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  TRENT PUBLISHING




  Chapter One




   




   




  Detective Wyler figured Maine was just about picture-postcard perfect.




  The rustic state boasted oodles of scenic wonders. Wicked-cute fishing villages. A rocky coastline where bald eagles nested. Acres upon acres of virgin forest. Quaint antique colonials lining country lanes like white poker chips in a row.




  Moose. Too many goddamned moose to count.




  Maine’s unspoiled beauty choked him up, nearly brought a tear to his jaded eye.




  He was that fucking homesick for the gritty back streets of Boston.




  Then again, tourist stuff, like hitting the beach or taking advantage of photo ops, meant dick to him. Cameron – Cam to his friends – wasn’t up here on vacation. And even if he were doing the recreating thang, this place would be the last place he’d ever want to park his ass for two weeks.




  He’d be getting down in Bermuda, where his lightly creamed coffee complexion would blend in a little better with the locals.




  His mama, now she was a darkly beautiful woman from Africa’s shores. His daddy was black. Irish, that is. Their five kids ran the spectrum, everything from white to well...him. Winter or summer, he didn’t need no tanning lights to keep the brown glowing. His tan was all-over natural.




  So, no, he hadn’t driven all the way up here to the boonies to catch any rays. He was here – under protest – strictly to recuperate from a work-related injury. Namely, a bullet he took in the hip and head trauma. In other words, he had a boo-boo on his leg and a major headache. No biggie, not as far as he was concerned. Wounded or no, he could still pull his weight in the department.




  The brass down at headquarters thought different.




  When his physical and psych eval slid across their bureaucratic desktops, it was like, “Cam, you need to go someplace nice and quiet for a while, someplace peaceful where you can rest up and avoid stress.”




  Balls. He ate stress. Had it for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Topped it off with equal parts boredom and danger, and gobbled it down with a slice of anger mismanagement for dessert. Ask his bleeding ulcer how well he thrived on stress.




  But, the thing was – he didn’t want to become a liability to his fellow detectives, because, hey, every so often, say every hour or so, he did feel a little woozy. Moderately disoriented. A lot paranoid. And apart from all the emotional crap and the concussion-induced junk, he was still dragging his bum leg. He sure didn’t want anyone to have to cover his ass while working a case.




  So, cool. He’d suffer through some stress-free R&R. No place on earth less stressful than the Pine Tree State. And if by some extreme fluke of coincidence, the woman he needed to locate was also holing up in Maine, well, hell, the top dogs at headquarters didn’t need to know nuthin’ about that, now did they?




  The screen door to Nelley’s Bar and Grille slapped open, allowing the noxious fumes of the Saturday Night’s Fry and Die Special to escape, and Cam craned his neck at the exiting patron.




  Maybe this time, he’d make the right connection...




  Nope. It was just another joyful gent weaving out the door, making his way home to the missus at the end of happy hour.




  Cam let out a yawn. Surveillance had never been his forte. After an hour of slumping against his jeep’s chrome, he was ready to call it quits, if not for the remainder of his career, at least for the rest of the night. A man could only inhale so much saturated fat and tobacco smoke ambience, especially if that man had one doozy of a migraine.




  Five minutes more, Cam decided, kneading his throbbing temples. Then he’d pack it in, head back to the cabin.




  Rounding the brim of his black ball cap over his eyes, he folded his arms across the broad expanse of his dark nondescript shirt, tucked his unshaven chin under, and let the moonless night swallow him whole. Just a dude waiting on a friend...




  Half an hour later, he was still chilling. Only now, his hip throbbed like a sonofabitch and his concussion-induced double vision made the single bulb over Nelley’s blaze as bright as Vegas diamond wattage. Whoa, yeah, he was done in, done up, done for the night.




  Cam patted his breast pocket. Where the fuck had he put his damn car keys?




  The slamming screen caught his attention again. A lone woman came tripping into the parking lot. On her tail and moving in fast looked to be a Mack truck wedged in a too-tight muscleman T-shirt.




  Aw, man! I don’t need this shit. Not tonight!




  He knew just where this courtship was going. The scenario was as old as the word no. Having had his advances scorned inside the bar, Lover-Boy had moved his wooing outside.




