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        To all the Rock Chicks out there.

      

      

      

      
        
        They’re all for you,

        but this one in particular

        is my love letter to our history…

        and our future.
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            NATURAL BADASSERY

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m gonna go in.”

      “Are you insane? You can’t go in!”

      “I’m just gonna have a look around.”

      “What if you’re right? What if this guy is the actual guy?”

      “Then I’ll call the police.”

      “What if he sees you?”

      I sighed. “Luna, this isn’t my first rodeo.”

      “Exactly!” she cried in a Eureka! tone. “So, yeah, let’s talk about that, Raye.”

      Sitting in my car, talking to my bestie on the phone and casing the house in question, I cut her off quickly before she could start in—again—about how she felt about what I’d been up to lately.

      “I’m just going to wander across the front of his house and look in the windows. No biggie.”

      Truthfully, I was hoping to do more than that, but my best friend of all time, Luna, didn’t need to know that.

      We’d had chats about what she called my unhinged shenanigans, or my lunatic tomfooleries. Then there were also my deranged mischiefs (Luna read a lot and her vocabulary showed it).

      But I did what I did because, well…

      I had to.

      Luna spoke into my thoughts. “Okay, so if I kidnapped a little girl from my church, and I was holding her for things I won’t even contemplate why someone would do that, and some woman I’d never seen in my neighborhood casually strolled in front of my house and looked in my windows, what do you think I would do?”

      “Sic Jacques on them, whereupon he’d lick them and dance around them and race away, only to race back, bringing his toys so they’d play?”

      Jacques was Luna’s French bulldog. He was gray, had a little white patch on his chest, and I considered myself for sainthood that I hadn’t dognapped him yet. I was pretty sure I loved him more than Luna did, and the Tiffany’s dog collar I’d splurged and bought him (which she refused to let him wear because she said it was too bougie, like that was a bad thing) proved my case on that.

      “This isn’t funny, Raye,” Luna said softly.

      That got to me, her talking softly.

      She was yin to my yang, Ethel to my Lucy, Shirley to my Laverne, Louise to my Thelma. Dorothy to my Rose/Sophia/Blanche (and yes, I could be all three, dingy, sarcastic and slutty, sometimes all at the same time, I considered it my superpower).

      You get the picture.

      We were opposites, but she loved me.

      And I loved her.

      “I promise to be careful. It’s gone okay so far, hasn’t it?” I asked.

      “Luck has a way of running out.”

      Hmm.

      I struggled for a moment with the use of the word “luck,” considering I thought I was pretty kickass, but I let it go.

      There was a little girl missing. And I had a feeling I knew where she was.

      “I need to do this, Luna.”

      It was her turn to sigh, long and loud.

      She knew I did.

      “Call me the instant you get back to your car,” she ordered.

      “Roger wilco,” I replied.

      “You don’t even know what that means,” she muttered.

      “It means I heard you.”

      “Yes, it also means you will comply with my orders. That’s what wilco is short for.”

      See?

      She totally read a lot.

      “Okay, so, samesies, yeah? I heard you, and I’ll call.”

      Another sigh before she said, “You won’t call because either, a, you’ll be tied up in some villain’s basement, and I’ll then be forced to put up fliers and hold candlelight vigils and harass the police to follow leads. This will end with me being interviewed, weeping copiously, naturally, saying you lit up a room in a Netflix docuseries about solved cold case files once some hikers find what’s left of your body at the bottom of a ravine in fifteen years. Or, b, you won’t get anything from the guy, so you’ll start devising some other way of figuring out if it’s him or not. You’ll then immediately begin scheming to implement plans to do that, at the same time you’ll remember you forgot to buy tampons for your upcoming cycle, and you need to pop into CVS, after which you’ll realize you’re hungry and you’ll stop by Lenny’s for a cowboy burger and a malt.”

      She was hitting close to home with that first bit, and she knew it. Including when my period was coming, something she always reminded me to prepare for because I always forgot, and as such, was constantly bumming tampons from her. Though, her remembering this wasn’t a feat, since we were together so often, including working together, we were moon sisters.

      “I will totally call,” I promised.

      “If you don’t, I’m uninviting you to my birthday party.”

      I gasped.

      “You wouldn’t,” I whispered in horror.

      Yes, you guessed it. Luna threw great parties, especially when she was celebrating herself.

      “Try me.”

      “I’ll call. I’ll absolutely call. Long distance pinkie swear.”

      “Lord save me,” she mumbled, then stated, “If you hit Lenny’s, definitely call me. Since I brought Lenny’s up, I now realize I need a malt.”

      After that, she hung up on me.

      I leaned forward and put my phone in the back pocket of my pants, my eyes on the house that was just right of the T at the end of the street where I was parked.

      There was a light on to the right side of the front door.

      He was home.

      He was home, and he might be the kind of guy who grabbed little girls to do things it wasn’t mentally healthy to contemplate.

      Maybe Luna was right. Maybe this was madness.

      Though…

      Her name was Elsie Fay. She was six years old. She had a cute-as-a-button face.

      And she’d been missing for nine days.

      What could happen, even if he saw me?

      He wasn’t going to storm out of his house and confront a stranger who was out for an evening stroll.

      I was just getting the lay of the land.

      I was correct in what I said to Luna.

      No biggie.

      That said, better safe than sorry.

      I leaned across to the glove compartment, opened it and nabbed my stun gun. I then got out, locked the doors on my bright yellow, Nissan Juke (not exactly a covert car, I needed to consider that on upcoming operations) and shoved the stun gun in my free back pocket.

      I’d dressed the part. Navy-blue chinos and a navy-blue polo shirt with a yellow badge insignia at my left breast.

      Sure, under the yellow badge it said Puppy Patrol, and this was my uniform when I did moonlighting gigs for an online dog walking/pet sitting service. But if you didn’t look too closely, it appeared official. If someone asked, I could say I worked for code enforcement or animal control or…something.

      I’d seen in an episode of Burn Notice that the best way to do something you weren’t supposed to be doing, somewhere you weren’t supposed to be doing it, was to look like you were supposed to be there doing what you were doing.

      And if a burned TV spy couldn’t guide me in a possibly, but not probably, dangerous mission, who could?

      Okay, so I was seeing some of Luna’s concern.

      Nevertheless, I walked up the sidewalk toward the house in question like I’d personally designed the neighborhood. I hooked a right at the T, walked down the street a ways, crossed, then walked back up on the possible perp’s side of the street.

      And then across the front of his house.

      Good news, his window shades were open.

      More good news: I was right, he was there. And as I’d already ascertained, and this cemented it, he was sitting, watching TV, and he looked the nondescript everyman version of your not-so-friendly local kidnapper. The image of a man whose neighbors would appear on TV and say, “He gave us a bad vibe, but he was quiet and didn’t cause any trouble, so…”

      I kept walking, thinking she could be in there.

      In that house.

      Right now.

      Scared and alone and so much more that, for my mental health, I refused to contemplate.

      Not many homes in Phoenix had basements, and his place was a one-story ranch. I couldn’t imagine he’d be stupid enough to keep the shades open in a room he was keeping a kidnapped little girl in, but who knew? Maybe he was.

      I couldn’t call the cops and say, “Hey, listen, hear me out about this guy.”

      I had to have something meaty.

      At the end of the street, I turned right, then hooked another right to walk down the alley. It was dark, impossible to see the words Puppy Patrol on my shirt. I was counting the houses in my head at the same time coming up with a plausible explanation of why I was wandering down the alley should someone stop and ask.

      I hit his back gate without seeing anyone and tried the latch.

      Of course, locked.

      If I owned a home, I might lock my back gate to deter intruders. But it’d be a pain in the ass when I took out my garbage.

