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The scream rent the air-conditioned silence of the hotel corridor.


Having entered the suite only seconds earlier, the chambermaid stumbled from the room crying for help, sobbing, and randomly banging on the doors of other guest rooms. Later, her supervisor would chastise her for this hysterical reaction, but at that point in time she was in the throes of hysteria.


Unfortunately for her, few guests were in their rooms that afternoon. Most were out enjoying the unique charms of Charleston’s historic district. But finally she managed to rouse one guest, a man from Michigan, who, wilted from the unaccustomed heat, had returned to his room to take a nap.


Though groggy from being abruptly awakened, he immediately determined that only a major catastrophe could cause the level of panic the chambermaid was experiencing. Before he could even make sense of her blubbering, he called the front desk and alerted hotel personnel to an emergency on the top floor.


Two Charleston policemen, whose beat included the newly opened Charles Towne Plaza, promptly responded to the summons. A flustered hotel security guard led them to the penthouse suite, where the maid had gone in for early turndown service, only to find that it wouldn’t be needed. The occupant was sprawled on the suite’s parlor floor, dead.


The police officer knelt down near the body. “Holy… that looks like—”


“It’s him all right,” said his partner in an equally awestruck voice. “Is this gonna stir up a shitstorm or what?”















Chapter 1
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He noticed her the moment she stepped into the pavilion.


Even in a crowd of other women dressed, for the most part, in skimpy summer clothing, she was definitely a standout. Surprisingly, she was alone.


As she paused to get her bearings, her gaze stopped briefly on the dais, where the band was performing, before moving to the dance floor, then to the haphazard arrangement of chairs and tables surrounding it. Spotting a vacant table, she moved to it and sat down.


The pavilion was round in shape, about thirty yards in diameter. Although it was an open-air structure with a conical roof, the underside of which was strung with clear Christmas lights, the pitched ceiling trapped the noise inside, making the din incredible.


What the band lacked in musical talent they made up for with volume, obviously of the opinion that decibels would make their missed notes less discernible. They did, however, play with raucous enthusiasm and showmanship. On the keyboard and guitar, the musicians seemed to be pounding the notes out of their instruments. The harmonica player’s braided beard bounced with every jerking motion of his head. As the fiddler sawed his bow across the strings, he danced an energetic jig that showed off his yellow cowboy boots. The drummer seemed to know only one cadence, but he applied himself to it with verve.


The crowd didn’t seem to mind the discordant sound. For that matter, neither did Hammond Cross. Ironically, the racket of the county fair was somehow soothing. He absorbed the noise—the squeals coming from the midway, catcalls from rowdy teenage boys at the top of the Ferris wheel, the crying of babies grown tired, the bells and whistles and horns, the shouts and laughter inherent to a carnival.


Going to a county fair hadn’t been on his agenda today. Although there had probably been some advance publicity about it in the local newspaper and on TV, it had escaped his notice.


He’d happened on the fair by accident about a half hour outside of Charleston. What had compelled him to stop, he would never know. It wasn’t like he was an avid carnival-goer. His parents certainly had never taken him to one. They had avoided general-public attractions like this at all costs. Not exactly their crowd. Not their kind of people.


Ordinarily Hammond probably would have avoided it, too. Not because he was a snob, but because he worked such long, hard hours, he was selfish with his leisure time and selective about how he spent it. A round of golf, a couple hours of fishing, a movie, a quiet dinner at a good restaurant. But a county fair? That wouldn’t have topped his list of pleasurable pursuits.


But this afternoon in particular the crowd and the noise appealed to him. Left alone, he only would have brooded over his troubles. He would have reflected himself into despondency, and who needed that on one of the few remaining weekends of the summer?


So when his highway speed was reduced to a crawl and he got trapped in the traffic inching into the temporary parking lot—actually a cow pasture turned parking lot by an enterprising farmer—he had remained in line with the other cars and vans and SUVs.


He paid two bucks to the tobacco-chewing youth who was collecting for the farmer and was fortunate enough to find a spot for his car beneath a shade tree. Before getting out, he removed his suit jacket and tie, and rolled up his shirtsleeves. As he picked his way carefully around cow patties, he wished for blue jeans and boots instead of dress slacks and loafers, but already he felt his spirits rising. Nobody here knew him. He didn’t have to talk to anyone if he didn’t want to. There were no obligations to be met, no meetings to attend, no telephone messages to return. Out here he wasn’t a professional, or a colleague. Or a son. Tension, anger, and the weight of responsibility began to melt off him. The sense of freedom was heady.


The fairgrounds were demarcated by a plastic rope strung with multicolored pennants that hung still and limp in the heat. The dense air was redolent with the tantalizing aromas of cooking food—junk food. From a distance, the music didn’t sound half bad. Hammond was immediately glad he had stopped. He needed this… isolation.


Because despite the people streaming through the turnstile, he was, in a very real sense, isolated. Being absorbed by a large, noisy crowd suddenly seemed preferable to spending a solitary evening in his cabin, which had been his original plan upon leaving Charleston.


The band had played two songs since the auburn-haired woman had sat down across the pavilion from where he was seated. Hammond had continued to watch her, and to speculate. Most likely she was waiting for someone to join her, probably a husband and assorted children. She appeared to be not quite as old as he, maybe early thirties. About the age of the carpool-driving set. Cub Scout den mothers. PTA officers. The homemakers concerned with DPT booster shots, orthodontia, and getting their laundry whites white and their colors bright. What he knew of such women he had learned from TV commercials, but she seemed to fit that general demographic.


Except that she was a little too… too… edgy.


She didn’t look like a mother of young children who was enjoying a few minutes’ respite while Daddy took the kids for a ride on the carousel. She didn’t have the cool, competent air of his acquaintances’ wives who were members of Junior League and other civic clubs, who went to salad luncheons and hosted birthday parties for their kids and dinner parties for their husbands’ business associates, and who played golf or tennis at their respective country clubs once or twice a week between their aerobics classes and Bible study circles.


She didn’t have the soft, settled body of a woman who had borne two or three offspring, either. Her figure was compact and athletic. She had good—no, great—legs that were muscled, sleek, and tan, shown off by a short skirt and low-heeled sandals. Her sleeveless top had a scooped neck, like a tank top, and a matching cardigan which had been knotted loosely around her neck before she had removed it. The outfit was smart and chic, a cut above what most of this shorts-and-sneakers crowd was wearing.


Her handbag, which she’d placed on the table, was big enough only for a key ring, a tissue, and possibly a lipstick, but nowhere near large enough for a young mother whose purse was packed with bottled water and Handi Wipes and natural snacks and enough equipment to survive days in the wilderness should an emergency situation arise.


Hammond had an analytical mind. Deductive reasoning was his forte. So he concluded, with what he felt was a fair degree of accuracy, that it was unlikely this woman was a mom.


That did not mean that she wasn’t married, or otherwise attached, and waiting to be joined by a significant other, whoever he might be and whatever the nature of their relationship. She could be a woman devoted to a career. A mover and a shaker in the business community. A successful salesperson. A savvy entrepreneur. A stockbroker. A loan officer.


Sipping his beer, which was growing tepid in the heat, Hammond continued to stare at her with interest.


Then suddenly he realized that his stare was being returned.


When their eyes met, his heart lurched, perhaps from embarrassment for having been caught staring. But he didn’t look away. Despite the dancers that passed between them, intermittently blocking their line of sight, they maintained eye contact for several seconds.


Then she abruptly broke it, as though she might also be embarrassed for having picked him out of the crowd. Chagrined over having such a juvenile reaction to something as insignificant as making eye contact, Hammond relinquished his table to two couples who’d been hovering nearby waiting for one to become available. He weaved his way through the press of people toward the temporary bar. It had been set up during the fair to accommodate the thirsty dancers.


It was a popular spot. Personnel from the various military bases in the area were standing three deep at the bar. Even if not in uniform, they were identifiable by their sheared heads. They were drinking, scoping out the girls, weighing their chances of getting lucky, wagering on who would and who wouldn’t, playing one-upmanship.


The bartenders were dispensing beer as fast as they could, but they couldn’t keep up with the demand. Hammond tried several times to flag one’s attention but finally gave up and decided to wait until the crowd had thinned out before ordering another.


Feeling a little less pathetic than he had no doubt looked sitting alone at his table, he glanced across the dance floor toward her table. His spirits drooped. Three men now occupied the extra chairs at her table. In fact, the wide shoulders of one were blocking her from Hammond’s view. The trio weren’t in uniform, but judging by the severity of their haircuts and their cockiness he guessed they were marines.


Well, he wasn’t surprised. Disappointed, but not surprised.


She was too good-looking to be alone on a Saturday night. She’d been merely biding her time until her date showed up.


Even if she had come to the fair alone, she wouldn’t have remained dateless for long. Not at a meat market like this. An unattached serviceman with a weekend pass had the instincts and singlemindedness of a shark. He had one purpose in mind, and that was to secure a female companion for the evening. Even without trying, this one would have attracted attention.


Not that he had been thinking about picking her up, Hammond told himself. He was too old for that. He wouldn’t regress to a frat-rat mentality, for crying out loud. Besides, it really wouldn’t be proper, would it? He wasn’t exactly committed, but he wasn’t exactly uncommitted, either.


