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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      "There he is again, Waldo.”

      Careful to remain out of sight, Ernestine St. Bennett took another peek out of her second-story apartment window. “Now he’s hanging around down by the pool. The poor man is definitely acting strangely, don’t you think?”

      Waldo didn’t venture an opinion.

      Lifting the curtain another fraction of an inch, Ernestine leaned forward, pushing back the strand of blond hair that fell against her cheek. “What do you think is wrong with him?”

      Still no reply. Waldo didn’t know.

      “Maybe he’s terribly shy or self-conscious,” Ernestine mused. Crossing her arms, she tapped her finger against the shallow dimple in her chin. “Or maybe...” She paused, her eyes narrowing in thought. “Maybe he’s suffering from imagined ugliness—you know, body-dysmorphic disorder? Remember the man who thought everyone was staring at his pointed ears? Or the one who worried about having large nostrils?” She peered out again. “I can’t see his face very clearly. Do you think he has a scar or something he’s self-conscious about? Could that be it?”

      She glanced over her shoulder in time to catch Waldo blowing a bored bubble. Ernestine sighed, not really surprised. Waldo rarely showed much interest in any species other than his own. The blue-gray fish definitely didn’t understand her growing fascination with a man who was, after all, a stranger.

      Ernestine wasn’t sure she understood it herself. Oh, her initial interest was easily explained. When she’d first caught sight of the man as she’d worked at her desk yesterday morning, she’d been concerned he might be a transient or a criminal. Mrs. Smithers, the landlady, had allayed that worry.

      “Oh, that’s Simon Prime. He’s house-sitting Luke Vega’s place,” Mrs. Smithers had said, her gray curls bobbing stiffly from behind her half-closed door. “He’s different from Luke’s usual friends, isn’t he? So quiet and reserved. And that hair! Those weird clothes he wears. He’s definitely an odd one. But Luke told me he’s known him for years.” The landlady’s faded blue eyes gleamed hopefully in her narrow face at the prospect of a little gossip as she added, “Is something wrong?”

      As she looked at the woman’s avid expression, an oddly defensive feeling for the unknown Simon caused Ernestine’s questions to lodge in her throat. She’d answered, “No, nothing’s wrong. Nothing at all.”

      And there wasn’t. Not really. But something wasn’t right about Simon. Why did he seem so familiar? Why did she feel so concerned about him? Was she imagining things?

      Maybe her scientific curiosity was simply running rampant.

      “I wish I had someone besides you to talk to about this, Waldo,” Ernestine said as she watched Simon’s solitary figure below. “I couldn’t discuss him with Mrs. Smithers. I don’t like that woman,” she admitted. “In the six weeks we’ve been here, she’s never said a pleasant word about anyone. If only we knew more people in California. Do you think I should ask Mr. O’Malley about him? Or one of the stewardesses—Angie, Colleen or Judy—who live downstairs?”

      She considered the question. Mr. O’Malley had done his best to welcome her to San Diego, but as a retired police sergeant, he’d be bound to put the worst possible interpretation on Simon’s antisocial behavior. As for the stewardesses—or rather flight attendants, as Angie had told her sharply they preferred to be called—Ernestine winced just thinking about them. Ernestine had been embarrassed that she’d used an apparently politically incorrect term to refer to their work. She’d tried to apologize but as usual, her explanation for her lack of awareness had become tangled under their disdainful stares, making everything worse.

      No, she wouldn’t tell them about Simon; she wouldn’t tell anyone. Other than Waldo, of course. He wouldn’t gossip; he couldn’t. Instead, she would try to unravel the mystery of Simon’s strange antics herself, Ernestine decided, brightening at the thought. And to accomplish that, the first thing she needed to do was observe him more closely.

      Dropping the curtain, she hurried into the spare bedroom and over to the labeled boxes stacked neatly against one wall. She pulled one down and opened it. The musty scent of eucalyptus overlaid by the sickly sweet smell of formaldehyde escaped into the room. Buried beneath a moldy leaf collection and various vials of decaying insects she found her binoculars.

      Returning to the living room, she glanced through the slit in the curtains again. Simon was still there. The San Diego complex resembled a California mission, with white stucco arches framing each doorway. He’d moved beneath one of these and stood half hidden in the shadow of a potted palm.