      If I was holding a little girl I’d snatched, I’d definitely lock it.

      Hmm.

      The dumpsters and huge recycling bins were just outside his gate.

      Perfect.

      This meant I could get into his yard to look in the back windows, though I might not be able to get out.

      I’d figure that out later.

      I climbed on top of the dumpster (not easy and all kinds of gross), stood and looked over the top of his fence.

      Clean landing on turf.

      He should xeriscape. We were in a water crisis. No one should have lawns anymore in arid climates.

      Right, I totally needed to learn better focus.

      I looked at the house.

      Light on in the kitchen with no one in it (did this man not hear about climate change?). No lights on in the other side of the house. I couldn’t tell from that far away, but it seemed like no blinds were closed over the back windows, because I could see the light shining in from opened doorways to a hall.

      Except the last room, but it might just be the door was closed.

      This could mean he had nothing to hide.

      It could also mean he was an idiot.

      Well, I was currently harboring fifty thousand forms of bacteria on my hands and clothing from my climb onto the dumpster. In for a penny, in for a pound.

      I put one foot to the top of his fence then leaped over. I landed on soft knees and it still jarred me like a bitch.

      Ouch.

      Right away, I set the pain aside and returned my attention to the house.

      No movement in the windows. I didn’t think I was making that much noise, but, if he could hear it, I hoped my climb onto the dumpster sounded like someone taking out their trash like people often did at seven at night.

      Though it appeared I was good.

      Sticking to the fence, I moved left, forward, then crouching, I went in.

      Coming up from the crouch just enough to see over the windowsill, I noted it was a window to the dining room, through which was a galley kitchen, through which was the living room and him sitting in a recliner watching the Diamondbacks on TV.

      Okay, good. He hadn’t heard me and come to investigate.

      Onward.

      Crouch-walking under the window, I hit a back patio. The first window there, from the dim light shining in from the rest of the house, I saw was a bathroom.

      The next room, door open from the hallway, more light shining in, appeared to be an office.

      The next room, there were blinds, they were down and closed.

      “Shit,” I whispered.

      I went around the side of the house, which was rife with mature trees, not a lot of room to move. I shimmied my way in, but the blinds on the window on that side were also closed.

      Open windows everywhere else, except this room.

      That was fishy.

      Right?

      Still not enough to call the cops.

      I couldn’t now say, “I have a feeling about this guy, and the blinds on one of his rooms are closed, though I can’t tell you how I know that. So obviously, that’s cause to break down the door and search the house ASAFP.”

      They weren’t going to rush an urgent call to assemble the SWAT team on that intel.

      Time for tampons, Lenny’s and scheming some plan to find a way to get into that house and check that room.

      I was thinking a trip to a T-shirt printer and some time on my computer creating a bogus notice from the city for a mandatory visit from pest control.

      Gophers.

      I’d heard gophers were a sitch in the Valley.

      Though, not so much inside houses.

      Again, I’d figure it out.

      I was about to move out of the trees, hoping the lock on the gate was easy to navigate from the inside, when I noticed movement at the window.

      I froze.

      I’d brushed against the trees, but I didn’t think I’d made much noise. Surely not enough he’d hear me three rooms away over the TV.

      That was when she appeared.

      Just her head.

      Dark hair: messy.

      Cute-as-a-button face: terrified.

      Lips: moving with words anyone could read, even in the dark.

      Help me.

      Adrenaline surged throughout my body, making it tingle top to toe.

      Tears flooded my eyes, making them sting.

      My heart clutched and memories battered my brain, trying to force their way in.

      I couldn’t give them free reign or they’d paralyze me.

      It took mad effort, but I held them back using the aforementioned adrenaline and the sight of her face in that window.

      I was right.

      She was there.

      I had to call the cops.

      Now.

      I put my hand to the window, nodded to her, tried to smile reassuringly, my mind cluttered.

      Should I call from where I was? Would he hear me? If he did, what would he do with her? He had access to her. I did not. He had access to his garage. I did not. And I was at least a five-minute run away from my car, and in my current situation, couldn’t even easily get around to the front of the house to see which direction he’d have gone. Had a neighbor heard me, one who would maybe warn him someone was lurking on his property, or they’d called the cops and their sirens would do it? Would me being in his backyard, trespassing, mess up the investigation?

      I had to get to the alley and make the call.

      Pronto.

      It’s going to be okay, I mouthed back to her. Someone will be here soon.

      Panic filled her little face. Even if I suspected she couldn’t read my lips, my guess was she knew I had to leave. She shook her head.

      I pressed my hand into the window, not that she could notice the added pressure, so I got closer and mouthed, Promise. Hang tight.

      She kept shaking her head, but I was on the move.

      I didn’t stick to the fence. I ran right to the back gate.

      The latch locked from the inside, but with an easy twist and lift, the door opened.

      On instinct, I looked back to the house and froze yet again.

      I saw a shadow moving through the hall across the door of the bathroom, headed toward the back bedroom.

      “Shit!” I hissed.

      I sprinted back to the dining room window and didn’t bother crouching.

      I looked right in.

      I was correct about that shadow.

      He wasn’t in his recliner anymore.

      He was headed to her.

      “No, no, no, no, no,” I chanted, panic creeping in, attempting to take a firm grip.

      To force it out (because that would paralyze me too, and no way could I let that happen), acting fast, even though I was not able to think as fast, I had to go with it.

      I went to the patio door and knocked, loud.

      And I kept doing it until he showed at the door.

      Okay, good.

      Or, also, bad.

      What the heck did I do now?

      The door was made of glass.

      Through it, he looked at me.

      He looked at the patio beyond me.

      He looked at me again.

      And I looked at him.

      On the wrong side of middle age, my guess, closer to sixty than forty. His shoulders were broad. His hair was thin. He had a little gut. He needed a shave. And he had to be four or five inches taller than me.

      I had a stun gun and thirty years less than him.

      But he could probably take me.

      Expressions chased themselves across his face. Shady. Incredulous. And regrettably, he ended on angry.

      He opened the door and demanded, “Who are you and what are you doing on my back patio?”

      “Hi!” I exclaimed. “I’m so sorry.” I pointed to the badge on my chest. “I work for Puppy Patrol?” I told him in a question, like he could confirm I did. I didn’t wait for his confirmation, I babbled on. “And I was walking one of your neighbor’s dogs. He slipped the leash and ran off. I’m trying to find him. He’s a little Chihuahua. I’m freaked! He’d be a snack for coyotes.”

      “We don’t have coyotes in the city,” he informed me.

      “Yes, we do,” I contradicted. And we did. I had a Puppy Patrol client (actually, it was a Kitty Krew client, same company, brown uniform, whole different ball of wax) who’d learned that the hard way. “They come down from the mountains and in from the desert, easy pickin’s for people who let their cats go outside and stuff.”

      RIP Gaia.

      “How did you get in my backyard?”

      “Your gate was unlatched,” I lied. “And I could swear I saw little Bruiser dash in here from the alley.”

      He leaned out to look toward his gate.

      I leaned back, my hand moving toward my pocket and my stun gun.

      When he looked back at me, I knew he saw through my story.

      And it was on.

      I didn’t have time for the stun gun. Not now.

      He lunged.

      I tried to evade.

      He caught me anyway and pulled me right inside.

      Totally knew he could take me.

      Damn it!

      We grappled.

      I went for the gonads with my knee and hit his inner thigh.

      This caused him not to let me go, but instead grab my hair and pull, hard.

      Jerk!

      I went for the instep, slamming down on it with my foot, and that was better. He yelped, his hold loosened, I ripped myself away from him (pulling my own hair, because his grip hadn’t loosened that much, ouch!), and I yanked out the stun gun.

