imperceptible look as he pulled
into a parking space in front of a dull, red brick building
downtown. I kept my sunglasses on and hoped my queasiness didn't
show. It hit me hard this morning that I drank one mojito too many;
the most obvious clue being my green-hued skin, and waking up with
my kitty pajamas on inside-out and a pillow atop my
head.

I gave
him a "humph" that could have meant anything from “raring to go” to
“I really want to go back to bed — now” and looked up at the
building. I don't know what I expected from Million Matches, but
this didn't look like the kind of place rich folk came to find
potential partners; but then, what did I know? I found my last
boyfriend during a temp job and he was there undercover. I didn't
know yet what to call Solomon? Ex? Fling? Former lover? None seemed
appropriate. Friend, maybe. Boss, definitely. Anything else was yet
to be defined. That lack of definition gave me a few sleepless
nights, just as many, in fact, as whether Maddox was really playing
an undercover role a few weeks ago, or having a little extra on the
side with Detective Blake.

"Hello?
Earth to Lexi."

"Here!"
I plastered on a smile as I looked up to meet Solomon's beautiful
brown eyes. I shoved my man problems into the corner of my mind
that contained a big stick and a vault. If those distracting
thoughts snuck out of that dark corner, I would mentally bash them.
Twice.

"It's
practically a done deal," Solomon continued with whatever I forgot
to listen to. "All the director wants to do is check you over and
make sure you'll fit in with their clientele. That's a nice dress.
Pretty."

"Um,
thank you. What exactly do you mean by 'fit'?" I had the
uncomfortable feeling of being paraded about at a Miss World
contest while being found a little closer to Near Miss. My dress
was nice though: a pale pink shift that I got half-off on sale two
years ago, with nude pumps, and a laser-cut, leather pouch bag that
I found a huge discount for online. Heck, I was a sales
ninja.

"Just
that you're the kind of woman who would attract their kind of
clientele," Solomon confirmed, glancing over me once more. His eyes
lingered a moment too long and I gulped. "Or, more specifically,
our unsub," he continued.

"I love it when you say 'unsub'. It's so Criminal Minds."

"I don't
like the word 'perp'."

"It does
sound like the noise a demented chick would make."

"Unsub
it is." Solomon nodded, then fist-bumped me. Maybe I read it all
wrong. Maybe he did just think I looked right for the meeting,
because in that moment, I never felt less desirable. A fist-bump
didn't exactly scream Solomon wanted me, and didn't want our
fling-or-whatever-thing to be over. A fist-bump said "Hey buddy"
and nothing sexy at all. What was wrong with him? That stream of
jumbled thoughts reminded me, and I visualized my mental big stick
bashing the stray thoughts involving my boss having the hots for
me. Or not.

While I
smoothed an imaginary crease from my skirt and wondered if my dress
was suitable, Solomon exited the car, walked around and opened the
door. "You look fine," he told me, without emphasis on “fine” not
that it was important or anything. I slid my legs out, took a brief
moment to see if Solomon was eyeing them — no — and grabbed my
purse. It was really nice. I had seriously good taste.

The
dating agency was accessed by a buzz-in entrance door with only a
discreet black and gold label. It was sandwiched between an
accountants’ and a small fashion label. We took the elevator three
floors up and stepped into a small lobby. It was exquisitely
decorated with an antique desk, behind which perched a red-haired
woman around my age, in a black suit and emerald blouse that
matched her startlingly green eyes. She looked up and blinked with
appreciation, then smiled as Solomon approached her and introduced
us, only then noticing me. Great.

"I'm
Madeleine, executive assistant. If you'll just take a seat," the
redhead said, indicating the leather sofa under the window. "I'll
let Ms. Callery know you're here." She stood and moved around the
desk, revealing long slim legs, beneath a knee-length skirt, and
super high heels. One look and I recognized Manolo Blahnik. Damn
it! How high end was this place? Even the receptionist spent big
bucks on fancy shoes! I had the uncomfortable feeling that my small
wardrobe of fancy dresses and pantsuits would just not cut it with
these people.

Moments
later, the shoes returned - presumably the body in them did too,
but I must admit being fixated on the elegant curve of the heels.
She directed us towards the office of Solomon's contact, who
awaited us at the door.

Million
Matches' director was around fifty, although with some artfully
placed Botox, she could definitely pass as ten years younger. She
wore a pale blue skirt suit and had blonde hair that rested lightly
on her shoulders. A Rolex adorned her wrist and a neat pair of gold
earrings were her only other jewelry. Her bright red lipstick was
most definitely not discreet, but perfectly applied. She reminded
me a lot of Lily's mother. Discreet, elegant, yet slightly aloof.
However, Lily's mother was a lot aloof. My entire family found it
puzzling how so distant woman could produce such a bubbly,
warm-hearted child. I found myself wondering if Ms. Callery had
children, even though it was entirely irrelevant to the case. She
was wearing a gold wedding band, so I guess she successfully made
her own marriage, always a plus in her game, I decided.

"Helen
Callery. Good to see you again, John. This is your protégé?" she
asked, directing the question to Solomon as she shook his
hand.

"Yes.
Lexi Graves," he replied for me as I blinked at her use of his
first name. Except for hearing it from him, and occasionally from
me, I don't think I ever heard anyone call him anything but his
last name.


Nevertheless, I smiled. Protégé sounded nice. Better than
trainee anyway, although I assumed I graduated from that position a
couple of solved crimes ago. "Pleased to meet you." I offered my
hand and she gave it a firm shake, her eyes quickly running over my
dress. Seeming to approve of my attire, she indicated we should sit
in the blue upholstered chairs opposite her desk. Closing the door
behind her, she moved to sit in her chair. As we made ourselves
comfortable, I looked around. The office was sparse, but elegantly
appointed. The furniture was nice, slightly more modern than the
reception through which we entered, and there were a cluster of
framed black and white photographs of happy, smiling couples
crowding one wall. "Satisfied customers?" I asked, nodding towards
them.

"Yes,
indeed." Helen smiled as she ran her eyes over the montage of
couples she managed to unite. "Here at Million Matches we do
exactly what we say we do. We match wealthy clients with their
perfect partners. These are just a few of them, and we've had
seventeen marriages in the past two years."

"They're
all wealthy?" I asked, my obvious curiosity getting the better of
me.

"Oh yes.
This is no Sugar Daddy agency. All our ladies and gentlemen are...
independently wealthy, shall we say? It's very important for our
clients not to feel like... targets." She took a breath at that as
Solomon and I exchanged glances. Targets, indeed. Helen obviously
had the same thought as we. Clearing her throat, she continued,
"Poor choice of words, perhaps now that we suspect one of our male
clients is targeting the ladies here. Solomon tells me you'll pose
as a client to gain access to our clientele."

"It
seems the best way to accomplish it," I agreed, filling the sudden
silence as Helen clearly expected me to say something. "A hands-on
approach."

"We'll
build a profile for Lexi, itemizing what makes her the most
attractive prospect, based on what has attracted the thief so far.
All you have to do is supply those details to your male clients and
we'll take it from there," Solomon told her. "There will be minimal
involvement from you, and none from your staff. It will be very
discreet."

She
leaned forwards, placing her hands on the desk, and sighed. "That's
very important to us. To me. Like you, I prefer the hands-on
approach. Madeleine is my only staff member and I haven't informed
her of my suspicions. If word gets out that our clients are being
targeted by thieves, our subscription base will disappear. In
short, we'll be ruined. No one wants a date with a gold-digging
thief."


Everyone, that is, except me. Yippee. Being single never
seemed so appealing as right now.

"Are you
ready for this, Ms. Graves?"

"You
bet."

"Lexi's
cover story will be ready to go within the next twenty-four hours,"
Solomon told her. He stood up, extending his hand for a parting
handshake. I followed suit. "The thief won't see her
coming."

"You
have no idea how glad I am to hear that," said Helen. "Let's get
the ball rolling. You'll see to it that Ms. Graves is suitably
briefed about the requirements of the job?"

"Of
course." Solomon nodded as he looked towards me. "She's
Montgomery's newest, most eligible millionaire, and everything
about her will reflect just that."


Everything? Gulp.


~

There
was only one closet I knew of that was consistently better stocked
than mine. Actually, there were probably an awful lot of closets
with better clothing than mine, but only one belonged to my sister,
Serena. And by one, I mean she had one hell of a closet. Working in
my favor was all the baby fat she still had to lose. As I handed
Victoria back to my sister, I mentally thanked my baby niece for
fattening my sister up. Most of her clothes hung unworn and
pristine while Serena sported a shirt that had a suspicious looking
glob dried midway down the front. Serena caught my eye, raised one
eyebrow the barest fraction, daring me to mention it. I bit the
insides of my cheeks, watching as her eyebrow edged upwards a
hair's depth before thinking better of it. No point antagonizing
the beast, especially when I still had a favor to ask.

"Please
can I borrow a really nice dress?" I asked between blowing kissy
faces at Victoria. Victoria wriggled in her mother's arms, puffed
out her chest, and let rip an enormous belch, then smiled lazily,
her cheeks pinking with delight.

"Don't
you dare high five her," snipped Serena as my hand began to rise on
its own accord. I let it drop. "What do you need a dress for? You
have a whole bunch of dresses."

"Yes,
but you have really nice dresses and I only have moderately nice."
She was also a total clothes horse and had really good taste, but I
didn't want that to go to her head. We'd only recently started
getting on and I wanted to keep a sense of equality in the
relationship somewhere.

Serena
nodded as if to agree that was perfectly reasonable, then
persisted, "Why?"

"I have
to do this undercover thing and I have to dress..."

I
searched for the word, but Serena beat me to the punch with
"Better?"

I
shrugged. "Yup."

"I guess
so," Serena agreed, turning and striding from the family room of
her big house towards her bedroom. Victoria rested her chin on
Serena's shoulder and watched me as I followed them. I blew more
kisses and Victoria answered with a raspberry. She was definitely
my favorite niece. I couldn't wait until she started speaking. "So
what's the undercover thing?" Serena asked, glancing at me over her
shoulder.

"It's
an, um..." I mumbled, coming to a stop and glancing around the
bedroom. Serena was in the process of getting a divorce from Ted
Whitman-the-boring-Third and while she got to keep the house, he
most definitely had a field day removing all the furniture. Her
bedroom looked particularly sparse.

"He's
taking the bed too, but he's welcome to it," said Serena, watching
me noticing. "I have a new one on order."


"Good?"

"You bet," she replied cheerfully. "And I'm turning the guest
bedroom into my office. The business is going well so far. I have
clients! Actually, thanks to your suggestion, I'll be able to work
from home and look
after Victoria."

"Good
for you! Mom's really pleased that you started the
business."

"Thank
you." Serena passed Victoria to me, who wriggled around until she
found a comfortable space in my arms, settling down as we entered
the large walk-in closet. I looked at the glass racks of jewelry
suspended on the walls, purchased during Serena's more affluent
days. I considered draping them over Victoria. I caught Serena
looking. Maybe not. "What's the occasion? Business? Date? Really,
who knows what your boss has you cooking up? Did you know he had
Antonio doing surveillance dressed as a homeless man for a whole
week? He couldn't even shower. Day four, I told him not to come
over until the job was in the can."