      Stifling a twinge of guilt at spying on him, Ernestine removed her eyeglasses and lifted the binoculars to focus. His blurred image sharpened, and her breath caught as his head jerked up. Was he looking at her? Slowly her tight grip on the casing eased. No, he hadn’t seen her; he was looking the other way. Curiously, she followed his gaze, watching as the door of a first-story apartment opened. A tall, shapely brunette came out, locked the door, then strode briskly along the corridor.

      Ernestine glanced back at Simon, who stood with hunched shoulders beside the pillar until the brunette moved out of sight. When she was gone, he slowly straightened, crossing his arms.

      Keeping him in her sights, Ernestine pushed aside her open journal, “Sexual Behavior of the African Cichlid,” and groped for the pen on the desk. After years of university science classes she found it almost impossible to observe a subject without taking notes.

      “Not that Simon’s a subject,” she said to Waldo, who watched her solemnly from his glass tank. “It’s just that he fascinates me. From a strictly scientific viewpoint, of course,” she added hastily, in case the fish misunderstood.

      Waldo began swimming in brooding circles as Ernestine tapped the pen thoughtfully against her chin. She opened a new journal to the first page, her hair swaying forward as she wrote:

      
        
        Date: Thursday, May 6.

        Subject: Simon Prime

        Observations: Simon Prime has spent the last two mornings in the pool area in the center of the complex, visible from my apartment. He moves to different locations within the quad, but tries to remain unseen. His aberrant behavior is especially apparent whenever someone emerges from the building or walks by. He avoids contact by hiding or, at the least, averting his face.

        Subject appears to be extremely shy or possibly frightened.

      

      

      She paused, lifting the binoculars to consider Simon’s appearance, then returned to her journal:

      
        
        Prime appears to be in his mid-thirties. He is lightly tanned and clean shaven. Chin and cheekbones are angular; his nose is slightly large but well shaped and masculine. His hair is dark brown. He parts it in the center displaying a high forehead and straight, dark brows. His eyes are hidden by thick, black-rimmed glasses.

      

      

      Glancing out the window, she scanned his build. At least nine inches taller than her own height of five foot, three, she decided. Which placed him at approximately six feet. She added that information along with an estimated weight of one hundred and eighty pounds.

      Next she listed his clothes:

      
        
        White, short-sleeved shirt, greenish suit pants, suspenders, striped tie, white socks, and black dress shoes.

      

      

      Ernestine nibbled thoughtfully on the pen as she reread the entire entry. So much for stating the obvious. She frowned. “Something’s missing, Waldo. It’s incomplete. And we both know that insufficient data can be more misleading than none at all.”

      Waldo kept swimming his laps, while Ernestine tried to pinpoint the problem. The description fit a handsome man, yet Simon wasn’t handsome. It wasn’t his features or even his build that made the description inappropriate but—what had the landlady mentioned? His hair, his clothes, his actions. Once again she aimed the lenses out the window, this time concentrating on Simon’s mannerisms.

      
        
        Prime frequently tucks his chin into his chest, distorting his posture into an S curve—chest in, stomach out. His pants (which appear to be a faded plaid) are pulled high over his stomach, and rise approximately three inches above his ankles, displaying his white socks. His white shirt is buttoned to the collar and, despite the warm spring weather, he’s wearing a striped tie and suit jacket. In his left breast pocket is a packet of pens and his cell phone.

      

      

      
        
        Prime is not unmuscular, but he moves in a rather clumsy, uncoordinated manner when people approach, indicating his excessive social discomfort. During social encounters, his nervous gestures include repeatedly pushing his glasses higher on his nose and allowing his mouth to droop open slightly. That these actions stem from emotional rather than physical causes might be deduced by the fact they occur only when someone walks past or looks at him. When believing himself unobserved, Prime stands completely motionless, arms crossed against his chest, posture erect.

      

      

      She put her elbows on the desk, propping her chin in her hands as she read back over her notes. Suspenders, short pants pulled high—even she, as fashion ignorant as she was, knew those weren’t in style. Probably never had been. Add in bad posture. Awkward movements.  Extremely shy. Excessive social discomfort...