Suddenly she stood up, grabbed her cardigan, slung the strap of her small purse over her shoulder, and turned to leave. Instantly the three men seated with her were on their feet, crowding around her. One, who appeared to be hammered, placed his arm across her shoulders and lowered his face close to hers. Hammond could see his lips moving; whatever he was saying to her made his companions laugh uproariously.


She didn’t think it was funny. She averted her head, and it appeared to Hammond that she was trying to extricate herself from an awkward situation without causing a scene. She took the serviceman’s arm and removed it from around her neck and, smiling stiffly, said something to him before once again turning as though to leave.


Not to be put off, and goaded by his two friends, the spurned one went after her. When he reached for her arm and pulled her around again, Hammond acted.


Later, he didn’t remember crossing the dance floor, although he must have practically plowed his way through the couples now swaying to a slow dance, because within seconds he was reaching between two of the muscle-bound, hard-bellied marines, shoving the persistent one aside, and hearing himself say, “Sorry about that, honey. I ran into Norm Blanchard and you know how that son-of-a-gun can talk. Lucky for me, they’re playing our song.”


Curving his arm around her waist, he drew her out with him onto the dance floor.
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“You got my instructions?”


“Yes, sir, Detective. No one else comes in, no one leaves. We’ve sealed off all the exits.”


“That includes everybody. No exceptions.”


“Yes, sir.”


Having made his orders emphatic, Detective Rory Smilow nodded to the uniformed officer and entered the Charles Towne Plaza through the hotel’s main doors. The staircase had been touted by numerous design magazines to be an architectural triumph. Already it had become the signature feature of the new complex. Epitomizing southern hospitality, two arms of wide steps swept up from the lobby floor. They seemed to be embracing the incredible crystal chandelier, before merging forty feet above the lobby to form the second-story gallery.


On both levels of the lobby policemen were mingling with hotel guests and employees, all of whom had heard by now that there had been what appeared to be a murder on the fifth floor.


Nothing created this kind of expectant atmosphere like a killing, Smilow thought as he assessed the scene.


Sunburned, perspiring, camera-toting tourists milled around, asking questions of anyone in authority, talking among themselves, speculating on the identity of the victim and what had provoked the murder.


In his well-tailored suit and French cuff shirt, Smilow was conspicuously overdressed. Despite the sweltering heat outside, his clothing was fresh and dry, not even moist. An irritated subordinate had once asked beneath his breath if Smilow ever sweated. “Hell, no,” a fellow policeman had replied. “Everybody knows that aliens don’t have sweat glands.”


Smilow moved purposefully toward the bank of elevators. The officer he’d spoken with at the entrance must have communicated his arrival because another officer was standing in the elevator, holding the door open for him. Without acknowledging the courtesy, Smilow stepped in.


“Shine holding up, Mr. Smilow?”


Smilow turned. “Oh yeah, Smitty. Thanks.”


The man everyone knew only by his first name operated three shoeshine chairs in an alcove off the hotel lobby. For decades he had been a fixture at another hotel downtown. Recently he had been lured to the Charles Towne Plaza, and his clientele had followed him. Even from out-of-towners he received excellent tips because Smitty knew more than the hotel concierge about what to do, and where to go, and where to find whatever you were looking for in Charleston.


Rory Smilow was one of Smitty’s regulars. Ordinarily he would have paused to exchange pleasantries, but he was in a hurry now and actually resented being detained. Curtly he said, “Catch you later, Smitty.” The elevator doors slid closed.


He and the uniformed cop rode up to the top floor in silence. Smilow never fraternized with fellow officers, not even those of equal ranking, but certainly not with those of lower rank. He never initiated conversation unless it pertained to a case he was working on. Men in the department who were fearless enough to try chitchatting with him soon discovered that such attempts were futile. His bearing discouraged comradeship. Even his natty appearance was as effective as concertina wire when it came to approachability.


When the elevator doors opened on the fifth floor, Smilow experienced a thrill he recognized. He had visited countless murder scenes, some rather tame and unspectacular, others remarkably grisly. Some were forgettable and routine. Others he would remember forever, either because of the imaginative flair of the killer, the strange surroundings in which the body had been discovered, the bizarre method of execution, the uniqueness of the weapon, or the age and circumstance of the victim.


But his first visit to a crime scene never failed to give him a rush of adrenaline, which he refused to be ashamed of. This was what he had been born to do. He relished his work.


When he stepped out of the elevator, the conversation among the plainclothes officers in the hallway subsided. Respectfully, or fearfully, they stepped aside for him as he made his way to the open door of the hotel suite where a man had died today.


He made note of the room number, then peered inside. He was glad to see that the seven officers comprising the Crime Scene Unit were already there, going about their various duties.


Satisfied that they were doing a thorough job, he turned back to the three detectives who’d been dispatched by the Criminal Investigation Division. One who’d been smoking a cigarette hastily crushed it out in a smoking stand. Smilow treated him to a cold, unblinking stare. “I hope that sand didn’t contain a crucial piece of evidence, Collins.”


The detective stuffed his hands into his pockets like a third-grader who’d been reprimanded for not washing after using the rest room.


“Listen up,” Smilow said, addressing the group at large. He never raised his voice. He never had to. “I will not tolerate a single mistake. If there’s any contamination of this crime scene, if there’s the slightest breach of proper procedure, if the merest speck of evidence is overlooked or compromised by someone’s carelessness, the offender’s ass will be shredded. By me. Personally.”


He made eye contact with each man. Then he said, “Okay, let’s go.” As they filed into the room they pulled on plastic gloves. Each man had a specific task; each went to it, treading lightly, touching nothing that they weren’t supposed to.


Smilow approached the two officers who had been first on the scene. Without preamble, he asked, “Did you touch him?”


“No, sir.”


“Touch anything?”


“No, sir.”


“The doorknob?”


“The door was standing open when we got here. The maid who found him had left it open. The hotel security guard might have touched it. We asked, he said no, but…” He raised his shoulders in a shrug.


“Telephone?” Smilow asked.


“No, sir. I used my cellular. But again, the security guy might have used it before we got here.”


“Who have you talked to so far?”


“Only him. He’s the one who called us.”


“And what did he say?”


“That a chambermaid found the body.” He indicated the corpse. “Just like this. Face down, two gunshot wounds in his back beneath the left shoulder blade.”


“Have you questioned the maid?”


“Tried. She’s carryin’ on so bad we didn’t get much out of her. Besides, she’s foreign. Don’t know where she’s from,” the cop replied to Smilow’s inquiring raised eyebrow. “Can’t tell by the accent. She just keeps saying over and over, ‘Dead man,’ and boo-hooing into her hankie. Scared her shitless.”


“Did you feel for a pulse?”


The officer glanced at his partner, who spoke for the first time. “I did. Just to make sure he was dead.”


“So you did touch him.”


“Well, yeah. But only for that.”


“I take it you didn’t feel one.”


“A pulse?” The cop shook his head. “No. He was dead. No doubt.”


Up to this point, Smilow had ignored the body. Now he moved toward it. “Anybody heard from the M.E.?”


“On his way.”


The answer registered with Smilow, but he was intently gazing at the dead man. Until he saw it with his own eyes, he had been unable to believe that the reported murder victim was none other than Lute Pettijohn. A local celebrity of sorts, a man of renown, Pettijohn was, among other things, CEO of the development company that had converted the derelict cotton warehouse into the spectacular new Charles Towne Plaza.


He had also been Rory Smilow’s brother-in-law.















Chapter 2
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She said, “Thank you.”


Hammond replied, “You’re welcome.”


“It was becoming a sticky situation.”


“I’m just glad that my ruse worked. If it hadn’t, I’d have three of the few and the proud after me.”


“I commend your bravery.”


“Or stupidity. They could have whipped my ass.”


She smiled at that, and when she did, Hammond was doubly glad he had acted on his idiotic, chivalrous impulse to rescue her. He had been attracted to her the moment he spotted her, but seeing her from across the dance floor was nothing compared to the up-close and unrestricted view. She averted her eyes from his intense stare to gaze at a nonspecific point beyond his shoulder. She was cool under pressure. No doubt of that.


“What about your friend?” she asked.


“My friend?”


“Mr. Blanchard. Norm, wasn’t it?”


“Oh,” he said, laughing softly. “Never heard of him.”


“You made him up?”


“Yep, and I have no idea where the name came from. It just popped into my head.”


“Very creative.”


“I had to say something plausible. Something to make it look like we were together. Familiar. Something that would, at the very least, get you out on the dance floor with me.”


“You could have simply asked me to dance.”


“Yeah, but that would have been boring. It also would have left an opening for you to turn me down.”


“Well, thank you again.”


“You’re welcome again.” He shuffled her around another couple. “Are you from around here?”


“Not originally.”


“Southern accent.”


“I grew up in Tennessee,” she said. “Near Nashville.”


“Nice area.”


“Yes.”


“Pretty terrain.”


“Hmm.”


“Good music, too.”


Brilliant conversation, Cross, he thought. Scintillating.


She didn’t even honor the last inane statement with a response, and he didn’t blame her. If he kept this up, she’d be out of here before the song ended. He maneuvered them around another couple who were executing an intricate turn, then, in a deadpan voice, he asked the lamest of all lame pick-up lines. “Do you come here often?”


She caught the joke and smiled the smile that might reduce him to a total fool if he wasn’t careful. “Actually, I haven’t been to a fair like this since I was a teenager.”