"I'm
definitely allowed to shower." Come to think of it, I probably
should smell really nice. I wondered what perfumes Serena might
have lying around. "It's for a meeting with a..." I made a noise
that sounded like “Burble Burble Agency” and hoped it would be left
at that.

"At a
dating agency?" Serena gaped. "What for? Is this really work? Or
are you trying to find a boyfriend? You should, you know. I've
never been happier."

"It's
for work!"

Serena
gave me a suspicious look. "Are you sure?" she asked, pursing her
lips like she caught me in a lie.


"Yes!"

"I
really don't think you need a dating agency. What about your boss?
Solomon?"

While I
was fully prepared to accept Serena's assumption, I didn't need a
dating agency, was a compliment of sorts, I couldn't help pulling a
face at the thought of my boss. Solomon and I always had chemistry,
but only recently had that chemistry gotten naked while doing an
undercover job, posing as husband and wife. It was a cover Solomon
clearly took very seriously and our faux-marriage was most
definitely consummated. Even as I thought about it now, my
heartbeat sped up and my hands got clammy. Since then? Nada. Zip.
Zero. And as for my ex-boyfriend, from whom I was on the rebound
when the Solomon thing happened (several times), he was definitely
a no-go subject. Nope, I was as single as single could be, and as
long as I didn't think about it too much, I felt perfectly fine
with that.

"Huh,"
said Serena. "I'm glad I'm not telepathic. Your face just went
through twenty emotions."

I
checked my reflection in the floor-length mirror. "And I'm still
damn pretty!"

"Bright
side. Okay, ‘meeting,’" she said, making skeptical bunny ears,
"with a dating agency. How about this... this... and this...?" She
pulled out three dresses, one after the other, turning the hanger
hooks around and looping them over the rail so I could see them.
One was a plain navy shift with a demure cowl neck. The second had
a slightly flared skirt with a delicate floral print; and the third
was a pale blue shift with matching cropped jacket.

"No to
number one, maybe to number two, though I'm not sure it's warm
enough yet, and yes to number three if it fits."

"It'll
fit. Try them on." Serena held her hands out for Victoria, who gave
a tremendous wriggle and pretty much launched herself from my arms.
"There's matching shoes, but I don't think they'll fit you.
Fortunately bags fit anyone, and they're on the shelf above. I have
to feed this one, but call me if you need anything," she said,
while Victoria tried to latch on through Serena's shirt.

"Thanks.
I really appreciate it."

"Don't
mention it. Just dry clean and return everything when you're done."
With that, Serena swept from the room, leaving me like a kid in a
candy shop in her closet. It was all I could do not to rub my hands
together in glee, before throwing all her belts and scarves on the
floor and rolling on them.


~

Solomon
and I stood looking at my VW in the Solomon Agency parking lot.
Fortunately, the interior was clean, and all the traces of my last
surveillance job were gone. However, the trunk was crammed with
borrowed items from Serena's closet. Most were actually
job-appropriate, while a couple I just really, really liked,
including several purses. There was only a small chance she
wouldn't get them back. Okay, a big chance. Eventually, I knew, she
would hunt me down and force a return.

"Nope,"
he said, after several long moments of silence. "That won't
do."

"Could
have told you that without all the quiet contemplation," I
murmured. Really, I could have told him via text if he told me why
I was summoned to the office, and saved us both the bother. That
would have given me extra time to go home to bed and catch up on my
beauty sleep.

Solomon
gave me an arched eyebrow in response. He looked so hot when he did
that, not that I meant to think about it at all. No. My boss had to
remain off limits. Not least because he hadn't given me any
intimation that he was, er, available, in recent weeks. Or even
interested. What was it with him? And me? The less interested he
seemed in me, the more I wanted to know why. It was so
annoying.

"I know
a guy," he said.

"And
there I was, thinking you were the Lone Ranger. All cool, but no
friends." Actually, even though I was joking, it wasn't far from
the truth. I wasn't sure I'd ever seen Solomon socialize with
anyone outside the office. Even with my colleagues, I never got the
impression they all hung out after work. That is, except with me.
I'd been to dinner before at his smart Chilton townhouse, and that
evening had a distinctly date night feel. Of course, we hung out
during our undercover case at Fort Charles when we posed as a
married couple, but that was work, really. Except for the sex
stuff. That was definitely off the clock... and off the
charts.

"You
think I'm cool?" The corner of Solomon's mouth edged upwards and
his eyes sparkled. I probably made the last bit up, but whatever,
he had really nice eyes.

I
shrugged. "Nah."

He
smiled then. "You think I have no friends?"

"I know
Captain McAuley is your friend," I said, recalling how Solomon was
drafted by his old buddy to solve the murder at Fort Charles, a
local army base.

"Anyone
else?"


"Ummmm..." I paused.

"I have
friends." He turned to look at my car again. "We'll get you wheels
to suit your new heiress status. You have any more of those
dresses?" He gave my pink dress another appreciative glance, one
that left me thoroughly confused. I could have been making that
glance bit up too. Nevertheless, I intended to go with it because
it gave me a tingly little boost. I thought of Serena's closet and
the many expensive garments she no longer wore, now that she was a
work-from-home mom. It seemed such a shame to waste. Thank heavens,
several of them were in my trunk. "I have access," I told
him.

"The
dating agency will cover any reasonable costs," Solomon continued.
"You'll have to go deep cover to make this work. You okay with
leaving your life behind for a couple weeks?"

I
thought about what might happen over the next month. Oh, wait,
nothing. "I'll make it work... hold on... deep cover?" Last time I
went deep cover, it was at the aforementioned Fort Charles case.
This time, at least I knew that I was posing as a single woman, and
could rule out any Solomon-sexy-times, so what did that leave? No
friends, no family, no life? Maybe this case wasn't as cool as it
first appeared.

"The thief is being careful. He's only targeting rich women
from whom he can steal high value items and cash. He's a pro. It
stands to reason he's back-checking the stories of anyone he might
potentially date. If he sees your apartment and car, he's going to
smell a rat. They are not millionaire accoutrements. So, we set you
up with a new home and car while you're on the case, both of which
say money."

"Okay,
makes sense. I can manage the wardrobe, but where am I going to get
a new house at such short notice?"

"My
neighbors are taking an extended vacation in Europe and they need a
house-sitter. I volunteered you. You'll say you're renting it, as
you haven't found a place yet, so it won't matter that your name
doesn't come up in any searches."

"Your
neighbors know why I'm really house-sitting?"

"They
know you're my employee so you’re vouched for. Plus, it's the ideal
set-up. I can wire the house and monitor it from mine so there will
always be someone on hand if there's any trouble."

My newly
knitted broken arm, received in the line of duty, twinged, although
it could have been psychological. "Should I expect
trouble?"

"So far,
nothing indicates that the thief is violent, but you never know if
he will get desperate and escalate, so we can assume nothing. The
homes are burglarized while the women are out, so I think you'll be
safe, but we need to monitor the house at all times."

"Okay,
but no cameras in the bedroom."

Solomon
inclined his head and smiled, making me wonder if the thought
crossed his mind. "You'll know where all cameras are and I'll give
you a remote to shut them off." He turned away, but not before I
heard him say, "Besides, I've already seen you naked."

I
shivered. "You have. But Delgado, Fletcher, and Lucas haven't, and
I'd like to keep it that way. Flaherty, too."

"Me
too," agreed Solomon as he turned on his heel, walking towards the
stairwell.

I didn't watch him leave, mostly because I found the way he
walked mesmerizing and I didn't want to start getting any funny
ideas in the lot. Instead, I mostly pouted at my VW. It might not
be the most awesome car in the world, but it blended in and got me
from A to Z, and all the stores in between. I wondered what kind of
vehicle Solomon would provide for my cover story, as images of an
Aston Martin Vanquish, or a sleek Viper flashed through my mind. I
should be so lucky! All the same, as far as assignments went, this
could be a fun one. I wouldn't have to stay at the Chilton house
the whole time,
surely?

I
imagined I’d spend some days and nights acting as a wealthy woman,
living in a super cool neighborhood for a couple weeks, driving a
fancy car, dressing up in nice clothes that wouldn't get dirty from
hiding in bushes and trawling through trash, and dating an array of
rich, handsome, albeit possibly criminal, men. As my arm ached some
more, I had to remind myself there were worse jobs in the world...
and I'd done most of them in my previous career as a serial
temp.


Chapter Four






"For how
long?" Lily's face crumpled as soon as I told her of Solomon's plan
to install me in the house next to his. "Ohh!" Her face lit up. "Do
you think he plans to tunnel from his house and ravage you in the
night?"

I
pondered that. I pondered it for a whole one million minutes at
light speed.

"You
live in hope, right?" Lily pressed.

"No!" I
pulled a face. Okay, it wasn't like it didn't cross my mind, but
Solomon was the consummate professional. Plus, he already
consummated this professional. Arf.

"Not
even a little bit?"

"Not
even. It's just convenient that his neighbors are vacationing and
he can monitor the house from his, right next door."

Lily
gave me her skeptical face, but I ignored it as I returned to the
rentals section of the current edition of the newspaper. Since Lily
waylaid me the moment I opened our front door, a half hour ago, I
scoured the section, hoping for an improvement on the previous
edition's offerings; but, so far, very little caught my eye. Only
the thought of having to move in with my parents while I searched
for a new home, or begging Janice Markowitz to lease me her place,
motivated me to circle some of the properties.


"Besides," I said, returning to the original topic of the
duration I'd be away while working the case, "it's not for too
long, and we're moving soon anyway, and I don't know where I'll be.
Think of it as training wheels for when we don't share the same
building."

Lily
pouted. "You could still move in with Jord and me."

"Nope.
You need your couple time in the months before the baby arrives.
Not couple time plus Lexi, third wheel."


"Sometimes third wheels are good things. I mean, look at
tricycles!"

"And how
many of them do you see on the mean streets of
Montgomery?"

"Not
many," Lily conceded.


"Exactly. Listen to this one. Apartment with access to garden
and reserved parking. Large living room, separate bedroom, bath,
kitchen with dining nook, video camera entry system. Harbridge. I
know the building. It's near Maddox."

"You
want to live near Maddox?"

I didn't particularly want to live near my ex-boyfriend, but
it was a great
neighborhood. Not that it was a viable option. I told Lily the
price and her jaw dropped. "That's insane!"

"I know.
And that's a nice one. I just circled a place in Chilton. It costs
the same as here."

Lily
leaned over and looked to where I tapped the newspaper with my
forefinger. "That's not so... Oh. It's a studio. Its kitchen is a
closet! There must be somewhere better." She took the newspaper
from me and I reclined against the couch's pink pillows while she
scanned the columns. "Maybe not," she decided a few minutes later
as she returned the gazette.

"If it's
affordable, it's a pit. If it's nice, it's not affordable," I told
her.

"Maybe
we should look at some anyway. Make friends with the rental agents.
They might tell you if something better comes up."

"It's
either that or the bench in Fairmount Park." I shrugged.

"It'll
never come to that, Lex. Besides, we all know those benches are
taken. Jord patrolled there last night. He said it was like a hobo
sleepover with a gin tea party."