  This pissed Cam off but good. However, in the grand scheme of things, teaching manners to a two-ton Romeo took a low, as in zero, priority.




  But – there was always a but in his line of work and it was usually his sorry butt and it was usually on the line– Cam had to do something. The stalked woman had not a clue what was going down. Floppy hair feathers had obscured her line of vision.




  Uh– hair feathers?




  Gloria, the woman he had come to Maine to locate, also wore feathers in her hair.




  Most hookers had gimmicks, from polka dot hot pants to red Betty Boop lips. Hair feathers were Gloria’s professional trademark, her claim to fame, so to speak. That, and the unsubstantiated rumor that she had earned a BA from some prestigious girl’s college.




  That bio concluded Cam’s information on Gloria. The hooker was so new to the business, she had yet to acquire either a rap sheet or a mug shot. Either street or book, the streetwalker definitely had some kind of smarts, though. Upon noticing strange happenings in her Mission Hill apartment building, she had promptly phoned in the tip to the Boston Police Department. Her dime-drop had brought down a serial murderer.




  At a terrible price. Cam’s partner, the best friend a man could ever have, had been killed during the arrest, ambushed from behind. In light of Harry’s ultimate sacrifice, Cam’s own snagged bullet and concussion seemed hardly worth mentioning.




  Dammit! Harry would’ve wanted the hustler rewarded for her civic responsibility. As a testament to the bravery of his fallen partner, Cam meant to see that Gloria got her money.




  First, he had to find her.




  According to the word on the streets, needing to escape the heat in Beantown after her pimp showed up dead in the city morgue, the result of an unrelated gangland-style execution, Gloria had packed her bags and hopped the dog bus out of town, destination somewhere in Maine.




  Following up on this lead, Cam trailed the Greyhound north into L.L. Bean country, where, thanks to the swift application of a fifty-dollar bill, the bus driver recalled seeing a be-feathered passenger disembark in downtown Portland. Deducing that Gloria would need to turn a trick or two to finance her stay, Cam started cruising the local rum dumps for working girls.




  This took all of one night.




  Turned out, Nelley’s was Portland’s only quasi-disreputable bar, which explained why Cam was squinting in pain outside the establishment when he should’ve been back at the cabin putting his cranky self to bed for the night.




  Cam scratched his bristled jaw. The thing was, apart from the kooky feathers, the woman who’d exited Nelly’s wasn’t dressed like any hooker he knew of. Since when did prostitutes wear prim white blouses and knee-length tan skirts?




  Christ, she looked like a damn schoolmarm.




  And maybe that was the whole point. Gloria was on the lam. Maybe dowdy was her disguise.




  Made a bizarre sort of sense, he supposed. Only…wouldn’t the hair decoration attract attention and give her identity away? After all, the plumage stuck out like...well...feathers.




  Hardly able to see straight, never mind think straight, Cam couldn’t reason the answer out. With his skull about to lift off into orbit, he knew it was either check her out, or check out.




  Gritting his teeth, Cam threw it into high gear.




  Not a smart move. A fiery spike lanced down his leg and nearly dropped him to his knees. Why-oh-why hadn’t he attended dental school like his well-meaning, but orally-fixated, parents suggested? Hell, no. Not him. In college, he majored in criminal justice, got a masters in it, too. Then, looking for glamour, he went to work for Boston’s finest.




  What the fuck had he been thinking?




  An eighteen-wheeler in hormone overdrive was about to roll him over – not a whole helluva lot of glamour there.




  Cam had but a single recourse to take. Utilizing his multi-faceted – and some might even say ambidextrous – negotiating skills, he reached into his back pocket for his wallet. Cash in hand, he tapped on a tattooed shoulder inscribed with the heartfelt motif: ED LOVES MOM.




  “You know, Edward,” he began, “your mommy wouldn’t like your trolling around dark parking lots after unsuspecting ladies. And your unseemly behavior annoys the heck outta me, too.”




  To avoid imminent flattening, Cam forked over the wad of bills. “Get lost, pal. I saw her first.”