“Me, too. I remember going to one with some buddies. We must’ve been about fifteen and were on a quest to buy beer.”


“Any success?”


“None.”


“That was your last one?”


“No. I went to another with a date. I took her into the House of Fright specifically for the purpose of making out.”


“And how successful was that?”


“It went about like the attempt to buy beer. God knows I tried. But I always seemed to be with the one girl who…” His voice trailed off when he felt her tense up.


“They don’t give up easily, do they?”


Sure enough, the trio of troopers were standing just beyond the edge of the dance floor, nursing fresh beers and glowering at them.


“Well, if they were quick to surrender, our national security would be at risk.” Giving the young men a smug smile, he tightened his arm around her waist and waltzed past them.


“You don’t have to protect me,” she said. “I could have handled the situation myself.”


“I’m sure you could have. Fending off unwanted male attention is a skill every attractive woman must acquire. But you’re also a lady who was reluctant to cause a scene.”


She gazed up at him. “Very perceptive.”


“So, since it’s a done deal, we had just as well enjoy the dance, hadn’t we?”


“I suppose.”


But agreeing to continue the dance didn’t reduce her tension. She wasn’t exactly taking hasty glances over her shoulder, but Hammond sensed that she wanted to.


Which left him wondering what she would do when this dance ended. He expected a brush-off. A polite one, but a brush-off just the same. Fortunately the band was playing a sad, syrupy ballad. The singer’s voice was unrefined and tinny, but he knew the words to all the verses. As far as Hammond was concerned, the longer the dance lasted, the better.


His partner fit him well. The top of her head was even with his chin. He hadn’t breached the imaginary boundary she had set between them the moment he pulled her into his arms, although the thought of holding her flush against him was tantalizing.


For the time being he was okay with this, with having the inside of his forearm resting on the narrow small of her back, her hand—absent a wedding ring—resting on his shoulder, their feet staggered as they moved in time to the slow dance.


Occasionally their thighs made glancing contact and he experienced a fluttering of lust, but it was controllable. He had a bird’s-eye view down the scooped neckline of her top but was gentleman enough not to look. His imagination, however, was running rampant, flitting here and there, ricocheting off the walls of his mind like a horsefly made crazy by the heat.


“They’re gone.”


Her voice drew Hammond from his daze. When he realized what she had said, he looked around and saw that the marines were no longer there. In fact, the song had ended, the musicians were laying down their instruments, and the bandleader was asking everybody to “stay right where you’re at” and promising they would return with more music after taking a short break. Other couples were making their way back to tables or heading for the bar.


She had lowered her arms to her sides. Hammond, realizing that his arm was still around her, had no choice but to release her. When he did, she stepped back, away from him. “Well… never let it be said that chivalry is dead.”


He grinned. “But if dragon-slaying ever comes back into vogue, forget it.”


Smiling, she stuck out her hand. “I appreciate what you did.”


“My pleasure. Thanks for the dance.” He shook her hand. She turned to go. “Uh…” Hammond plunged through the crowd behind her.


When they reached the perimeter of the raised pavilion, he stepped to the ground, then took her hand to assist her down, an unnecessary and courtly gesture since it was no more than a foot and a half below. He fell into step with her. “Can I buy you a beer?”


“No, thank you.”


“The corn on the cob smells good.”


She smiled, but shook her head no.


“A ride on the Ferris wheel?”


She didn’t slow down, but she shot him a wounded look. “Not the House of Fright?”


“Don’t want to press my luck,” he said, grinning now because he sensed a thaw. But his optimism was short-lived.


“Thanks, but I really need to go now.”


“You just got here.”


She stopped abruptly and turned to him. Tilting her head back, she looked at him sharply. The setting sun shot streaks of light through green irises. She squinted slightly, screening her eyes with lashes much darker than her hair. Wonderful eyes, he thought. Direct and candid, but sexy. And right now, piercingly inquisitive, wanting to know how he had known when she arrived.


“I noticed you as soon as you entered the pavilion,” he confessed.


She held his gaze for several beats, then self-consciously lowered her head. The crowd eddied around them. A group of young boys ran past, dodging them by inches and kicking up a cloud of choking dust that swirled around them. A toddler set up a howl when her helium-filled balloon escaped her tiny fist and floated toward the treetops. A pair of tattooed teenage girls making a big production of lighting their cigarettes sauntered past talking loudly and profanely.


They reacted to none of it. The cacophony of the fair seemed not to penetrate a private silence.


“I thought you noticed me, too.”


Miraculously she had no difficulty hearing Hammond’s softly spoken words above the carnival noise. She didn’t look at him, but he saw her smile, heard her light laugh of embarrassment.


“So you did? Notice me?”


She raised one shoulder in a small shrug of concession.


“Well, good,” he said on a gust of breath that overstated his relief. “In that case I don’t see why we’re limiting our entire county fair experience to a single dance. Not that it wasn’t great. It was. It’s been ages since I enjoyed a dance that much.”


She raised her head and gave him a retiring look.


“Hmm,” he said. “I’m dorking out, right?”


“Totally.”


He broke a wide grin just because she was so goddamn attractive and because it was okay with her that he was flirting like he hadn’t flirted in twenty years. “Then how’s this? I’m sorta footloose this evening, and I haven’t been this unscheduled—”


“Is that a word?”


“It suffices.”


“That’s a fifty-cent word.”


“All this to say that unless you have dinner plans…?”


She indicated with a shake of her head that she didn’t.


“Why don’t we enjoy the rest of the fair together?”


[image: image]


Rory Smilow, staring into Lute Pettijohn’s dead eyes, asked, “What killed him?”


The coroner, a slightly built, thoughtful man with a sensitive face and soft-spoken manner, had earned something extremely hard to come by—Smilow’s respect.


Dr. John Madison was a southern black who had earned authority and position in a consummately southern city. Smilow held in high regard anyone who accomplished that kind of personal achievement in the face of adversity.


Meticulously Madison had studied the corpse as it had been found, face down. It had been outlined, then photographed from various angles. He had inspected the victim’s hands and fingers, particularly beneath the nails. He had tested the wrists for rigidity. He had used a tweezers to pull an unidentifiable particle from Pettijohn’s coat sleeve, then carefully placed the speck in an evidence bag.


It wasn’t until he had completed the initial examination and asked assistance in turning the victim over that they uncovered their first surprise—a nasty wound on Pettijohn’s temple at the hairline.


“Did the perp hit him, you think?” Smilow asked, squatting down for a better look at the wound. “Or was he shot first, and this happened when he fell?”


Madison adjusted his eyeglasses and said uneasily, “If it’s difficult for you to talk about this, we can discuss it in detail later.”


“You mean because he was once my brother-in-law?” When the medical examiner gave a small nod, Smilow said, “I never let my private life cross over into my professional life, and vice versa. Tell me what you think, John, and don’t spare me any of the gory details.”


“I’ll have to examine the wound more closely, of course,” Madison said, without further comment on the relationship between the victim and the detective. “However, my first guess would be that he sustained this head wound before he died, not postmortem. Although it’s certainly ugly. It could have caused brain trauma of several sorts, any one of which could have been fatal.”


“But you don’t think so.”


“Truly, Rory, I don’t. It doesn’t appear that traumatic. The swelling is on the outside, which usually indicates that there’s little or none on the inside. Sometimes I’m surprised, though.”


Smilow could appreciate the coroner’s hesitancy to commit to one theory or another before an autopsy. “At this point, is it safe to say that he died of the gunshots?”


Madison nodded. “But that’s only a first guess. Looks to me like he fell, or was pushed or struck before he died.”


“How long before?”


“The timing will be harder to determine.”


“Hmm.”


Smilow gave the surrounding area a quick survey. Carpet. Sofa. Easy chairs. Soft surfaces except for the glass top on the coffee table. He duckwalked over to the table and angled his head down until he was eye-level with the surface. A drinking glass and bottle from the minibar had been found on the table. They had already been collected and bagged by the CSU.


From this perspective, Smilow could see several moisture rings, now dried, where Pettijohn had set down his drinking glass without a coaster beneath it. His eyes moved slowly across the glass surface, taking it an inch at a time. The fingerprint tech had discovered what appeared to be a handprint on the edge of the table.


Smilow came to his feet and tried to mentally reconstruct what could have happened. He backed up to the far side of the table, then moved toward it. “Let’s suppose Lute was about to pick up his drink,” he said, surmising out loud, “and pitched forward.”


“Accidentally?” one of the detectives asked. Smilow was feared, generally disliked, but no one in the Criminal Investigation Division quarreled with his talent for re-creating a crime. Everyone in the room paused to listen attentively.


“Not necessarily,” Smilow answered thoughtfully. “Somebody could have pushed him from behind, caused him to lose his balance. He went over.”


He acted it out, being careful not to touch anything, especially the body. “He tried to break his fall by catching the edge of the table, but maybe his head struck the floor so hard he was knocked unconscious.” He glanced up at Madison, his eyebrows raised inquisitively.


“Possibly,” the medical examiner replied.


“It’s fair to say he was at least dazed, right? He would have landed right here.” He spread his hands to indicate the outline on the floor that traced the position in which the body had been found.


“Then whoever pushed him popped him with two bullets in the back,” said one of the detectives.


“He was definitely shot in the back while lying face down,” Smilow said, then looked to Madison for confirmation.