"Maybe I
could house-sit in Chilton a little longer," I mused. "How long are
rich people’s vacations?"

"I bet
proximity to Solomon has nothing to do with that little idea," Lily
snorted. "Get calling those agents. I love house snooping. Even
better when the chance of finding a corpse is zero."

"Are you
ever going to let me forget that?" I asked, recalling, with a
shudder, the day we found my ex-boss's corpse. Except for me, it
was the second time.

"One
day." She laughed, then pulled a face. "Unless we find anymore.
Let's not, okay, Lexi? Promise me?"

I hated
to say it, but I thought the chances of us not finding more bodies
were low, seeing as we seemed to attract them. On the plus side, no
one had been murdered on this case. Yet. All the same, I refused to
make any promises I couldn't keep.


~

I
declined Lily's offer of dinner with Jord and her, and retired to
bed early. When I awoke, there was a thick envelope pushed under my
door with a note from Solomon, simply saying “Read.” Over
breakfast, I opened the envelope and spread its contents across the
coffee table. I played Eeny-Meeny-Miny-Mo to decide which rich
dating dude's case file or police report I should read about first.
Of course, none of the suspects were a sure thing, but Helen
Callery had already done some of our work by narrowing down the
likeliest suspects. Aside from being millionaires - which they
stated and Helen assured us they most definitely were - the one
other thing each man had in common was dating each of the
complainants. That made our pool of suspects much smaller, against
a surprisingly long list of rich singles.

My
finger landed on the middle file, and with a sigh, I snapped it up,
opening the manila cover to reveal a few loose sheets of paper and
a sheaf of photographs. The top paper was obviously the application
filled out prior to joining the agency.

David
Markham was thirty-nine, a self-made man of indeterminate software
expertise. He owned a house in the exclusive hamlet of Bedford
Hills, never married and didn't have kids. He claimed to enjoy
tennis, fine wine, hiking, and art galleries. I decided not to
write him off as a total bore, just yet. Besides, he wanted to get
married and have two kids; and if he were hot, after seeing his
bank account, I most definitely would consider dating
him.

I turned
the application over and laid it face down on the empty side of the
file. A bank statement confirmed his income to an eye-watering
degree. Personal references attested how nice he was and what a
catch he would be for the right woman. As I warmed to him, I turned
the page and my stomach flopped. It didn't matter how nice this guy
was on paper, he couldn’t float my ocean-going yacht. Paunchy
around the middle with a shirt a size too small and slicked-back,
oily hair, he had a nice smile on otherwise plain features. He did
not look like a suave operator. Or, sadly, my future husband. Not
that I was looking for one anyway, but it never hurt to keep one's
eyes open.

"C'est la vie," I muttered, closing the file.

File
number two revealed the jackpot of dating: an English man with a
title.

"Holy
crap, my mother would love this," I squealed, scanning the
application. Then I thought about English oppression, Independence
Day, and Prince William's lack of availability. "Nope. She'll still
love a lord," I decided.

Lord
Justin Camberwell hailed from somewhere in England with a name that
probably wasn't pronounced anything like it looked. Apparently, he
spent a fair portion of his youth in the States and decided to
return last year to oversee some family business dealings before
taking up management of the family estate back home. His bank
statement was missing, but there was a printout of a Wikipedia page
and a dozen shots of Lord Justin playing polo, in his graduation
gown with the towering spires of Oxford as a backdrop, and as a
guest at a couple of royal weddings. I'm pretty certain one of the
couples was Wills and Kate. He had blonde hair, sparkling eyes and
a terrific complexion with a toned physique, assuming the tennis
snap was recent. I put down ten bucks on a mental bet that he was
top of every single one of Million Matches' millionairess's dating
list. After all, titles were cool. "Lady Lexi," I tried, then,
"Lady Alexandra Camberwell. Lady Alexandra Camberwell Graves. It
could work."

His
address was listed as "care of" a house in Chilton, just a few
blocks from Solomon's house. It made sense that a visitor on
foreign shores would stay with a friend, I guessed, and wouldn’t
have his own place if he didn't plan to settle here. His future
plans for heading home, however, did make me wonder what he was
doing searching for a woman in Montgomery. Was he dating for keeps?
Or playing for now? And did playboys make good thieves?

I added
Lord Justin's file to that of David Markham's as I opened the third
file and wondered who else might be in the same league as a
self-made software millionaire and an English lord.

Marty
Tookey was a lottery winner. A big winner. Oodles of winnings. In
fact, his bank account sniffed at most other winners, he had so
much money. He was a local guy, born and raised in Montgomery, with
a career in accounting until his big win. I recognized the firm as
one with offices a couple blocks from the Solomon Agency. His
application stated he wanted to be married with a family, and not
see someone who wanted him for his money, which seemed like a
no-brainer for me since this was a bags-of-money dating agency. I
figured he thought it wouldn't hurt to state it. I wondered how
much the winnings changed his life. Flicking past his references, I
picked up a couple of photographs of an attractive man with sandy
hair. He appeared in his early thirties. One shot showed him in
tennis whites, and another on holiday, with a beach and palm trees
in the background.

Reaching
for my cell phone, I called Lily. "Does everyone rich play tennis?"
I asked.

"Why are
you asking me? What time is it?"

"Eight.
You're rich."

"My
parents are rich."

"Do they
play tennis?"


"Yes."

"Do
you?"

"Uh...
yes," Lily admitted.

"Damn. I
don't know how to play tennis. All my suspects so far play tennis.
What if they want to play?"

"We were
in the tennis club in school!" Lily reminded me.

I forgot
about that and struggled to remember. I vaguely recalled looking
super cute in my whites. "I only joined to look at the boys' legs,"
I admitted. "And to show them mine."

"Me too.
I didn't learn much. My mother enrolled me in tennis camp one
summer. Do you remember?"


"Vaguely. Did you learn much?"

"Only
that the camp counselors at tennis camp are easy. And despite
having a weak backhand, I can definitely grip a..."

"Don't
tell me! At least you learned something."

"True.
It's a lesson that served me well. Boom. Tennis joke!" Lily
giggled.

"Ha-ha.
Do you have tennis whites?"


"Somewhere."

"Can I
borrow them if I need to?"

"Sure.
Plus the skirt is incredibly short, so if you need to distract your
opponent, you could just bend over a lot and play with the
balls."

I
grimaced, though, come to think of it, that would be distracting.
"I'll make sure to wear my best underpants."

"Or none
at all."

"I don't
think they'll need that much distracting."

"You
never know. It'll be a fast way to find out where the jewels are
hidden." Lily giggled and I sighed. Pregnancy brought out her
filthy mind. Come to think of it, having a filthy mind probably
helped her get pregnant in the first place. I preferred not to
think of my brother having anything to do with it.

"I'll
call you later. I have apartments to see this afternoon and another
file to read first. Hope the next one doesn't play tennis
too."

"Hope
he's hot."

Suspect
number four wasn't just hot. Ben Rafferty was smokin' hot. He
hailed from New York, a trust fund baby who had access to the best
schools, homes in the Hamptons, Aspen, and a family duplex on the
upper east side. His family also had roots in Boston, and while he
was there recuperating after a skiing accident, he visited
Montgomery and liked our town. He planned on staying, maybe
investing in local business, while also volunteering at community
aid organizations. His references portrayed him as funny, charming,
but not without foibles. In short, his friends didn't say he was a
saint, but one of life's good guys, which seemed like a reasonable
description for someone who wanted an honest representation. There
were two headshots, one looked posed, and a little formal in an old
class tie, though I couldn't guess where from. The other was a
relaxed, candid shot of him sitting in the park, a soft breeze
ruffling his hair, smiling broadly as he petted a small dog. I bet
if his family money wasn’t enough to sucker the women in, the image
of the big guy being so sweet to a cute pup finished them off. It
certainly worked for me. Best of all, he didn't mention tennis.
Hurrah!

"Hello,
date number four," I cooed, giving his puppy photo a stroke. "Two
hotties, two notties. This job officially does not suck. Yet," I
added, just to err on the side of caution, because, well, you never
know.

There
was one thing that bothered me about the case as I stacked the
files and headed for the coffee pot and my second cup. Why would
any one of these rich men be stealing? Surely they had enough money
of their own? Even as I thought about it, the answer was clear. We
assumed the motive for theft was the money, but what if it was
theft for the sheer sake of thievery? Perhaps it was some rich
man's game to stave off the boredom of a perfect life. A gentleman
thief. We either had a penniless thief and a liar... or a real life
Thomas Crown in our midst.


~

I
arrived at my first appointment five minutes early, and four
coffees into the day. While parking, I took a good, long look
around the neighborhood, which was pretty easy as I was five
minutes from my house. The West Montgomery apartment was the best
of a bad bunch I booked to see this morning. The realtor told me it
only just came on the rental market after the homeowner decided to
move to Hong Kong. I really couldn't see how someone could just
decide to move to Hong Kong, but that wasn't the point. This was a
Holy Grail apartment; it was designed for an owner to live in, not
for a money-sucking landlord to abandon. That meant it was probably
pretty nice. And cockroach-free. The bathroom was new. Even better,
it was in my budget.

As I
slid out of my VW and approached the building, another couple
strolled to the entrance. They looked young and smart. She wore
ankle-length pants and a chic mac in lipstick red. He wore chinos
and a navy blazer. They were holding hands. Perhaps they were my
neighbors-to-be? My hopes of making friends with the happy-looking
couple diminished as we both waited for the other to approach the
keypad entrance.

We
didn't move.

That
meant one thing: they weren't my new buddies. They wanted my
apartment.

I hated
them. And her perfect mac.

"Cute
mac," I said as we eyed each other suspiciously.

"Banana
Republic," she replied, even though I didn't ask, while scanning my
jeans and hip-length, mustard yellow, wool coat. I thought I looked
awesome when I left my apartment, but felt a bunch less awesome
under her stylish scrutiny. I hated when women managed to do that.
It was a weird skill.


"Sale?"

"I don't
shop sale," she shot back. That said it. On the plus side, she
didn't know what she was missing when it came to sales
shopping.

"Don't I
know you?" Chic's husband looked me up and down with a little frown
that half-turned into a smile as he tried to decide whether he
recognized me from somewhere. I was pretty sure he didn't, but
before I could answer, he nudged his wife. "Honey, here's the
realtor." Mr. Chic, as I dubbed him, raised a hand to wave and I
checked over my shoulder. Yup. Same realtor... and he double-booked
us. What an ass! Even as I mentally added donkey ears to his
white-blonde head, I saw an eager-looking third couple trotting
along behind him. What were the odds of being triple-booked?
Apparently, pretty good as the realtor beamed over his assembled
crowd of apartment-seeking desperadoes.

"Great
day for apartment hunting, huh? I'm Rick Taylor, and I'm your
realtor today," he said with all the enthusiasm of a game show
host. Grinning as he clapped his hands together, he might as well
have just announced we were going to save lives! Today! "You can
call me Rick. It's my name!"

Jerk, I thought.


"Awesome," said Mr Chic. Inexplicably, he and Rick
high-fived.