  Lover-Boy grabbed the money and trotted his ass elsewhere.




  Another interpersonal conflict peacefully resolved, Cam snailed over to the far end of the parking lot, where the prostitute stood shaking, her feathers all ruffled. “How ya doin’, sugar?”




  “Fine,” she tearfully gurgled. “Absolutely fine. Thank you for interceding on my behalf.”




  Her polite answer didn’t mean shit. Gloria was losing it.




  Since his shoulders were available and plenty wide enough, Cam didn’t hesitate. “C’mere,” he said, opening up for a hug.




  She sank against him. “Sorry. I’m behaving like a baby.”




  “A lot of that baby stuff going around.” He did some commiserative patting. “Must be the change of seasons or something. I’d offer you a tissue, but I’m fresh out. Went through a whole box last week.”




  “You’re teasing.”




  Yeah, he wished. His most recent crying jag had messed up his sinuses for days.




  “Hey, I’m getting in touch with my sensitive side here,” he said, trying to cheer her up, maybe make her laugh. “Don’t make me whimper in public to get validation.”




  For fucksake, what a clunker of a line. He had no knack for this sort of thing. Harry had always provided the tea and sympathy to the tearful, not Cam.




  Manfully sniffing back his own case of the weepies, he snuck a peek under the love goddess’s plumage to see how she was doing.




  Pale was how she was doing. Probably in shock.




  Cam cuddled her closer, sharing his body warmth. He didn’t approve of selling sex, and hey, prostitution wasn’t exactly legal, but life was hard, especially on women, and he had seen too many hard luck stories in his time for knee-jerk reactions. Busting hookers sometimes did more harm than good. Streetwalkers had kids, too. Kids like any other kids, who waited on their mamas to get home from work to slosh milk into their cereal bowls. So once or twice...or maybe like a thousand or so times...he had turned a blind eye to red-light-zone ladies.




  “Don’t be afraid,” he thought to say to the one currently in his arms. “No one’s gonna hurt you.”




  It was a promise he had no right to make. He didn’t know Gloria for squat. And she didn’t know him. Their mutual anonymity worked out well, as hookers tended to go all skittishness around cops. They were just two suffering bastards who happened to collide on a dark and gloomy night. He couldn’t keep her safe, not in her line of work, but the reward money – withdrawn from his own personal bank account to give her – might improve her chances of staying alive.




  She batted at her colorful feathers and then fixed her plain brown pocketbook over her shoulder, a bag bearing the initials “G.P”.




  For Gloria the Prostitute, Cam thought evilly.




  “Allow me, honey.” He brushed her hair decoration back where it belonged. “There. That’s better. Now I can see you.”




  “Bad idea, the feathers,” she said softly. “I copied them from a magazine pictorial.”




  “Those glossy fashion mags are damned dangerous. They should come with one of those warnings. You know, don’t try these tricks at home.” He chuckled at his play on words.




  She didn’t.




  “Actually,” she said, as serious as can be, “the article was in the National Geographic.”




  He gave her the look.




  “No, really. The female members of a highly prolific subgroup of birds on the Galapagos Islands use colorful feather displays to attract the male of the species. I’m researching an applicable correlation to human dating behavior.”




  Say what?




  Gloria sure talked fancy. And why did he get the feeling she’d just given him a lecture?




  Damn. That rumor about Gloria’s college degree must be true. This was no typical lamppost-loitering lady.




  Okay. So, Gloria was a little flaky around the edges. Cam still gave her the nod. “I see where you’re going with this. Nelley’s. The Galapagos. They’ve got a lot in common. They’re both wild kingdoms, am I right?”




  “Exactly! My very point.” She smiled.




  Her smile was infectious, and he grinned right back at her, despite the ache in his leg.




  So, Gloria wore cheesy hair feathers?




  Big fucking deal. Feathers didn’t make her totally nuts. They were only feathers.




  She tilted her head in a cute, concentrating way. “You’re not from around here, are you?”




  “Geez, what gave me away, the style or the skin?”




  She turned beet-red. “Maine is racially diverse!”




  He turned on the full homey treatment “Girl, what you talkin’ ’bout di-verse? See any bruthas in this parking lot, ’sides me?”