“It appears so,” the M.E. said.


Detective Mike Collins whistled softly. “That’s cold, man. To shoot a guy in the back when he’s already down. Somebody was pissed.”


“That’s what Lute was most famous for—pissing off people,” Smilow said. “All we’ve got to do is narrow it down to one.”


“It was somebody he knew.”


He looked at the detective who had spoken and indicated for him to continue. The detective said, “No sign of forced entry. No indication that the door lock was jimmied. So either the perp had a key or Pettijohn opened the door for him.”


“Pettijohn’s room key was in his pocket,” one of the others reported. “Robbery wasn’t a motive, unless it was thwarted. His wallet was found in a front pocket, beneath the body, and it appears intact. Nothing missing.”


“Okay, so we’ve got something to work with here,” Smilow said, “but we’ve still got a long way to go. What we don’t have are a weapon and a suspect. This complex is crawling with people, employees as well as guests. Somebody saw something. Let’s get started with the questioning. Round them up.”


As he trudged toward the door, one of the detectives grumbled, “We’re headed toward suppertime. They ain’t going to like it.”


To which Smilow retorted, “I don’t care.” And no one who had worked with him doubted that. “What about the security cameras?” he asked. Everything in Charles Towne Plaza was touted as state of the art. “Where’s the videotape?”


“There seems to be some confusion with that.”


He turned to the detective who had been dispatched earlier to check out the hotel security system. “What kind of confusion?”


“You know, confusion. General screwup. The tape is temporarily unaccounted for.”


“Missing?”


“They wouldn’t commit that far.”


Smilow muttered a curse.


“The guy in charge promises we’ll have it soon. But, you know…” The detective raised his shoulders as though to say with deprecation, Civilians.


“Let me know. I want to see it ASAP.” Smilow addressed them as a group. “This is going to be a high-profile murder. Nobody talks to the media except me. Keep your mouths shut, got that? The perp’s trail gets cooler with each minute, so get started.”


The detectives filed out to begin the questioning of hotel guests and employees. People automatically resented being questioned because it implied guilt, so it would be an unpleasant and tiresome task. And Smilow, they knew from experience, was an unrelenting and merciless taskmaster.


He now turned to Dr. Madison again. “Can you get this done quickly?”


“A couple of days.”


“Monday?”


“It’ll mean my weekend’s shot to hell.”


“So’s mine,” Smilow said unapologetically. “I want toxicology, everything.”


“You always do,” Madison said with a good-natured smile. “I’ll do my best.”


“You always do.”


After the body had been removed, Smilow addressed one of the CSU techs. “How is it?”


“It’s in our favor that the hotel is new. Not that many fingerprints, so most of them will probably be Pettijohn’s.”


“Or the perp’s.”


“I wouldn’t count on that,” the technician said, frowning. “It’s as clean a site as I’ve ever seen.”


When the suite was empty, Smilow walked through it himself. He personally checked everything, opening every drawer, checking the closet and the built-in safe, looking between the mattresses, underneath the bed, inside the bathroom medicine cabinet, the tank of the toilet, looking for anything that Lute Pettijohn might have left behind that hinted at his killer’s identity.


The sum total of Smilow’s find was a Gideon Bible and the Charleston telephone directory. He found nothing personal belonging to Lute Pettijohn, no date book, receipts, tickets, scribbled notes, food wrappers, nothing.


Smilow counted two bottles of scotch missing from the minibar, but only one glass had been used, unless the murderer had been smart enough to take the one he’d used with him when he left. But Smilow learned after checking with housekeeping that the standard number of highball glasses stocked in a suite was four, and three clean ones remained.


As crime scenes go, it was virtually sterile—except for the bloodstain on the sitting room carpet.


“Detective?”


Smilow, who’d been thoughtfully staring at the blood-soaked carpet, raised his head.


The officer standing in the open doorway hitched his thumb toward the corridor. “She insisted on coming in.”


“She?”


“Me.” A woman nudged aside the patrol officer as though he were of no significance whatsoever, removed the crime scene tape from the doorway, and stepped inside. Quick, dark eyes swept the room. When she saw the dark bloodstain, she expelled a breath of disappointment and disgust. “Madison has already got the body? Damn!”


Smilow, crooking his arm in order to read the face of his wristwatch, said, “Congratulations, Steffi. You’ve broken your own speed record.”















Chapter 3
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I thought you might be waiting on the husband and kids.”


“When?”


“When you came into the pavilion.”


“Oh.”


She didn’t take Hammond’s bait, but only continued licking her ice-cream bar. Not until the wooden stick was clean did she say, “Is that your way of asking if I’m married?”


He made a pained face. “And here I thought I was being so subtle.”


“Thanks for the chocolate nut bar.”


“Is that your way of avoiding an answer?”


Laughing, they approached a set of uneven wooden steps leading down to a pier. The platform stood about three feet above the surface of the water and was about ten yards square. Water lapped gently against the pilings beneath the weathered planks. Wooden benches formed the perimeter, their backs serving as a safety railing. Hammond took her ice-cream stick and wrapper and discarded them along with his in a trash can, then motioned her toward one of the benches.


At each corner of the deck was a light pole, but the bulbs were dim and unobtrusive. Clear Christmas lights like those on the ceiling of the pavilion had been strung between the light poles. They softened the rusticity, making the ordinary, unattractive pier a romantic setting.


The breeze was soft, but strong enough to give one a fighting chance against mosquitoes. Frogs croaked in the dense undergrowth lining the riverbank. Cicadas sang from the low-hanging, moss-strewn branches of the sheltering live oak trees.


“Nice out here,” Hammond remarked.


“Hmm. I’m surprised no one else has discovered it.”


“I reserved it so we could have it all to ourselves.”


She laughed. They had laughed a lot in the last couple hours while sampling the high-caloric fares of the food vendors and walking aimlessly from booth to booth. They had admired home-canned peaches and string beans, got a lesson on the latest in workout equipment, and tried out the cushioned seats of high-tech tractors. He had won a miniature teddy bear for her at a baseball toss. She had declined to try on a wig, although the saleswoman had been very persuasive.


They had taken a ride on the Ferris wheel. When their car stopped at the summit and swayed precariously, Hammond had felt downright giddy. It was one of the most carefree moments he could remember since…


He couldn’t remember a more carefree moment.


The tethers that kept him grounded so securely—people, work, obligations—seemed to have been snipped. For a few minutes he had been floating free. He had felt free to enjoy the thrill of being suspended high above the fairgrounds. Free to enjoy a lightheartedness he rarely experienced anymore. Free to enjoy the company of a woman he had met less than two hours ago.


Spontaneously he turned to her now and asked, “Are you married?”


She laughed and ducked her head even as she shook it. “So much for subtlety.”


“Subtlety wasn’t doing it for me.”


“No, I’m not married. Are you?”


“No.” Then, “Whew! I’m glad we got that clarified.”


Raising her head, she looked across at him, smiling. “So am I.”


Then they stopped smiling and just looked at each other. The stare stretched into seconds, then moments, long, still, quiet moments on the outside, but clamorous where emotions were housed.


For Hammond it was one of those once-in-a-lifetime-if-you’re-lucky moments. The kind that even the most talented movie directors and actors can’t quite capture on film. The kind of connecting moment that poets and songwriters try to describe in their compositions, but never quite nail. Up till now, Hammond had been under the misconception that they’d done a fair job of it. Only now did he realize how miserably they had failed.


How could one, anyone, describe the instant when it all comes together? How to describe that burst of clarity when one knows that his life has only just now begun, that everything that’s happened before was rot compared to this, and that nothing will ever be the same again? The elusive answers to all the questions ceased to matter, and he realized that the only truth he really needed to know was right here, right now. This moment.


He had never felt like this in his life.


Nobody had ever felt like this.


He was still rocking on the top car of the Ferris wheel and he never wanted to come down.


Just as he said, “Will you dance with me again?” she said, “I really need to go.”


“Go?” “Dance?”


They spoke at the same time again, but Hammond overrode her. “Dance with me again. I wasn’t in top form last time, what with the Marine Corps watching my every step.”


She turned her head and looked in the direction of the parking lot on the far side of the fairgrounds.


He didn’t want to press her. Any attempt at coercion probably would send her running. But he couldn’t let her go. Not yet. “Please?”


Her expression full of uncertainty, she looked back at him, then gave him a small smile. “All right. One dance.”


They stood up. She started for the steps, but he reached for her hand and brought her around. “What’s wrong with here?”


She pulled in a breath, released it slowly, shakily. “Nothing, I guess.”


He hadn’t touched her since their last dance, short of placing his hand lightly on the small of her back to guide her around a bottleneck in the crowd. He’d offered her his hand when they stepped into and out of the Ferris wheel car. They’d been elbow to elbow and hip to hip for the duration of the ride. But other than those few exceptions, he had curbed every temptation to touch her, not wanting to scare her off, or come across as a creep, or insult her.


Now he pulled her forward gently, but firmly, until they were standing toe to toe. Then he curved his arm around her waist and drew her close. Closer than before. Against him. She went hesitantly, but she didn’t try to angle away. She raised her arm to his shoulder. He felt the imprint of her hand at the base of his neck.


The band had called it a night. Music was now being provided by a DJ who had been playing a variety ranging from Creedence Clearwater to Streisand. Because it was growing late and the mood of the dancers had turned more mellow, he was playing slower songs.