"Let's
head inside and see this place. You're going to love it," Rick
promised to no one in particular. He gave his tie a quick
adjustment, and punched a number into the keypad. As he held the
door open and the Chics shot ahead, I caught him giving me an odd
once-over before wrinkling his eyebrows. Perhaps he'd never seen a
single woman before, I decided, while chastising him under my
breath for being so judgmental.

The
apartment was one of a rare breed and exactly as advertised. Light.
Spacious. The furniture was modern, but comfortable, and showed off
the great original features like the crown molding and fireplace.
The galley kitchen was compact, but cleverly designed with plenty
of storage, while the bathroom was neat and orderly with an equally
surprising amount of storage. The bedroom was, in a word, dreamy.
The whole place was a little smaller than my current home, and the
view just as dull. It was also slightly more expensive, but I was
used to the give-Lily's-friend-a-discount rate.

"We'll
take it," said the Chics.

The
third couple and I looked at each other. "I want it," I said at the
same time the other husband blurted, "We'll sign the lease
today."

"Way to
go on the bargaining power," I muttered as the first couple rolled
their eyes at each other. With all three of us wanting the
apartment, it would surely come down to one thing now: money. Just
the thing I wasn't exactly rolling in on my single
income.

"It's
just the right size for one," I murmured, loud enough for the
couples to hear as I walked around. Perhaps a little reverse
psychology would work? "I'd hate to share such a little apartment."
I crossed to the window overlooking the street. "Oh my! Is that man
breaking into that car?" I exclaimed in a shocked voice. "Is he
taking the stereo?"

The
realtor was beside me in a second, his worried eyes searching the
street for the phantom thief. "I don't think so," he said,
unconvincingly. "Probably just fixing it."


"Riiiight," I agreed, nudging him in the ribs and giving him
a big wink that the second couple saw. "Definitely fixing it. Sure.
Absolutely. Did you say it's unsecured street parking?"

"Uh...
yes."

"So, uh,
we have some other places to see." The door shut behind the second
couple, cutting off their excuses as they exited. One down, one to
go.

"I know
what you're doing," hissed Mrs. Chic. "I use reverse psychology on
my kindergartners. You aren't going to get rid of us that easily.
We want this apartment."

"I want
it too."

"So...
when are you all looking to move?" asked Rick, nervously looking
from the Chics to me, his commission suddenly uncertain.


"Straightaway," the three of us chimed in unison. Except,
obviously, none of us wanted to move in with each other. Well, Mr.
Chic might have liked sharing with his wife and an extra, but I was
pretty sure Mrs. Chic wouldn't want to share her closet with me.
Also: no way.

"Okay,
great." Rick beamed. "Let me get some details from both of you and,
um, you," he nodded at me, like I was an afterthought, adding "and
we'll proceed."

"So...
what happens next?" I asked as he extracted clipboards from his
leather shoulder bag and handed us one each.

"Well,
we'll run your credit history and then the landlord will make a
decision as to who gets the place. You can submit your offers at
the end of the form."

Huh?
What? Offers?

"We're
clearly the best bet," said Mrs. Chic, grabbing the pen and
squinting her eyes at the small type.

"Says
who?" I gave her my best “Are you kidding me?” frown. After all, it
wasn't a fair observation after knowing me for oh, five
minutes.

"I know
you from somewhere," said the husband again. His mouth wrinkled
with thought as he tried to place me. He tapped one finger against
his mouth and frowned.

"I
really don't think so."

"Yeah,
you do look kind of familiar," agreed Rick. Great, now the guys
were ganging up on me too? On the plus side, maybe their
familiarity would help me out.

"Maybe
it's through my volunteer work," I lied. Everyone likes a
volunteer, right? I was sure I volunteered at something. Sometime.
Somewhere.

"No,
that's not it," said Mr. Chic.

"Are you
sure? I volunteer a lot." I nodded to Rick. Rick frowned. So much
for giving myself a good reference.

"Nope."
Mr. Chic shook his head. "Can't think of it yet, but it'll come to
me."


Hopefully, I'd be at home with a lease agreement in my pocket
by then because if I slept with him and forgot — although I was
pretty sure that didn't happen — I wasn't sure it was a story I
could confess to Lily. Also, fairly certain I'd never been into
blondes of any shade, I was sure that couldn't be it. Not one
hundred percent sure, but, you know, fairly certain.

"I
know!" blurted Mrs. Chic, looking up, "You're the private
investigator. I saw you in the newspaper!"

"Who?
Me? No, I don't think so." I stepped back, shaking my head
vigorously.

"Yes! It
was you! You shoot people!"

"I do
not!" Well, not often. Sometimes I just stab them, but only when my
life is in danger, which justifies it just fine for me.

"That
sounds dangerous," mused the realtor, edging away from me and
closer to the Chics. "I think I've read about you. You were at that
hotel convention. The one with all the weirdoes killing each
other."

"I'm not
dangerous," I assured him, with my best ditzy smile. Also,
exaggeration. Much?

"She's
really dangerous," Mrs. Chic insisted to no one in particular. She
focused on the clipboard and began to scribble furiously, as if
submitting the form first would definitely give her an edge. "Guns.
Murderers. Snooping."

"I don't
think the landlord will like that," Mr. Chic said, cottoning on to
his wife's massive hints that I would not make a good tenant. He
sidled next to the realtor, adding in a low voice, "I work in IT
and my wife's a kindergarten teacher. Two very safe
professions."

The
realtor looked from me to them, clearly weighing up who was more
likely to blow up the apartment and his commission. With a sinking
heart, I realized I could not come out on top in the race for this
apartment.


Whatever. It was too small anyway.

"We'll
pay more than she can offer too. We have two salaries," added Mr.
Chic, emphasizing my single status in the most charming way.
Not.

"Done,"
said Rick, accepting their paperwork and smiling broadly. The men
pumped hands and grinned at each other.

I looked
at my clipboard. I hadn't even filled in my name. "Shame. I was
going to offer an extra five hundred bucks a month for the next two
years," I said with a shrug as I returned the clipboard. Rick's
smug face dropped a little. "Enjoy your new place. See ya." I
turned on my heel and strode out of the pretty little apartment,
leaving the happy couple to negotiate their way out of paying too
much, just as Rick repeated the figure I dropped.

Climbing
into my car, I told myself it just wasn't meant to be. Getting the
first apartment I saw was too easy, and there were more to see.
Even if they didn't work out, it wasn't like I'd be homeless at the
end of the month. I still had options. Sure, one option was hearing
my best friend and brother humping, or I could stay with my parents
and get roped into whatever my mother's latest obsession was.
Admittedly, they weren't great options, but options all the same,
and that was a lot more than some people had. Another thought
occurred to me. I had the Lexi-is-a-millionaire-for-two-minutes
house to look after while I continued the assignment. What were the
odds that the owners would let me stay on a while longer while I
pursued my house search? Possibly about as high as my ever owning
the perfect, yellow bungalow that had long been the object of my
house porn obsession. That thought cheered me as I drove to my next
viewing. I wouldn't mind extending my stay in Chilton if it were
anything like Solomon's house.


Frederickstown it was fair to say, was not at the top of my
"really want to live here" list, but the apartment sounded nice in
the listings and was on the nicer side of town. Or, at least, the
listing seemed nice. But as I pulled up to the curb and surveyed
the building, my heart just couldn't get excited. It wasn't because
the building wasn't nice. It was actually pretty good, judging by
the run-down neighborhood's standards. But I knew I didn't want to
live miles away from my family and friends and work, not to mention
decent coffee shops. Even if I had to be practical when it came to
my future habitat, I still wanted to live well and not spend extra
money on cab fares or never having a drink again just so I could
drive home.

The
realtor met me at the door. She was young, fresh-faced and eager to
please. Or eager to get the apartment rented. Either way, she was a
lot nicer than the last guy.

"I'm
Renata. This your first place?" she asked with a hopeful
smile.

"Nope."
I shook her soft hand. "Just got to move."

"Oh."
She shrugged and didn't ask anymore, choosing instead to fiddle
with her keychain until she found the right key for the door.
Opening it, she indicated that I follow. "It's top floor," she told
me, over her shoulder. "So no upstairs neighbor noise."

"Great."
I tried to sound enthusiastic, but failed as I plodded after her.
We didn't see any other residents until the third floor when a man
hurled past us, forcing Renata and me to plaster ourselves against
the wall. With his jacket collar turned up, and a Yankees cap
pulled low over his head, he bulldozed past us without so much as a
“Sorry.”

"Excuse
us," snipped Renata, not too subtly or quietly. The man paused for
a fraction of a second on the landing below. His chin turned
upwards, revealing a stubbled, square jaw, and from what I could
see, the lower half of a handsome face. Then he plowed on, casually
flipping us the finger.

Nice
neighbor.

"You're
going to love the apartment," Renata continued as we made our way
to the top. "It’s freshly painted and the furniture is all
included. You can move in right away."

I
decided not to move in thirty seconds after she opened the
triple-locked door and showed me a beige space. Sure, it was light
and someone had clearly made an effort, but the fresh paint job
didn't take away the lingering smell of cigarettes and the faint
scent of something rotten. The laminate floor was cheap looking,
and I'm pretty certain Renata got an electric shock when she
flicked the kitchen light switch to show off clean, but desperately
old units.

All the
same, I checked the price with her as we made our way from tiny
kitchen to tiny bathroom, which had no bath. On to the bedroom, the
window of which showcased a panoramic view of the brick exterior of
the building next door. A building less than two yards away. "It's
really the best I have," Renata confirmed when I asked. "A lot of
buildings here are going owner-occupied. People want to get on the
property ladder while they still can. Frederickstown is very up and
coming. It might well become unaffordable in a couple of years
after the area renovation is completed."

What a
depressing thought. Then a mouse ran across my foot. Renata
screamed, concluding the apartment's plus points (i.e., affordable,
no human roommates), which failed to outweigh the negatives that
were too numerous to count.

My final
appointment of the day looked promising. On paper. Seriously, what
was it with realtors? Why did they have to waste my time by giving
a glowing description for a less than average apartment? Why
couldn't they just be brutally honest? The big plus for this one
was that it wasn't far from the agency. Close enough, in fact, that
I could walk there daily and thus save money on gas. Gas money to
offset the super high rent. But when coupled with the location -
within easy walking distance of stores, coffee bars and one of
several of my favorite bars - there was a certain lure to it.
Unfortunately, it took me thirty minutes of driving in circles
before I found a parking spot; time spent that only dropped my mood
lower. It was also time enough to see one attempted mugging; but
the thief was unceremoniously lambasted by an old lady's purse and
ran away limping. "You go, girl!" I cheered from the safety of my
VW.

I knew I
wasn't taking it before I ever stepped inside the building, even
with a parking space I grabbed with one quick swing of the steering
wheel, minutes from the door. I don't know what did it for me - the
screaming couple in the lobby, or the Rottweiler slobbering at the
doorman's desk, or the open dealing of narcotics - I really
couldn't decide.

"It's
not for me," I told the grumpy realtor. Unlike Rick and Renata, he
clearly lost all enthusiasm for his job.

"No
kidding," he replied, with a wry smile. "I just can't find a renter
for this place."