      He recovered too quickly, nabbed me, and even if I knew he could take me, I was still surprised at his strength when he wrenched me around at the same time throwing me down to the floor with such force, I hit the tile and skidded several feet. My head then struck a corner of his kitchen cabinet.

      Worse than the hair pulling. Seriously.

      While I blinked the stars out of my eyes, he came after me, reached down to grab me again, and I remembered I had my stun gun in my hand.

      I turned it on, heard it crackling, his attention went to it, and ill-advisedly in our current positioning, I touched it to him.

      He went inert, then dropped, all two hundred some-odd pounds of him landing square on top of me.

      “Oof,” I grunted.

      Fuck! I thought.

      I dropped the stun gun to try to shift him off, when my breath that had just come back stopped because he was suddenly flying through the air.

      He landed on his back several feet away from me, his head cracking against the tile with a sickening sound.

      But I didn’t have any attention to give him.

      I didn’t because there were two men standing over me, and these two dudes could totally take me. I didn’t know who they were. They might be associates of the bad guy. But they were so gorgeous, for a split second, all I could think was that I’d be okay with that (the them taking me part, that was).

      One was tall, very tall, with black hair, green eyes and an age range of thirty-five to a very fit, healthy-living, great-genes forty-five. He also looked familiar, but I couldn’t place it in my current predicament. And last, he’d had some goodness injected in him from, my guess, a Pacific Islander parent.

      The other one was also tall, very tall, just not as tall as the other guy. I’d put him in the thirty to thirty-five age zone. He had dark-brown hair, full, short, but the top and sides were longish and slicked back in a stylish way. He had a thick brown beard that was trimmed gloriously and gray-blue eyes.

      For a second, I thought he was Chris Evans.

      Then he spoke.

      Angrily.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Wait.

      What was I doing?

      Oh yeah.

      Suddenly confronting a Chris Evans doppelgänger, I’d forgotten about Elsie Fay (that sounded really bad, but trust me, with these guys, who wouldn’t?).

      I shot to my feet and dashed through the kitchen.

      That was as far as I got before I was whipped around with a strong hand on my arm and Chris Evans was in my face.

      “Again, what the fuck are you doing?” he asked.

      “Who are you?” I asked back.

      “I asked first,” he returned.

      “Do you know that guy?”

      “What guy?”

      “The one who owns this house.”

      “No.”

      Okay, I was going with he was a good guy. Maybe a cop. Maybe they were onto this guy like I was.

      Yeah.

      Anyway, if they were in cahoots with the bad guy, they wouldn’t have cracked his head on the tile.

      So I was going with that because there was no more time to waste.

      “Elsie Fay,” I said, tore my arm from his hold and raced through the house.

      I made it to the door to the room at the end of the hall and was in such a rush, when I turned the knob, I slammed full-body into it because it was locked.

      I then grabbed the knob and jostled it and the door violently, like that would magically open it.

      I was pushed aside with an order of, “Stand back.”

      I did as told.

      “Are you a good guy or a bad guy?” I belatedly asked in order to confirm.

      “Even if I was a bad guy,” he said while positioning in front of the door, his eyes aimed at it, “I’d tell you I was a good guy.”

      Excellent point.

      He lifted a beefy (those thighs!), chocolate-brown-cargo-pants-clad leg and landed his boot solidly by the door handle.

      The door popped open.

      I slipped in front of him to enter the dark room.

      I immediately tripped over something, but stopped, righted myself and called into the darkness, “Elsie Fay?”

      No movement. No sound.

      Chris Evans entered behind me, close behind me. So close, I could feel his heat and the natural badassery that wafted off him (this apparently happened with guys who knew how to bust open doors with their boot), and I felt him move.

      On instinct again, I spun and whispered, “Don’t turn on the light.”

      The other guy was standing in the doorway.

      I turned back to the room, and gingerly, my eyes adjusting to the dark with weak light coming in from down the hall (trying to ignore the fact this room would be pitch black without the door open, and how that would affect the mind of a little girl), I called, “Elsie Fay? It’s me. From outside? You know, the window? You’re okay. We’re gonna get you out and call the cops and your parents and⁠—”

      I didn’t finish because a six-year-old hit me like a bullet. She slammed into my legs so hard, I nearly went down. And I would have if I didn’t run into Chris Evans and his hands didn’t span my hips to hold me steady (told you he was close).

      I didn’t have time to consider how those hands felt on my hips.

      Elsie Fay was clawing up my chinos.

      I bent and pulled her into my arms. She was heavy, as six-year-olds were wont to be, too big to be held, too young to realize it, though in this instance, she needed it, and I didn’t have time to consider her weight as she clamped onto me with arms and legs. She, too, fisted her hand in my hair and she did it tighter than the bad guy. She also shoved her face in my neck.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered to her. “You’re okay. You’re safe now. Okay?”

      She said nothing.

      I turned to Chris Evans and his hottie partner.

      “Is he neutralized?” I asked.

      “Yes,” the hottie partner answered.

      “Then let’s get her out of here,” I stated, and didn’t wait for their response.

      I pushed through them and got that little girl the hell out of there.
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      I was in denial.

      Of a lot of things.

      The first part of that denial was what had happened an hour earlier, when Elsie Fay’s parents showed at the police station, haggard, harried, both of them in tears of joy that their nightmare had ended, and that end didn’t lead them to another nightmare. Also, they were tears of fatigue and residual terror because the nightmare they’d endured was hideous.

      I knew all about that.

      Triggering much?

      Hell yes!

      The thing was, Elsie Fay would not let go of me. She wouldn’t even lift her face out of my neck.

      This was part of the reason why I was at the police station.

      The other part was that I didn’t have much choice (say, any). The police needed my statement, and as iffy as that statement was going to be, considering the kidnapped child was clutching me in a death grip and she lost it anytime anyone tried to pull her from me, I had to go.

      The thing was, her parents were frenzied, and she was freaked way the eff out. And, for obvious reasons, the moment they made it to us, they tried to tear her from my arms.

      She just wouldn’t let me go.

      So, with several cops, Chris Evans and his hottie partner looking on, I took a step away from them, saying gently, “I’m sorry. So, so sorry. Hang tight a second.” And then I dipped my lips to Elsie Fay’s ear and whispered, “It’s okay, honey. Stay right where you are. I got you. But do me a favor.” With effort, juggling her in one arm (not that she’d go anywhere with the hold she had on me, I just wasn’t taking any chances of letting her fall), I gently pulled her filthy, ratted hair away from her face and urged, “Just a peek. Look. It’s your mom and dad. Take a quick peek. They’re right here, and they can’t wait to hold you.”

      She shoved her face deeper into my neck.

      I heard her mother swallow a sob.

      “Elsie Fay, honey, listen to me. I wouldn’t lie to you,” I promised. “You’re safe and your parents are here to take you home.”

      It took a second, and it was both horrible and adorable, the timid way she peeked at her folks.

      The next second, she let me go, twisted in my arms, planted her feet in my pelvis and launched herself toward her parents.

      It was good she possibly ruined any future plans I had to carry children so I could concentrate on the pain in my girlie parts, such was the strength of her using me as a launching pad, and not lose my shit at watching her mother and father catch her, huddle around her, and their weeping turn into uncontrollable sobs.

      I was then taken into a room with Chris Evans and Hottie Partner. There, I sat silent—partly due to the fact I was in shock at what those two were saying—mostly because they didn’t let me say anything—as they explained to the cops (another term you could use was lied)  they were private investigators hired by Elsie Fay’s grandparents to look into the matter of her kidnapping.

      The lie part was that I was on their team.

      So, this was why they were at that house. They’d figured out the same thing I had.