Hammond recognized the tune, but couldn’t name the singer or the song currently coming from the pavilion. It didn’t matter. The ballad was slow and sweet and romantic. At first he tried to get his feet to execute the sequence of steps that he had learned as a youth reluctantly attending cotillions his mother roped him into. But the longer he held her, the more impossible it became to concentrate on anything except her.


One song segued into another, but they never missed a beat, despite her agreeing to only one dance. In fact, neither noticed when the music changed. Their eyes and minds were locked on each other.


He brought their clasped hands up to his chest and pressed hers palm down, then covered it with his. She tipped her head forward and down until her forehead was resting on his collarbone. He rubbed his cheek against her hair. He felt rather than actually heard the small sound of want that vibrated in her throat. His own desire echoed it.


Their feet shuffled to a decreasing tempo until eventually they stopped moving altogether. They were still except for the strands of her hair that the breeze brushed against his face. The heat emanating from every point of contact seemed to forge them together. Hammond dipped his head for the kiss that he believed was inevitable.


“I must go.” She broke away and turned abruptly toward the bench where she’d left her handbag and cardigan.


For several seconds he was too stunned to react. After taking up her things, she made to move past him with a rushed, “Thanks for everything. It was lovely. Truly.”


“Wait a minute.”


She eluded his touch and quickly went up the steps, tripping once in her haste. “I have to go.”


“Why now?”


“I can’t… can’t do this.”


She tossed the words over her shoulder as she hurriedly made her way toward the parking area. She followed the string of pennants, avoiding the midway, the pavilion, and the waning activity in the booths. Some of the attractions already had closed. Exhibitioners were tearing down their booths and packing up their arts and crafts. Families loaded down with souvenirs and prizes trudged toward their vans. The noises weren’t so joyful or so loud as earlier. The music in the pavilion now sounded more forlorn than romantic.


Hammond stayed even with her. “I don’t understand.”


“What’s not to understand? I’ve told you I must go. That’s all there is to it.”


“I don’t believe that.” Desperate to detain her, he reached for her arm. She stopped, took several deep breaths, and turned to face him, although she didn’t look at him directly.


“I had a lovely time.” She spoke in a flat voice with little inflection, as though these were lines she had memorized. “But now the evening is over and I have to leave.”


“But—”


“I don’t owe you an explanation. I don’t owe you anything.” Her eyes made brief contact with his before skittering away again. “Now please, don’t try and stop me again.”


Hammond released her arm and stepped back, raising his hands as though in surrender.


“Goodbye,” was all she said before turning away from him and picking her way over the rough ground toward the designated parking area.
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Stefanie Mundell tossed Smilow the keys to her Acura. “You drive while I change.” They had left the hotel by the East Bay Street entrance and were moving briskly down the sidewalk, which was congested not only with the usual Saturday night crowd, but with curiosity-seekers drawn to the new complex by the emergency vehicles parked along the street.


They moved through the curious onlookers without drawing notice because neither’s appearance denoted “public official.” Smilow’s suit was still unwrinkled, his French cuffs unsoiled. Despite the hullabaloo surrounding Pettijohn’s murder, he hadn’t broken a sweat.


No one would suspect Steffi of being an assistant county solicitor, either. She was dressed in running shorts and sports bra, both still damp with perspiration that even the hotel’s air-conditioning system couldn’t dry. Her stiff nipples, along with her lean and muscled legs, attracted several male passersby, but she wasn’t even aware of their appreciative glances as she motioned Smilow toward her car, which was illegally parked in a tow-away zone.


He depressed the keyless entry button but didn’t go around to open the passenger door for her. She would have rebuffed the gesture if he had. She climbed into the back seat. Smilow got behind the wheel. As he started the car and waited to pull into traffic, Steffi asked, “Was that the truth? What you told those cops as we came out?”


“Which part?”


“Ah, so some of it was bullshit?”


“Not the part about us having no apparent motive, no weapon, and no suspect at this time.” He had told them to keep their mouths shut when reporters started showing up asking questions. Already he had called a press conference for eleven o’clock. By scheduling it at that time, he ensured the local stations going live with it during their late newscasts and consequently maximizing his TV exposure.


Impatient with the endless line of cars crawling down the thoroughfare, he poked Steffi’s car into the narrow lane and earned a loud horn blast from an oncoming vehicle.


Showing the same level of impatience that Smilow exhibited with his driving, Steffi whipped the sports bra over her head. “Okay, Smilow, no one can overhear you now. Talk. This is me.”


“So I see,” he remarked, glancing at her in the rearview mirror.


Unabashed, she wiped her underarms with a hand towel she took from her gym bag. “Two parents, nine children, one bathroom. In our house if you were timid or prissy, you stayed dirty and constipated.”


For someone who disclaimed her blue-collar roots, Steffi frequently referred to them, usually to justify her crass behavior.


“Well, hurry and dress. We’ll be there in a few minutes. Although you don’t even need to be there. I can do this alone,” Smilow said.


“I want to be there.”


“All right, but I’d like not to get arrested on the way, so stay low where no one can see you like that.”


“Why, Rory, you’re a prude,” she said, playing the coquette.


“And you’re bloodthirsty. How’d you smell out a fresh kill so fast?”


“I was running. When I passed the hotel and saw all the police cars, I stopped to ask one of the cops what was going on.”


“So much for orders not to talk.”


“I have my persuasive ways. Besides, he recognized me. When he told me, I couldn’t believe my ears.”


“Same here.”


Steffi put on a conventional bra, then peeled off her shorts and reached into the bag for a pair of panties. “Stop changing the subject. What have you got?”


“About the cleanest crime scene I’ve had in a long time. Maybe the cleanest I’ve ever seen.”


“Seriously?” she asked with apparent disappointment.


“Whoever did him knew what he was doing.”


“Shot in the back while lying face down on the floor.”


“That’s it.”


“Hmm.”


He glanced at her again. She was buttoning up a sleeveless dress, but her mind wasn’t on the task. She was staring into near space, and he could practically see the wheels of her clever brain turning.


Stefanie Mundell had been with the County Solicitor’s Office a little more than two years, but during her tenure she had made quite an impression—not always a good one. Some regarded her as a royal bitch, and she could be. She had a rapacious tongue and wasn’t averse to using it. She never, ever backed down during an argument, which made her an excellent trial lawyer and a scourge to defense attorneys, but it didn’t endear her to co-workers.


But at least half the men, and perhaps some of the women, who worked in and around the police department and county judicial building had the hots for her. Fantasy alliances with her were often discussed in crude detail over drinks after work. Not within her hearing, of course, because no one wished on himself a sexual harassment rap filed by Stefanie Mundell.


If she was aware of all the closet lusting for her, she pretended not to be. Not because it would bother her or make her uneasy to know that men were applying the lewdest terms to her. She would simply look upon it as something too juvenile, silly, and trivial on which to waste time and energy.


Secretly Rory watched her in the mirror now, as she buckled a slim leather belt around her waist and then pushed her hands through her hair as a means of grooming it. He wasn’t physically attracted to her. Watching her operate didn’t spark in him any mad, carnal desire, only a deep appreciation for her keen intelligence and the ambition that drove her. These qualities reminded him of himself.


“That was a very meaningful ‘hmm,’ Steffi. What are you thinking?”


“How furious the perp must’ve been.”


“One of my detectives commented on that. It was a cold-blooded killing. The M.E. thinks Lute might have been unconscious when he was shot. In any case, he was posing no threat. The killer merely wanted him dead.”


“If you made up a list of all the people who wanted Lute Pettijohn dead—”


“We don’t have that much paper and ink.”


She met his eyes in the mirror and smiled. “Right. So, any guesses?”


“Not now.”


“Or you just aren’t saying?”


“Steffi, you know I don’t bring anything to your office before I’m ready.”


“Just promise me—”


“No promises.”


“Promise no one else will get first shot.”


“No pun intended.”


“You know what I mean,” she said crossly.


“Mason will assign the case,” he said, referring to Monroe Mason, Charleston County solicitor. “It’ll be up to you to see that you get it.”


But looking at her in the mirror and seeing the fire in her eyes, he had no doubt that she would make that a priority. He brought the car to a halt at the curb. “Here we are.”


They alighted in front of Lute Pettijohn’s mansion. Its grandiose exterior, befitting its prestigious South Battery address, was a layering of architecture. The original Georgian had given way to Federal touches following the Revolutionary War. There followed the addition of Greek Revival columns when they were the antebellum rage. The imposing structure was later updated with splashes of Victorian gingerbread. This patchwork of architecture was typical of the Historic District, and, ironically, made Charleston all the more picturesque.


The three-story house had deep double balconies lined with stately pillars and graceful arches. A cupola crowned its gabled roof. For two centuries it had withstood wars, crippling economic lulls, and hurricane winds, before sustaining the latest assault on it—Lute Pettijohn.


His well-documented restoration had taken years. The first architect overseeing the project had resigned to have a nervous breakdown. The second had suffered a heart attack; his cardiologist had forced him to retire from the project. The third had seen the restoration to completion, but it had cost him his marriage.


From the elaborate ironwork front gate with its historically registered lantern standards, down to the reproduction hinges on the back doors, Lute had spared no expense to make his house the most talked about in Charleston.


