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      Thursday

      

      I’d once heard a woman describe Nick Dempsey as being sexy enough to make her lady parts regenerate even though she’d had a full hysterectomy. I could sympathize. I had all my lady parts intact and every time Nick walked by I felt my ovaries quiver with anticipation. My ovaries had gotten me into a lot of trouble lately.

      My name is Addison Holmes and I’m a sexaholic. Not really, but I’d recently made the life-altering decision to move in with Nick and quickly found out that years of yoga and romance novels couldn’t have prepared me for a man with that kind of stamina and dedication to the craft. I was an amateur in comparison.

      Despite his spectacular skills, I was starting to seriously rethink my decision to move my clothes into the space he’d cleared for me in his closet. At the moment, I was leaning toward stabbing him in the forehead with a fork.

      “I asked you a question,” he said. “What the hell is this?” He held the white plastic stick as if it were a grenade instead of a pregnancy test.

      Sweat beaded on his brow despite the fact it was December and the weather in Savannah had finally turned from hot and humid to slightly cool and humid. His white button-down shirt sat askew on his broad shoulders and his hair was mussed where he’d run his fingers through it. I was only slightly concerned about the bilious pallor of his skin.

      My eyes narrowed and I wouldn’t have been surprised if steam escaped my ears like the whistle on a steam engine. So maybe he’d been taken a little off guard by finding the test hidden in a paper bag and shoved in the corner of the closet. What the hell was he doing snooping through my stuff anyway?

      “Were you going to show me this or were you going to keep it a secret for the next nine months?”

      “If I was going to show you, I wouldn’t have hidden it in the closet,” I yelled. I refrained from rolling my eyes. But just barely.

      The green tinge of his face disappeared and red flushed his cheeks. The little vein in his forehead bulged out and I took a step backward. I recognized the look. I was either about to get yelled at or have the best sex of my life. But because of my excellent proficiency in context clues, I was betting it wasn’t the latter.

      I bit my bottom lip and felt tears well in my eyes. This was not good. No woman wanted to see a reaction like the one Nick currently had when faced with the possibility of bringing children into the world together. My anger was quickly elevating from steam-engine mad to nuclear levels, and if I didn’t get out of the house, no judge could possibly hold me responsible for what might happen.

      “Answer the question,” he said, each word slow and distinct. “Are you pregnant?”

      I sucked in a deep breath and felt it burn in my lungs. I don’t even remember my hand reaching out to grab the little crystal dish on the sofa table that held potpourri. But before I knew it the dish was sailing through the air, red-tinged pieces of wood and cinnamon sticks flying in all directions. It hit Nick right in the middle of the forehead with a thunk that made me cringe. His eyes glazed and then rolled into the back of his head before he toppled to the floor.

      What can I say? Hormones are no joke.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Monday…Three Days Earlier

      

      I’d deny it if anyone ever asked me, but I hated spending Christmas in Savannah. It’s not like it was someplace exotic like Aspen or Utah where snow was pristine and white and made everything look like a Christmas card or one of those Budweiser commercials with the horses that made me cry.

      Christmas in Savannah wasn’t pretty, but I guess it had its own charm. It had gotten cold enough over the weekend for gray clumps of ice to fall lazily from the sky and melt in a pile of slush once they hit the streets. Window displays in the historic part of town featured brightly packaged gifts and an overabundance of garlands, but were somewhat diminished in effect since the cars whizzing past kicked up the slush so it splattered like plops of gravy on windows and people alike.

      Christmas lights dangled in neat rows from awnings, and I guess the tourists that flocked to the city during the holidays found it quaint and picturesque, but I found it to be a pain in the behind. Especially since I had to park six blocks from the McClean Detective Agency and slog through the slush and shoppers just to get to work. Bah humbug.

      I didn’t have a good reason for my holiday humbuggery. It might’ve had something to do with the fact that for the first time in my life I felt like a boring grown-up. I was a day away from taking the PI exam and securing a full-time position at the McClean Detective Agency. The agency was owned and operated by my best friend, Kate McClean, and I chose to ignore the fact that my employment had started out as a gesture of pity. It turned out I wasn’t terrible at the job, so I figured it’d be best if I kept at it. Maybe in fifty years I’d even be considered passable.

      It’s not like I could go back to teaching. Once upon a time I’d taught ninth grade World History at James Madison High School in Whiskey Bayou, Georgia—which just happened to be the same town I’d been born and raised in. But I’d been let go a few months ago because I’d stumbled over the dead body of my principal in the parking lot of a seedy gentleman’s club. It wasn’t the stumbling over the body that actually got me fired. It was the fact that I’d been dancing inside the seedy gentleman’s club to begin with. And I use the term dancing very loosely.

