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        Thanks for keeping me hydrated and fed during deadlines.  You’re the best!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A woman is like a tea bag - you can't tell how strong she is until you put her in hot water.

        ~Eleanor Roosevelt

      

      

      

      If you want something said, ask a man; if you want something done, ask a woman.

      

      ~Margaret Thatcher
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      Tuesday

      

      I’m not the kind of person to dwell overmuch on the details, but even I knew I couldn’t talk my way out of my current predicament if I got caught.

      I looked both ways down the deserted alleyway to make sure I was alone. A dumpster and crumpled trash that rolled across the cracked pavement like tumbleweeds were my only company. I’d gotten lucky—the moon was only a sliver in the sky and not enough to make me visible to any passersby. I was still new at this whole breaking-and-entering thing.

      I opened my brand-new Kate Spade clutch and pulled out the black cloth packet of lock-picking tools I’d bought online. I’d had to practice my new hobby incognito because my best friend and boss, Kate McClean, sometimes got an eye twitch when she knew the lengths I’d go to research my job.

      My name is Addison Holmes, and I’m a private investigator in training for the McClean Detective Agency. That basically means I spend most of my time spying on adulterers, making coffee, and being babysat by my trainer since I have a tendency to get into trouble whenever I’m out on my own. But in my defense, I usually managed to get the job done. I had the scars to prove it.

      I’d been practicing my B&E skills by watching YouTube videos and using the back door of my house as a test dummy. It had only taken me three tries before I’d managed to click the tumblers into place, which was terrifying considering I was a woman living alone and there were more talented lockpickers than I out there. I couldn’t really afford better locks, so I kept a chair pushed under the door and my gun under my pillow.

      It was fortunate the back door of the clinic I was trying to break into couldn’t afford better locks either, but it still took a good fifteen minutes before the lock gave. The night air was cool, but I was sweaty as a stripper’s G-string due to nerves. I had to rub my hands on my shorts twice before I could turn the knob. I cursed as I thought about fingerprints, so I quickly wiped off every surface I’d touched with the hem of my Bon Jovi T-shirt, pulled a pair of rubber medical gloves out of my purse, and snapped them on.

      I slipped into the clinic, closed the door at my back and then swallowed a yelp when the air-conditioning unit came on with a rumble.

      “Cripes,” I breathed out. I relaxed and decided I should’ve gone to the bathroom before I’d left the house. My bladder couldn’t take the stress of illegal activity.

      The clinic smelled of Lysol and antiseptic and it was long and rectangular in shape. Ugly gray brick on the outside, metal roof. White industrial blinds were on all the windows so those who frequented the clinic had ultimate privacy.

      The reception desk divided the rectangle into two parts—offices on the left and the patient rooms toward the right. Even the thought of what happened in those rooms made me throw up in my mouth a little. There wasn’t enough Lysol in the world to cleanse away what happened in there.

      The door I’d entered was on the side with the offices, and I passed through a long narrow hallway with white floors and wood-paneled walls. The lights were off and the only reason I could see at all was because of the red night-lights spaced every twenty feet or so in the ceiling.

      I stifled a nervous giggle at the thought that I’d once seen a horror movie that reminded me an awful lot of my current situation. I reached into my purse and pulled out my gun just in case there were zombies. At least I’d worn tennis shoes instead of high heels in case I had to make a run for it.

      I’d wasted enough time building up my courage so I set forward with determination. I snuck past two bathrooms and a water fountain and wondered if it was against the criminal’s code to sneak into the bathroom and relieve myself. But with my luck, that’s when the SWAT team would break down the doors and the Enquirer would be standing there to take pictures.

      I pulled the strap of my purse over my body and held the gun in a two-handed grip. In my mind I was just like Laura Holt from Remington Steele, only curvier and without eighties hair. I made my way to where the hallway met the main area, squatting low and peeping around the corner to make sure I was alone.

      The place was silent as a tomb and I crossed in front of the reception desk without even a squeak from my sneakers. My stealth abilities had improved by about a hundred and fifty percent since my first day on the job. Which wasn’t saying much. It was the same thing as saying a kindergartener could finally use the paste without eating it.

      My heart was thudding a hundred miles a minute and the red glow from the lights reminded me of hell. My goal was fairly simple: I needed to get into the locked room I’d noticed on my first visit to the clinic and search the files. The room was at the end of the opposite hall past the patient rooms, made to look more like a janitor’s closet than anything else, but I’d glimpsed the rows of file cabinets during my tour a couple of days before.

      I was halfway down the hallway when I heard a horrible moan. My heart stopped and I turned around to run back the way I’d come when I heard it again. And though it was horrible, it wasn’t a death moan. I’d heard a few of those sounds over the past months. Back when I was having regular sex I’d even moaned like that myself. From the increasing volume I was guessing she was enjoying herself, whoever she was. Either that or she was declawing a cat without anesthesia.

      To say my curiosity was piqued was an understatement. I’d never been very good at listening to the part of my mind that told me I shouldn’t stick my nose where it didn’t belong. I made my way closer to the sounds, hurrying my steps because it sounded like she was winding up for the finale, and I noticed the door was open a crack and light flickered from beneath.

      I meant to be quiet. I really did. But the sight that greeted me was enough to draw a gasp from my lips. A pair of familiar blue eyes met mine and widened in surprise. My own eyes narrowed and I felt sick to my stomach as I took in the scene. It was worse than I could’ve imagined.