      They then shared I, being the least intimidating of the three (this was vexing, but true), made the approach. The bad guy made me, and promptly assaulted me, making the first move, so they had to move in. As we’d breached the house, and I’d already ascertained Elsie Fay was there, we carried on getting her out.

      At least that last part was true.

      By some miracle (which included some official looking older officer in a spiffy uniform coming in and asking the detectives to leave the room to “have a word”), this was good enough for the police.

      Thus, with no ado whatsoever, they let us go.

      The whole interview lasted, at most, fifteen minutes.

      The thing was, I’d been escorted to the police station in the back of a cruiser, Chris Evans at my side, which meant my Juke was back at the bad guy’s house. And I was uncertain about a call to Luna for a ride from the police station.

      This uncertainty was embedded in the real fact I’d never hear the end of it.

      I mean, even Dorothy might leave Rose if Rose went off and did something Dorothy expressly advised her not to do, and a few hours later, that ended with a call for a ride from the police station.

      (Okay, no. No way Dorothy would leave Rose hanging (maybe Blanche), but Shirley might do that to Laverne.)

      I could call Tito, but on his way, he might get sidetracked by a biker bar or tiki lounge or remember the whereabouts of a speakeasy that was on his way, and I’d be there all night.

      It was going to have to be a Lyft, which was money I didn’t have to spare, but whatevs.

      However, I would find in short order I didn’t need a ride.

      Oh no.

      I was “escorted” (this, a nice way to say I was somewhat compulsorily guided) to a black GMC Denali, stuffed in the back seat and whisked here.

      Which was part two of my denial.

      I wasn’t sure what “here” was.

      I knew it was an impressive set of offices in downtown Phoenix (and by the by, we drove by Lenny’s on the way here, and I now totally needed a vanilla malt).

      I also knew that either these dudes didn’t put a lot of time into office organization, such was their desire to get the job done for their clients, or their business was new, what with all the boxes of unopened computers and flat screens and other shit I didn’t know what it was stacked around. Not to mention furniture that had been delivered, but not had its protective wrapping taken off. Nor had it been positioned, including desks, chairs, couches and a line of office chairs, which stood at attention along a wall, waiting for badass asses to rest in them.

      I would rather have had them take me to my car so I could go home, have a bubble bath and descend into my Citadel of Denial, a place I’d had nineteen years to design, and it was impenetrable. It had ramparts and trebuchets, and vats filled with boiling tar and everything.

      It was the shit.

      It kept me safe.

      With these guys I didn’t feel not safe, but I also didn’t feel safe.

      I was sitting in one of the few chairs that had been unwrapped, across a handsome executive desk (that had also been unwrapped, but the top of it was completely bare), staring down the Hottie Partner.

      I did this while Chris Evans stood against the wall behind the desk, arms crossed on his wide chest (thus, pecs popping, Lord), knee bent, one boot against the wall, blue-gray eyes scowling at me.

      By the by, he could scowl very well.

      Therefore, no matter how much I whipped up my trusty steed (her name was Cinnamon) to get me across the drawbridge and into the bailey of my Citadel, I knew I was screwed.

      Not to mention, the staring contest I had going on with Hottie Partner, who seemed more like he was Hottie Head Honcho, was lasting a long time.

      In the Denali, after I’d asked if they were taking me back to my Juke, and Chris Evans had replied with a curt, “No,” I decided further discussion could happen once they’d reamed me for being an idiot who frequently involved myself in deranged mischiefs (though, they didn’t know the “frequent” part of that).

      The thing I had on my side was…I’d saved the girl.

      And that was a big thing to have on my side. At least I thought so, even if they were right on my tail in that endeavor.

      Finally, Hottie Honcho spoke.

      “Let’s start with how you knew it was Donald Walken.”

      “Sorry?” I asked.

      “How did you know Walken had Elsie Fay?” Hottie Honcho rearranged his question.

      Oh.

      “I went to Elsie Fay’s church,” I answered.

      Hottie Honcho didn’t say anything.

      I read this as he wanted more.

      “So, you know, whoever took her had to have opportunity. Right?”

      Hottie Honcho nodded. Once.

      “And he had to have seen her, and from there, probably followed her, researched her, so he knew when he could take her.”

      Hottie Honcho said nothing and made no move.

      I read that as agreement.

      “So…school, neighbor, friend of family, employee of a grocery store they frequented, stuff like that. All of which the cops were going to sort through with a fine-tooth comb. But days passed, and she wasn’t found. Then her parents asked the reverend at their church to be their spokesperson with the media, so I figured they were religious. If they went to church, Elsie Fay did. And maybe the bad guy did too. So I went to their church.”

      “And?” Hottie Honcho prompted.

      “And, they are religious. The mom teaches Sunday school. The dad is a deacon. I went to church that first Sunday after she went missing. The reverend asked everyone to keep them and Elsie Fay in their prayers, and if they heard anything, or saw anything, to report it to the police immediately, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant. Elsie Fay’s folks were there. Everyone was glancing at them. Or trying not to and looking sad or upset. Except, well…”—I shrugged—“him.”

      Hottie Honcho looked over his shoulder at Chris.

      Chris looked at Honcho and shook his head, also once.

      Honcho turned back to me.

      “Obviously, that was weird,” I shared. “What was weirder was that he seemed to diligently avoid looking at them or having any reaction. Therefore, I followed him home from church. Then I went to my place and”—I lifted my hands, mimicked tapping on a keyboard, wished I hadn’t because I undoubtedly looked like a dufus, dropped my hands and concluded—“did some Google magic, and found he was not to be found, at all, anywhere. He rented his house, that was as far as I got. No social media. No LinkedIn. No nada. Which was even weirder. Therefore, I had to take a closer look.”

      Honcho again said nothing. Chris didn’t either, nor did he move, though he was back to glowering at me.

      “So, how did you know?” I asked.

      Honcho answered, “Donald Walken’s name is really Paul Nicholson, and he’s on the sex offender list. He’s already done time for some sick shit. This is why he illegally started using a new identity. Also why no one in his neighborhood or at the church knew he’s messed way the fuck up.”

      Ah.

      There you go.

      I kept my mind firmly off the “sick shit” and that he had time to do that with Elsie Fay and focused on something else that was pertinent.

      “Can I go now?”

      When he leaned into his elbows on his desk, fingers linked, resting his chin on them, and penetrated me with his perfect jade stare, I figured that was a no.

      “Do you know where you are?” he asked.

      “No,” I answered.

      “Do you know who we are?” he went on with a slight jerk of his head to Chris.

      “Well, that’d be nice to know, considering we’re spending so much time together,” I told him.

      “I’m Kai Mason.”

      Why was that name familiar?

      “And that’s Julien Jackson,” he continued on another slight jerk to Chris…or Julien.

      I felt a strange, but far from unpleasant, electrical pulse jolt through me at learning his name.

      Well then.

      I ignored the pulse and focused on the fact that I liked his name. It was unusual, at least his first name was. It didn’t really look like him, but it also did, in an odd way.

      “And considering you’re the Avenging Angel, you probably should know who the players are on the street,” Kai Mason carried on.

      Uh-oh.

      Seemed he knew more than just my name.

      I sat back, clasped my hands in my lap and tried really hard not to suck my lips between my teeth in order to bite them, that being in order not to groan at my own stupidity.

      Mental note: A girl can be sassy, but no one should be cocky.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      Mason sat back too, in order to be more comfortable when he shared, “This is Nightingale Investigations and Security.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly.

      His lips quirked like he found me amusing.

      The gall!

      Even if I couldn’t bust open a door, I was kickass, not amusing!

      At this point, Jackson moved. He lifted his hands and pretended to type on the keyboard.

      He did this saying, “Look it up when you get home.”