"Can't
think of why."

We both
looked at the drug-dealing doorman. "Me neither," said the realtor.
"Maybe the lobby needs a palm tree. Make it look
classy."

"Yep, that should do it," I agreed, although I suspected he
might not be joking. We took one last look at the dealer and left.
My phone rang as soon as I climbed into my car, and Solomon flashed
on the screen. Well, not flashed. That would be awesome. His name flashed on the
screen. Even so, I had a hot flush just thinking about
him.


Naked.

Him. Not
me.

"I need
you," said Solomon.

Holy cow, said a little voice inside
me.

"Okay,"
I squeaked.


"Now."

Yes! Though... "Uh, what
for?"

"I need
a ride home."

Typical.
"Don't you have a car?" I knew he had a car. When I parked my car
next to it, the VW looked like his Lexus LX's baby.

"I do.
But it won't move."

"So...
fix it?"

"I have
many talents, but fixing cars isn't one of them. My mechanic can't
pick it up until tomorrow morning. So, I need a ride home from the
office."

I tried
not to think about his many talents. He was right though. He had
many talents. "You're leaving kind of early."

"I have
plans."

It was
and wasn't news to me. No one really knew what Solomon did in his
free time, though I had the opportunity to enjoy his free time on
more than one occasion. I knew he could cook and he liked sports
and was in the process of redecorating his house. But unless I was
part of the plans - not recently - he never elaborated on what he
did in his free time. Apparently, he wasn't going to now either.
Not that I cared or anything.

"So..."
he prompted.

"I'm
near the office. I'll be by in ten," I told him. I pondered what
plans were so important that he couldn't miss them and had to beg
me for a ride. Of course, I still didn't care.

"I'll
wait out front," said Solomon before clicking off.

It
occurred to me as I pulled up outside the agency, that Solomon must
have known I was nearby, otherwise why call when time was
essential? Though now I thought about it, he did know I wasn't
actively on a job yet, so he wouldn't be waiting hours. All the
same, it would have been easier for him to call a car service. I
said as much to him when he climbed in, folding his long legs under
the dashboard, and sighing as he pushed the seat as far back as it
would to go to give him some extra room. I'm fairly certain I
didn't gasp audibly at the sight, but if I did, I would blame it on
a backfiring tailpipe.

"I knew
you weren't on a job," he explained. "Since I only assigned you one
case and you haven't started yet."

"I have.
I've been reading the background information you left this
morning."

Solomon
arched a brow as if to say I proved his point. "You weren't
performing surveillance," he replied, which was pointless because,
well, I already knew that. "What were you doing on Tenth
Street?"

"How did
you know I was on Tenth?"


"Fletcher saw you."

"And he
called to tell you that? What a snitch." I feigned mock shock, but
seriously, what a snitch.

Solomon
grinned. "No. We were talking on the phone already and he mentioned
he saw you go into a building and come out again two minutes later.
You don't know anyone on Tenth." It wasn't a question. He knew too
much. How annoying.

"How do
you know?" I asked and Solomon raised his eyebrow again. "You're
such a stalker. I was apartment hunting."

"What's
wrong with your place?"

"It's
sold. I have to be out in a month."


"Ah."

"More
like 'argh!' Do you know how hard apartment hunting in Montgomery
is right now? I saw a mouse."

"Did you
shoot it?" Solomon smiled broadly.

Weird
idea of a good time, but to each his own. I rolled my eyes as I
pulled out into an open gap in the traffic. "I didn't have my gun
because I didn't think I'd need it apartment hunting. Besides, I
don't think that's the best pest control."

"But
effective," Solomon countered. When I thought about apartment
number three, I wondered what kind of pests I'd have to shoot to
get a peaceful home life.

Since we
were too early for rush hour traffic, we made it to Solomon's house
in half the usual time. I parked outside his house, not bothering
to pull into the vacant parking spaces, when he apparently didn’t
intend to make any moves to invite me in.

"You
read up on all the suspects?" he asked, his hand lingering on the
door catch.

"Yep.
And I scanned the files of the previously linked crimes and read
the witness statements too."


"Anything stand out?"

"Not a
thing. You?"

"Not
yet."


"Actually..." I paused, pursing my lips as I thought about
not what was in the files, but what wasn't. "Actually, I can't see
an obvious motive for any of these four guys to be the thief. Are
you sure the suspect pool isn't wider?"

"I asked
the same thing. Helen Callery assures me the criteria she narrowed
the suspects down to was stringent. I had Lucas double-check and he
agrees, but if we don't get any leads, we'll start on the next
pool." He must have seen me pull a face. "Look on the bright side,"
he told me, amusement in his eyes. "Free dinner. No washing
up."

"Yeah,
can hardly wait. Just me, a millionaire, oh, and you listening at
the end of the wire. How romantic."

"Sounds
a lot better than some dates."

"I'll
think of it as practice."

Solomon
paused. "What for?"

"For
real dating."


Solomon's eyes darkened for the briefest of moments, then he
gave me a puzzled look and shook his head. "I left the keys for my
neighbors’ place at the office. I should have given them to you
earlier so you could check it out. Thanks for the ride,
Lexi."

A car
honked behind me and I pulled in towards the sidewalk to allow it
to pass. "Anytime, boss," I replied although I hoped he wouldn't
take me too literally. Solomon climbed out and by the time the
other car passed, Solomon had ascended the steps to his house and
was pulling keys from his jacket pocket. Not that he needed them.
As I watched, the door to his home flew open and a startlingly
beautiful young woman stepped into the doorway. She was nearly as
tall as he, with straight black hair that hung to her elbows, and a
perfect, hourglass figure. She was wearing a dark brown pencil
dress only a few shades darker than her flawless skin. She threw
her arms around Solomon and drew him inside.

The door
shut behind them without a backward glance, leaving me to wonder
just what Solomon's plans were that made him hurry home, and did
those plans include the glamazon who was waiting for his
arrival?


Chapter Five






After
three days of failed and uninspired apartment hunting, combined
with frustrated lurking and monotonous thumb-twiddling at the
office, I scored my first date with a millionaire.

"It's
on," said Solomon, his head suddenly emerging from the office. We'd
barely spoken since the night I dropped him off, and honestly, I
wasn't sure if I were sulking or not. Seriously, just how beautiful
was that woman who opened the door? She was clearly younger than I
too. Did I wait so long for him to make a move that I forfeited the
opportunity to make one of my own? Not that I even planned to make
a move. I was still a big, old pile of confusion when it came to
the men in my life. "Go home and change. I sent the details to your
phone and there's a Ferrari Italia in the lot downstairs. Enjoy."
He tossed me the keys and I caught them, quick as a flash. It
surprised the hell out of me. Catching something, that is, not the
cool car. "What color is it?" I asked breathlessly.

"Like
there's a whole bunch of Ferraris to choose from," laughed Solomon.
"Go!"

I was
out of there as fast as my four-inch heels could carry me, and
minutes later, I made excited, squeaking noises as I slid into the
cool leather interior of the cherry red Ferrari.


~

If this
was how millionaires felt, I wanted to do it every day. I exited
the Ferrari and planted my hard-earned Louboutin heels on the
sidewalk, handing the keys to the valet before strutting towards
the glass facade of the art gallery to meet suspect number one,
David Markham. The gallery took up the first floor of what was once
clearly an industrial building of some kind. On first glance, not a
lot of work was evident, but after a double-take, I noticed the
polished concrete floors, and sandblasted-bare brick walls and
blinked at the clearly loaded clientele. The exhibition featured a
visiting New York artist with a reputation for being edgy and raw.
I knew that because Solomon made me search the Internet prior to
the date so I would have some conversation topics. So far, all I'd
come up with was, "My nephew, Sam, is an artist of similar
methods", "The stripes are cute," and "Really? How
much?"

Like the
rest of the clientele, I was dressed up, but my dress was borrowed
and last season - though damn nice. I had to give Serena plenty of
credit for excellent fashion taste - but the wire attached to the
inside of the dress was brand new. I doubt if many dates brought a
bunch of guys to listen in either. According to Solomon, Flaherty
was recording everything nearby outside, and Maddox was in close
proximity. Oh, how I looked forward to this. As for Solomon’s
whereabouts, who knew?

"Lexi?"
The man who approached me resembled his photo. Unfortunately, for
him, that was a bad thing, although I had to give him props for not
using an old snap or a professional headshot. His face was pudgier
than his photos, visibly losing the fight against jowls that would
undoubtedly fully develop over the next couple of years, and his
skin pasty. Considering that he worked in IT, and we didn't live in
sunny climes like Florida, that wasn't surprising. What surprised
me was the quantity of pomade that slicked back his thick dark
hair. He clearly decided more was more. And then some. It gave it
the appearance of wet glue. When I imagined running my hands
through it, I had a mental vomit. "Lexi?" he said again, smiling
nervously.

Snapping
out of my hair angst, I smiled. "Yes, hi. David?"

"That's
me." David held his hand out. I slipped mine into it and he pumped
it enthusiastically, giving me a bicep workout that neither of us
appreciated. "I've looked forward to meeting you ever since I saw
your photo. Wow. Just wow." His eyes roamed my dress, fixing on my
cleavage for a moment, before traveling down... and back up.
Cleavage again. He smiled.

To be
fair, I think my face took on the same glazed, gormless expression
when I looked at his hair. All at once, I remembered what his hair
reminded me of: a licorice swirl. I don't like licorice.

"Pleased
to meet you," I said, keeping my voice pleasant even as the idea of
an evening with David made me break into a cold sweat. "Do you like
the artist?" I asked to prompt the conversation.

"One of
my favorites," David replied, finally averting his eyes from my
cleavage, which was showcased in the vee cut neckline of a fabulous
little dress. He held out his arm for me to hook mine around. "I
might buy a new canvas this evening. Why don't you help
me?"

Well,
who wouldn’t admire a man who lets his date pick out a pricey piece
of art only minutes after meeting her? It was just a shame I knew
nothing about art. I hated to think of selecting a lemon, but I
figured he would probably take responsibility for his own
decisions. Much as I do when shoe shopping. If I make a mistake, I
return them and buy another pair, along with a coordinating
purse.

David seemed happy to talk, and not in a must-fill-the-silence
kind of way. David loved
to talk. Specifically, David loved to talk about
David: how smart, successful and rich he was. He also referred to
himself in the third person, which was most disconcerting. I
couldn't work out whether he was pompous or nervous, but I
suspected the balance favored the former.


"Champagne?" David swiped two flutes from a passing waitress
and handed me one without waiting for my response.

"Mmm." I
sipped it. Bubbles slipped over my tongue. Something told me this
wasn't supermarket champagne, but the real deal.
"Delicious."

"So... when did you join the agency?" David asked after
awhile, looking over his shoulder to see who was within earshot. At
first, my heart thumped before I realized he meant the
dating agency, and I
hadn't been rumbled. "Recently," I said. "Actually, this is my
first date."

"Maybe
it'll be your last." David winked.

I
gulped. "And... um... you? Have you been a member very
long?"

"A year.
I've been on a few dates. I had to join, you see," he said, leaning
in to whisper conspiratorially, "too many gold-diggers. I want to
meet a woman who doesn't see me as a walking ATM. Is it the same
for you?"