  “That’s not fair.”




  She looked so damned embarrassed – and cute, damned cute – he took pity on her. “Maine is diverse, eh? Great, ’cause I’ve got more ethnicity represented in me than the U.N.”




  That was more than he should’ve told her. Gloria wasn’t the only one with something to hide. He had made some enemies over the years in the cop biz. With a hip blown out from under him, he was a sitting duck for any crook with a score to settle. Keeping his disability under wraps only made sense.




  Better drop the money to her on the sneak, then split, before things wax sentimental and I get melted.




  “How ’bout going over to the motel with me?” he asked, putting his plan in motion.




  She pointed at the well-worn path through the trees. “The Evergreen?”




  “I’ll get us a room,” he said quietly. “You’re a little shock-shaky. And I could use a rest.”




  “Your leg?”




  “An old football injury,” he ad-libbed.




  When she looked him up and down, Cam pulled on his best pathetic slouch. “Hey, I’m harmless.”




  “I don’t think so – ”




  He groaned. Tottered on his feet. She could’ve knocked him over with one of her damn feathers.




  No sympathy ploy. The real deal. His pain pills were back at the cabin, and he needed them bad.




  She made up her mind. “Swing your arm over my shoulder.”




  Too weak to protest, Cam did as told.




   




  Chapter Two




   




  “What on earth am I doing here?” Gertrude Prescott asked herself aloud as she paced back and forth outside the Evergreen Motel.




  The glass lobby door swung open, and her rescuer limped back to her side from booking them a room at the reception desk.




  “You all right, sugar?”




  “Just fine and dandy.” She fiddled with the silly feathers she’d stuck in her hair, done to mimic the mating displays of the birds in her study. “I talk to myself all the time.”




  “Maybe you should see someone about it.”




  She sent him a withering stare.




  “What?” He grinned. “Did the shrink double-book today?”




  She twisted her mouth.




  “Geez, I’m sorry about the crack. Absolutely no call for me to talk flip. I’m having what you might call a tough day. A succession of tough days. Which is all the more reason why I should’ve understood you’re having a tough night.”




  He slung his arm around her shoulders again. “We’re right around the corner. Room nine.”




  “Nine is one of my favorite numbers, right after eight.”




  Gertrude moaned to herself. Third grade humor was what came of teaching the lower grades way too long. What was an adult topic of conversation?




  Sex.




  She remembered sex. Sort of.




  Unless extraordinarily lucky, a woman usually had a man in her past she would just as soon forget.




  Bob was hers. They met freshman year in college. Bob was an archeology major, she an undecided.




  About a lot of things.




  Except Bob. She had loved him, heart and soul. Eight years later, he was still her one and only lover.




  She’d never understood what he saw in her. Witty and clever and good-looking and outgoing, Bob was everything she was not. He dumped her, naturally, to pursue an Egyptian dig...and the spoiled daughter of the dig’s wealthy project leader. This, after she’d caught them together in Bob’s bed, the one she had just made up with clean sheets after vacuuming his apartment and finishing up his doctoral thesis.




  Finally understanding what Bob saw in her, Gertrude took the pledge. Never again, she vowed, would she place herself in a vulnerable position. Never again would a man use her. Never again would she come in second best to a prettier woman or to a man’s ambitions.




  Of course, her pledge in no way explained why she hadn’t had sex in eight years.




  She’d taken a vow of wariness, not chastity. Granted, her ornithology studies kept her busy, and her total immersion in her teaching career took time. Still, who was that busy? She could’ve squeezed sex in there somewhere.




  Unfortunately, she hadn’t. Not even with a vibrator.




  The experience with Bob had not left her frigid. Neither had it turned her into a lesbian, a perfectly valid lifestyle, just not the right one for her. Actually, she enjoyed men. She dated from time to time, had even come in close proximity to the occasion of sex, but when push came to thrust, she always pulled back.




  Lurking within her was a certain stubborn, horribly antiquated reluctance to go to bed with a man for whom she felt nothing. She didn’t mean romantic love, her ex-boyfriend having rather effectively squelched that fairytale notion, but she did want to feel something beyond the obvious hormones before hopping between the sheets.