      The woman reached a climax shrill enough to break glass and the tension ratcheted up the temperature several degrees. A pregnant silence followed and I realized if I didn’t breathe a little slower I was likely to end up hyperventilating.

      “I should’ve known you’d show up here,” Nick Dempsey said, closing his eyes and shaking his head in disbelief. “I don’t suppose I could talk you into turning around and going back home so I can get this straightened out.”

      I raised a brow and cut my eyes to the loaded weapon in his hand. “No, I don’t think so.”

      He sighed and put his gun away, reaching over to turn the TV off and the X-rated flick that had been playing. The smells of old sex and new death assaulted my senses, and I swallowed back the bile that rose at the sight of the body at Nick’s feet.

      “At least you put on gloves when you came in,” he said, nodding at my hands. “I’d hate to think you smudged the prints of whoever broke in.”

      “Someone broke in?” I asked, guilt sending a rush of heat to my cheeks.

      “You didn’t see the front door shot to hell and standing open when you came inside?”

      “Umm…sure I did. How could I have missed that?”
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      Thursday… Six days earlier

      

      “Fif—ty…”

      I flopped back onto my yoga mat with a thud and a whoompf of expelled breath, and I stared longingly at the cup of coffee I’d placed at the edge of the kitchen counter for inspiration. I didn’t have the energy to get up and get it, not to mention it probably wasn’t all that hot anymore.

      “Go-go-gadget arm.” I flung my limp hand out toward the coffee cup, but much to my continual disappointment, saying those words never worked. It wouldn’t stop me from trying in the future though.

      I mostly lived in a realm of my own imagination and fantasies because the things that happened there were way more interesting than what happened in real life. I figure as long as I recognize the issue instead of living in denial it makes it an acceptable practice.

      My abs burned like fire, and it felt like someone had rearranged my intestines. I stared at the clock for a few seconds, waiting for my vision to come into focus, and I groaned at the time.

      “Fifty sit-ups in eight minutes and fifty-two seconds. A personal best. But still pathetic, Addison.”

      It was never the first thirty sit-ups that gave me any problems. I could do thirty in about two minutes. It was the last twenty that had me using every creative curse word I’d ever heard as the daughter of a cop. I couldn’t seem to get over the hurdle. And my time was running short.

      A couple of months ago I’d lost my job as a teacher in the small town of Whiskey Bayou where I’d been raised. It hadn’t come as that big of a surprise since I’d gotten caught stripping at a gentleman’s club in an act of desperation to bring in some extra cash. It hadn’t mattered that I’d been the worst stripper ever born or that I’d only managed to hold the job for the minute and a half I’d been on stage. It had been long enough for my principal to see me and snap off a couple of photos.

      I’d like to think I could’ve bribed or blackmailed him into keeping my secret safe, but by the time I’d made it to the parking lot he was already dead. I fell over him quite literally, and the rest, they say, is history. Once the police became involved there was no way my secret wouldn’t get back to Whiskey Bayou and the residents there who thrived on gossip as if it were mother’s milk.

      Needless to say, my financial situation hadn’t improved since the loss of my job. My unemployment benefits were only good for another couple of months, and I had regular rent payments I had to make and all the bills that went along with living in a house. Not to mention credit cards I was still paying off from a wedding that never took place.

      I’d been engaged once upon a time, but my fiancé had decided he’d rather play sink my battleship with my archenemy, Veronica Wade, rather than walking down the aisle with me. I didn’t think so at the time, but it turned out being stranded at the altar was the best thing that ever happened to me because it led me to my current job opportunity.

      I’d been moonlighting at the McClean Detective Agency to bring in a little extra cash before my unfortunate dismissal from James Madison High, otherwise I never would’ve had the opportunity to talk Kate into hiring me full-time. I wasn’t exactly a full-time employee yet. I did contract work and a lot of background checks—spying on adulterous spouses and the occasional case of fraud. Savannah was a hotbed of lust and debauchery if the cases that crossed my desk every day were anything to go by.

      I’d basically caught Kate at a low moment when I’d convinced her to hire me on as a full-time private investigator. The only stipulation for my employment was I had to pass all the tests at the top of my class.

      I’d spent the last couple of months taking the Citizens’ Police Academy classes once a week, studying manuals thick enough to use for kindling, practicing my shooting at the range, and…exercising. I’d passed my conceal to carry test with flying colors, mostly because my dad had taught me how to shoot when I was still in diapers. A cute little H&K my mom and her new husband had bought me as a congratulations gift sat in my purse on the counter. Though if anyone had tried to break in at the moment I would’ve been too tired to grab it.

      The written exam I had to take the week after Christmas would be a piece of cake as well. I was an expert researcher and test taker thanks to my degree in history. I could recite rules and regulations out the wazoo. The problem was, my mind didn’t always want to follow those rules and regulations. Sometimes a situation called for thinking on your feet instead of going by procedure. I just made sure to leave the thinking-on-your-feet parts out of any reports I had to write for Kate. Bless her heart, she was a rule follower through and through. She always had been, even when we were in grade school.

      The only section of the test I couldn’t quite seem to master was the physical fitness portion. At the rate I was going, I wouldn’t pass at all, much less be in the top of the class. The requirements were a two-mile run in under thirty minutes, followed immediately by fifty sit-ups in five minutes, followed by ten push-ups in however long it took you to do them. And those were just the minimums.

      I rolled over onto my hands and knees, thinking I probably needed to run my yoga mat through a car wash since it was soaked with sweat and smelled of things that no Southern lady should ever smell of.