"Absolutely," I agreed. "Not women, though. I want to meet a
guy who doesn't care how loaded I am, or that I have diamonds and
rubies in the home safe and drive a Ferrari," I added, checking
David's reaction to see what he thought of that. He didn't blink.
He didn't even seem very interested in my wheels. Instead, he just
nodded as if that was perfectly reasonable. I guess to some people,
it is. I just didn't move in those circles. At least, not until
today. "You can never be too careful about whom you meet," I
added.

"So
true. Shall we look around?" David guided me through the gallery,
pointing out this painting and that, stopping to chat with the
gallery owner, as well as a local artist or two, and greeting
everyone by name. Watching him pumping hands, I could see he was
clearly enjoying himself. I barely had to say anything, just nod
and appear interested when he asked me a question before
interrupting my answer. Just as I tried to say something witty
after a comment he made, he cut me off, while pointing to a large
painting on the rear wall, which he guided me toward. I politely
say guided; it was closer to being yanked. "What do you think of
this one?" he asked as we approached. The painting, several feet in
height and width, was a garish mix of neon oils that appeared to
have been hurled at the canvas, then left to drip. The bottom half
of the work dried into a mixture of colorful streaks, blobs and
peaks. Yet there was something insanely attractive about
it.

"I like
it," I told him.

"Then
I'll buy it." David turned, raising a hand to someone I couldn't
see, and leaving me a moment to check the price tag. My eyes
widened at the price. Holy guacamole! More than I earned in a year.
Much, much more. And David planned to buy it because I said I liked
it. "My date says this is the one to buy," he told someone behind
us and I turned around. My gaze flew past the woman in the smart,
black sheath dress to the couple standing a few feet away. A very
familiar couple.


"Craptastic," I muttered under my breath.


"Pardon?" said David.

"I said,
it's fantastic!"

"Perhaps
you would like to see it when it's delivered. I think I'll put it
in the family room," he told me, suddenly sounding as bashful as a
little boy asking a girl if she wanted to see his new
toy.

"Maybe,"
I muttered, my eyes fixed elsewhere.

I waited
while David signed some paperwork and exchanged pleasantries with
the gallery owner. He was promised an introduction to the artist
later in the evening, and all the time, I tried to ignore Maddox
and Detective Blake hovering. What the hell were they doing here?
As far as I knew, Maddox's salary didn't include this kind of art,
and I had to assume neither did Blake’s. I was pretty sure Maddox
wasn't even an art lover. Maybe Blake was? And that's when the
horrifying thought entered my head: were they on a date? Was
Solomon being sarcastic about Maddox being nearby?

David
looped my arm through his again and started babbling about the
artist. How excited he was to have another of his paintings and
some other stuff that I forgot to pay attention to when Maddox's
eyes met mine. He raised his glass with a nod to me. Then Blake
gave me a little wave. I waggled my fingers in return and offered
them a weak smile. Unfortunately, they mistook that as their cue to
approach. Damn it.

"Lexi,
how nice to see you." Blake stepped forward and air kissed me from
approximately four inches away on both cheeks. Gone was her plain
clothes uniform; replaced by a cocktail dress in deep purple with a
flared skirt and cinched waist. Her glossy hair was pulled into a
neat chignon. She kept her jewelry to simple gold studs in her
lobes. I couldn't fault her. Annoying.

"So
nice!" I faux-gleefully exclaimed. "Are you enjoying the
exhibit?"

"Oh
yes." Blake nodded, waving her full glass around. "So much to
see."

"Adam,"
said Maddox, holding his hand out to David. He took it and gave it
a firm shake. "And Rebecca. Are you a friend of Lexi's?" As if he
didn't know.

"We're
on a date," said David with a grin at me. It was all I could do not
to roll my eyes. Poor guy just seemed too pleased. Really, I should
have been flattered, and if he were my type, I would have been, but
sometimes, being too grateful just isn't sexy. Compounding the
problem, since Maddox and I broke up, I hadn’t been on a date. If I
had wanted him to see me on a date, it would have been with someone
who could have at least made him jealous. Someone the male
equivalent of Blake: glam, sexy, confident. Not licorice
blob-haired David Markham, even if he was a millionaire. Damn it.
What were Maddox and Blake doing here anyway?

"David,
why don't you show Bl... er... Rebecca the painting you just
bought?" I said, unlinking my arm and nodding towards the canvas.
"I'm sure she'd love to see it. Huge fan."

David's
eyes widened. "Would you really?" he asked. It was probably the
first time two hotties showed any interest in him, or something to
do with him. His chest puffed out. I'm fairly certain he would
later tell his friends what a "player" he’d become. I hoped he
would take a shine to Blake.


"Please," said Blake, stepping forward.

"What
are you doing here?" I hissed to Maddox, after turning to watch
David and Blake step away, and out of earshot.

"Same as
you. Suspect surveillance."

"No.
That's what I'm doing. You guys are supposed to back off so the
thief doesn't get spooked. That was the plan. MPD stays in the
background. If he's the thief and he guesses you're PD, the jig's
up."

Maddox
raised both eyebrows. "The jig's up?"

"You told Solomon that you needed someone on the outside to
get close." I pointed to my chest and Maddox's eyes lingered on
it. Men. I raised
my finger to my chin. "Me. Outside."

"You
really think this guy could be the one?"

"The
one?" I was momentarily confused. Like hell did I think he was The
One.

"The
thief," Maddox stage-whispered. Inexplicably, he added jazz
hands.

"I don't
get that vibe," I told him, relieved that the conversation was
still on track. "I've only known him an hour-and-a-half and the few
minutes it took to read his file. He doesn't have any motive, and I
don't think he's the kind of man who could get under a woman's
skin, make her totally trust him, then betray her."

"We're
still talking about this case?"

"Of
course," I huffed. Like, what else? A professional such as myself
wouldn't dare comment on the kind of men I dated. "Thing is, David
likes David a whole lot. He's more interested in what he's got to
say than what I have to say, so I don't see him getting a lot of
second dates; and I figure the thief needs to go on a few dates
with the women he targets. He must build up a profile so he knows
who to rob and what to steal and when to do it."

"I
agree. And David doesn't fit that bill?"

"Not
unless he's confident enough to wheedle the details on the first
date, then simply watch his dates after that, but that's pretty
time-consuming. I guess he would have the skills..." I thought
about how David made his money and pursed my lips.

"They're
coming back. What skills?"

"David's
a software expert. Maybe he simply gets enough details to hack his
date's computer and discovers the assets that way."

"Smart.
Keep at it, Lex."

"I will
and don't crash anymore of my dates."

"How do
you know I'm not actually here on a date that happened to coincide
with work?"

I
glanced at Blake, my heart sinking as a tear threatened to drop
from my left eye. Rubbing his affair in my face was just mean.
"With her?"

Maddox
opened his mouth to say something, but David and Blake returned.
David was talking about the kind of art he invested in and how he
loved adding to his collection. He said he hoped his passion would
turn into philanthropy one day while Blake just nodded and agreed
with everything he uttered. She was exactly the kind of woman he
liked and it showed. Shame he didn't see the eye roll she gave me
as she stepped away to take Maddox's hand. The bitch.

"Let's
go to dinner, David?" I suggested, sidling away from Maddox towards
my target. I gave him a brilliant smile. What did I care if Maddox
wanted to schmooze with Blake? I had a date! A millionaire! With
hair like nasty candy! Woo!

"Okay, I
know a great French place just around the corner. They do an
amazing steak that you must try..." With that, David babbled on
about food and how he aced a Cordon Bleu class in Paris. He also
said something about wine tasting in the Italian countryside. I had
just enough time to narrow my eyes at Maddox before David whisked
me away to the cloakroom to retrieve our coats.

David
insisted on walking to the restaurant and I refused to moan about
the height of my heels — though internally, I let that whine
unleash. By the time we were seated, I knew he loved to cook, eat,
drink wine and had a wine cellar in his home, a newly built house
in Bedford Hills. I discovered he put a lot of pride in the
restaurants he frequented and how many chefs knew him by name. Oh
yeah… he always got the best tables and often ordered off-menu.
Honestly, I knew he wanted to impress me by the way he waited for
my reactions occasionally, but it all just made him sound
desperately annoying.

"Are you
nervous?" I asked him after he spoke in broken French to the
waiter. He managed to order another bottle of champagne and call
himself something rude that the waiter politely ignored.

David's
cheeks pinked. "Maybe a little," he admitted. "It's not often I get
to go on a date with a beautiful woman who really knows how to
listen. Some women are so self-absorbed. I really want a selfless
mother for my future children."

Holy
crap. Was that ever not going to happen. I wondered what Flaherty,
on the other end of the wire, thought of that. Maybe he was
thinking about going home to a beautiful woman. Maybe Maddox was
thinking about going home with Blake on his maybe/maybe not date.
Maybe Solomon was on a date with the gorgeous younger woman. All of
a sudden, I wanted to go home, kick off my heels, pull on my
pajamas and crawl into bed. Dating suspected criminals was hard
work.

"I'm
sorry, what did you say?" I asked as David paused, waiting
expectantly.

"I asked
if you were happy to be a stay-at-home mom? Are you still fertile?
You don't want to wait too long." he said with a silly
grin.

"Oh,
well, I uh... oh the candle blew out. Let me light it. The table
needs some ambiance, don't you think? Uh, romantic..." I babbled,
trying not to think about being a stay-at-home mom. It wasn't that
I didn't want to be a mother one day, but it was way too soon to
discuss my fertility and potential motherhood with a first date.
Also: it was kind of crazy. And: no. Just no.

"Good
idea," agreed David, momentarily distracted from the thought of
impregnating me by the wisp of smoke winding its way upwards from
the blown-out tea light on our table.

I don't
know what happened next, but it was a disaster. Somehow, as I
reached over for the gently flickering tea light on the empty table
next to us, intending to bring it to ours, the waiter approached
with the ice bucket, and David leaned forward, causing all three of
us to collide. Instead of lighting the candle, the flame caught the
essence of David's volatile hair product and I watched in horror as
his sideburns ignited, the flames licking upwards.

A most
unholy wail emanated from someone, and pretty soon, the three of us
were also shrieking in cacophonous protests.


~

Lily had
one look at me standing on her welcome mat, water dripping from my
hem, a bottle of champagne in hand, and raised her eyebrows. "Good
date?"


"Interesting."

She
sniffed the air suspiciously as Eau de Singe wafted from me. "Go
on."

"The
gallery was nice, and we bumped into Maddox and Blake, so I
suggested we go to dinner. David and me, that is. Not me, Maddox
and Blake, because that would be really weird, then he got all
nervous and..."

"Who got
nervous? Maddox?"

"No.
David. He started talking about my declining fertility and I
thought maybe a little candlelight would put him at ease, so I went
to light a candle, only he leaned forward and I kind of set fire to
him..." I took a deep breath as Lily mashed her lips together and
her eyes widened. "He had so much pomade in his hair, it kind of
caught fire."

"Kind
of?" asked Lily, opening the door wider so I could step into the
safety and serenity of her apartment. I did, but my legs didn't
seem to want to move any further so I just stood there, inside the
door, whimpering.