      But really, it wasn’t just my now-respectable employment that was giving me a case of the Christmas blues. I was in a serious, committed relationship. I lived in a nice house—granted, it wasn’t mine, but I did pick out the little hand soaps and towels in the guest bath, so I figured it was at least half mine. I was driving a very tasteful BMW X5 with leather seats that I’d only dripped ice cream on once. It wasn’t the sweet little cherry-red Z I’d once owned along with a gigantic car payment, but it had wheels and got me to where I was going. But it was just another thing that had been paid for and provided by Nick. Or at least Nick’s trust fund.

      He didn’t like to flaunt it, but Nick came from very old Savannah money. His dad was an alcoholic who couldn’t keep his pants zipped, his mother could give Queen Elsa from Frozen a few ice queen lessons, and his older brother was following in Daddy’s footsteps. Needless to say, it wasn’t a close-knit family.

      I was proud Nick had managed to break from the mold and forge a life of independence for himself without the help of his parents. But lately, it felt a lot like I was forging a life of dependence on Nick.

      Back when I lost my teaching job I’d decided to take life by the horns. Between the bouts of panic, hysteria, and crying over having lost my only respectable source of income and being forced to move back home with my mother, I’d told myself that this was my chance to become the new and improved Addison Holmes. I’d find a job and a new place to live. I’d have adventure and fun. And most of all, I’d throw caution to the wind and just be awesome at whatever I decided to do. Because in my head I was always awesome. It was reality that kept intruding on the awesomeness in my head.

      I kicked at a pile of gray slush that had accumulated on the side of the street and didn’t even care that it mucked up my bright pink galoshes and dampened the hem of my down-lined black coat with a matching pink lining. I’d put the boots and the coat on that morning in hopes that the cheerful color would perk my mood up a bit, but so far it hadn’t worked.

      I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I had everything a girl could ask for. My mother hadn’t called in three whole days, I had spending money from a job I loved in my wallet, and I had a pink Glock to match my boots tucked in my Kate Spade shoulder bag.

      I stopped to grab a coffee and blueberry scone, thinking that was exactly what I needed to perk myself up. I’d just turned left on West State Street and was heading toward Telfair Square when I heard the squeal of tires at my back. I turned just in time to see a bright yellow Volkswagen Beetle take the turn on two wheels, scare the hell out of a group of tourists, and barrel straight toward me.

      A piece of scone fell out of my mouth and bounced off the top of my galoshes, but I managed to step back on the sidewalk and avoid the spray of slush as the car slammed on its brakes directly in front of me. The door flew open and Rose Marie Valentine stared at me with crazed eyes.

      “Get in, Addison. I’m gonna need backup.” Her fleshy breasts were heaving out of the vee of her orange-and-turquoise argyle sweater, and her face was flushed with anger. The blond cherubic curls that normally framed her face like Farrah Fawcett on steroids frizzed and crackled like she’d rubbed dryer sheets all over them. Or fornicated with Zeus. You can never be sure with Rose Marie.

      I must’ve hesitated too long because her blue eyes lasered into my soul and the voice of a demon came from somewhere deep inside her. “I said GET IN!” she growled.

      I jumped a foot in the air and hot coffee splashed onto my hand. I hauled ass inside the car—not an easy thing to do in a full winter coat with a handbag the size of a small suitcase—and I barely got the door closed before she pressed her foot down on the accelerator and took off like a bat out of hell.

      “Fudge,” I breathed out, my heart thudding in my chest. “You made me drop my scone.”

      “We don’t have time for scones this morning. This is serious.”

      I closed my eyes as she defied every traffic law imaginable to get us out of downtown, and I was grateful I knew most of the cops in the area. Of course, if they really wanted to help me out they’d pull Rose Marie over and get me the hell out of this car, instead of sitting inside their units and staring at me out of big round eyes as we sped by.

      “Has somebody died?”

      “Worse.” She reached into the handbag that was stuffed between her arm and the door and pulled out the biggest vibrator I’d ever seen in my life. My nose scrunched up in disgust and I pressed against the car door to put more distance between myself and Rose Marie’s love substitute.

      Up until last month, Rose Marie had been having regular sex with a man named Leroy that she’d met at the Great Dane Kennel Club. Leroy wasn’t much to look at unless you were attracted to Weebles that looked like Danny DeVito, but Rose Marie insisted his talents were confined to the bedroom.