      First, I was glad I was going home. I mean, it didn’t seem in question, considering the cops just let these two dudes go, didn’t ask me a single question, not even my name. And thinking about it, something I didn’t have time to do with a six-year-old attached to me, the police had treated them with respect from the minute they’d showed.

      Like, all kinds of respect.

      But still.

      Second, it was every shade of annoying he was making fun of my pretend typing.

      I shot him a glare.

      My glare hit his badass forcefield and became imaginary butterflies that flitted away, or at least that was what I imagined considering his stoic (but gorgeous) face registered nothing from being the target of my glare.

      Ugh.

      “We have three offices,” Mason kept talking. “One in Denver, one in LA, and a new one.” He pointed to his desk. “Here.”

      “Right,” I said tersely.

      So that explained the boxes and wrapped furniture.

      “Are we hanging so I can help you unwrap the furniture and position it?” I inquired. “Because that might have to wait for tomorrow. I need a malt, then a bubble bath.”

      Though, I was probably out of luck with the malt. Lenny’s closed at ten. I needed to get moving if I was going to make it.

      Mason again looked over his shoulder at Jackson.

      Mason still seemed amused.

      Jackson did not.

      Mason came back to me. “See, this is the thing.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the thing.

      He told me anyway. “We have experience with people like you. Namely, women like you.”

      Oh boy.

      I might be getting mad.

      “You don’t know what kind of woman I am,” I retorted.

      “I know we had a friend who thought she could take to the streets and right all the world’s wrongs. She got shot twice, chest and gut, for her troubles. She almost didn’t make it. It’s a flat-out miracle she did.”

      Yikes!

      “You should have reported your concerns to the police,” Mason kept at me.

      Before I could say anything, Jackson cut in, “Barring that, when you cased his house, you shouldn’t have sat in your ridiculous bright-yellow car and had a ten-minute phone conversation while obviously casing his house.”

      I knew my car was a problem.

      I loved my car (I called her Tweety, for obvious reasons).

      But she wasn’t so good in a stakeout.

      Now Jackson kept at me. “Or jumped the fence from a dumpster.”

      I still needed to wash my hands, and every other inch of me, not only due to the dumpster sitch, but also that Walken collapsed on me.

      Serious euw.

      Jackson wasn’t done with me. “Or directly confronted him with nothing but a stun gun and a Puppy Patrol polo.”

      He was hot and all, but he was all kinds of infuriating.

      “Okay, all’s well that ends well—” I started.

      “So you know this is gonna end well?” Mason asked.

      “Tonight it did,” I pointed out.

      “Two weeks ago, when you roofied that football player who was the ringleader in the gang rape of a girl, dragged his ass to a warehouse, poured honey on him and let loose a bunch of ants, then told him to, ‘Behave himself, the Avenging Angel is watching’, that wasn’t smart.”

      See?

      Stupid cocky.

      “Are you talking about that college guy?” I asked fake-innocently.

      “You know I am,” he answered, knowing I was playing fake.

      “Well, he’d slut-shamed her into dropping the charges. He and his buds’ bullshit on social media destroyed her after they’d already violated her. She’s quit school. Girls have committed suicide over stuff like that. Gotten into drugs. Cutting. Their lives are forever ruined even if they pull through it and find help to carry on in a healthy way,” I returned. “So, I don’t know anything about this Avenging Angel person, but if they did that, I applaud them.”

      “I’m not defending him,” Mason pointed out. “He’s a piece of shit. Him roofied, naked, alone, and somewhere he doesn’t know where he is or if worse is yet to come, covered in honey and crawling ants would not be the way I’d deal with him, but it works. The point I’m trying to make is, you’re not a piece of shit. And you could get fucked up by doing that crap. He’s too humiliated to press charges. But the next guy you run up against might not be the same.”

      “I’m not this Avenging Angel,” I lied again. “I just…” Nope. Not gonna go there. “Got interested in Elsie Fay’s case. I’m a true crime buff.” Lame! (Though true.) “You’re right. I should have called the police. There won’t be a next time, but should that very unusual incident occur, I promise to call the cops. Now, will one of you take me back to my car? Lenny’s closes soon.”

      Mason turned to Jackson and lifted his brows.

      Jackson pushed away from the wall and grunted, “Come on.”

      He would not have been my choice, mostly because, in any other circumstance but this one, he totally would be my choice.

      But whatevs.

      I got out of my chair and said, “Nice to meet you, Kai.”

      “Mace,” he corrected me. “Only my wife and mother call me Kai.”

      “Right,” I mumbled, gave him a salute with one finger to my brow and out, ignored him appearing amused again, then followed Jackson out of the office.

      “Can I make a pit stop?” I requested. “I have dumpster hands.”

      He said nothing, but reversed directions to take me to a bathroom in their office suite.

      It was swish. Black walls. Recessed lighting. Backlit mirrors. White bowl sinks looking stark and stylish on a matte black counter. Contrasting blond wood floors and matching wood stalls. An attractive white planter in the back corner with a healthy green plant in it.

      It did not say PI’s office. It said five-star hotel.

      I did my thing, then I did it again for good measure. I considered a third go but decided that was maybe a hint over the top. After that, I walked out to Jackson waiting.

      He was silent through the reception area and into the hall. He was also silent down the elevator to the parking garage (their offices were on the fifth floor of the high-rise). He remained silent as he bleeped the locks on one of seven shiny black Denalis lined up right next to the elevator. And he was silent when we got in. He pulled out and we were on our way.

      It was me who broke the silence when he pulled into Lenny’s drive-thru.

      Okay, maybe he wasn’t totally infuriating.

      “Thank the good Lord above,” I said.

      He had no response.

      He didn’t quite make the menu board when he stopped and turned to me.

      “Just the malt?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Also a cowboy burger. No tomato. Stress that. I don’t want even one slimy seed to ruin the perfection of the burger. Tots. And the malt needs to be vanilla. Oh! And a root beer. No, Orange Crush. No! Root beer.”

      Jackson didn’t move, just kept staring at me.

      “Root beer,” I firmly decided.

      He looked forward then the SUV inched forward.

      I was realizing how this wasn’t going to be a great thing (even if it was a great thing, Lenny’s was always great, even though, if you went inside the one on Central, you might be eating your burger or pastrami next to a meth addict, a couple sex workers, some hipsters, some skaters, and a Scottsdale socialite slumming it to cheat on her Whole30 diet where no one could see her—in other words, the vibe could be mixed, though, in my opinion, that was part of the fun), because this wasn’t McDonald’s. The drive-thru at Lenny’s took a while.

      Part two of this predicament was that I’d left my wallet in my glove compartment in Tweety.

      “Um, my wallet’s in my car,” I told him.

      “My shout,” he said.

      “I’ll pay you back,” I promised.

      “You bet your ass you will,” he murmured so low I barely caught it, but couldn’t ask after it since he was leaning forward to pull out his wallet due to the fact the cashier had opened her window.

      After he dealt with paying, as we sat waiting, I queried, “What did you mean?”

      “About what?” he asked, his head turned away from me, apparently fascinated with the goings-on inside at closing time at Lenny’s.

      I jogged his memory. “The part about me betting my ass I will. I’m good for it.”

      Again, it’d bite into my monthly fun-money budget, which wasn’t an astronomical number to begin with, but since Donald Walken/Paul Nicholson was caught, and Elsie Fay was with her parents, I had free time. I’d just sign on for more dog walking and cat sitting and sort myself out.

      “Though, I don’t have any cash on me. I’ll drop it at the office tomorrow,” I told him.

      “Right,” he said.

      “Really, I will,” I confirmed.

      “I believe you.”

      “You don’t seem like you believe me.”

      “Well, I do.”

      “Okay,” I mumbled.

      We continued waiting.