That he had achieved. It wasn’t necessarily the most admired restoration, but it was certainly the most talked about.


He had battled with the Preservation Society of Charleston, the Historic Charleston Foundation, and the Board of Architectural Review over his proposal to convert the ancient and crumbling warehouse into what was now the Charles Towne Plaza. These organizations, whose purpose was to zealously preserve Charleston’s uniqueness, control zoning, and limit commercial expansion, initially had vetoed his proposal. He didn’t receive permits until all were assured that the integrity of the building’s original brick exterior would not be drastically altered or compromised, that its well-earned scars would not be camouflaged, and that it would never be defaced with marquees or other contemporary signposts that designated it for what it was.


The preservation societies had harbored similar reservations about his house renovation, although they were pleased that the property, which had fallen into a sad state of disrepair, had been purchased by someone with the means to refurbish it in a fashion it deserved.


Pettijohn had abided by the rigid guidelines because he had no choice. But the general consensus was that his redo of the house, particularly the interior, was a prime example of how vulgar one can be when he has more money than taste. It was unanimously agreed, however, that the gardens were not to be rivaled anywhere in the city.


Smilow noticed how lush and well groomed the front garden was as he depressed the button on the intercom panel at the front gate.


Steffi looked over at him. “What are you going to say to her?”


Waiting for the bell to be answered from inside the house, he thoughtfully replied, “Congratulations.”















Chapter 4
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But even Rory Smilow wasn’t that heartless and cynical.


When Davee Pettijohn gazed down the curving staircase to the foyer below, the detective was standing with his hands clasped behind his back, staring either at his highly polished shoes or at the imported Italian tile flooring beneath them. In any case, he appeared totally focused on the area surrounding his feet.


The last time Davee had seen her husband’s former brother-in-law, they were attending a social function honoring the police department. Smilow had been presented an award that night. Following the ceremony, Lute had sought him out to congratulate him. Smilow had shaken Lute’s hand, but only because Lute had forced it. He had been civil to them, but Davee surmised that the detective would rather rip out Lute’s throat with his teeth than shake his hand.


Rory Smilow appeared as rigidly controlled tonight as he had been on that last occasion. His bearing and appearance were military crisp. His hair was thinning on the crown of his head, but that was noticeable only because of her bird’s-eye view.


The woman with him was a stranger to her. Davee had a lifetime habit of sizing up any other woman with whom she came into contact, so she would have remembered if she had met Smilow’s companion.


While Smilow never looked up, the woman seemed avidly curious. Her head was in constant motion, swiveling about, taking in all the appointments of the entryway. She didn’t miss a single European import. Her eyes were quick and predatory. Davee disliked her on sight.


Nothing short of a catastrophe would have brought Smilow into Lute’s house, but Davee chose to deny that as long as possible. She drained her highball glass and, making certain not to rattle the ice cubes, set it on a console table. Only then did she make her presence known.


“Y’all wanted to see me?”


Following the sound of her voice, they turned in unison and spotted her up above on the gallery. She waited until their eyes were fixed on her before starting her descent. She was barefoot and slightly disheveled, but she came down the staircase, her hand trailing along the railing, as though she were dressed in a ball gown, the princess of the evening, with humble subjects adoring her and paying homage. She had been born into a family at the epicenter of Charleston society. From both sides, she was of the noblesse oblige. She never forgot it, and she made certain no one else did, either.


“Hello, Mrs. Pettijohn.”


“We don’t have to stand on ceremony, do we, Rory?” She came to stand within touching distance and, tilting her head to one side, smiled up at him. “After all, we’re practically kinfolk.”


She extended him her hand. His was dry and warm. Hers was slightly damp and very cold, and she wondered if he guessed that came from holding a tumbler of vodka.


He released her hand and indicated the woman with him. “This is Stefanie Mundell.”


“Steffi,” the woman said, aggressively thrusting her hand at Davee.


She was petite, with short dark hair and dark eyes. Eager eyes. Hungry eyes. She wasn’t wearing stockings even though she had on high-heeled pumps. To Davee that was a breach of etiquette more offensive than her own bare feet.


“How do you do?” Davee shook Steffi Mundell’s hand but released it quickly. “Are y’all selling tickets to the Policemen’s Ball, or what?”


“Is there someplace we can talk?”


Concealing her uneasiness with a bright smile, she said, “Sure,” and led them into the formal living room. The housekeeper, who had admitted the two before notifying Davee that she had guests, was moving about the room switching on lamps. “Thank you, Sarah.” The woman, who was as large and dark as a mahogany armoire, acknowledged Davee’s thanks, then left through a side door. “Can I fix y’all a drink?”


“No, thank you,” Smilow replied.


Steffi Mundell also declined. “What a beautiful room,” she said. “Such a wonderful color.”


“You think so?” Davee looked around as though assessing the room for the first time. “Actually, this is my least favorite room in the whole house, even though it does offer a lovely view of the Battery, and that’s nice. My husband insisted on painting the walls this color. It’s called terra-cotta and is supposed to be reminiscent of the villas on the Italian Riviera. Instead, it makes me think of football jerseys.” Looking directly at Steffi and smiling sweetly, she added, “My mama always said that orange was a color for the common and coarse.”


Steffi’s cheeks flamed with anger. “Where were you this afternoon, Mrs. Pettijohn?”


“None of your goddamn business,” Davee retorted without a blink.


“Ladies.” Smilow shot Steffi a stern look with a silent command behind it for her to shut up.


“What’s going on, Rory?” Davee demanded. “What are ya’ll doing here?”


Coolly, calmly, and deferentially, he said, “I suggest we all sit down.”


Davee held his gaze for several seconds, gave the woman a withering glance, then with a brusque gesture indicated the sofa nearest them. She sat down in an adjacent armchair.


He began by telling her that this wasn’t a casual call. “I’m afraid I have some bad news.”


She stared at him, waiting him out.


“Lute was found dead late this afternoon. In the penthouse suite at the Charles Towne Plaza. It appears he was murdered.”


Davee kept her features carefully schooled.


One never displayed too much emotion in public.


It simply wasn’t done.


Holding emotions intact was a skill one naturally acquired when Daddy was a womanizer, and Mama was a drunk, and everybody knew the reason she drank, but everybody also pretended that there wasn’t a problem. Not in their family.


Maxine and Clive Burton had been a perfect couple. Both descended from elite Charleston families. Both were utterly gorgeous to look at. Both attended exclusive schools. Their wedding was a standard by which all others were compared, even to this day. They were a sublime match.


Their three adorable daughters had been given boys’ names, either because Maxine was drunk when she went into labor each time, or because she was so far gone she was confused about the gender of her newborn, or because she wanted to spite the wayward Clive, who yearned for male offspring and blamed her for producing only females. Never mind the absence of Y chromosomes.


So little Clancy, Jerri, and Davee grew up in a household where serious domestic problems were swept beneath priceless Persian rugs. The girls learned at an early age to keep their reactions to any situation, no matter how upsetting, to themselves. It was safer that way. The atmosphere at home was unreliable and tricky to gauge when both parents were volatile and given to temper tantrums, resulting in fights that shattered any semblance of peace and tranquillity.


Consequently the sisters bore emotional scars.


Clancy had healed hers by dying in her early thirties of cervical cancer, which the most vicious gossips claimed had been brought on by too many bouts of venereal disease.


Jerri had gone in the opposite direction, becoming a convert to a fundamentalist Christian group her freshman year in college. She had dedicated herself to a life of hardship and abstinence from anything pleasurable, particularly alcohol and sex. She grew root vegetables and preached the gospel on an Indian reservation in South Dakota.


Davee, the youngest, was the only one who remained in Charleston, defying shame and gossip, even after Clive died of cardiac arrest in his current mistress’s bed between his board meeting in the morning and his tee time that afternoon, and following Maxine’s being committed to a nursing home with “Alzheimer’s” when everybody knew the truth was that her brain had been pickled by vodka.


Davee, who looked as soft and malleable as warm taffy, was actually tough as nails. Tough enough to stick it out. She could survive anything. She had proved it.


“Well,” she said, coming to her feet, “even if y’all declined a drink, I believe I’ll have one.”


At the liquor cart, she dropped a few ice cubes into a crystal tumbler and poured vodka over them. She drank almost half of it in one swallow, then refilled the glass before turning back to them. “Who was she?”


“Pardon?”


“Come on, Rory. I’m not going to have vapors. If Lute was shot in his fancy new hotel suite, he must’ve been entertaining a lady friend. I figure that either she or her jealous husband killed him.”


“Who said he was shot?” Steffi Mundell asked.


“What?”


“Smilow didn’t say your husband had been shot. He said he’d been murdered.”


Davee took another drink. “I assumed he was shot. Isn’t that a safe guess?”


“Was it a guess?”


Davee flung her arms wide, sloshing some of her drink onto the rug. “Who the hell are you, anyway?”


Steffi stood. “I represent the D.A.’s office. Or, as it’s known in South Carolina, the county solicitor.”


“I know what it’s known as in South Carolina,” Davee returned drolly.


“I’ll be prosecuting your husband’s murder case. That’s why I insisted on coming along with Smilow.”


“Ahh, I get it. To gauge my reaction to the news.”


“Precisely. I must say you didn’t seem very surprised by it. So back to my original question: Where were you this afternoon? And don’t say that it isn’t any of my goddamn business because, you see, Mrs. Pettijohn, it very much is.”