      A whimper escaped my mouth, and I crawled from the living room to the kitchen where my cold coffee waited for me. I managed to use the drawer handles as a way to lever myself to a standing position and the drawer pulled out and conked me on the head.

      “Ouch.” I rubbed my forehead and managed to make it upright. My hands shook like a wino in a dry spell, but I managed to wrap them around the coffee cup and bring it to my lips, only spilling a little down the front of my black sports bra.

      The cobwebs started to clear little by little and I groaned as I realized I still had to fit in a run. I’d finally made it to the mile mark without having to stop and throw up in someone’s yard, so I was at least making progress on that front.

      I grabbed the binoculars from my kitchen drawer and went to stand at my front window, just like I did every morning. I cracked the blinds just the slightest bit and then put the binoculars to my face. They were already adjusted exactly how I needed them to be.

      When I’d rented this house a couple of months ago, it was at the suggestion of a very sexy FBI agent I’d been working with at the time. His name was Matt Savage and I’d never met anyone whose name fit more perfectly. He looked like the love child of the Rock and Pocahontas—dusky gold skin stretched over sharp features and muscles that would make any woman sit up and take notice. I’d taken notice all right. But as much as I liked Savage and as much as I was curious to find out what he looked like under those black suits he always wore, I’d decided to keep my distance.

      Savage was a nice guy, but he wasn’t someone who’d be great for the long term. He liked to play fast and reckless, and there was an element of danger about him that not even I was comfortable with. And that was saying something.

      When he’d made the suggestion about the house I was currently residing in, I’d had no idea he lived just across the street. This caused me a lot of anxiety. Mostly because I was currently single and every time he got within a five-mile radius my hormones started to sing. So I’d gone out of my way to make sure I had as little contact as possible. That didn’t stop him from coming over with takeout or mowing my lawn like clockwork every Saturday morning, but I was still trying to make an effort.

      Men like Savage were no good for small-town girls like me. And as odd as it seemed as a woman in twenty-first-century America, I still had hang-ups about casual sex. I couldn’t do it without there being some kind of emotional attachment or hope that something long term could come from it. I was pretty much a big fat failure according to the feminist movement.

      I held the binoculars up to my face and watched Savage’s house for a few minutes. He liked to run first thing in the morning before he went to work, and I tried to coordinate my schedule so he was already gone before I took my turn through the neighborhood—mostly because I didn’t want him to witness my resemblance to an arrhythmic heffalump.

      There wasn’t a car parked in the driveway, but that wasn’t unusual since he normally parked in the garage. The blinds were all closed and I couldn’t see any lights on in the house. I let out a relieved breath and scanned the street in both directions just in case he was still out running, but I was pretty sure the coast was clear.

      It was on my second scan down the street that I got a weird tingly feeling at the back of my neck. Usually that was my internal warning that something bad was about to happen, but considering the results of my morning workout, it could’ve been nerve damage as well.

      I don’t know what made me glance at my neighbor’s house—the one directly to my right. It was a little square of a house almost identical to mine, only it was painted canary yellow with white shutters. I’d never even met who lived there, or seen them for that matter since my work hours were on the odd side.

      The binoculars stopped of their own volition and peered into a large square window with slatted blinds that were all the way open. Another pair of binoculars stared straight back at me, wide blinking eyes magnified through the opposite end of the lenses.

      “Cripes,” I screeched, stumbling back a step and tripping over a rug so I landed on my behind. My lungs heaved as I tried to suck in oxygen and figure out what had just happened.

      Obviously my neighbor was a Peeping Tom. The only problem was technically so was I, and I couldn’t exactly make accusations. I crawled on hands and knees back to the windows and closed all the blinds.

      A knock at the door had me biting back a scream, but I realized I needed to get a grip. I was supposed to be a professional for Pete’s sake. Adrenaline gave me an added rush of strength and I vaulted myself toward the kitchen and pulled my gun out of my purse before skulking to the door and looking through the peephole.

      I didn’t recognize him, but I had a sinking feeling I was about to meet my new neighbor. He was probably an inch shorter than me and had a face soft with baby fat. His eyes were very round in his pudgy face and I couldn’t tell if he had eyelids because he didn’t blink. At all.

      Black hair stood in wild tufts around his head and a pencil-thin mustache I was pretty sure he’d drawn on sat just above his lip. He wore khakis that were at least a size too big and a Star Trek T-shirt that was a size too small. His binoculars hung around his neck.

      I stood as still as possible, wondering what I should do, and praying he’d get tired of waiting and go back to his own house. He kept staring at me through the peephole, never blinking, and when my fingers cramped I realized I was squeezing my gun too tight.

      “I can hear you breathing,” he finally said through the door.

      I let out a sigh as I unlocked the dead bolt and undid the chain, but I didn’t bother to hide my weapon.

      He looked me up and down with those wide, unblinking eyes, and I was suddenly very aware that the only thing I had on was a pair of spandex bike shorts and a sports bra. I could mostly be pretty attractive when I gave half an effort—my hair was dark and shiny and never frizzed in the humidity, and my eyes were a nice chocolate brown. My skin was good and my features put together an attractive package.

      But after a morning workout, my face was probably flushed red and blotchy and patches of sweat darkened my clothes. My hair was up in a crooked ponytail, I had on no makeup, and I probably smelled like a locker room. Chances were pretty good he probably didn’t come over to attack me.