      He drummed the steering wheel with his fingers.

      I watched as he did so.

      His fingers were long. The ends squared. The back of his hand deliciously veined. And he had a tan, his skin a beautiful caramel color. But there looked to be some scars on his knuckles, like he’d been in a fight (or more than one).

      I was thinking about those hands on my hips earlier. I was thinking about them in other ways too. I was one hundred percent drifting into my Blanche of the Golden Girls personality of the trio I embraced, so I decided for safety’s sake to start a conversation.

      “So, you’re a PI.”

      “Yup.”

      He didn’t seem old enough, but what did I know? He was the first private investigator I’d ever met (along with Mace, of course).

      “How long have you been doing that?”

      “Awhile.”

      Hmm.

      Not chatty or forthcoming.

      I tried a different tack. “So do you have a cool nickname like Mace? Do people call you Jack?”

      “Cap.”

      “Cap?”

      He finally turned to look at me. “Yeah. Cap.”

      “What’s that short for?”

      “I haven’t decided about you yet,” he said instead of answering my question.

      “Sorry?”

      “I haven’t decided about you yet,” he repeated.

      “I heard you, I just didn’t get you.”

      “Part of that is not knowing if I want you to get me.”

      I didn’t say anything to that because I still didn’t know what he was saying, though what I thought he was saying was annoying.

      Therefore, I turned away and whispered to myself, “You’re hot, you know it, but get over yourself.”

      I didn’t know if he heard me, I also didn’t care.

      Fortunately, a few minutes later, my food was passed through.

      He gave it to me and said, “You’re welcome for dinner.”

      There it was.

      He heard me.

      “I’m paying you back,” I reminded him.

      “Right,” he repeated his earlier, enigmatic sentiment.

      Whatever.

      I was paying him back. He’d see.

      “Can I eat in your car?”

      “Knock yourself out,” he replied as he drove to the exit.

      I left the burger for later, chased the tots with the root beer, and was glad traffic was light so he could get me to my car, and with any luck, I could get home before my malt totally melted.

      When he pulled alongside my car, for some insane reason, I turned to him and spoke.

      “I didn’t know she was in there. I was just checking. Once I saw her in the window, I was going to go to the alley and call the police. But I saw him headed her way. I had to do something. I couldn’t know you and your partner were on the case and at my back.”

      “She’s safe. With kidnapping her, he’s gonna get life. That waste of humanity will die in prison. You were right. All’s well that ends well.”

      I felt weird because I was attracted to him, and as such, obviously, I didn’t want him to think I was a dork.

      On the other hand, I had a feeling he knew I was attracted to him, and he hadn’t “decided” about me, and he was drop-dead gorgeous so he probably just had to crook a finger and any heterosexual woman would fall all over themselves to follow wherever he went, and he oh-so-totally knew that. So I thought he was likely a conceited jerk.

      And outside of popping by his office, which he clearly didn’t spend much time in, say, unwrapping furniture, this was possibly going to be it, and he hadn’t asked for my number.

      Of course, he was a PI. He could probably find my number, easy.

      “Are you gonna get out or are you gonna sit there until that malt is milk?” he prompted.

      Okay, still attracted to him, but he was a total jerk.

      “I feel like I need to say something, like ‘thank you for pulling that nasty asshole off me and telling the cops I was on your team so I didn’t have uncomfortable ’splaining to do.’”

      “You’re welcome,” he said shortly.

      Right then. Decision made, at least on my part.

      This was done.

      “Have a good life,” I bid and lifted my malt. “I’ll mail the check to the office.”

      “On me,” he replied.

      “Nope.” I shook my head, struggling, with all my drinks and foodstuffs, to open the door. “No way. I’m paying you back.”

      “Hey,” he called when I jumped out.

      I looked back to him.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Kelly Garrett,” I lied, slammed the door with my foot and turned to Tweety, putting Cap and Mace and Donald Walken/Paul Nicholson in the dark forest I never visited surrounding my Citadel of Denial.

      Not looking back, I got in my car, and even though the Denali didn’t move, I pulled out and drove away.
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      While snarfing down my burger and sipping my malt, I googled Nightingale Investigations and Security.

      And discovered how I knew Kai Mason.

      He was Stella Gunn’s husband. That being Stella Gun, lead singer and guitarist of the Blue Moon Gypsies, award-winning, multi-platinum, cool-as-all-hell rock band. I’d seen him in dozens of pictures by her side when she went to award ceremonies and such.

      He was also a celebrity in his own right, being a top-notch snowboarder who turned into an equally successful surfer.

      This somehow segued into him being the owner of the most sought-after celebrity security firm in LA, providing security for such stars as Viola Remington, Dee-Amond and Imogen Swan.

      However, recently, his business, MTS Security of LA, had merged with Nightingale Investigations of Denver, whereupon NI had become NI&S, and as Mace told me, they’d expanded to open an office in the Valley of the Sun.

      He and Stella had some book written about them, so I bought the eBook but left it and clicked through all the stuff about Nightingale Investigations.

      The guy who owned it, Liam Nightingale, also had a book written about him. But that was probably the least fascinating thing about him, his firm and his superhero-esque crew.

      I mean, they made the Denver news more than the Hemsworth brothers made international. And an image search showed me Nightingale’s crew made those Aussie boys look just plain.

      I know, it sounded crazy, but it was all kinds of true.

      I guessed they were going to go with the same hiring strategy down here in Phoenix, if Cap and Mace were anything to go by.

      I sucked the last dregs of the malt down, even if I was lamenting my addition of the tots. My belly was so full (who was I kidding, the malt was enough, I shouldn’t have ordered the burger either) and headed to my tiny bathroom to run a bath.

      My Citadel was under attack. The parapets were shaking. I should have known, with what happened that night, even a vanilla malt wasn’t going to be able to tame the onslaught.

      I needed a bath bomb, bubbles, a face mask and some candles.

      Moving through my apartment, which was also tiny (living room up front, bar beyond which was a U-shaped kitchen, hall with bath to one side, laundry closet to the other, lone bedroom at the back), I sorted that all out.

      Cueing up Marconi Union’s “Weightless” on my Bluetooth speaker, I got in the bath, spread the sheet mask on my face and sat back in the warm water, the foam moving in to cocoon me.

      I should have known it wasn’t going to work.

      And it didn’t.

      Five minutes in, I was curled into a ball, face shoved against my knees, shoulders heaving, the name Macy, Macy, Macy, Macy, Macy echoing in my head.

      I huddled in my Citadel as the arrows flew and the cannons boomed, and it took me a while to get there. To be able to do what my counselor taught me to do, one of many things I tried, the only thing that worked (sometimes).

      I anchored myself where I was. I felt the warm water. Listened to the music. Smelled my tobacco cedarwood candles. Felt the cool mask still clinging to my face.

      And I reminded myself I was Rachel “Raye” Armstrong, with emphasis on the “strong.”

      I’d navigated the trauma and made it here to this place.

      And I was safe.

      Now.

      In my bath.

      But also, in my life.

      Alive. Breathing.

      I had friends. I had a job I liked.

      I had a life.

      No, I’d made a life.

      And I was living it.

      I was healthy. I had cute clothes. I worked hard to give myself a little extra.

      I was okay.

      No again.

      I was good.

      I was happy.

      “Okay,” I whispered to my knees, laid back again, smoothed the mask on my face, gently pressing it into my skin, and closed my eyes.

      I needed a gummie and rest. I had a shift tomorrow.

      Tomorrow.

      Today was done.

      And I had tomorrow.

      I peeled the mask off, massaged the serum into my skin, got out of the bath, pulled the stopper, dried off, lotioned up, put on my silky green robe with the big pink flowers that hit my knees and tied the belt tight.