"At
first, it was just the sides, then the whole lot went. Woomph!" I
threw one hand in the air dramatically and waggled my fingers. "It
was like a Christmas plum pudding with flames dancing all
around."

"Don't
stop now. This is even better than I expected. This has to be a
first." Lily paused and gave me a suspicious questioning look.
"Lexi... it was a first, right?"

I gave
her a shocked look. Seriously? "Absolutely. Never set a date's head
on fire before."

"Oh,
well, good. So..." She prompted.

"So I
grabbed the champagne and threw the ice bucket over his head to put
him out."

"Good
thinking. Very brave."

"I know,
right?" I heaved a breath and smoothed my damp dress with my free
hand. "He didn't seem too thrilled, so I just ran."

Lily
pointed with her index finger. "With the champagne?"

My
shoulders slumped as I looked down, spying the bottle and the dead
wire I pulled from my bosom, which it was wrapped around. "I forgot
I was holding it." I also forgot that I was sticking David with the
bill, but my date was a millionaire; and really, it would be the
worst date story he could ever tell, which made it worth it. Plus,
we hadn't even ordered before he caught fire. He would totally get
sympathy dates after this. He might even catch a nurse. A fertile
one.

"That's
a good vintage," Lily decided, peering at the label. "Dom Perignon.
Nice. Want me to get you a glass?"

"No.
It's still corked. We should have it when the baby is
born."


"Frickin' A! I love a silver lining."

"Can I
cry now?"

"Sure.
Why not? And maybe we should call the hospital and see what
happened to your date?"

"He's
not burned, just damp... and pissed... and a little
bald."

"A
little?"

I
slumped onto the couch after Lily guided me to it with a little
push. I thought about my last sight of David, drenched and
hairless. "Completely bald. Maybe a little crispy."

"Worst
dating story ever."

"Thank
you." My stomach gave a rumble. "I'm hungry. We didn't even get
dinner. Probably a good thing. David wanted to order rare
steak."

Lily
reached for the sheaf of takeout menus she kept under the coffee
table. "Yuck. What are you in the mood for?"

"Is it
bad if I say barbecue?" I winced, but my mouth watered all the
same.

"Creepy munchies, Lexi. Remind me to never watch
Silence of the Lambs with
you."

"I can't
eat lamb. They're too cute."

"But the
smell of burning head puts you in the mood for a little
barbecue?"

Hearing
her put it that way, I had to admit she had a point. "Let's order
pizza. Vegetarian," I suggested and Lily resisted a
laugh.


~

I left
the champagne with Lily. After all, the less reminders of David
Markham, the better. "Great date," snorted Flaherty when I called
him back after checking my phone and finding two voicemails and
three texts asking me to get in touch. In my haste to leave, I
forgot about him listening in nearby. I mentally thanked the
heavens and stars I disconnected my wire before I got to
Lily's.

"The
best," I agreed. "So glad you could make it."

"You
should have seen your date after you left. A catastrophe. A
freakin' catastrophe!"

"Want to
rub it in some more?"

"Like
salve on a wound?" asked Flaherty with a snigger.

I
winced. "Do you have to tell Solomon?"

"You
can."

I
thought about it, how mortifying it would be. "No, that's okay. You
do it. Hey, how much did you record?" My heart thumped in the
silence as I waited for his answer.


"Everything." With a peal of laughter, Flaherty hung up,
before I even got a chance to ask if David was okay.

The
aftermath, being alone again, and the enormous feeling of being let
down, reminded me of the time right after I was attacked by Somper
the Stomper, a psychotic soldier and murderer behind a drug
smuggling ring. I'd just gotten home from the hospital for a short
time when my door buzzer rang one night, only weeks ago.

I let
Solomon in and we talked for more than an hour, sitting cozily on
my couch like old friends, like lovers, and not at all like
colleagues. He held both my hands in his and told me he loved me,
but couldn't be with me right now, not while we both needed to get
our heads straight. I knew he was right - I needed time to get over
Maddox and make sense of what happened: whether Montgomery's
hottest detective betrayed me or told me the truth about being
undercover while kissing his undercover partner. It still choked me
a little to hear Solomon lay out our current situation, sensibly
and plain. He didn't explain what he needed to get his head
straight about, and I was too choked up to ask or listen, the
emotions of the past weeks finally registering. I certainly wasn't
ready for the declaration of undying love that part of me wanted to
hear from Solomon, but it was an amazing declaration nonetheless.
And one I would never forget.

It
wasn't until later, after Solomon left, when I was all sore and
alone, that I realized I didn't tell him I loved him too. Truth
was, I didn't know, so I said nothing. And I still didn't know how
I felt. So, he was absolutely right that I needed to get my head
straight.

One
thing was undeniable though. I was butt-ugly jealous of the
beautiful woman who answered his door; and that alone told me one
thing: that I wasn't over Solomon at all.


Chapter Six






I would
rather have slunk into work unobtrusively, but someone helpfully
left a copy of the Montgomery Gazette on my desk. The headline read
GREAT HAIRBALLS OF FIRE.

"Jeez,"
I muttered, tossing it to one side as I imagined the Chics reading
the article over breakfast at their new apartment. "News travels
fast."

"Heard
you had a hot date last night," sniggered Fletcher as he walked by,
a thick brown file in his hand. I stuck my tongue out at him. Okay,
sticking my tongue out wasn't the smartest thing to do, but it gave
me a brief surge of satisfaction. So I did it again when he passed
by me again, this time fileless. He ignored me as he knocked on
Solomon's door and stuck his head into the small office. I didn't
catch what he said, but a moment later, Fletcher was out the door,
grabbing his jacket and camera from where it lay atop his desk.
"Later, hot stuff," he said, clicking his fingers at me.

Pulling
my laptop from my shoulder bag, I leaned back onto one of the
leather desk chairs Solomon finally furnished the office with. I
began powering the machine up so I could write my report of last
night's events. Before I could even enter my password, Solomon
called my name. This may or may not have been a good thing, because
so far the only thing I decided to write was "Oops."

"How you
doing?" asked Solomon as I entered. He signaled for me to close the
door behind me. I didn't think I was about to get fired for… well,
setting someone on fire, given that Solomon usually liked the door
closed during private meetings. He didn't mind whether the lights
were on or off though. Wink-wink.

"David
Markham was discharged from the hospital this morning," he told me.
"Minor burns, but nothing too serious. He won't need
surgery."

I let
out the breath I was holding in. "That's good news."

Solomon
gave me a skeptical look and I sucked the breath back in, waiting
for whatever else he had to tell me. "That's the good news," he
confirmed. "The bad news is David Markham's not our
guy."

"I guess
it was too much to hope we would be looking for a bald, angry thief
in the near future." Solomon clearly struggled not to give me an
eye roll, so I blustered on, latching onto the key point he just
revealed. "Hey, how do you know he's not our guy?"

"There
was a theft last night while Markham was getting treatment at the
hospital. A big jewelry haul. I haven't seen the itemized list or
photographs yet, but Maddox said it amounted to around a hundred
thousand dollars."


"Wow."

"There's
more bad news. We checked on the victim's recent dates and they
included each of the three remaining suspects. There're a few
others, but these are the only ones she has in common with all the
other victims, so I'd say we're on the right track."

I
brightened. I wouldn't have to date David again. My fertility was
safe. Phew! "That sounds like good news!"

"It gets
worse."

"It
would, wouldn't it?" I sighed. I leaned against the doorjamb and
waited for whatever bad news Solomon was going to unleash. Couldn't
he just give me a list to peruse in my own time? Like over
cocktails.

"Markham
could press charges for assault."

I
gasped. "Who assaulted him?"

Solomon
gave me a pointed look. His nostrils flared and he nipped the
corner of his bottom lip. Mmmm. "You."

Wait.
What? "Oh yeah. No. Wait. I did not! If anything, he should sue the
manufacturers of his hair product. Nothing so flammable should be
allowed near an open flame. What a doofus! Is he really going to
press charges? I'm so not going on a second date with him now! It's
over. Um, can you tell him that? Please."

"You
won't have to since he's in the clear now. Don't worry about the
charges. I doubt they'll stick. Between MPD, Million Matches, and
me, we'll make them go away."

"Thank
you." I slumped in my seat and took a moment to admire my hot pink
nail polish. No chips. I decided to take it as a sign that today
would be awesome. Well, after this hiccup, it would be. "You know
Maddox and Blake were at the gallery last night?" I asked, dropping
the information casually.

"I heard
the conversation on Flaherty's audio tape."

Of
course he did. I struggled to remember if I said anything
embarrassing. There was that bit about dating Blake, so...
probably. "I thought we were doing this investigation low key. If
MPD keep turning up on my dates, the suspect might get suspicious.
I think the fewer eyeballs, the better."

"I
agree. I didn't like the idea that they were going to be
there."

"So...
it was prearranged? Thanks for telling me." Thanks oodles. If there
was anything I hated, it was being kept in the dark. Especially
when it came to Maddox, work, dating, Solomon, oh, everything
really. I was nosy and it was one of my best qualities.

"It was
a last minute decision," Solomon told me, looking entirely
nonplussed.

"Huh." I
snorted. Clearly, I wasn't party to the last minute decision, even
if I were lead investigator, so I'd better up my game and make sure
I didn't get left out again. There was no time for hurt feelings. I
looked great and I had a thief to catch! Shame I was unlikely to
close the deal before dinner with my family later. Shame. They
would have been thrilled. "So, what's next?"

"Like I
said, the suspect pool is down to three. You have a date with
suspect number two for lunch."

"Lunch?
On a first date?"

"It was
the agency's idea. They thought it would be..." Solomon
paused.

"What?
Nice? Relaxed? Pleasant?" I prompted.

"Safer,"
decided Solomon.


Charming.


"Apparently, Lord Justin Camberwell likes dresses so... do
your thing. Don't look hot, look..."

"Safe?"
I huffed.


"Sweet."

"I can
do sweet. It's my third best look."

"Dare I
ask what your first two are?"

I
smiled. "Since you ask. Smokin' hot and hot." That earned a smile
out of Solomon, and for a moment, we just looked at each other. I
thought Solomon might say something, something about us; then he
turned away, the moment vanished, and I realized I was officially
dismissed as his attention turned to the open file on his
desk.

"Want me
to wire up?" I asked, rising from my chair.

"Yes.
I'll be in range," he told me, passing me a sheet of paper without
looking up. "Details here. Don't be late."

"Am I
ever? Don't answer that."

My cell
phone rang as I returned to my desk, with my sister-in-law's name
flashing on the screen. "Hey, Alice. How's life?" I asked, happy to
hear from her. Luck had given me two great sisters-in-law, one
not-so-great ex-sister-in-law, one future-sister-in-law-slash-BFF,
and that was notwithstanding my brothers-in-law. Oh heck, this
family was getting complicated. I wondered if we were close to
being the biggest family in Montgomery yet, and if there was a
prize.

"I heard
you set a guy on fire," she gushed. Alice was a nurse at Montgomery
General, so it wasn't exactly surprising that she knew. It would be
just my luck that she was working ER last night and caught David as
a patient. Not that she confirmed it, nor did I ask. "What did he
do?" she wanted to know.