      Ernestine stiffened. No wonder Simon seemed so familiar.

      She rose from the desk to walk over to the aquarium. Picking up a jar, she sprinkled shrimp ground with algae into the tank, then stared unseeingly into the water at her small blue-gray fish.

      Waldo stopped circling. Pretending disinterest, he floated lazily until a bit of the delicacy moved within reach. Then, with a quick lunge, he devoured it.

      Ernestine wandered back to the window in time to see Simon amble off down the corridor. Empathy mixed with pity swelled in her breast as he disappeared. “The poor guy. I wish we could help, don’t you, Waldo?”

      She sat down at the desk. No wonder Simon seemed familiar. If it took one to know one, than no one knew him better than she did. She'd lived with the condition her entire life. She picked up her pen once more.

      
        
        The severity of the problem is unclear at this time, but may be determined during future observations. Prime appears to suffer from dysfunctional social neurosis.

      

      

      The words blurred a little. Ernestine reached for her eyeglasses, settling them on her nose.

      
        
        In common parlance: Simon Prime is a nerd.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Sam Pierce, alias Simon Prime, ducked around a corner in the apartment corridor. Good—no one in sight. Stiffly, he arched his back, stifling a groan as his muscles stretched in pleasurable pain.

      No doubt about it, being a nerd was hell.

      Bending over, he twisted from side to side, rotating his arms, while his chest and biceps strained against his jacket and white dress shirt. He hated the persistent backaches caused by walking like a geek. He hated the stupid shoes, the tie and jacket, the glasses, the gunk in his hair. But most of all he hated the way these damn polyester pants–a sadist must have invented the material–kept crawling up his⁠—

      He froze, listening intently. Someone was coming. Damn, he knew that voice. O’Malley!

      Pushing open the door behind him, Sam glanced inside. The laundry room was deserted. An overstuffed black leather couch squatted against one wall; expensive, pristine-white machines lined another. Shutting the door soundlessly behind him, he strode across black-and-white tiles to a small—a very small hiding place, between a washer in the corner and the wall. He slid in backward and sat down, grimacing as his shoulders became wedged in the confined space.

      He settled back to wait, trying to ignore the smell of mildew and bleach stinging his nostrils. He could hear O’Malley’s gruff voice, and the softer tones of a woman coming closer. They were almost to the corner of the building now. With any luck, they’d head on past.

      Luck be damned. The door swung open and O’Malley’s voice boomed into the room. “So, you’re telling me that when you put this... this..."

      “Aromatase inhibitor,” the woman interjected.

      “This aromo—whatever, into the female chicken eggs, they turn into roosters?”

      “They look like roosters,” she corrected.

      “You don’t say.” The old man set the basket of laundry on the machine next to the one where Sam hid. “Do they still lay eggs?”

      “I don’t think so,” she admitted. Her husky, rather sexy tones were overlaid with the rounded vowels typical of the New England states. Boston, Sam decided, as she added, “The study wasn’t specific on that point, but it did say the chickens develop testes capable of producing sperm.”

      Sam blinked, but O’Malley sounded unfazed by the information. “You don’t say,” the old man repeated. “That’s amazing. It’s hard to believe what you scientists can do nowadays.”

      Sam’s eyebrows rose. Sexy Voice worked in a science lab? He risked a quick peek. Her back was to him with O’Malley’s burly figure just beyond hers. Sam noted her blond hair, slender build and nice—very nice rear end before ducking back out of sight.

      Sexy Voice moved closer, standing only a few feet away as she told O’Malley, “Technically, the chickens are still females, and I didn’t conduct the study. I was only interested in its applications when studying the differences between women and men.”

      O’Malley snorted. “If you want to know the differences between women and men, find a boyfriend, my girl. A red-blooded one—not one of those sickly versions you work with in your lab. You’re a beautiful young woman. Get married, have children.”

      The O’Malley prescription for a happy life, Sam thought cynically. From long experience, he knew exactly how O’Malley would look as he spouted his philosophy. His white brows would be beetled over his intent Irish blue eyes, his ruddy cheeks flushed a deep red, and his arms crossed over his broad chest in a “you can’t argue with this” manner.