      Then I headed out of my bathroom toward the back of my tiny apartment and my bedroom.

      I got one step into my bedroom and let out a little scream.

      Julien “Cap” Jackson was standing there, right beside my bed.

      Holy shit!

      “Two questions,” he said conversationally, like I’d invited him there and let him in, not like he’d broken in completely silent while I was in the bath (with my bathroom door open!) and now he was in my bedroom. “One, what the fuck is this shitty music? And two, what the fuck is this?”

      He then flicked a finger at my wall.

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded.

      “I decided about you.”

      “So you broke in?” My voice was rising.

      “What’s this, Rachel?” he asked, now stabbing his finger to my wall.

      Hmm.

      He now knew my name.

      Also, where I lived.

      Seemed while I was doing research on Nightingale Investigations and Security, he was researching me.

      “Did you see me in the bath on your way to helping yourself to my bedroom?” I demanded.

      “I heard you so I didn’t look when I walked by,” he answered, and for some reason, I believed him.

      What could I say? Outside fibbing to the police in order to get my fat out of the fryer, he didn’t seem a guy prone to prevarication.

      “You can’t just break into my house,” I informed him of something he should very well know.

      I said it standing several feet away from him.

      In the blink of an eye, I was pressed to the wall, and he was pressed to me.

      My breath took a hike.

      “That friend,” he said in a soft, dangerous voice. “The one Mace told you about who got shot?”

      I nodded, too freaked out to do anything else.

      Sure, I should be pissed and worried some dude I just met broke into my house and now had me pressed to a wall.

      But this close, I could smell him. He smelled like my candle, manly and woodsy and fresh and comforting and safe.

      And if he was hot at a distance, this close, those gray-blue eyes searing into mine, his magnificent face right there, I was having an entirely different reaction.

      “She saved my life,” he continued. “She saved my brother’s life. Outside of my brother, my mom, and Law’s husband, she’s the most important person in my life. And I’ve got a huge family of people I care about. When she got shot, when we didn’t know if she was going to make it, my brother got shot too. It was the worst few hours of my life, waiting for the doctors to tell us they were okay. And I’ve seen things, I’ve done things, I’ve been places that were literal hell on fucking earth. But that was the worst, the thought of losing her, losing him. So tell me,”—he got closer—“what the fuck is on your wall?”

      I opened my mouth but didn’t get any words out.

      My front door crashed open.

      Another blink of an eye, I wasn’t pinned to the wall. I was shoved behind the tall, lean-hipped, broad-shouldered frame of Julien “Cap” Jackson, and he had a hand to his back waistband, fingers curled around the butt of a gun where it had been shoved.

      Whoa!

      Times two: the gun, and him from behind.

      Yowza!

      Great hair. Great beard. Great eyes. Great shoulders. Great hands.

      Superior ass.

      I tore my gaze off his ass and peered beyond him.

      The front door was a direct shot to the back of the apartment, and I saw a crazed Luna standing there, her usually perfectly executed messy bun askew, her vibe manic.

      Oh snap.

      I forgot to call her.

      Her head turned toward my living room then she came back to us.

      “You went to Lenny’s without me?” she shrieked.

      Seemed like I should have cleared the evidence off my coffee table before I had my bath.

      “That’s my friend Luna,” I told Cap. “She’s safe. You don’t have to shoot her.”

      He relaxed, took his hand from his gun but didn’t step out of the way.

      This might be because Luna slammed the door then planted her hands on her hips.

      “You didn’t call me, but you did go to Lenny’s, and picked up a hot guy to boot!” she accused.

      “Listen, Luna—” I started.

      That was as far as I got. She was marching down the hall, bitching me out.

      “It’s all over the news. Elsie Fay was found. The bad guy arrested. I’m at home, watching this, waiting for your call, knowing where you were not but hours ago, and⁠—”

      She halted abruptly and sniffed the air.

      Then she shouted, “Oh my God! Did you take a bubble bath with a hot guy you picked up after you saved a little girl from a monster?”

      Like Cap and I could both fit in my bath.

      Though that might be impossible, it’d be fun to try.

      I felt Cap’s eyes on me, so I looked to him and said, “I don’t pick up hot guys all the time.”

      With zero hesitation, Luna outed me.

      “She totally does.”

      I made an Eek! face at Cap. Then I shrugged to indicate the veracity of that statement.

      After that, I stood transfixed as a smile flirted on his lips.

      Wait, with all the rest, I hadn’t noticed his lips.

      Dayum.

      He had nice lips (or at least the lower one was fine, the upper one was hidden by the mustache part of his beard).

      Okay, generally, the man was good-looking. Scowling, he was also good-looking. Stoic, same.

      Smiling, be still my heart.

      And it wasn’t even a full smile.

      I came to when Luna snapped her fingers in my face. “Earth to Raye, pissed-off best friend in the room.”

      “Sorry,” I muttered.

      “What? Are you a cop?” she asked Cap.

      “No,” he answered.

      She swung her head to me, brows raised in a silent demand for an explanation.

      “He’s a PI. Elsie Fay’s grandparents hired his firm. He was kinda in on the, um…rescue operation.”

      “Rescue operation?” she asked.

      Here we go.

      “Um…” I didn’t quite answer.

      “You told me you were just looking in his windows,” she snapped.

      “Well, in one, I saw Elsie Fay.”

      “Just hanging out, watching some Wild Kratts with her abductor?” she asked sarcastically.

      “What’s Wild Kratts?” I asked back.

      “It’s a kid show,” she told me.

      “How do you know kids’ shows?”

      “Hello?” she called. “I have a nephew and a niece since Dream is working on making baby daddies of as many dudes as she can divest of their sperm.”

      Oh yeah, right.

      Luna’s older sister, Dream, was an interesting one. I wasn’t sure she resided on our same planet.

      Then again, Luna’s parents were a lot like Dream, though a little more down to earth.

      Luna hadn’t entirely fallen far from that tree, but she didn’t live in a house in Tempe obscured by an overgrown garden, owning and fostering more cats and dogs than was probably legal, and using her spare time to march in every protest organized, or standing outside grocery stores asking for people to sign petitions.

      Nor did she flit from dude to dude, casually getting knocked up, and having babies she treasured who she put in cloth diapers because the disposable ones didn’t biodegrade (or whatever).

      The diaper bucket at Dream’s house featured prominently in a number of my nightmares. Just sayin’.

      “Raye, I’ve been worried sick,” Luna said, taking me out of my reverie about why, exactly, she didn’t put Jacques in that Tiffany’s dog collar.

      “Okay, I looked in more than his front window,” I admitted.

      She threw her hands up, stared at the ceiling, then turned to Cap.

      “And you fed into her crap?” she demanded.

      “When he’d thrown her on the floor of his dining room, she’d stun-gunned him, and he collapsed on top of her, Mace and I interceded.”

      I was wrong earlier.

      Now, here we go.

      I felt my eyes get big and my mouth cried, “Oh my God, dude! Total snitch!”

      Luna turned to me and yelled, “You confronted the guy?”

      “He was headed in Elsie Fay’s direction.”

      “Did you have your phone on you?” Luna asked.

      “Luna, I⁠—”

      “Did you?” she pressed.

      “Yes.”

      “And you know what hitting the digits nine one one will get you?”

      I looked to Cap.

      He had his arms crossed on his chest and an expression on his face that teetered between entertained and tacit agreement with Luna.

      “So, no help from you, then,” I groused.

      He looked to Luna and “helped.” “My bad about Lenny’s. She’d left her wallet in her car, so I covered it for her.”

      “That isn’t exactly help,” I informed him.

      His lips flirted with that smile again.

      I liked it again.

      Someone, shoot me.