  Respect. Admiration. Liking. Those were good, solid feelings to have about a potential lover, Gertrude mused, helping her rescuer to the motel door and stepping back as he fumbled with the plastic keycard.




  When she was younger, she used to think of course she would get married someday. Everybody got married at least once, for goodness’ sakes.




  Now, she wasn’t so sure. Taking another chance on a man was risky business, and Gertrude Prescott was not a risk taker.




  So why expose herself to potential danger like this? Why go to a motel room with a perfect stranger?




  Because the perfect stranger seemed like a perfectly nice man. A hero who had saved her from disaster. Now he needed her, and she intended to return the good deed.




  And maybe, at the same time, dip a careful toe back into the waters.




  And by waters she meant sex. No-commitment sex. And by toe she meant...well...not toe. And by dipping she meant...




  She didn’t exactly know what she meant. Who thought that far ahead? Even a little hanky-panky might qualify. Gosh! At this point in her sexual dry spell, she’d settle for a goodnight peck on the cheek at the motel door.




  Desperate?




  Believe it. She’d set out to prove something to herself this evening, and this nice man, who had already come to her rescue once, would hopefully come to her rescue again.




  Her hurting hero pushed the door open and stepped inside the room. After flipping the wall switch, he dropped his jaw.




  “Man, I haven’t seen this much red since Fiery Return of the Intergalactic Gladiators.”




  “FRIG!” she exclaimed, crossing the threshold and closing the door behind her.




  His black eyes twinkled. “You saw the movie, too?”




  “Only three times,” she answered, enthusiasm winning over her shyness. “A classic example of pre-pubescent male fantasy if ever there was one. The overly large swords. The monolithic structures in the background. The scantily clad handmaidens. The idealized concept of planetary warfare. The…”




  “Sugar, I went for the special effects.”




  “They were nice, too,” she replied, sorry for having ever mentioned the movie. “Really phenomenal, actually. Computer technology has certainly advanced.”




  She sounded so pretentious. Nerves, of course. Nerves always made her sound like a twit. What must he think of her?




  Gertrude examined the room’s red shag rug. “I liked that the director didn’t overstate the obvious theme.”




  “Theme? FRIG had a theme?”




  She frowned. “Why, the eternal struggle of good versus evil.”




  Her hero made a circular motion with his fist, much like the ones rap stars and kids watching sporting events made. “Yea, good. Go good.”




  Oh, dear. He was putting her on. Fear of social situations always brought out the know-it-all in her. No one liked a know-it-all.




  She dropped her gaze to the floor.




  Her rescuer lifted her chin. “Both of us liking sci-fi movies – some coincidence, huh?”




  His voice was sympathetic. Warm. Blissfully, unquestionably accepting.




  Wanting to know everything about her hero, she dragged out the amenities. “We haven’t properly introduced ourselves. I’m…”




  “No names, okay?”




  How silly of her. Just because she had gone to a motel room with a total stranger there was no need for her to start exchanging names and histories. Too personal.




  The naked overhead light bulb shone on her rescuer’s hair, which was black and wiry. His gaze was straightforward, almost hypnotizing in its intensity. She searched the dark male beauty of his face. “I’m making a mess of this, aren’t I?”




  “Let’s just say I can tell you haven’t done this too many times.”




  “I’ve never done this before.”




  “Never?”




  Gertrude Prescott did not make a habit of picking up strangers at seedy bars and taking them back to raunchy motel rooms.




  She shook her head. “You’re my first.”




  She was about to add “one-night-stand” but changed her mind. Too presumptuous. This nice man might not return her lustful thoughts. The simpatico attraction she felt might be all one-sided, a figment of her frustrated imagination.




  And suppose, just for the sake of argument, he did feel a similar attraction – could she do it? Could she go to bed with a stranger?




  That toe-dipping again. How far would she stick her foot into the sexual waters?




  “About my being your...er...first man of color. I’m deeply honored.” He scratched his brow. “I think.”




  He misunderstood. She was about to tell him she hadn’t been referring to the difference in their skin tones when he smiled, and her explanation went bye-bye. Another need drove her then.