      “You’re Addison Holmes,” he said, and I was slightly taken aback by the fact that he not only had been spying on me but also knew my name. “Agent Savage speaks highly of you, but I had to see that you would fit in for myself. We don’t just take anyone off the street, you know.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Neighborhood watch.” It was then I noticed he had a folded T-shirt in his hand and a dayglow orange vest and he shoved them both at me. “I’ve been watching you since you moved in, and I could tell this morning that you have a good eye for what’s happening in the neighborhood. We try to keep crime to a minimum here. I’m Leonard Winkle, but everyone calls me Spock. I’m the president of the NAD Squad. It’s your turn to host Saturday since you’re the newest member. We’ll be here at 9 a.m. sharp. Wear your shirt. Mrs. Rodriguez likes cranberry muffins.”

      With that he turned on his heel and headed back across the small expanse of lawn that separated our houses.

      “What the hell?”

      I closed the door and locked it up tight. I put my gun back in my purse and tossed the ugly vest on the counter before holding the shirt up in front of me so I could see what it said. NAD was spelled in giant block letters in the same dayglow orange as the vest across the front of the shirt. And underneath it was the word SQUAD in much smaller letters.

      “NAD Squad,” I murmured. I turned the shirt around so I could read the back. “Neighbors Against Delinquency. Of course that’s what it means.”

      I tossed the shirt on the counter and poured another cup of coffee, deciding to take it into the shower with me. Running wasn’t going to happen this morning. In fact, I was contemplating just crawling back under the covers and starting the whole day over again. Unfortunately, Kate was expecting me at the agency for a meeting.

      She’d called me the night before driving back from the airport and reception had been spotty, but I’d caught the words sperm and billionaire, so it was enough information to have me sufficiently intrigued. Though a part of me was wondering if Kate was trying to set me up on a blind date.
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      Since my move to Savannah, I’d somehow managed to add ten extra minutes to my commute. Instead of taking the highway all the way around the outskirts of downtown Savannah like I had when I was living in Whiskey Bayou, I now had to maneuver my way through the congestion of historical Savannah, where drivers felt the need to sightsee from the middle of the road instead of going straight to their destination, and the one-way streets made it impossible to get anywhere without a lot of creative cursing and a half tank of gas.

      The McClean Detective Agency was just across the street from Telfair Square in a two-story brick corner building. Riotous green ivy covered the walls and black shutters framed the windows to give it the same charming appearance that all of the businesses had around the area. The front door was black as well and a gold-plated plaque with tasteful lettering was the only advertisement as to what went on within.

      Six months ago I’d been driving a sweet little cherry-red Z that had been worth every penny of the price I couldn’t afford. Unfortunately, when hard times had come it had been the first thing to go. I’d found a Volvo that had seen better days at a salvage yard for five hundred dollars. Sure, it had some exterior paint issues, but I kept telling myself that I wasn’t so shallow that appearances made a difference to me one way or the other.

      The interior smelled like Mexican food farts and mountain pines because of the little scented tree I had hanging from the rearview mirror, and there was a hole in the floor of the passenger side big enough to drop a toddler through. But for the most part, the car got me where I was going, and beggars couldn’t be choosers.

      I floored the gas pedal so I could pass a car that was trying to figure out how to parallel park, but as soon as the pedal touched the floor the car shuddered hard enough to snap my teeth together and a high-pitched wheeze came from somewhere under the hood. I barely caught my purse before it bounced off the passenger seat and fell through the hole in the floorboard.

      “Come on, come on. Don’t do this to me now.”

      The car was making enough noise that people had stopped to stare—probably to see if it was going to blow up with me inside—and all of a sudden the car shot forward and the awful noises stopped only to be replaced by a growling engine and the sound of my wheels whooshing against the pavement.

      “Oh, God.”

      Horns blared as I sped through a red light and I dodged pedestrians and other cars with wild-eyed panic as the car seemed to take on a mind of its own.

      “Oh, no. Oh, no.”

      My heart stopped in my chest and my bowels turned to liquid as I weighed my options. It turned out I didn’t really have any options other than crashing in a fiery heap of metal and rust and that wasn’t really something I was looking forward to. Though if I died today I’d no longer have to be a member of the NAD Squad, so there was an upside to everything, it seemed.

      I took a hard right onto York Street on two wheels, my foot pressing the brake over and over again with no success. The smell of rubber made my eyes water. Or it could have been the black smoke rising from the hole in the floorboard. Whatever it was, I was in big trouble.

      Kate’s building came into view and I gave one last-ditch attempt to stop the car, pressing the pedal all the way to the ground, my ass coming up from the seat and my grip on the steering wheel so hard I was afraid it might pop right off. All I could do was close my eyes and pray.

      The car stopped so suddenly I screamed into the silence, and when I found the courage to open my eyes I found I was about an inch away from the bumper of a black Mercedes. God and I’d had a pretty tenuous relationship over the last couple of years—ever since the whole wedding fiasco. But occasionally He came through for me and saved me from sudden disaster, and I figured I probably needed to start paying Him back a bit by going to church so my prayer points weren’t all used up in the event of a real emergency.

      The good news was I was mostly close enough to the curb to be considered parked, so I pulled the keys out of the ignition and grabbed my purse, looking around to make sure no one had witnessed my grand entrance. Unfortunately, it was peak hours for professionals going to work and joggers making use of the park across the street, so I ducked out of the car as fast as possible and ran through the front door of the agency to the sound of catcalls and slow applause.

      I slammed the door at my back and stood in the lobby of the McClean Detective Agency, reveling in just being alive. That had been too close to call, and already I was mentally rearranging my checking account and wondering what I could sell so I could get another car, but there was nothing in my checking account to rearrange. I had rent due in another week, and I didn’t even have enough to cover the whole amount.