      Apparently, Sexy Voice wasn’t as familiar with O’Malley’s take-no-prisoners stance as he was. She replied, “There’s more to life than marriage and children...”

      Right, thought Sam.

      “...People should learn to be happy by themselves without being dependent on another person to fulfill their needs...”

      Right.

      “...Besides, many single, straight men today are so insecure about their masculinity that they’re afraid to show more sensitive emotions, like love, in case it destroys their macho image.”

      Ri—Hey! Sam frowned. Wait a minute here.

      “Now, Ernestine, being a man isn’t easy,” said O’Malley. “Sometimes his image and pride are all a man has. Men need to be tough in order to survive.”

      Yeah— Ernestine?

      Ernestine lifted her basket off the washer, dropping it on the floor with a thump. She flipped open three of the washer lids and started the water. “Most men think they need to be tough, anyway. Testosterone definitely affects the male psyche.”

      Sam rolled his eyes to the ceiling. Give me a break. He waited expectantly for O’Malley’s comeback, but the old man only chuckled. “You’re the expert, my girl. I’m simply a man,” he added, his voice fading as he headed toward the door.

      “Mr. O’Malley, wait!” Ernestine called as the door closed behind him.

      Sam tensed at the note of urgency in her voice. Had she spotted him?

      The door squeaked open again and O’Malley asked, “Yes?”

      “I almost forgot to return your key. Thanks so much. You really helped me out.”

      His key? Why had O’Malley lent this Ernestine his key?

      “Anytime, Ernestine. Anytime.”

      The door squeaked shut, and Sam leaned back in his corner as he waited for the opportunity to escape unseen. At least O’Malley was gone. Once she got her laundry started, the woman would probably leave, too. The washers should be filled by now.

      Suddenly he stiffened. Wetness seeped through his pants, chilling his rump. Hell! The machine next to him was leaking–he was sitting in a puddle! Damn, would she ever finish and get out of there?

      Ernestine stepped back from the water trickling from under the washer and frowned. Darn machine. Wouldn’t you know she’d choose one that leaked? Oh, well. She pulled a white lab coat from her basket and considered what Mr. O’Malley had said.

      So even Mr. O’Malley believed in machismo. Men, she thought, shaking her head. Driven by hormones they didn’t understand. Driven to compete in sports, buy expensive cars, impress women with their virility. All for sexual satisfaction.

      Women were driven too, of course, but sex wasn’t usually as high on their list of priorities. She stuffed blue pajamas in the middle washer. Take herself, for instance. She might be lonely sometimes, and she hoped to finally make some friends here in California, but she didn’t feel any overwhelming need for a physical relationship. She never had. Just another indication, obviously, that she was "different."

      She paused, clutching a white bra as she considered the matter. Maybe her extreme shyness growing up had warped her permanently. Or maybe studying sexual behavior as a career had made her too detached, taken the mystery out of it all. She shrugged. Or maybe her estrogen level was simply low.

      She tossed the bra toward the corner machine, and sighed when it slithered over the side like a bumpy snake. Her spatial skills were pretty low, too. She never had been any good at sporting games. She walked over to retrieve her garment–and her glance fell on a large pair of dress shoes, traveled up long legs folded together, and climbed even higher to broad, hunched shoulders and dark hair.

      A man was hiding by the washing machine.

      Ernestine gasped and instinctively stepped back. "Oh, my goodness! What–” She paused, as a pair of rueful blue gray eyes met hers and recognition struck.

      Simon Prime. The man sitting between the washer and the wall wearing her bra draped across his shoulder and a resigned expression was Simon Prime.

      No doubt about it, Ernestine concluded once again. The man had a major problem.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Sam stifled a sigh and reached up to pluck the bra off his shoulder. Still squatting in his corner, he held it out. “I believe this is yours?”

      “Thank you.” Ernestine snatched it from his grasp. Holding it behind her, she retreated another step.

      Yeah, right, Sam thought irritably, noticing her movement. Like the sight of an old-fashioned, white cotton bra is going to incite me to lust.