      According to Rose Marie, Leroy was a tantric master. He even gave tantric retreats twice a year and invited me and Nick to come out the next time he held one. I didn’t know much about tantric sex. Regular sex pretty much wore me out and made me useless, so I couldn’t imagine engaging in anything on a higher plane. But Rose Marie said once you’ve experienced that level of spirituality you can’t ever go back to plain vanilla.

      Unfortunately, Leroy was currently in traction. Apparently even a master can be felled by Rose Marie. Which meant for the last month Rose Marie was the most sexually starved and desperate woman I’d ever been witness to. And every day sent her a little closer to the point of no return.

      Rose Marie hit a pothole the size of a crater and she had to use both hands to grab on to the steering wheel to control the car. The vibrator shot out of her hand and I watched as it arced in slow motion, end over end, to my side of the car. It bounced once off the dashboard and my hands shot up in the air in surrender. I might have screamed. Because the next thing I knew that phallic fleshy beast had changed its trajectory and was headed right for me.

      Seconds before it smacked into my forehead, Rose Marie’s hand shot out and she grabbed it out of thin air.

      “Oh, yeah!” she screamed with enough gravel in her voice to make the WWE proud. Her hand clenched around the vibrator and she pumped her fist in the air. “Did you see that? I’m like a ninja. Yippee-ki-yay.”

      I would have agreed with anything she said at that point. She’d just saved me from getting slapped in the face with a device with more settings than anything NASA had to offer.

      My phone warbled the theme from Dragnet and I didn’t have to look at the screen to know it was Nick calling. No doubt the cops had called him as soon as we’d sped by. My mother’s call would follow closely behind. Since I’d moved out of Whiskey Bayou her reaction time wasn’t quite what it used to be. But it was still pretty darned good. I declined the call and envisioned the throbbing vein at Nick’s temple as he stared at the phone.

      “Maybe you should explain why we’re escaping the city like Bonnie and Clyde,” I said as calmly as I could muster. “I’ve got my PI exam tomorrow morning and the physical tomorrow afternoon. I need to be in the office going over things with Kate today.”

      “I’ll have you back in a jiffy. You’re going to ace that test. At least the written part. But first I gotta put a cap in a ho’, and you’re my wingman.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her comment about passing the written part. What went unsaid is that I was still pretty much a disaster when it came to the physical fitness portion of my exam. Despite extra help from FBI Agent Matt Savage—my former neighbor and occasional tongue wrestler before Nick decided to commit—I was still struggling.

      I was in shape. Don’t get me wrong. But there are those who are built for short distances and those who are built for endurance. If I was a synchronized swimmer or one of those gymnasts that twirled ribbons and leaped around a big bouncy mat I’d probably be good to go. But ask me to do fifty sit-ups in a short amount of time and I turn into a big sweaty heffalump who can only manage to make it to the sitting position if someone is dangling a chocolate sundae above my knees.

      “I don’t think Kate’s going to be too happy if I help you put a cap in anyone’s ass. You know how she is about the agency’s reputation.”

      “Well, maybe I won’t unload my weapon. But I might karate chop her in the throat. Or kick her in the knees. I wore my steel-toed boots just in case.”

      I looked down for the first time to see Rose Marie squeezed into corduroy pants in the same orange as her sweater and black combat boots laced almost to her knees.

      “A much better option, I’m sure,” I said cautiously. “But maybe you could explain this in a little more detail.”

      “You know Priscilla’s Love Shack down off 204?”

      I blew out a breath and knew intuitively that nothing good was going to come of this. Whatever this was. My intuition had increased by about 150 percent since I’d started working for Kate.

      “I’ve passed by it. They’ve only been in business a couple of months.”

      “Yep. And let me tell you, that Priscilla’s a real piece of work. She made it big as a porn star back in the nineties and used all her money to retire to live a life of luxury.”

      “So she moved to Savannah to open a sex shop?” I asked.

      “It’s not Tahiti, but I can understand it. Those porn stars are about the savviest businesswomen on the planet. I saw a documentary once on the Discovery Channel all about it, and they did a whole ten-minute segment just on Priscilla Loveshack. That was her porn star name. Clever how she turned it into the name of her shop, isn’t it? You gotta admire a woman with those kind of attributes.”

      “I know the documentary you’re talking about. It was fascinating. Especially the part about how they keep their privates looking like a hairless cat. But you’ve either got to loathe her or admire her. And you just said she was a real piece of work.”

      “She is. And you’ve got to expect it from those porno-business types, but this is the South. She can’t come from LA to Savannah and expect to treat her customers the same way she would in California. Everybody knows you’re supposed to be rude to your customers out there. I’ve seen Pretty Woman at least a hundred times.”