      The only thing I had left of value to sell was internal organs and thick brown hair that came just past my shoulder blades. I figured if shearing hair to the scalp and selling it for cash was good enough for Jo March, then it was probably good enough for me. I wasn’t quite as enthusiastic about getting rid of the internal organs yet.

      Lucy Kim stared at me from behind the ornate cherrywood reception desk with soulless black eyes and an impassive face. She was so still I wondered if she was real or one of those blowup dolls that were sold in naughty novelty stores. I was ninety-eight percent sure that Lucy was one of those day-walker vampires, but I hadn’t been able to prove it yet.

      The front lobby of the McClean Detective Agency was tasteful Southern elegance. The furniture was leather and placed in front of a massive fireplace that never got used because this was the South. Rugs were scattered across the floor and expensive paintings hung on the walls. It was made to look like a home instead of an office from the front to make people more comfortable.

      “Hey there,” I said, just to fill the uncomfortable silence.

      Lucy was a mystery. She was several inches shorter than my own five foot eight, and her skin was golden and flawless. Straight black hair rained down her back to her waist and shone like silk, and I was thinking her locks would probably sell for a hell of a lot more than mine. She wore black from head to toe, as she always did, and five-inch heels that would be good for stabbing someone in the eye in an emergency. Her nails were long and blood red to match her lips.

      I had no idea how old she was or anything remotely personal about her other than she’d worked for Kate since the agency opened a decade ago. She never took a sick day or a personal day and I’d never seen her eating in the break room or from the snack trays that were brought out for clients. Like I said, vampire.

      Lucy held out a couple of file folders to me without saying anything, and when I took them from her she immediately went back to whatever she’d been doing on the computer.

      “I’m a little early for the meeting,” I said. “Is Kate already in her office?”

      I’d been on a personal quest lately to get Lucy to speak to me in the hopes that I’d be able ferret out some personal information about her. It just wasn’t natural for a woman to live in the South this long and not want to talk about herself, her family, and her ancestors from a hundred years past.

      Lucy jerked her thumb toward Kate’s office, never looking away from her computer screen. I rolled my eyes and sighed and headed down the long expanse of hallway where all of the agents in Kate’s employ had their offices.

      Kate’s door was closed, which meant she was probably in the middle of something important. Our meeting wasn’t for another twenty minutes so I had time to look over the two new files Lucy had handed me.

      I’d been using Carl Janson’s office while he’d been on medical leave for a herniated disk, but Carl was back and I’d been ousted to a refurbished janitor’s closet. The gray metal desk filled up almost the whole space and the computer was probably a dozen years old, but it still did the same invasive searches on people’s lives that the newer models did—only a lot slower. I mostly used my personal laptop at home.

      The walls were oyster gray, and new industrial carpet with maroon flecks had been laid for my benefit, only the smell of the glue was so strong my eyes started watering if I stayed inside for more than ten minutes at a time. I’d put a few personal touches around to make myself feel more at home—candles, family photographs, and a dartboard that hung on the back of the door—but in my experience there was never much point in polishing a turd.

      The most important thing on my desk was the Keurig coffee maker, and I dropped in a pod and pushed the button as I opened the first file. I raised my brows at the note Kate had stuck to the first page. It was a request for an assist from the Savannah PD. Requests came through the agency a couple of times a week, but they never came to me, or at least hardly ever. I’d assisted the FBI and the local police in a call girl murder case not too long ago, but I’d ended up mostly naked and with a broken heart by the time the case was solved, so I’d been steering clear of the boys in blue lately.

      The department kept Kate’s agency on retainer because it was easier to hire her agents out by the hour rather than pay overtime for a cop’s salary, and a lot of cops worked for Kate in their off time just to make extra money. Budget cuts had hit the city hard over the last couple of years.

      “Johhny Sakko,” I read aloud, my brow furrowing as I tried to remember where I’d heard the name before.

      It looked like Johnny owned a couple of parking garages right in the middle of the city. He also owned several restaurants, including a place called Mambo that was all the rage right now. I remembered where I’d seen the name now. There’d been a write-up about it in the papers and he’d been featured on the national news.

      According to the police, the valet service at Mambo used one of Johnny’s parking garages close by, and while people sat and had what was surely an overpriced dinner with mediocre food, Johnny’s employees were suspected of using the cars to make drug drops all over the city. They had a tendency to use the flashier cars for their dirty work. Different cars on different nights and different times, and the police were running in circles. They knew Johnny Sakko was guilty. They only had trouble proving it.

      My job was pretty cut and dried. I had a reservation for two for Friday night at nine o’clock and the use of a brand-new Porsche that had been loaned from the dealer. All I had to do was slip the camera inside the car and go in and enjoy a free meal. Easy enough. Except I had no date to bring with me, and I’d be caught dead before eating in a restaurant alone.

      I’d seen women eating by themselves from time to time, usually looking forlorn and trying not to make eye contact with the other diners so they wouldn’t see the pity in their gazes. I’d heard women ate by themselves all the time in the north. But in the South eating alone was like proclaiming to the world that no one wanted you.

      I made a couple of notes in the Johnny Sakko file and opened up the second file.

      “Good grief.”

      I didn’t have anything against old people, but there was nothing I hated more than spending time in a nursing home, even an upscale assisted-living center like the one in the file. It was filled with nothing but randy geriatrics who thought it was okay to pat you on the ass because they were over the age of seventy-five.