      He looked up into her face, and his irritation faded. He’d scared her. Her composed voice had fooled him for a moment, but her dilated pupils told the true story. Damn, he hadn’t intended to frighten her—but what sane woman wouldn't be scared to find a man hiding like he was?

      In an effort to appear harmless, he fumbled in his pocket, pulled out his black- rimmed glasses and slipped them on. Then he lowered his gaze, tucking his chin into his chest. “I didn’t mean to startle you," he said, as meekly as possible. “I was, uh... thinking about something, and, since I didn’t want to be disturbed, wandered into the laundry room and when I heard people coming decided to, uh, sit in the corner a moment.”

      Noting his stammer and obvious discomfort, Ernestine’s initial tension faded. The poor man. She understood exactly what had happened. After all, how many times had she been lost in scientific speculation, unaware of her surroundings, only to be startled out of her thoughts by someone? She always felt embarrassed when that happened—but he must have been terrified to hide like this. Probably Mr. O’Malley’s gruff voice had frightened him. Was he still afraid to move?

      His obvious discomfort eased the awkwardness she usually felt with strangers. Ernestine tried to keep her voice nonthreatening as she asked gently, “Would you like to come out now?”

      At her tone, Simon shut his eyes for a moment as if in pain, sighed and opened them again. “Yeah. Sure.” Clumsily, he rose to his feet.

      He certainly was tall. Feeling a little overwhelmed, Ernestine retreated another step and dropped her gaze to study his clothes. Today his polyester pants were burgundy, and he’d teamed them with a blue plaid jacket. Like yesterday, the pants were short, displaying white socks and black shoes.

      Looking down at her, Sam noted how Ernestine averted her gaze from his and immediately mirrored her action. Most men, he knew, considered direct eye contact a challenge, while it tended to make most women uneasy. Since he didn’t want to upset her any more than he had already, he satisfied himself with short, sidelong glances, mentally cataloging his impressions as he moved slowly from his hiding place.

      Her sexy voice was misleading, he immediately decided with an unexpected twinge of disappointment. Face-to-face, O'Malley's little friend appeared rather plain, almost colorless, in her conservative, past-the-knee navy skirt and buttoned-to-the-throat white blouse. She had solemn blue eyes and a straight, small nose. Good skin—smooth and white, unusual in California where a tan was almost inevitable. She had pale blond hair with darker brows and lashes. Her chin had a shallow cleft in the center. She was slender and not too tall, although at first glance her perfect posture made her seem taller.

      He estimated her age at approximately twenty-five, despite the fact that she looked too serious, too controlled, for such a young age. Yeah, she wasn't ugly but so bland-looking that⁠—

      Her pink lips curved suddenly, and Sam stared in surprise, changing his mind in mid thought. Ernestine was an absolute babe when she smiled. She had the shyest, yet the sweetest, smile he’d ever seen. It altered her whole face. Her blue eyes darkened, gentle humor sparkling in their depths as she looked up into his face. Her teeth were white and even, and her lips looked fuller, softer. Sam’s gaze moved downward, and he had the sudden urge to touch the cleft in her chin with his thumb. Or better yet, his tongue.

      Hastily he averted his gaze, looking down at the floor. “Well, I’d better be going. Excuse me.” He started to sidle past, only to stop as she slowly held out her hand.

      “I forgot to introduce myself. I’m Ernestine St. Bennett,” she said, her tone shy but friendly.

      Sam stared down at her slender fingers, hesitated, then put out his own hand. “Simon Prime.”

      His large palm closed around her small one for a moment. She felt as delicate, as soft and smooth, as he’d imagined. Quickly, he released her. “Well, er, goodbye, Miss St. Bennett.”

      “Ernestine,” she corrected with another small smile.

      Sam swallowed. “Ernestine.” He began to shuffle past her toward the door, careful to keep his wet backside out of sight. He’d made enough of an impression as it was.

      As she watched his strange progress—he seemed afraid to turn his back on her—Ernestine’s fingers itched for her pen and notebook. She felt exhilarated at making contact. As if she’d made some new scientific breakthrough. Simon did have a problem, she thought, remembering how he'd been cowering behind the washer. A huge problem. He had the worst case of shyness she’d ever seen—much, much worse than hers. But at least he’d trusted her enough to come out of his hiding place, and to even talk a little. Why, he’d even shaken hands.