"Nothing! We were on a date."

"Huh. No
wonder you're single. Hey, did he try to feel you up?"


"No!"

"I
couldn't think of any other reason why you'd set him on
fire."

"Ugh! Is
this why you called?"

"Nope.
Your mom was just here and she said to remind you about dinner
later. The whole family is going."

"I'll be
there. She sent a text this morning. Who taught her how to text? I
thought we all agreed that would be a bad idea. What's for
dinner?"

"Don't
know, but your mom suggested flambé for dessert," said Alice,
laughing as she hung up.

"Ha-ha,"
I said, pulling a face at the screen.

"Hey,
Lexi..." said Lucas, behind me. I whipped around in my chair to
face his uncharacteristically tidy desk, situated right behind
mine. His desk, however, was twice the size and had an array of
monitors. A large box sat on the floor beside it, serving as a
reminder that our resident geek and cyber expert was moving to the
floor upstairs, where Solomon was expanding the agency. Every time
I thought about it, I felt put out that I wasn't in the know. I
wondered if Fletcher, Flaherty, and Delgado felt the same, or if
they did know. I couldn't ask them without showing I knew nothing.
Damn it.

"Yes," I
said, pre-empting him, "yes, I was on a date as part of a case and
a man's hair caught on fire, but it was an accident. An accident!"
My voice ended on an hysterical note and my lower jaw quivered.
Though that could have been caused by sugar withdrawal, thanks to
my current healthy eating phase, last night's pizza
excluded.

"I only
wanted to know if you wanted a coffee because I'm going to get one,
but... really?" Lucas peered at me, and whispered, "On
fire?"

I made a
strangled noise and turned away. A moment later, I looked over my
shoulder and said in my meekest voice, "Yes, please. Two
sugars."

An hour, one coffee, and one filed report that didn't tell
Solomon anything he didn't already know, later, and I was out of
there. As I jogged down the steps to the underground garage, I
wondered what it would be like to meet a real live English lord.
Would I have to call him “Lord”? I could see that getting old
really fast. I was pretty certain I didn't have to curtsy, but the
rules around that one confused me. Plus, this country was a
republic so... in his face! I thought about my experiences of
Englishmen and aristocracy, while realizing that all my knowledge
came from Downton Abbey, which probably didn’t help.

Arriving
at the parking garage, I ignored my VW and headed straight for the
Ferrari. After all, it was there to give a good impression — one
that said “wealthy, please steal from me” — and there was a good
chance Lord Camberwell might see me arrive at the restaurant, so my
little car would just not cut it. Plus, the Ferrari was awesome to
drive.

I
slipped behind the wheel and took a moment to smell the delicious
leather interior, while stroking the wheel. "My baby," I cooed at
it. "Mommy loves you so much already." With a throaty purr, the
engine fired up and I reversed on a curve, throwing it into drive
and accelerating towards the exit.

There
was no need to head to the Chilton house — that would only become a
necessity if I were being picked up or returned "home," or if I
invited someone back. There was no way I would invite a stranger
and potential thief "home" for "coffee" until I was sure they were
going to try something more exciting and illegal than putting the
moves on me. Instead, I headed to my real home, parking the Ferrari
in my usual spot next to Lily's Mini.

After
unlocking the communal front door, I found it only opened a
fraction of the way so I had to suck it in, bump it, and edge
through sideways, only to be confronted with a stack of packing
boxes. An attractive man made his way down the stairs, another box
in hand, which he stacked on top of the rest.

"Hi," I
said, sizing up the stranger and wondering who he was. Were most
movers this cute? "Who are you?"

He gave
me an equally puzzled look. "Jake. I live upstairs."


"Upstairs, upstairs?" I pointed upstairs, just to clarify.
Also: where? The apartment above me had been empty since the last
tenant left ages ago.

"Yup.
Third floor."

"Huh."
Perhaps it hadn't been so empty. Strange. I never heard a thing.
"Have you lived here long?" I checked his feet. Big
feet.

"Two
months. You?"

Huge
feet. Wow. Dainty walker. "Years."

"Well,
great to meet you. I'm moving out, so I guess this is
goodbye."

"I
assumed so. I'd throw you a party, but that would be
weird."

"See
ya," said Jake, my new and now ex-neighbor. I waited until I heard
him reach the top of the stairs before knocking on Lily's
door.

"Did you
know we had an upstairs neighbor?" I asked.

"Sure.
Jake. He's such a nice guy."

"He's
lived here two months and you never once mentioned him! I thought
the apartment upstairs was empty."

"I never
mentioned him? Odd. Anyway, he's moving out today. Such a shame.
He's single, you know."

"I'm
only dating thieves currently."

"Perhaps
he could steal your heart?" Lily quipped, crossing her hands over
hers.

"It's
the only thing I have of value."

"You're
home early. Want to talk while I pack? Jake had some spare boxes so
I'm getting started. I need to send things to Goodwill too. Do you
think Jord needs any of his stuff?"

"No can
do and he probably doesn't need anything if it's taking up your
closet space," I justified. "I've got to get ready for a date with
suspect number two of the top secret case I'm not telling you
anything about." I checked upstairs in case the light-footed Jake
sneaked down and was listening. He wasn't. "He's a lord," I
added.

"A real
one? Not like a guy just named Lord. Like Earl isn't really an
earl."

"A real
one," I confirmed. "From England. We're having lunch at
Alessandro's."

"Nice.
Try not to do anything horrible to him."

"Can't
guarantee it. I'll let you know after." I gave Lily a wave and
hightailed it upstairs, narrowly missing getting squashed by Jake
lugging another box downstairs when I paused to stick the key in
the lock. Inside, I shed my jeans and blouse and rummaged through
Serena's clothes, finally selecting a very pretty, pale green shift
in a boxy shape. I added my trusty, black, pointy-toed pumps and
grabbed a cute Marc Jacobs bag.

Turning
to check my reflection in the mirror, I couldn't help dropping into
a curtsy. Was this the kind of thing a future lady would wear? It
was neat, demure... definitely safe. Sweet, even, but not
sugary-sweet. Sophisticated. And if Lord Justin knew his labels,
he'd clearly know he was looking at an expensive little outfit.
Shame I couldn't flash a few jewels, but it was lunch. I added an
antique sapphire ring, which I inherited from a great aunt, and
went to land myself a gentleman thief.


Chapter Seven






I'm
pretty certain the vibrations from the Ferrari’s engine were the
most exciting thing to happen to me in weeks, given my current dry
spell when it came to men. Although getting a spot right outside
Alessandro's, coupled with the appreciative glances I got as I slid
my legs out of the car, certainly gave me a thrill. Which was just
as well because I was trying really hard not to turn around and
shoot daggers at the restaurant across the street. That was where I
once saw Maddox smooching Blake. I purposefully avoided the place
ever since despite their reputation that the food was amazing. Even
my parents liked it.

On the
plus side. Date. English lord. Possible jewel thief. International
jewel thief, given his European status. Cute accent. My life was so
much better now that I quit temping and found my calling in private
investigating. In fact, so long as I didn't think about my
impending homelessness, single status, the fact that I slept with
my boss and my conflicted feelings about my ex... my life was
wonderful! But all that was irrelevant as I entered the restaurant
and gave my name to Alessandro's maitre d'.

"The
other party has already arrived," he informed me, discreetly taking
in my attire. I may have done sweet as requested, but I added a
dose of va-va-voom! at the last minute by switching my low-heeled
pumps for a sky high pair that made my calves look super toned.
Raiding the accessories Serena loaned me, I also added a gold
Chanel watch, a gift from her ex that she no longer wore, along
with gold studs of my own. I was aiming for the less-is-more option
when it came to jewelry. Mostly because I had less, rather than
more, but that was beside the point, which was: I looked on the hot
side of sophisticated. Lord Justin would have to be a dead fish not
to like what he saw. It was just a good job he couldn't see my
discreet wire, pinned to the inside of my dress, or my boss parked
not far down the street.

The lord
stood as I approached the table, smiling down at me from his full
six feet. He was every bit as yummy as his photos suggested. Very
smart in a cream lounge suit with an open-necked collar, and hair
that was trimmed short and, thankfully, without a hint of gel or
spray. There were also no candles anywhere, thanks to sunlight
streaming through the windows.

"Lexi,
what a pleasure." He held his hand out to me, taking mine, then
folding his other over the top in a very familiar way. They were
warm, dry, and strong. I gave his hand a little squeeze and he
smiled. "I've so looked forward to meeting you."


"Likewise, Lord Justin."

"Justin,
please. The lord thing gets so tiring," he informed me.

"Have
you been one long?" I asked, mentally wincing. I knew I should have
read up on that. Was one born into the title? Or did one earn it?
Was inheriting a title as easy as buying it on the
Internet?

Justin
laughed while they seated us and passed out the menus. My lack of
protocol knowledge was brushed over as we made polite small talk.
After a while, and some gentle prodding, Justin began reminiscing
about his childhood in England and his travels, making me laugh
with tales of his adventures. He gave me the impression that money
was no object and he could travel on a whim, that he was well
educated, and well connected by the way he dropped the names of
younger European royals, and “Honorable this” and “Lady that.”
While he was charming, effusive, and definitely pleasing to the
eye, there was one thing that puzzled me.

Why
didn't I fancy him?

He had
everything. Money, history, looks, charm, derring-do. He was a
catch. He just wasn't the catch I wanted to reel in. I needed
chemistry. Could I live on chemistry and none of the other things
was another question, but I was pretty sure the answer was yes.
After all, I didn't need a man to keep me. I could look after
myself, and I would.

"Here I
am talking about myself and I've barely let you get a word in
edgewise," he laughed as the waiter placed our appetizers in front
of us. Justin ordered soup, I opted for bruschetta. Looking at it,
I wondered about the issue of crumbs in teeth. There was no classy
way to avoid that, but maybe he'd like seeing me running my tongue
across my teeth after every bite? If he had a tongue
fetish.

"I like
hearing about you," I told him, which wasn't untrue.

"Tell me
about you instead. How long have you lived in this delightful
town?"

"All my
life. I was born here, though my family has an Irish
background."


"Ireland, a delightful country. Have you been?"

"Once,
when I was little, but not recently. I have some cousins
there."

"I once
partied at a castle on the coast. Terrific bash."

"Oh.
Cool…" I wanted to party at a castle. Not necessarily with Justin,
but I wouldn't say no. "Any dragons?"

"If
there were, I'd gladly slay them for a fair lady such as you,"
Justin said with a wink. I laughed. "That's a very pretty ring.
Family?"

"Yes, a
great aunt. She left it to me when she passed," I replied, rubbing
my thumb over the stone.

"How
thoughtful of her. Do you have many family jewels?"

I
suppressed the urge to giggle at “family jewels” since Justin might
not have the lowdown on the dual meaning. I gave a half shake, half
nod while I decided what to say. "Yes," I decided, "I have a few
inherited pieces in my collection."

"You
collect jewels?" Justin dipped his spoon into the soup and raised
it to his mouth, seemingly making polite conversation.

"It's my
passion. I'm a magpie when it comes to sparkly things."
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