      I knew this to be fact because my Uncle Milton spent the last twenty years of his life in Sunnydale Assisted Living, where he met the last two of his four wives and finally keeled over from a heart attack during the throes of passion. Uncle Milton had been a firm believer in male enhancement and erectile dysfunction medication. Not that it had done him a lot of good in the end. They’d had a heck of a time getting Milton’s coffin closed, and I shudder to think how scarred the poor intern was who was relegated to massaging out the rigor.

      I was looking for a woman named Virginia Peterson, according to Kate’s notes. Apparently Virginia had decided she didn’t like how her children hovered over her, and she was paranoid they were going to take all of her stuff and stick her in a nursing home. According to Virginia’s doctors and her children she had the early stages of dementia, but she also suffered from delusions and extreme paranoia.

      So Virginia bought fake IDs on the internet and cashed out her entire life savings, and she slipped out of her home in the middle of the night.

      “Damn,” I muttered. For someone close to eighty years old she was pretty spry.

      I snorted my coffee when I read Kate’s handwriting at the bottom of the page. Apparently she thought I should take notes on how to sneak around without being seen or heard from Virginia Peterson. It would serve Kate right if I took her up on it.

      Virginia took her new identity and all her money and rented an apartment at the Summer’s Eve Retirement and Assisted-Living Home.

      “That’s an unfortunate choice of names.” The images in my head of what went on at Summer’s Eve were enough to make me want to run screaming.

      The case was simple enough. Virginia’s children were frantic with worry and Kate had tracked her down this far. All I needed to do was go in and give a visual affirmation that it really was Virginia and then I could leave and let the family take over.

      I made a call to Summer’s Eve and made an appointment to tour the facilities later in the evening, with the small lie that I had an ailing grandmother. With that done, I stuffed the files in my bag and looked at the time. My eyes had started to water a few minutes before so I knew I’d already spent too long in the space that was called my office. I grabbed my coffee cup and my purse and closed the door behind me, breathing in the fresh air from the hallway.

      My keen sense of smell noticed something that hadn’t been there on my first walk down the hallway.

      “Chocolate.” I stopped and inhaled again. The smell was coming from beneath Kate’s door and I didn’t even stop to think as I knocked on the door. I had the knob turned and was halfway in before I heard her say, “Come in.”

      “I wondered how long it would take you to sniff them out,” Kate McClean said from behind her desk. I looked at the chocolate scones on the sofa table next to the Keurig and my mouth started to water a little. “You’re losing your touch.”

      “The carpet glue threw me off. I think it’s done permanent damage. All my nose hairs are singed.”

      Kate and I had been best friends for our whole lives. There wasn’t anything we didn’t know about each other, and when we did try to keep secrets we could usually tell and ferret out the information anyhow.

      Her office was a replica of an old noir film, from the lettering on her office door to the slatted blinds at her back that looked out onto York Street. Her desk was dark wood and masculine, and so were the leather couch and chairs off in the sitting area. An antique hatstand stood against the wall and it held a variety of umbrellas and a raincoat. Kate was always prepared for any situation.

      Kate’s appearance had never been very important to her. That was probably our biggest difference. Kate was one of those women who were perpetually cute. She looked exactly the same as she had in high school—chin-length blond hair, a cute button nose, clear gray eyes, and dimples she didn’t like others to see because she thought they wouldn’t take her seriously. She never wore makeup unless forced to at gunpoint, and she wore a different boxy suit her shoulder holster every day. Today’s suit was a brown pinstripe and her shirt was white oxford.

      I looked down at my own clothes—bright red ankle pants, a black-and-white polka-dotted silk shirt and a strappy pair of Jessica Simpson heels that would have my feet screaming by the end of the day. And yes, I was well aware that I’d be better off financially if I could manage to stop maxing out my credit cards, but sometimes ice cream wasn’t enough to chase away the blues. Sometimes a girl needed shoes.

      I wondered briefly if I’d be taken more seriously if I wore ugly brown suits too, but quickly discarded the idea. I looked horrible in brown.

      I grabbed a scone and took a seat in one of the leather club chairs where we’d be meeting the client. “You want to fill me in on what’s going on? I caught enough of your phone call last night that I’m assuming we’re meeting a billionaire with a sperm problem.”

      Kate’s mouth quirked in a smile. “Something like that. Or maybe I’m just setting you up on a blind date.”

      “Then I’ll pass. I don’t want anyone with sperm problems, no matter how much money he has. My ovaries would kick his ass. These suckers are primed and ready to go. They seem to want children whether I’m ready for them or not. Weird, isn’t it?”

      “Not really. We’re past thirty. I can say children have been an occasional topic of conversation in our house too. But then that changes in a heartbeat whenever I go to the Piggly Wiggly.”

      “Maybe that’s what I should do.”

      “It’s the best birth control ever.”

      A knock sounded at the door and Lucy stuck her head in before opening it wide. She stood aside as an older gentleman stepped in. Kate and I both rose to greet him as Lucy quietly shut the door at his back.

      “Mr. Tannenbaum?” Kate asked, holding out her hand.

      “Yes, ma’am. And you’re Ms. MacLean.” He had the true Southern drawl of a Savannah native, so his words extended over several extra syllables. He took Kate’s hand in a limp grasp and leaned over it as he kissed it softly.