      He was at the door now, still walking backward. She smiled encouragingly as he glanced at her one more time before opening it. Impulsively she said, “Simon?”

      He paused, regarding her warily. “Yes?”

      “Everyone is a little shy. It’s nothing to worry about.”

      Shy. Sam resisted the urge to roll his eyes. She thought he was shy. “Yeah. Well, ah, bye, Ernestine. See you around.”

      

      Two minutes later, Sam slammed into Luke’s upstairs apartment.

      Crazy. He had to be crazy to believe this plan would ever work. Cursing under his breath, he kicked off his shoes then struggled out of his jacket, wadding it up and flinging it against the living room wall. The ridiculous shirt and tie followed.

      Maybe dressing like a nerd was beginning to affect his thinking. Or maybe these clothes were jinxed. Every time he put them on, problems—like that puddle—appeared out of nowhere. As if a geeky persona assumed control.

      Anxious to rid himself of the wet pants clinging like a clammy hand to his ass, Sam ripped off the waistband button and yanked on the zipper. It slid along a couple of teeth then stopped.

      Completely jammed.

      Sam stared down disbelievingly. “Ya gotta to be kidding me!” Jaw clenched, he pulled furiously at the small metal tab, frustration mounting with every yank. After fifteen seconds of this fruitless exercise he abandoned it, jerking open Luke’s top desk drawer searching for scissors. No luck. He yanked open the next drawer; it was a mess. He dumped it out on the carpet to see better. Damn! No luck again!

      He’d just finished emptying the last drawer onto Luke's pristine gray carpet when it occurred to him that a knife might do the trick. As he headed to the kitchen his cell rang. He snatched it up in passing.

      “Yeah?” Tucking the phone between his shoulder and jaw, Sam pulled a steak knife from the block on the kitchen counter, and tested the blade with his finger. Dull, but it’d do.

      A deep voice sounded in his ear. “Didn’t your mother ever teach you how to answer a phone, Pierce?”

      Sam's eyes narrowed. He flipped the knife in his hand. “Luke,” he drawled. “Just the man I want to see. Tell me you’re back in California.” He fingered the silver blade lovingly.

      There was a silence at the other end of the line. “Why am I suddenly glad I’m still in Japan?” Luke asked.

      “Maybe because you’re smarter than you look.”

      “I take it you haven’t figured out yet who’s threatening O’Malley.”

      “I haven’t figured out crap yet,” Sam replied, “Except that I’m fed up with this stupid disguise you came up with.”

      "What? The nerd thing isn't working?"

      "I didn't say it isn't working. It's just a pain."

      "C'mon, bro. It's got to be easier than posing as a drug dealer, or an old homeless guy. You didn't have a problem with those."

      No, Sam hadn't. Or with any of the other undercover disguises he'd assumed while working for LA's finest.  "Yeah, well–” he gave his zipper a last, vicious tug “–I’m having problems with this one."

      "But it's keeping people away?"

      "Definitely," Sam said sourly. "My popularity in this complex rates about a negative ten.”

      Luke chuckled. “What do they do?”

      “Nothing too drastic. I sure haven’t been invited to any parties, though. Most of the tenants glance at what I’m wearing, then work real hard at pretending I’m invisible. One of the babes in apartment 103 even averts her face like she’s afraid bad fashion sense is contagious. Colleen, I think her name is. In fact the only person who hasn’t reacted in a typical way to my disguise is Ernestine St. Bennett.”

      “You mean the odd little blonde upstairs? She likes the nerd outfit?”

      “I didn’t say that exactly.” Remembering the pity in Ernestine’s voice, Sam winced. No, he definitely couldn’t say that. “She wasn’t unfriendly, though.”

      “She was friendly?”

      “Sort of.” Sam shifted the cell to his other ear. Working the knife tip into the spongy polyester material next to his zipper, he started sawing. “She was with O’Malley.”

      “Did he see you?”

      “No, I kept out of sight until he left. He was too busy talking to pay much attention, anyway. They seemed to know each other pretty well, though. Why is she so friendly with him?”