Davee, curbing her anger, calmly raised her glass to her lips once again and took her time answering. “You want to know if I can establish an alibi, is that it?”


“We didn’t come here to interrogate you, Davee,” Smilow said.


“It’s okay, Rory. I’ve got nothing to hide. I just think it’s insensitive of her”—she gave Steffi a scathing once-over—“to come into my house and start firing insulting and insinuating questions at me seconds after I’ve been informed that my husband was murdered.”


“That’s my job, Mrs. Pettijohn, whether you like it or not.”


“Well, I don’t like it.” Then, dismissing her as no one of significance, she turned to Smilow. “I’m happy to answer your questions. What do you want to know?”


“Where were you this afternoon between five and six o’clock?”


“Here.”


“Alone?”


“Yes.”


“Can anyone vouch for that?”


She moved to an end table and depressed a single button on a desk telephone. The housekeeper’s voice came through the speaker. “Yes, Miss Davee?”


“Sarah, will you come in here, please? Thank you.”


The three waited in silence. Fixing the prosecutor with a cool, contemptuous gaze, Davee fiddled with the single strand of perfectly matched pearls that she wore around her neck. They had been a coming-out gift from her father, whom she both loved and hated. Her therapist had suggested that they were a symbol of her mistrust of people, due to her father’s unfaithfulness to his wife and daughters. Davee didn’t know if that was true or if she just liked the pearls. Whatever the case, she wore them with everything, including the short shorts and oversize white cotton shirt she had on this evening.


Davee had inherited her live-in housekeeper from her mother. Sarah had been working for the family before Clancy was born and had seen them through all their tribulations. When she came into the room, she shot Smilow and Steffi Mundell a hostile glance.


Davee formally introduced her. “Ms. Sarah Birch, this is Detective Smilow and a person from the County Solicitor’s Office. They came to tell me that Mr. Pettijohn was found murdered this afternoon.”


Sarah’s reaction was no more visible than Davee’s had been.


Davee continued, “I told them that I was here in the house between five and six o’clock and that you would back me up. Isn’t that right?”


Steffi Mundell nearly blew a gasket. “You can’t—”


“Steffi.”


“But she’s just compromised the interrogation,” she shouted at Smilow.


Davee looked at him innocently. “I thought you said I wasn’t being interrogated, Rory.”


His eyes were frosty, but he turned to the housekeeper and said politely, “Ms. Birch, to your knowledge was Mrs. Pettijohn at home at that time?”


“Yes, sir. She’s been in her room resting nearly all day.”


“Oh, brother,” Steffi muttered beneath her breath.


Ignoring her, Smilow thanked the housekeeper. Sarah Birch moved to Davee and enveloped her hands between her own. “I’m sorry.”


“Thank you, Sarah.”


“You all right, baby?”


“I’m fine.”


“Anything I can get you?”


“Not now.”


“You need anything, you just let me know.”


Davee smiled up at her, and Sarah ran her hand affectionately over Davee’s tousled blond hair, then turned and left the room. Davee finished her drink, smugly eyeing Steffi over the rim of her glass. When she lowered it, she said, “Satisfied?”


Steffi was seething and didn’t deign to respond.


Crossing to the liquor cart again, Davee asked, “Where is the… where was he taken?”


“The medical examiner will perform an autopsy.”


“So funeral arrangements will have to wait—”


“Until the body is released,” Smilow said, finishing for her.


She poured herself another drink, then when she came back around asked, “How did he die?”


“He was shot in the back. Two bullets. We think he died instantly, and may even have been unconscious when the shots were fired.”


“Was he in bed?”


Of course Smilow knew the circumstances of her father’s death. Everybody in Charleston was well apprised of the scandalous details. She appreciated Smilow for looking a little pained and embarrassed as he answered her question. “Lute was found on the floor in the sitting room, fully dressed. The bed hadn’t been used. There was no sign of a romantic rendezvous.”


“Well, that’s a change, at least.” She drained her glass.


“When did you last see Lute?”


“Last night? This morning? I can’t remember. This morning, I think.” Davee ignored Steffi Mundell’s harrumph of disbelief and kept her eyes on Smilow. “Sometimes we went for days without seeing one another.”


“You didn’t sleep together?” Steffi asked.


Davee turned to her. “Where up North are you from?”


“Why?”


“Because you are obviously ill-bred and very rude.”


Smilow intervened again. “We’ll invade the Pettijohns’ private life only if we need to, Steffi. At this juncture it isn’t necessary.” Back to Davee, he asked, “You didn’t know Lute’s schedule today?”


“Not today or any day.”


“He hadn’t indicated to you that he was meeting someone?”


“Hardly.” She set her empty glass on the coffee table, and when she straightened, she squared her shoulders. “Am I a suspect?”


“Right now everyone in Charleston is a suspect.”


Davee locked eyes with him. “Lots of people had good reason to kill Lute.” Under her penetrating stare, he looked away.


Steffi Mundell stepped forward as though to remind Davee that she was still there, and that she was somebody important, somebody to be reckoned with. “I’m sorry if I came on a little too strong, Mrs. Pettijohn.”


She paused, but Davee wasn’t about to forgive her for her many infractions of the unwritten rules of decorum. Davee kept her expression impassive.


“Your husband was a prominent figure,” Steffi continued. “His business concerns generated a lot of revenue for the city, the county, and the state. His participation in civic affairs—”


“Is all this leading somewhere?”


She didn’t like Davee’s interruption, but she persisted undaunted. “This murder will impact the entire community and beyond. My office will give this top priority until the culprit is captured, tried, and convicted. You have my personal guarantee that justice will be swift and sure.”


Davee smiled her prettiest, most beguiling smile. “Ms. Mundell, your personal guarantee isn’t worth warm spit to me. And I’ve got unhappy news for you. You will not be prosecuting my husband’s murder case. I never settle for bargain-basement goods.” She gave Steffi’s dress a look of blatant distaste.


Then, turning to Smilow, the former debutante mandated how things were going to be. “I want the top guns on this. See to it, Rory. Or I, Lute Pettijohn’s widow, will.”















Chapter 5
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A hunerd big ones, right here.” The man slapped the stained green felt, flashing a beery and obnoxious grin that made Bobby Trimble shudder with revulsion.


Pinching his wallet from the back pocket of his trousers, Bobby removed two fifties and passed them to the stupid bastard, a cracker if he’d ever seen one. “Good game,” he said laconically.


The man pocketed the bills, then eagerly rubbed his hands together. “Ready to rack ’em up again?”


“Not right now.”


“You pissed? Come on, don’t be pissed,” he said in a wheedling voice.


“I’m not pissed,” Bobby said, sounding pissed. “Maybe later.”


“Double or nothing?”


“Later.” Winking, he fired a fake pistol into the other guy’s expansive gut, then ambled off, taking his drink with him.


Actually he would love to try and win back his losses, but the sad fact of the matter was, he was strapped for cash. The last series of games, all of which he’d lost, had left him several hundred dollars poorer. Until his cash flow problem abated, he couldn’t afford to gamble.


Nor could he indulge in the finer things of life. That last hundred would have gone a long way toward taking the edge off his nerves. Nothing fancy. Just a few lines. Or a pill or two. Oh, well…


It was a good thing he still had the counterfeit credit card. He could cover his living expenses with that, but for extras he needed cash. That was a little harder to come by. Not impossible. It just required more work.


And Bobby had his heart set on less work and more relaxation. “It won’t be long now,” he told himself, smiling into his highball glass. When his investment paid off, there would be years of recreation to look forward to.


But his smile was short-lived. A cloud of uncertainty moved across the fantasy of his sunny future. Unfortunately, the success of his money-making scheme depended on his partner, and he was beginning to doubt her trustworthiness. In fact, doubt was burning his gut as fiercely as the cheap whiskey he’d been drinking all evening. When it came right down to it, he didn’t trust her any farther than he could throw her.


He sat down on a stool at the end of the bar and ordered another drink. The maroon vinyl seat had once borne a leather grain imprint, but it had been worn almost slick from supporting decades of hard drinkers. Except for needing to keep a low profile, he wouldn’t have patronized a low-class tavern like this. He had come a long way since hanging out in joints of this caliber. He had moved up from where he’d started. Way up. Upwardly mobile, that was Bobby Trimble.


Bobby had cultivated a new image for himself, and he wasn’t about to give it up. One couldn’t help what he’d been born into, but if he didn’t like it, if he knew instinctively that he was destined for bigger and better things, he could sure as hell shake one image and create another. That’s what he had done.


It was this acquired urbane appeal that had landed him the cushy job in Miami. The nightclub owner had needed a guy with Bobby’s talents to act as host and emcee. He looked good and his line of bullshit drew the ladies in. He took to the job like a duck to water. Business increased significantly. Soon the Cock’n’Bull was one of the most happening nightspots in Miami, a city famous for happening nightspots.


The nightclub had been packed every night with women who knew how to have a good time. Bobby had cultivated and then nurtured its raunchy reputation to compete with the other ladies’ entertainment clubs.


The Cock’n’Bull made no apology for having a down-and-dirty floor show that appealed to women, not ladies, who weren’t afraid to really let their hair down. On most nights, the dancers went all the way down to the skin. Bobby kept his tuxedo on, but he talked the talk that whipped the women into a sexual frenzy. His verbal come-ons were more effective than the thrusting pelvises of the dancers. They adored his dirty dialogue.