      “So you’re going to pop a cap in her ass because she doesn’t have Savannah manners?” I shook my head and grabbed on to the dash as Rose Marie took the exit ramp to head to Highway 204. “I think the sexual deprivation has gone straight to your brain.”

      “Poor Leroy,” she said, clucking her tongue. “We were practicing the Row His Boat move for his advanced tantric class, and then all of a sudden he’s screaming and crying out for his mother. It took me a minute to realize he was in pain. You know, that wasn’t the first time he called out for his mother. They were very close, rest her soul.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek and my eyes widened. I always felt at a loss for words whenever I was with Rose Marie, but I’d learned that silence was usually the way to go.

      Priscilla’s Love Shack was about a mile down the access road off Highway 204. It was sandwiched between a twenty-four seven gas station and a hibachi grill that looked like it would never pass a health inspection.

      Rose Marie’s yellow Beetle zipped between cars and pulled into the deserted lot. I was guessing primetime sex toy shopping wasn’t Monday mornings. She parked in a space in front of the entrance and it took me a minute to realize what wasn’t right about the scene. Other than the fact that intimate accessories sat in the display windows and each of them wore a different hat so they looked like suggestively shaped Village People.

      I whistled long and low and leaned forward in my seat. “Holy cow. Looks like you aren’t the only one dissatisfied with the merchandise.”

      The glass front door was nothing more than a few jagged shards. The rest had shattered on the front sidewalk. I looked over at Rose Marie and noticed her normally rosy complexion was somewhat pale.

      “I should probably tell you something before we go inside,” she said, her voice trembling.

      I sighed. “It’s too early for booze, and Dairy Queen isn’t open yet. Be gentle, Rose Marie.”

      “I maybe broke the door when I came to see Priscilla last night.” Rose Marie squinched her eyes shut like a child waiting to be scolded.

      My mouth dropped open and I looked back and forth between the shattered front door and Rose Marie’s forlorn face. Big fat tears rolled down her cheeks and her bottom lip quivered.

      “I’m a felon,” she cried, her wobbly contralto rising an octave. “What’s come over me?” She grabbed hold of my hand and squeezed so tightly I felt the bones rub together. “Do you think the judge will be sympathetic? I’m a woman on the edge. Sexual frustration can make a person crazy. There’s got to be some kind of free pass in a court of law for the sexually deprived.”

      “Why in the world are we back here today if you came last night?” I asked, exasperated. “You don’t return to the scene of the crime.”

      She nodded sagely, taking in my words. “I didn’t think about that. I haven’t had all those classes like you have.” She wiped her fingers beneath her eyes, smearing black mascara, and then she hit the steering wheel with her fists, making me jump in my seat.

      “I was just so mad!” she said. “She was so mean. I mean, it was every high school nightmare come to life. She was perfect and beautiful and she’s obviously successful and knows how to invest. My breasts are bigger, but they sure aren’t all perky like hers. Those breasts practically defy the laws of gravity. Mine are only good for feeding third world countries or hanging out laundry to dry if you run a rope through my nipple rings.”

      I paused for a second at that image and filed away the fact that Rose Marie had nipple rings. Then I sighed and patted her on the shoulder. “You can make yours defy the laws of gravity if you pay the right price. She’s plastic. You’re the real deal.”

      “Thank you. That’s real sweet, but it’s hard to remember that when those plump lips are spewing such hateful things. And if she burns the motor out of her handheld device she can just go to the back room and get another instead of flushing a hundred and fifty bucks down the toilet. I’m a teacher! I don’t have a high-priced budget. Makes me just want to tie her up and toss her into the swamp for the gators to munch on. Though the plastic can’t be good for their digestive systems.”

      “Wait. A hundred and fifty bucks?” I said. “Holy cow. For a hundred and fifty bucks that sucker had better serve you breakfast in bed.”

      “It doesn’t make breakfast,” she said in all seriousness.

      I thunked my fist against my forehead. “You can’t go vandalizing things every time someone hurts your feelings. People hurt my feelings all the time and I just ignore them.”

      “That’s not true. I remember you putting shrimp in Veronica Wade’s new convertible after she put super glue on your oboe reed and told everyone your lips were raw and peeling because you went down on Ricky Lee Gherkin got herpes. She deserved every one of those shrimp.”

      “That was a youthful transgression,” I said primly. And then the corner of my mouth twitched because it had been pretty funny to see Veronica’s reaction once she got inside the car and was covered in shrimp stink. Veronica Wade had been my archenemy for my entire childhood. And then she’d decided she hadn’t made my childhood miserable enough so she decided to teach at the same school I worked at and seduce my fiancé the day of my wedding. If I could go back and put more shrimp into her convertible I’d do it in a heartbeat.