  She raised a trembling hand to his jaw. “May I touch you?”




  “Touch me?”




  “Your face.”




  “I haven’t shaved in a while…”




  “Doesn’t matter,” she whispered and boldly glided her palm over his jaw. Strong. Solid. Dependable. A good jaw. With an unexpected dimple at the chin. She could tell he’d lost weight recently. His cheeks were gaunt, slightly concave. He wore a hollowed-eye look. Had he been sick?




  She traced the strong arch of his nose, then moved to his sensuous lips. He caught her wrists, preventing any further exploration.




  “That’s enough, sugar. I’m the shy type.”




  “Me, too.” Shy. Self-conscious. Too sensitive by far.




  “Why don’t you take a seat until you stop shaking?” He backed her up to the bed.




  She sank gratefully onto the coverlet. “Velour,” she said inanely and plucked at the hideous fake velvet.




  “Fire-engine-red velour. This room could use some water doused on the flames.”




  She tilted her head to the sound of raucous laughter coming from the room next door. A man. A woman. Squeaking bed springs. Flames.




  “And some major soundproofing,” he grumbled when the adjoining wall started knocking.




  He washed a hand over his eyes. “I apologize.”




  “No need.” She wrapped her arms around her waist. Her near assault had taken its toll, and she really did feel a little shaky. “I like the room’s ambience.”




  “Too bad the ambience doesn’t include a chair.” He gestured to the empty space beside her. “Mind if I take a seat?”




  “Be my guest.” Though, not to nitpick, she was actually his guest.




  He slumped onto the mattress, about a yard away from her, and regarded her through narrowed eyes. Pain?




  No, she decided. Impatience. Not with her. With himself.




  Despite what he said about an old football injury acting up, she suspected his was a recent debility. Poor man! Her hero still had a lot to work through before reaching that merciful stage of acceptance. “Is it your leg or hip?”




  “Mostly the hip.” He paused. “Listen, if you don’t mind, I’d rather talk movies instead.”




  Dozens of movie reviews later, her watch said almost two in the morning.




  He stretched beside her on the bed. “I lost track of time. You’re easy to talk to.”




  She inched closer, close enough to inhale his scent.




  At Nelley’s, the aroma of staleness had surrounded her – bodies, liquor, cigarettes. The reek clung to her like a guilty conscience. Only the fresh scent of night air clung to her hero.




  “If you ever need a friend, I’m here for you,” she said, her mouth almost touching his mouth. Before their lips joined, she lost her balance and the back of her skull crashed into something hard.




  “Ouch!” She pulled away, rubbed the tender spot on her scalp under the feathers. “What was that?”




  “The bed’s a vibrator. You just smacked into the coin box.” He played with the slot. “Don’t see many of these anymore.”




  “The Evergreen was built in the fifties. Obviously, the owners haven’t remodeled since.”




  His smiled like a mischievous little boy. “Wanna take a ride?”




  “Why not? My treat.”




  She scrambled to the edge of the mattress and reached for her purse. Every Friday she had cafeteria duty. As third graders were notoriously forgetful about unimportant details like lunch money, she always kept spare quarters to “lend.”




  She plugged four coins in the slot. “That should last us awhile.”




  The bed started to heave. Remembering their noisy neighbors on the other side of the wall, she giggled. A ladylike chuckle at first, followed by a full-fledged guffaw. And then something idiotic happened. She began to cry. Oh, not big blubbery tears. Nothing as undignified as all that. Just a steady stream of moisture that dampened her cheeks.




  “Sugar?” He pulled her to him. “What’s wrong?”




  How could she tell this nice man she was what was wrong? All wrong. For Nelley’s. For the Evergreen Motel. For ever thinking she could have sex with a stranger, even a very nice stranger. Other people had one-offs, not her.




  A gentle hand probed her scalp. “I don’t feel a bump.”




  “I’m not crying because I hit my head,” she snapped.




  “Sorry.” His hand fell away. “I didn’t know what else to do.”




  He was just so sweet. And dear. And here she was behaving like the worst bitch.