      Mr. Tannenbaum looked to be somewhere between eighty and a hundred and forty—his hair was a solid shock of silver and his eyes were a rheumy blue. His hands had liver spots and his skin was too big for his bones. I could tell he’d been a charmer in his day, but behind the charm he looked ill. His complexion was pasty and I noticed his hand trembled slightly as he let go of Kate. He wore creased linen slacks and a blue button-down shirt with a white handkerchief sticking from the pocket. An ornate cane topped with a gold horse’s head was held loosely in his hand. I was willing to bet he’d hung a fedora on the hat rack in the lobby. He seemed like the type to wear a fedora.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Kate said smoothly, showing him to the sitting area. “This is Addison Holmes. She’s going to be assisting me in some of the research for your case. From what you’ve told me so far, I hope you understand this case isn’t going to be easy. It could take time.”

      “Time, Ms. McClean, is precisely what I don’t have. I’ll do whatever it takes to get this resolved quickly.”

      “Then let’s get started. Can I get you some coffee?”

      “Please. Two sugars. And one of those scones I’ve been smelling since I walked in the door if you don’t mind.”

      Kate made his coffee and brought him a plate back to the table with his cup. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” she suggested. “We need as many names and dates as possible. Accuracy is going to be key with this case.”

      I was completely in the dark as to what Kate and Mr. Tannenbaum were talking about, so I just took my seat and grabbed the legal-size pad from my bag to take notes.

      “I was seventeen years old when the war started,” he began.

      I assumed he was talking about World War II and not the War Between the States, but considering how old he looked I couldn’t be a hundred percent sure.

      “I didn’t have any money then. We were about as dirt poor as you could get. The Depression had hit my parents hard, and my daddy died in thirty-nine working on the railroad. That left me as head of the family to take care of my mama and my little brother. I wasn’t Tannenbaum then. That came later. I was Frank Hannigan in those days. They called me Little Frankie because my daddy had been Frank too.”

      He paused and took a sip, his hand shaking so bad I was afraid he might spill hot coffee on himself.

      “I’ll admit I got into a bit of trouble back in those days. I started hanging with some unsavory young men a little older than me. I played a lot of cards, gambling with money I didn’t have. When I needed to steal I did so. I worked a job along the same railroad that had killed my daddy, but the money wasn’t much. Not enough to keep food on the table on a regular basis.

      “Then the war started and my mama went to work at the defense plant here in Savannah. I didn’t want to enlist. I had no plans to do so, and some of the crowd I ran with had ways to access and alter medical records so we were all listed as not fit for duty. It seemed like a good plan to me.” He looked up and stared directly at me, the blue of his eyes piercing. “I’m not proud to say that I wasn’t always a good man.”

      I nodded, encouraging him to continue on. I hadn’t written one single word on my paper. I think I was waiting for the other shoe to drop. I had a feeling things were going to get interesting with this case.

      “It’s those same medical contacts that opened a clinic right here in Savannah. About two blocks over from where we’re sitting right now. Dr. Horace Neeley ran a legitimate practice in the front half of the building he owned. But even doctors then weren’t making a lot of money. They were paid in food and goods more often than money, and Doc Neeley had a young wife half his age and a mansion over in Forsythe Park to maintain.

      “So out of the back of his shop in his off hours, Doc performed the treatments that paid only in hard cold cash. I know women nowadays think you invented the feminist movement and fighting for your rights, but the same problems existed back then as they do today. Unwanted pregnancies were common, especially when birth control was so frowned upon here in the South. No one wanted to acknowledge such things existed. On the other end of the spectrum were the women who had trouble conceiving. Most times when a woman couldn’t conceive she was the one considered inferior—barren—not her husband. But that wasn’t always the case, and Doc started doing experiments.”

      Mr. Tannenbaum flushed bright red with embarrassment, and I raised my brows at the thought of what kind of experiments would embarrass a man of Mr. Tannenbaum’s experience.

      “Doc Neeley was a shrewd businessman. The first ‘unofficial’ sperm bank in Georgia was opened right there in Doc’s clinic. Turns out Doc was a real sicko. Pardon my language, ladies, but that’s what he was. His experiments went further than inseminating the women with the samples he’d managed to collect, most of them his at the beginning.”

      My nose scrunched and I might have whispered Eww because Tannenbaum turned his gaze to me and nodded.

      “Indeed,” he agreed. “But infertility was a money-making business, even back in those days. It was still highly illegal, but word spread about his services all over the state. Before long he was looking for more donors, and he came to us first. He thought it was funny to impregnate these highbrow ladies with the criminals and lowlifes of every kind. He offered us twenty-five dollars apiece to donate to his experiments. That was a lot of money in those days. Enough to feed my family for a couple of months at least.”

      I looked at the wizened man in front of me and my nose scrunched higher. I had one of those minds that put images to every situation. The images in my head now were bad enough to make me want to bleach my corneas.

      He laughed when he saw my expression, and I tried to blank my face of all emotion. I’d never been very good at that. What I think is almost always plastered all over my face.

      “How long did Doc Neeley keep his clinic open?” Kate asked. “Surely the authorities were aware?”

      “Oh, sure,” he said, nodding. “But the Savannah police had a reputation of being corrupt back in those days. I’m sad to say it was true, though friends in the right places kept me out of a few scrapes a time or two. But Doc Neeley wasn’t able to keep things running more than a couple of years. It turns out he’d decided to inseminate one of his patients the old-fashioned way, if you know what I mean.” Tannenbaum waggled his eyebrows and my lips twitched.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “The wife confessed everything. And then one night Doc Neeley’s clinic caught fire and burned to the ground, along with half a dozen other businesses around it.”

      “Arson?” Kate asked.