      “My point is, we’re adults now. You’ve got to get a hold of yourself and get these sexual urges under control. Maybe if you just go in and apologize and offer to pay for the door then she won’t press charges.”

      “You really think so?”

      What I really thought was that Rose Marie needed a sex intervention and her own reality show, but that didn’t seem like the most supportive thing to say. “I think it’s a start. And you’d better do it in a hurry or you’re going to be late for school.”

      Good Lord. I was even starting to sound like a responsible adult. I was getting sick of myself. I wasn’t the type of person who blossomed under the restraints of routine. I was a free spirit. Variety and excitement were my middle names. I just needed a little something in my life to take away the humdrum of the rut I was stuck in. Maybe helping out Rose Marie in the middle of a sex crisis was just what the doctor ordered.

      “Come on,” I said, opening the car door. “Time to pay the piper.”

      A cold blast of air and diesel fumes hit me in the face, singeing my nose hairs and making my eyes water, but I embraced it. This was Savannah at Christmastime, dammit, and I would be cheerful.

      There would be no more humbuggery from Addison Holmes. I was turning over a new leaf. I was going to kick ass on my PI written exam and kick a lot less ass on the physical fitness requirements later in the afternoon, but kicking ass was kicking ass and I was going to do it no matter what.

      Rose Marie managed to birth herself from the Beetle and as we approached the front of the shop I started to get that little tingling feeling at the back of my neck that told me the smart thing to do would be to get back in the car and get the hell out of Dodge. But Rose Marie squashed any hopes of doing that.

      “Looks like someone cut themselves on the glass,” she said, pointing to the shards beneath our feet.

      “Damn, damn, damn,” I muttered beneath my breath. Blood was smeared on the glass in the shape of a shoe print. Even I was experienced enough to know that it was a lot of blood for someone to have just cut themselves passing through. I stared in through the gaping hole of the door and my eyes followed the trail of bloody footprints through the shop.

      “Dear God. Please don’t let me find a body.”

      “What’s that, Addison?” Rose Marie asked. “You’re mumbling. You’ve really started doing that a lot lately.”

      I stared at Rose Marie, and whatever she saw on my face was enough to have her lips clamping together to keep her silence. I still had on my gloves so I pulled open the door and stepped inside. Glass crunched beneath my feet and Rose Marie shuffled in behind me.

      “Don’t step in the blood,” I told her.

      “Of course not. That’s disgusting.” She stepped gingerly around the bloody footprints and held her purse in a tight grasp close to her chest. “Good grief, I barely slammed the thing. And I only bashed it with my handbag once. They don’t make doors the way they used to. And I didn’t mean for anyone to cut themselves. You think they can charge me for assault along with the vandalism?”

      “Hello?” I called out. “Is someone here?”

      Other than the broken front door, nothing seemed to be out of place. Videos and DVDs lined the wall on the far right, costumes and changing areas were in the back, and about six thousand varieties of intimate toys and adult accessories lined the shelves in the middle of the store. Priscilla sure knew her business.

      A display of condoms and lubricants sat along the counter next to the register, and I was briefly distracted by the Rough Rider and tingling gel combo pack on sale for $9.99. And maybe I was stalling because the bloody footprints had to originate from somewhere. As I got to the counter I realized the blood wasn’t just on the floor. Droplets spattered across the counter and the register in a wide arc. I swallowed once and put my hand on Rose Marie’s arm to keep her from getting any closer.

      “Oh, Lord,” she whispered. She started to make the sign of the cross and then she must’ve remembered she was Methodist because she took a step back instead.

      I leaned farther over the counter and looked into the open-eyed stare of who I assumed was Priscilla of Priscilla’s Love Shack. Her face was no longer pretty. In fact, it was pretty unrecognizable as human.

      “Rose Marie?” I said. “Did you forget to tell me anything else important?”

      I didn’t think Rose Marie was a cold-blooded killer, but she’d been acting stranger than usual and I wasn’t the best at picking up vibes from potential killers. I’d also just heard her say she wanted to toss Priscilla to the gators.

      She swallowed and then swallowed again, and I hoped she wasn’t going to be sick. Cops hated vomit on their crime scenes. Sweat beaded on her upper lip and she nodded once.

      I felt the bottom drop out of my stomach. “It’s okay,” I told her. “You can tell me anything. I’m your friend.”

      She grasped my hand and squeezed it tightly. “I forgot to turn the Crock-Pot on before I left for school this morning.” And then she fainted in a dead heap at my feet and took me down with her.
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redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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