  She cried all the harder. Bawled. Ugly, messy, loud, shoulders-shaking, self-pitying tears.




  “I shouldn’t have come here with you.” Sniffing, she huddled into herself, half expecting him to pull away in disgust.




  He wrapped an arm around her. “You’re right. You shouldn’t have come here with me,” he said, accepting the truth of her words at face value. “What you’re doing is dangerous. You nearly got yourself jumped tonight, honey.”




  He whispered against her ear, “Find another way. You’ve got choices.” He squeezed her shoulders companionably.




  Using the back of her hand, she wiped at her face. “I must look a mess.”




  “No. Beautiful.”




  His clean flannel shirt beckoned. She buried her wet nose in its soft folds and tucked her head under her rescuer’s chin. His heart beat loud and strong, infinitely brave. Everything hers was not.




  He let her hide her face for a bit, and then tilted her chin up onto the crook of his finger. Warm, firm lips landed lightly on her eyelids. Those same lips trailed along her sloppy-wet cheeks. He found her mouth and hesitantly pressed the seam of her smudged lip-gloss. The kiss was cinnamon-coffee flavored and ended much too soon.




  She wanted more. She wanted...him. Just for the night. For some reason, this man was no stranger to her heart. “Please?”




  He touched a strand of her hair. “I can’t.”




  He held himself awkwardly on the bed, his athlete’s body stiff. Instinctively, she knew he hated what he perceived as his lack of grace, his limitations, and that pride would prevent him from asking for help in maneuvering his large body into a position for lovemaking.




  He pulled away. “I don’t want to hurt you.”




  “You wouldn’t.”




  “I won’t take that chance.”




  She reached out to him. “I don’t care.”




  “I do,” he exploded.




  His mouth came down on hers. Furious. Demanding. Undisciplined. Though anger hardened his kiss, instinctively again, she knew this man would never hurt her. His anger was self-directed. Why? For being less than what he thought he should be? Less than what he once was? Less than perfect? She wasn’t perfect either. Far from it.




  She caressed his broad back, the taut muscles rippling under her palms, letting him know in the only way she could, through her fingertips, through her lips, that she didn’t expect or even want perfection in a lover.




  To hell with it. To hell with everything. In a release of pent-up passion, she answered him back, kiss for kiss, abandoned in her pursuit of him. Desire consumed her. Holding nothing back, letting go of the right and wrong of this, she gave into her hunger and lavished her mouth over his. But as he ripped the metal clips from her hair, another insight sliced through her aroused haze and penetrated her consciousness.




  His debility was more than body deep.




  Something was bothering him. Something had hurt him. Emotionally. Though she didn’t know what that something was, she sensed his need for her.




  As he gave her the precious gift of that need, her shyness dissipated. There was no room for shyness in the spiraling needfulness of his kiss.




  He groaned warm and moist into the hollow of her throat and pulled back. “My weight. I can’t support myself, and you’re too tiny to take me. I’d crush you.”




  “You’ll crush me if you don’t.”




  He was absorbing her, cell by cell. She was losing herself in him. Scary. Wondrous. Life-affirming.




  When he lifted away from her, his retreat clumsy, she whimpered at the loss of his heat. “Don’t go. Please don’t go.”




  “Why don’t you go get ready, sugar?” he said, breathing hard.




  Breathing hard, too, she rose from the bed.




  Once inside the bathroom, she scrubbed her tears down the rusty drain, undid the ridiculous feathers, fluffed some oomph into her lank, mousy brown hair, and lastly, removed her clothing.




  She wished she had pretty hair. A pretty body. A pretty anything. She wished she could turn a man on with a look, a smile, a promise. But she wasn’t that kind of woman. Gertrude Prescott was totally forgettable.




  In the dark and as naked her emotions, she groped her way back to him.




  The bed was empty, the room vacant.




  Of course, he had left. Of course, he hadn’t wanted her. Plain and studious and woefully self-conscious, she completely lacked sex appeal; while he was kind and warm and funny and, yes, gorgeous. Her knight in shining armor had probably already forgotten her.