Then one night a particularly enthusiastic fan climbed up on the stage with one of the dancers, dropped to her knees, and started doing the nasty thing on him. The crowd went wild. They loved it.


But the vice squad working undercover didn’t.


They secretly called for backup, and before anyone realized what was happening, the place was lousy with cops. He had been able to sneak out the back door—but not before helping himself to all the cash in the office safe.


Because of a fondness for the racetrack, and a recent streak of very bad luck, he had been in debt to a loan shark, who wouldn’t have understood that the club’s closing amounted to a temporary cessation of income, which would have been reversed soon. “Soon” wasn’t in a loan shark’s vocabulary.


So, with the club owner, the cops, and the loan shark on his tail, he had fled the Sunshine State, with nearly ten thousand dollars lining the pockets of his tuxedo. He had his Mercedes convertible painted a different color and switched the license plates on it. For a time, he traveled leisurely up the coast, living well off stolen money.


But it hadn’t lasted forever. He’d had to go to work, plying the only trade he knew. Passing himself off as a guest of the luxury hotels, he hung out at the swimming pools, where he worked his charm on lonely women tourists. The money he stole from them he considered a fair exchange for the happiness he gave them in bed.


Then, one night, while sipping champagne and sweet-talking a reluctant divorcee out of her room key, he spotted an acquaintance from Miami across the dining room. Excusing himself to go to the men’s room, Bobby had returned to his hotel, hurriedly packed his belongings into the Mercedes, and got the hell out of town.


He laid low for several weeks, forgoing even the hustling. His reserve cash dwindled to a piddling amount. For all his affectations and polished mannerisms, when Bobby looked in the mirror, he saw himself as he’d been years ago—a brash, small-time hustler running second-rate cons. That self-doubt was never so strong as when he was broke, when it set in with a vengeance. One night, feeling desperate and a little afraid, he got drunk in a bar and wound up in a fight with another customer.


It was the best thing that could have happened. That barroom brawl had been observed by the right person. It had set him on his present course. The culmination was in sight. If it worked out the way he planned, he would make a fortune. He would have the wealth that befitted the Bobby Trimble he was now. There would be no going back to the loser he had been.


However—and this was a huge “however”—his success rested with his partner. As he had earlier established, women were not to be trusted to be anything other than women.


He drained his drink and raised his hand to the bartender. “I need a refill.”


But the bartender was engrossed in the TV set. The picture was snowy, but even from where he sat Bobby could make out a guy talking into the microphones pointed at him. He wasn’t anybody Bobby recognized. He was an unsmiling cuss, that was for sure. All business, like the welfare agents who used to come nosing around Bobby’s house when he was a kid, asking personal questions about him and his family, butting into his private business.


The guy on TV was one cool dude, even with a dozen reporters stepping over each other to crowd around him. He was saying, “The body was discovered this evening shortly after six o’clock. It has been positively identified.”


“Do you have—”


“What about a weapon?”


“Are there any suspects?”


“Mr. Smilow, can you tell us—”


Bobby, losing interest, said louder, “I need a drink here.”


“I heard ya,” the bartender replied querulously.


“Your service could stand some improve—”


The complaint died on Bobby’s lips when the picture on the TV screen switched from the guy with the cold eyes to a face that Bobby recognized and knew well. Lute Pettijohn. He strained to catch every word.


“There was no sign of forced entry into Mr. Pettijohn’s suite. Robbery has been ruled out as a motive. At this time we have no suspects.” The live special report ended and they returned to the eleven o’clock news anchor desk.


Confidence once more intact, grinning from ear to ear, Bobby raised his fresh drink in a silent salute to his partner. Evidently she had come through for him.
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“That’s all I have to tell you at this time.”


Smilow turned away from the microphones, only to discover more behind him. “Excuse me,” he said, nudging his way through the media throng.


He ignored the questions shouted after him and continued wedging a path through the reporters until it became evident to them that they were going to get nothing further from him and they began to disperse.


Smilow pretended to hate media attention, but the truth was that he actually enjoyed doing live press conferences like this one. Not because of the lights and cameras, although he knew he looked intimidating when photographed. Not even for the attention and publicity they generated. His job was secure and he didn’t need public approval to keep it.


What he liked was the sense of power that being filmed and quoted evoked.


But as he approached the team of detectives who had gathered near the registration desk in the lobby of the hotel, he grumbled, “I’m glad that’s over. Now what’ve you got for me?”


“Zilch.”


The others nodded agreement to Mike Collins’s summation.


Smilow had timed his return to Charles Towne Plaza from the Pettijohns’ home to coincide with the eleven o’clock news. As he had predicted, all the local stations, as well as others from as far away as Savannah and Charlotte, had led with a live telecast from the hotel lobby, where he imparted the rudimentary facts to the reporters and viewers at home. He didn’t embellish. Primarily because all he knew were the rudimentary facts. For once he wasn’t being coy when he had declined to give them more information.


He was as anxious for information as the media. That’s why the detective’s terse summation of their success took him aback. “What do you mean, zilch?”


“Just that.” Mike Collins was a veteran. He was less intimidated by Smilow than the others, so by tacit agreement he was generally the spokesperson. “We’ve got nothing so far. We—”


“That’s impossible, Detective.”


Collins had dark rings around his sunken eyes, proof of just how tough his night had been. He turned to Steffi Mundell, who had interrupted him, and looked at her like he would like to strangle her, then pointedly ignored her and continued his verbal report to Smilow.


“As I was saying, we’ve put these folks through the ringer.” Guests and employees were still being detained in the hotel’s main ballroom. “At first they kinda enjoyed it, you know. It was exciting. Like a movie. But the new wore off hours ago. They’ve given the same answers to the same questions several times over, so now they’re getting surly. We’re not getting much out of them except a lot of bellyaching about why they can’t leave.”


“I find it hard to believe—”


“Who invited you, anyway?” Collins fired at Steffi when she interrupted again.


“That out of all those people,” she said, speaking over him, “somebody didn’t see something.”


Smilow held up his hand to squelch a full-fledged quarrel between his discouraged detective and the outspoken prosecutor. “Okay, you two. We’re all tired. Steffi, I see no reason for you to hang around. When we’ve got something, you’ll be notified.”


“Fat chance.” She folded her arms across her chest and glared defiantly at Collins. “I’m staying.”


Reluctantly, Smilow gave the go-ahead for the hotel guests to be allowed to return to their rooms. He then assembled his detectives in one of the meeting rooms on the mezzanine level and ordered pizzas to be delivered. While they decimated the pizzas, he reviewed the scanty amount of information they had gleaned after hours of exhaustive interrogation.


“Pettijohn had a massage in the spa?” he asked, reviewing the notes.


“Yeah.” One of the detectives swallowed a large mouthful of pizza. “Right after he got here.”


“Did you question the masseur?”


The man nodded. “Said Pettijohn asked for the deluxe massage, a full ninety minutes. Pettijohn showered in the locker room, that’s why the bathroom in the suite was dry.”


“Was this guy suspicious?”


“Not that I could see,” the detective mumbled around another bite. “Hired from a spa in California. New to Charleston. Met Pettijohn for the first time today.”


Smilow studied the hastily compiled breakdown of registered guests. All appeared above suspicion. All claimed never to have met Lute Pettijohn, although a few knew of him through the media blitz given the opening of Charles Towne Plaza a few months earlier.


Most were just plain folks on vacation with their families. Three couples were honeymooning. Several others pretended to be, when it was obvious that they were secret lovers on an illicit weekend getaway to a romantic city. These answered the detectives’ questions nervously, but not because they were guilty of murder, only adultery.


All but three rooms on the fourth floor were occupied by a group of lady schoolteachers from Florida. Two suites were overfilled with a boys’ basketball team who had graduated high school in the spring and were having one last fling together before scattering to their respective universities. Their only crime was underage drinking. To the consternation of his buddies, one voluntarily turned over a nickel bag of marijuana to the interrogating officer.


The consensus was that if Lute Pettijohn hadn’t been murdered the previous afternoon, it would have been a routine summer Saturday.


“Long, hot, and sticky,” remarked one of the detectives, yawning hugely.


“You talking about the day, or my dick?” another joked.


“You wish.”


“What about the security video?” Smilow asked, bringing the banter to a halt. The detectives smirked at what was obviously an inside joke. “What?” Smilow demanded.


“You want to see it?” Collins asked.


“Is there something to see?”


After another round of snickers, Collins suggested that Smilow take a look, and even invited Steffi to watch the video with them. “You might learn something,” he said to her.


Smilow and Steffi followed the detectives across the wide mezzanine lobby and into one of the smaller conference rooms, where a VCR machine was cued up and ready to play on a color monitor.


With unnecessary fanfare, Collins introduced the video. “At first the guy monitoring the security cameras yesterday afternoon told me that the video from the camera on that floor had been misplaced.”


Smilow knew from experience that surveillance cameras were usually attached to time-lapse recorders that exposed one frame of video every five to ten seconds, depending on the user’s discretion. That’s why they appeared jumpy when replayed. Typically they recorded for days before automatically rewinding.


“What was the tape doing out of the machine? Aren’t the tapes generally left in the recorders and recycled unless there’s a need to view them?”
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