      I turned back to my friend. “I’m fine. He’s fine. Mace is fine. Most importantly, Elsie Fay is back with her parents and she’s fine.”

      Or she would be if they bypassed religion and took her to see a child psychologist. Jesus was good for a whole host of things, and he might be the son of God, but he was also a carpenter, not a counselor.

      “Did you also take her by CVS and get her tampons?” Luna asked Cap.

      Right.

      I was done.

      I went to my bed, and making sure my robe stayed closed in all the important places, I fell backward on it.

      “No,” Cap drawled. “We missed that errand.”

      “Okay then,” Luna said to Cap. “She’s fine. You’re fine, in more ways than one, by the way. Whoever this Mace is, is fine. Elsie Fay is too. Someone needs to go to CVS, because it’s two days and counting, but that’s not gonna be me. I’ve had enough of Raye’s harebrained deviltry for one night. I’m outta here.”

      Told you she had a good vocabulary.

      I sensed her walking away and knew she was doing it when she bid, “See you at work tomorrow.”

      “See you,” I mumbled.

      She made no noise since she was wearing a pair of her beat-up Toms, but I heard the front door close.

      Then I felt the bed depress as Cap sat, his hip by my hip.

      He leaned into a hand on the other side of me so all I could see was him.

      My brain took this unfortunate moment to remind me how much I liked his hands.

      Also, his beard.

      “So, you can tell me tomorrow when I take you out to dinner about that shit on your wall,” he declared. “Now, tell me what this music is.”

      I didn’t have it in me to fight anymore.

      So I said, “Marconi Union.”

      “Why are you listening to it?”

      “It’s ambient. It’s relaxing.”

      “Fleetwood Mac’s Rumors is relaxing. Ray Lamontagne’s anything is relaxing. Joni Mitchell, Jack Johnson, James Taylor are relaxing. Miles Davis and Billie Holiday are relaxing. If you gotta go there, Enya is relaxing. Nick Drake is the essence of relaxing.”

      Wow, I was impressed with his knowledge of music.

      “This is just weird,” he concluded.

      “I like it,” I pointed out the obvious.

      At that, he did something very, very bad.

      He smiled.

      No flirting with it, it was full-out this time.

      Oh man.

      I was screwed.

      “I like your friend,” he said.

      “Don’t let her fool you, she’s crazier than me. She just hides it better.”

      He kept smiling.

      Shit.

      “Listen, Cap—” I started.

      “I’ll be here tomorrow, six thirty, to pick you up. I don’t mess around when it comes to food. So wear something nice.”

      My mind immediately split between my closet and my bank account, the one side telling me it contained nothing that would do for a date with Julien “Cap” Jackson, the other side telling me I didn’t have enough to splurge on a new dress (and shoes…and handbag).

      I corralled my mind’s wayward ways and noted, “I didn’t say yes to the date.”

      “No woman stares at a man’s hand like you stared at mine when she doesn’t want that hand doing something to her.”

      Oh my God!

      “You weren’t even looking at me.”

      “I’d adjusted the side mirror so I could see you.”

      Damned technology making side mirrors adjustable with interior buttons clever PI guys could use so they could watch you while you didn’t know they were doing it.

      “That’s sneaky,” I announced.

      “It’s part of my job.”

      Huh.

      “You’re very full of yourself,” I stated.

      “Yeah, you said that already. Six thirty.”

      “Cap—”

      He bent to put his face in my face at the same time his free hand slid up my neck to cup my jaw.

      I smelled him again, this time with that beautiful hand on me, and I stilled in silent, expectant anticipation.

      I thought he might kiss me.

      But he didn’t, and idiotically, I was disappointed about that.

      Instead, he said, “And no woman, who doesn’t want a man in her bedroom, lets him break into her house and then doesn’t do dick about him being in her bedroom.”

      Busted!

      “Rachel. Six thirty. Dinner. And the story behind that shit on your wall.” He said this like a warning.

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “I’m making it my business.”

      “I’m not letting you make it your business.”

      I shivered as he slid his fingers along my jaw, his touch light and titillating, doing this as he took it away.

      Also doing it as he said, “We’ll see.”

      The bed moved when he got up.

      And then, as silently as he showed, he was gone.
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      The next morning, I swung into the back employee entrance of The Surf Club, only five minutes late for my shift.

      A personal best.

      To lift my mood after a wild, emotional night, I’d gone devil-may-care with a Parisian circa-1960s flair with my outfit. Black capris that had a cigarette pant feel with a side zipper and a high waist that rose to my lower ribs. Black and white striped, boatneck, long-sleeved top that was cropped to just under my breasts. Black ballet flats.

      All I was missing was the beret.

      Instead, I’d wrapped the black, pink, red and white Alexander McQueen scarf I’d scored on an online resell site, backwards kerchief style around my hair, tied just above my forehead in a neat little knot. My blonde hair was twisted and pinned at the back, the floof of its curls sticking out of the top of the wrap.

      I’d decided to channel my Lucy vibe that day. After the successful, yet madcap night I’d had, it seemed apropos.

      I went straight to my employee locker, stowed my purse and made my selection from the many different colored server aprons I had hanging there (I picked hot pink to go with the pink in the scarf). I tied it around my waist.

      I then walked through the tiny kitchen and called a hello to Lucia, our cook.

      She was prepping for the lunch crowd, and she could be intense (think Carmy from The Bear, except female, and she didn’t use tweezers to dress any of her dishes, though she did mumble to herself, “needs more acid” a lot). Therefore, she didn’t even look up at me.

      This was not unusual, so I didn’t take offense.

      Shortly after, (our kitchen wasn’t very big, though it was meticulously clean and tidy, by the edict of Lucia), I hit the bar area of the main room.

      The Surf Club was neither for surfers (no surprise, considering Phoenix was landlocked) or a club. It also didn’t have surfer décor. In fact, I had no idea why Tito named it The Surf Club, except he was Tito, and if you knew Tito, you’d know this wasn’t uncharacteristic.

      The bulk of the main room was chaotic.

      A long, turquoise padded bench ran the length of the back wall, two- and four-top tables in front of it, mismatched chairs in front of those.

      A huge mural was painted on the wall, which had a softly abstract, Mona-Lisa-smiling woman in the top corner. Instead of hair, though, she had dots and squishes that resembled flowers in varying shades of pinks and yellows against a background of greens and blues that flowed across the wall. In the middle of that space, painted into the flowers was the word Live!

      The rest of the floor space was taken randomly with tables or seating areas that had armchairs and couches and beanbags. There were standing floor lamps that looked like they came from vintage stores dotted here and there, and some tables had small lamps on top of them.

      A pothos plant sat in another corner and it had to be prehistoric, because the trails of its foliage were so long, tracking up and out so far, they were tacked to the walls and even the ceiling. There were string of pearls plants sprinkled around the space, hanging with vines dangling five feet.

      The Surf Club was a coffee and cocktail bar on Indian School Road, which also served food, that Tito had opened sometime in the aughts.

      So there was a long, curved bar made of a highly polished ash at the front, which had stools with backs and seats covered in marine blue. The bar back was filled with bottles of liquor and a wide, double-filter, cream-colored espresso machine.

      There was exceptional Wi-Fi, and outlets and USB jacks everywhere, some even embedded in the tables or the wood floors, so people could charge while they hung.

      And hang they did.

      It was only now, early morning, when the parking lot wasn’t jammed with cars of people who came, drank copious amounts of the ridiculously good Guatemalan, Ethiopian or Columbian blends Tito sourced from mysterious suppliers, and tapped on their keyboards for hours, sucking up Tito’s electricity. Or folks who drank Jessie’s, our mixologist, riotously inventive cocktails with lunch or dinner from Lucia’s ever-changing menu of fusion food.
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