  The bed no longer vibrated. Gertrude stumbled on top of it. With a sweep of her hand, she fanned the neat pile of cash until the separate one hundred-dollar-bills resembled green leaves on the red coverlet.




  A bouquet of fake velvet roses.




  With a sob, she let the tears fall.




   




  Chapter Three




   




  After toughing his way through twenty creaky squat thrusts, Cam Wyler gritted his teeth against the pain. His injured leg muscles retaliated with a twitch dance. To cut himself some slack in the agony department, he closed his eyes, took a nice deep breath, and plugged into some quick-fix biofeedback.




  God love Harry. His partner had been one of those health-food fanatic white dudes. He was forever scarfing down nuts and berries and sprouts – wholesome, organic stuff like that. Heavy into relaxation techniques, like yoga, Harry had warned him years back, “Cam, you’re a quintessential, overstressed, type-A-personality, heart-attack-waiting-to-happen, kinda guy.”




  So saying, Harry had crammed meditation down his throat.




  Cam now had the technique down pat. He always visualized the same thing: cool blue skies; big, white puffy clouds; a candy-pink rainbow.




  Harry, the big sentimentalist, had heartily approved. His partner had even gone so far as to lay a compliment on him, saying his imagery had many “therapeutic benefits.”




  For once in their salt-and-pepper partnership, they had agreed on something.




  But what Harry never knew, because Cam refrained from telling him, was this: beneath that candy-pink rainbow, high-kicking showgirls performed their burlesque routine. Wearing swinging red tassels on their tits and not much else, the ladies did their bump and grind in a 24/7 blackjack casino on the Vegas strip.




  Man, the meditation worked like a charm. His head and hip were still killing him, but he felt much better, just for thinking of Harry.




  Before the meditative glow wore off, Cam reached for his glass of water and swallowed the meds the nice docs at City Hospital had prescribed.




  Pain pills made him groggy. Woozy. Out-of-it. But without them, he couldn’t do his physical therapy. Either way, it was a lose-lose situation.




  Pushing through the muscle spasms, Cam started some faltering deep knee bends. He’d hated them in the Marines, and he hated them still, but like the square corners he made in his bed sheets every morning, he did them.




  On bend number ten, he whimpered like a Red Sox fan during playoffs. He groaned his way through four more sets of reps before throwing himself on the floor for sit-ups. Then, he started in on killer push-ups.




  Harry’s dead...Harry’s dead...Oh, God, poor Harry…




  Cam closed his eyes against the pain. Why couldn’t the gunman have taken him out instead? He didn’t have five kids and a wife who depended on him.




  Everybody said Harry’s death wasn’t Cam’s fault, that he’d done a real fine job cracking the serial killer case. His photo even made the front page of the Boston Globe.




  Everybody was looking for a hero these days, somebody they could look up to. Well, he hated to disappoint, but he sure as hell didn’t fit the profile. Heroes didn’t break into cold sweats late at night, every night. Heroes didn’t lose it at the drop of a hat. And heroes didn’t go berserk on live TV and break the nose of a certain slick news commentator who happened to mention how it was a real tough break that Harry Donlon went and got himself shot to death. No, heroes didn’t do stuff like that.




  But Cam had. It took the entire TV crew to pull him off the twerp.




  Fucking prick. The commentator’s insensitivity still burned Cam’s ass. Harry’s whole family had front row seats in the audience, and the guy said his partner’s butchering was a tough break?




  Didn’t anyone get it?




  The perp should’ve gunned him down, not Harry. But no, Harry took the bullet, and Cam got tagged a hero. He was no hero. He’d let Harry down.




  Elbows heaving like pistons, shoulders quivering, sweat dripping down his back, T-shirt soaking wet and sticking to his skin, Cam didn’t stop. Not until his hip gave out and he collapsed on the floor, face down, did he quit.




  Had Cam died and gone to hell?




  Or, only wished he had?




  Teeth clenched against the agony, Cam dragged himself to his feet, lurched to the window, and slouched there, forehead resting against the cool glass.




  C’mon pain pills. Kick in.




  Who cared if they wiped him out, if he drooled like a zombie? As long as they made him forget, just for a few minutes, how Harry had looked, lying dead in that alley.
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