      "I'm not sure," Luke said thoughtfully, “He keeps pretty much to himself most of the time, although the landlady and the stewardesses have all tried to chat him up from time to time. Now that you mention it, it’s weird that the only one who’s made any progress getting to know the old guy is Ernestine.”

      Sam paused in his sawing to frown into space. “What do you mean?”

      “The woman’s kind of a snob. Polite, but aloof, if you know what I mean. I tried to talk to her once but she hardly gave me the time of day. I guess since she works over at the university, she thinks she’s better than us mercenary business people. I can’t understand why she was nice to you, though, especially in those nerd clothes. The woman is strange.”

      Sam grinned at the note of perplexity in Luke’s voice. Luke had the unconscious arrogance of an attractive man who is usually adored by women. Apparently Ernestine was the exception. Sam wasn’t too surprised about that. She seemed too classy, too smart—hell, too sweet—for an experienced player like his friend.

      Luke interrupted his thoughts. “Do you think she planted the note in O’Malley’s apartment?”

      Sam frowned, his mood darkening a little at the suggestion. He didn’t want to think so, but a sweet smile wasn’t much of a reason to discount her as a suspect. “Maybe. Do you have any idea why she’d have a key to his apartment?” Grimly, he resumed sawing at his pants.

      “No.” Luke’s voice sharpened with interest. “I didn’t know she had one. Have you checked her out yet?”

      “The agency is checking out everyone in the complex, but with fifty people to cover, it’ll take a couple of days before they get back to me.”

      "So maybe you should move her to the top of the list. After all, it's obvious the harasser is a woman."

      “Oh, yeah? What makes you think so, Sherlock?”

      Luke sounded impatient. “I told you the note was written on pink stationery.”

      “So maybe it’s a man who bullies old people and likes pink paper,” Sam answered. Just a few more hacks by this damn zipper...

      Luke insisted, “But look at the way the harasser attacks O’Malley’s pride. I tell you, it’s a woman attempting psychological castration.”

      The knife slipped. Sam’s breath caught as it jabbed his thigh. Carefully, he eased the blade away from a more vulnerable area, then expelled the breath on a sigh of relief. “Don’t,” he gritted out, “say that word.”

      “Why? You think I'm right?”

      “I think you have a fifty-fifty chance.” Sam finished cutting to the seam line, and the material fell apart. Dropping the knife on the counter, he stepped out of the ragged remains of the pants along with his undershorts, and padded naked into the bedroom where he flipped open the suitcase he'd left on the black quilted bedspread. “And to be honest, I tend to agree it’s a female. But not for the same reason.”

      “So why do you think so?”

      “Because in the three days I’ve been here, O’Malley has had contact mostly with women. It’s a logical assumption.”

      “But which one?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      Luke cursed, and Sam smiled grimly as he pulled on a pair of gray sweatpants. Luke wanted instant answers; he always had. In this case that just wasn’t possible. Sam’s smile faded, however, as his friend added, “So O'Malley still hasn't contacted you about the note?”

      “No,” Sam answered shortly. “He hasn’t given me more than the time of day ever since I left the police force." Despite himself, Sam’s voice grated. O’Malley should have turned to him with this kind of trouble. While Sam's private investigation agency wasn’t the largest in California, it was building a substantial reputation as the one that got the job done. And a kook sending threatening letters was nothing to fool around with, even for an ex-cop like O’Malley. "All I know is what you’ve told me. That interlaced with a slew of obscenities, the writer threatens to ‘get even’ with him for poisoning people’s minds against an innocent man. It would save me a lot of time if I could see the note—maybe lift some prints. Or at least talk to O’Malley to see how serious this whole thing really is.”

      “So go see him.”

      “Forget it. I’m not going to push myself in where I’m not wanted.”

      Another silence. “It’s his pride, Pierce. Can you blame him for not saying anything? He was a big-time cop— Law and Order O’Malley. Now he’s an old man struggling to survive on a pension check. He wouldn’t want people to know he can’t handle this wacko. Especially us. He had a fit when I saw that note. He’d be totally humiliated if he knew I’d even mentioned it to you, much less called you in to help.”
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