      “Oh, yes. Without a doubt. Doc Neeley’s house over in Forsythe Park received the same treatment, only Doc and his wife and children were all inside. It wasn’t a good time around these parts. Tensions were high and the police were trying to cover that they had any knowledge, but they were between a rock and a hard place because the man who set the fire had a lot of power, though they knew they had to make an arrest because the people were demanding it.”

      “Let me tell you, seeing that fire that killed the Neeleys opened my eyes. I was well on my way to becoming much worse than he ever was. It was almost forty-two by then, so I gave my mama every penny I had and went and enlisted in the army. Best thing I ever did.”

      “I think I’m confused,” I said. This didn’t sound like the type of case Kate would take on. “I’m not sure what we’re supposed to investigate. The man who killed the Neeleys was known.”

      “True enough, and he was finally arrested, though he hanged himself before he could get to trial. I’ve hired this agency because of another matter entirely. I’m a wealthy man, Ms. Holmes. My time in the army taught me how to work hard. When the war was over, that’s exactly what I did, and I’m fortunate I had a knack for buying and selling real estate. It’s like gambling, you see.” His eyes were bright with excitement. “And I was always a very good gambler.”

      “What I haven’t been very good at is family. I regret that now that I’m at the end of my life. My first wife was a good woman. I loved her until she died more than twenty years ago, but business always came first.”

      The sadness and regret in his voice had tears pricking at my eyes. I was a sap. I cried at commercials for Pete’s sake. Kate rolled her eyes at me and I looked down at the hardly eaten scone on my plate and picked at a few of the crumbs to get myself under control again.

      “Darla and I weren’t blessed with any children, though we tried. And then about ten years ago I married my second wife,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I was seventy-six years old and I was tired of being alone. That’s my only excuse. But Lord, that woman was annoying. And it’s not like she married me for my body anyway, so at least I had peace and quiet while I was sleeping. I divorced her after about six months and she got a nice settlement to make her happy.”

      “And then three years ago I married my third wife.” He frowned and paused while he tried to catch his breath. I gave Kate a worried look, but she shook her head at me to not make a fuss. Something was very wrong with Mr. Tannenbaum.

      “She was an older woman—I’d learned from my first mistake—but she was still a good thirty years younger than me. She had two sons and a daughter from her first marriage, but they were all grown so they were never around much. She wasn’t the love of my life, but we had a fondness and respect for each other. She was killed in a car accident last month.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Tannenbaum,” Kate said softly.

      “Yes, well, none of us can live forever. Not even me.” His mouth quirked at the corners and I couldn’t tell if it was a smile or a grimace. “Three weeks ago I was diagnosed with a rare form of cancer. My body is riddled with the disease, it seems, and there’s nothing they can do for me. So you understand what I mean when I say I don’t have time to wait.”

      “What, exactly, is it you want us to do for you?” I asked. I was ready to get out of the room and take a deep breath of fresh air. Mr. Tannenbaum’s story had depressed the hell out of me. He’d had so much loss over his life, and then for him to know he only had weeks of his own life left made me think about my own mortality.

      “As I looked death in the face, I realized I had wealth, but no one to give it to. I had no family left. I have my company, but it’s run by a board of directors filled with much younger men. I’ve got my staff, but they’re not the same as family.”

      “What about your stepchildren?” Kate asked.

      He waved a hand in dismissal. “Wastrels, each and every one of them. They live off their trust funds and never do anything more to replenish the coffers. My late wife was quite worried about their habits, but there wasn’t much she could do. I’ll not be leaving them anything if they’re just going to squander it.”

      “So who are you going to leave it to? I’m sure there are plenty of local charities who would be glad for the money,” I said.

      “I’m sure they would be. But that’s not what I’m going to do.” He took another shaky breath and the handkerchief from his shirt pocket to blot his brow. “I’m going to leave it to my child. I just need you to find him first.”

      It took me a second to process, but then I remembered what he’d said about donating to Doc Neeley’s back-alley infertility clinic and the lightbulb went off. “Holy cow,” I said, my eyes wide. “That’s going to be a heck of a surprise for someone.”

      “I hope so.” He smiled and leaned over to pat my hand. “I do know for certain that my sample was used and that the process was successful. Doc always told us if it was with glee. He frequently hobnobbed with society, and he found great entertainment in knowing people so high and mighty were bringing bastard children into the world without their knowledge.”

      “Do you know the mother’s name or anything about her?” Kate asked.

      “Not much, I’m afraid. Her name was Rose and she wasn’t a Savannah native. Her husband was a banker.”

      Kate wrote diligently in her notes, but she looked up when he stopped talking, eyebrows raised. “Is that all?”

      “I’m afraid so,” he said sadly. “I only glimpsed her once you see. She was a pretty thing with red hair. And I was told she had a son.”

      “What year was his birth?”

      “I donated in June of forty-one and I believe she was inseminated in the same month, or at least the beginning of the next. That would put the birth sometime around March of forty-two I believe.”

      “That’s at least somewhere we can start then,” Kate said. “What happens if you pass on before your son is found, Mr. Tannenbaum?”

      “While my wife was still alive, I had my will set up so all my assets and the majority share of my company would go to her. I also had it set up that her children would receive a substantial amount to add to their trust funds. But as of today that’s going to change. I’m headed to see my attorney and sign the final papers for my new will. Even if I die before you find my son, I have it stipulated in the will that the money will stay in an account for him, or in the case that he is also deceased, for any of my biological grandchildren. And you will keep getting your retainer every month until he is found. I want everything I’ve built to go to my own blood, even if they don’t know who I am.”
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